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Chapter 1



 



It’s more than a little unsettling when most the pictures you see of your father are him preening nearly naked. There’s a good reason for that in my case. Dad was a model and an actor. Not just small potatoes, either, but “world’s handsomest man” levels of stardom. “Shows up at a party for six or seven figures” fame. “Makes record amounts of money for movie appearances” kinds of crazy.



I’ve never known how to really deal with that so I usually ignored it and pretended, like Dad did with me, that he didn’t exist.



I didn’t hate the guy and I sure didn’t want to see him dead. Our relationship was complicated by necessity. When my mom was just nineteen, she worked a summer job at a sandwich shop. Dad came to her small town, Blue Sky Gully, to do some modeling for a rugged sporting goods company, a cowboy-themed thing. It was a four or five day shoot out on some farmland and the mountains, and they catered in meals every day. Mom delivered them lunch one time and caught Dad’s eye. He was notorious for sleeping with anything that moved, and Mom was pretty free herself. It wasn’t like he took advantage of her. She knew what she was getting into. They had that one night, Dad moved on, and nine months later I came into the world.



Once she had me, Mom tracked down Dad through his agency. After a paternity test, she was made an offer, the details of which she never shared with me. I knew I had a trust fund and would start to be paid tiered amounts when I turned eighteen dependent on if I graduated from high school or college. College, whether it was four years or a doctorate, would be paid for as well.



When I was younger and dumber, I used to try to tell people who my dad was. Of course no one believed me. Who would? Even if I had my dad’s killer blue eyes, what were the odds that the kid in math class with them was really Antonio Radjevic’s son? I insisted, though, and it led to a lot of laughs and nothing but disbelief, so I stopped trying. Mom helped me on that front. We invented a fake dad together, a businessman from Canada who passed away when I was a kid. In private, we added layer after layer just for fun, like he was secretly a French-Canadian aristocrat and a sometime assassin. He liked fine wines and drove a McLaren. His codename was La Fleur.



Mom loved stories like that, and in turn, she helped
 me
 love stories like that.



We lived frugally. If Mom got any money herself from Dad, I didn’t know about it. We stayed in a small two-bedroom apartment in a tiny town named Thatcher. She worked a few different jobs, mostly cooking, before landing one as an optician’s assistant. I thought we were fancy when we bought a new couch and loveseat with her first paycheck. That was a great weekend, the two of us sprawled out, her reading, me watching TV, both of us eating gobs of popcorn and drinking tea like fancy people, her with an overaffected British accent that cracked me up the whole time.



Mom dated a handful of guys and once a woman for a few years, but when they started to get serious about commitments, she bailed. She was unapologetic about that. She was not the marrying type and never promised anyone anything. And I’m not going to say “I was her life” or some shmaltzy shit like that. I mean, yeah, I was her biggest concern and she loved me dearly. I never for one minute thought otherwise. But Mom had hobbies, interests, friends. She loved life and I was tugged along in her wake, usually a little baffled by it all but loving her more than anyone else in this world.



As for Dad, I met him twice. The first was when I turned five and went to kindergarten for the first time. Mom insisted he show up for that in the paternity agreement. I don’t remember much about him being there but one of the few pictures I have with him is of the three of us together standing in front of a black SUV, the windows tinted dark enough that no one could see in. Dad was dressed pretty similarly, black slacks, a black silk shirt, a charcoal sport coat, and black sunglasses. He’s smiling in the picture, a great big goofy thing with his mouth wide open, like whoever took the picture caught him laughing. I think it’s real. Him laughing, I mean. I’ve seen countless interviews with him and he had a few different smiles – the Sexy Smile, the Charming Smile, and the Genuinely Entertained Smile.



I think Dad was flashing his Genuinely Entertained Smile. I hold onto that, even if our next visit together didn’t go so well.



The second time was high school graduation. Again thanks to Mom, he came to the ceremony, unrecognizable in a wig, beard, and brown contacts. Once the ceremony was done, he hugged me as fiercely as Mom. Like with the Genuinely Entertained Smile, I allowed myself to believe it was real. He rented out my favorite restaurant and a waterslide for me and my closest friends. Just the fifteen or so of us, and that was it. It was a crazy show of money to me. He stuck around long enough to light my cake, get a few photos, and sign some stuff for my friends, who were gobsmacked that I had actually been telling the truth as a kid.



Finally, Dad got me alone, told me he needed to get on a plane to Madrid, and gave me my present – the keys to a brand-new Mustang. I hesitated, then in one of the bravest moments of my life, I pushed them back to him and told him quietly I’d rather spend a week with him if he would let me go with. He asked if I wanted a vacation instead of a car. I told him no, I just wanted to get to know him.



Dad looked like I punched him, and in that moment, I knew however good a time we were having, I was as temporary as his relationship to Mom.



You’d think that would piss me off. I admit, I cried like a goddamn baby after he took off in his chauffeured SUV. But I wasn’t pissed. I knew where I stood. I was liked but not loved.



I could live with that.



* * *



I went to college in New Bainbridge – go Gargoyles – on Dad’s dime, and spent a lazy four years getting a major in English and a minor in Communications, perhaps the most useless one-two punch of education I could come up with, but I had a lot of fun and I wasn’t going to be hurting for money so I didn’t exactly need to be an engineer or a doctor. Part of my trust fund stipulated that when I got my degree, my monthly income would jump significantly. I knew what I wanted to do ever since I was a kid making up stories about Dad. I wanted to write. With Mom’s blessing and the trust fund to back me up, that’s what I set out to do.



Dad didn’t show up for my college graduation and I was pretty grateful for that. He sent along a card, or his people did. Mom was there, along with my grandparents – on her side, of course. An aunt and a cousin showed up too. The cousin was going there in the fall and I spent most of the day showing her around and introducing her to people. It was a good time. Sure, I thought about Dad, but it was a distant thing. I thought I was over that part of my life. Or so I thought, I guess.



Jump forward a year. I was still living in New Bainbridge. I rented a pretty killer apartment with gorgeous floor to ceiling corner windows. I made one of those corners my office nook, my desk near the glass so I could look out and see the world. Someday I wouldn’t mind a bigger unit with a larger kitchen and an extra bedroom, but the waiting list for those was, at a minimum, a year or two out, unless you wanted to buy one of the exorbitantly priced condos.



I wasn’t extremely rich but I was comfortable. I was even developing a routine, something that amused me. I went down to the first floor of the building each day and across the street to a tiny bakery. There, I’d grab a bite and have two cups of coffee while I wrote. When the mental batteries or the more physical ones of the laptop wore drained, I returned to my apartment, changed, and either went for a run in one of the city parks or hit my building’s gym. It was back to writing after that, then in the evening, I’d hit up a bar or game with friends, a lot of whom were still in college. It was a good life, simple and blessed.



I was happy.



Or I would be, if I could figure out how to start writing a novel I actually liked.



* * *



In my last years of high school and throughout college, I really came into my father’s looks, developing some of his sharper edges. I mentioned we shared our cold blue eyes but the hard cut of our faces was similar too, though mine was wider and friendlier. He liked his hair short, I liked mine longer, having inherited Mom’s dark, nearly black hair and some of her curls. His physique through most his life was unparalleled, something I never wanted to even attempt to match. I don’t think the guy ever saw a carb. Me, I loved a Danish or a Reuben too much to be quite that sculpted, but I wasn’t a slouch in the weight room.



I guess if I had to draw a comparison between us, if I was to ever act in a movie like Dad, where he would be cast as the stone-cold killer, I’d probably be more the affable action hero. We were both handsome, just in different ways.



All that’s to say I did pretty all right when it came to girlfriends. Like Mom, I tended to play the field a bit, but unlike her, I wanted something more permanent someday. So far, I hadn’t found the right woman for that, but ever since my first girlfriend at fourteen, I was happy searching.



When I got the call, I was in bed with Ila, a junior from my old college. She was pretty much the cheerleader fantasy come to life – neck length platinum blonde hair, a perky body and one hell of a heart-shaped ass, so fucking taut and tight. She was on her stomach, dressed only in a pair of pink bikini briefs as she worked on a homework assignment. I was nude, looking between her ass and the light rain outside, my thoughts drifting further and further away from the time travel spy novel I was working on and more towards fucking Ila again, and I knew how I wanted it.



My hand roamed her ass, light brushes at first. I spent long, languid minutes like that, fingers tracing down to her hips, her thighs, then back up to her ass. My phone rang with the only special ringtone on there, meaning it was my mom. I brought the hand lower, to Ila’s leg, and rested it there while I grabbed my phone off the end table with the other and answered.



“Hey Mom.”



“Hey, honey.” She was chipper, upbeat. “What are you up to?”



“Relaxing with Ila,” I said, and smacked Ila’s ass. She looked over her shoulder at me, eyes crinkling, and I grinned at her. “Think we’re going to grill some chicken here in a bit. What are you up to?”



“Just finishing dinner. Pork roast and asparagus. Then it’s wine and a movie. Now which one’s Ila?”



“The cheerleader,” I said. Ila looked at me again, raising an eyebrow. To her, I said, “Mom wanting to know which one you are.”



“Because you have so many?” Ila asked.



“Well… not at the moment,” I said, shrugging. She stuck her tongue out at me and I smacked her ass again.



Mom laughed on the other end of the line. “I got you in trouble, didn’t I?”



“Maybe a bit. How was work?”



We talked like that for a few minutes, idle chatter about our day. We probably would have talked longer if I didn’t have company. As it was, Mom respected my girlfriend time and signed off. I tossed the phone back on the nightstand before revisiting Ila’s exquisite ass.



“It’s cute you two talk so much.”



“She’s my best friend.”



“Mm.”



“Let’s not talk about her right now. Not with what I have in mind for you.”



I ran two fingers up and down Ila’s cleft all the way to her pussy. She looked over her shoulder at me. “I should finish up this homework…” she said, but it was definitely more of a moan. When I brought the fingers back to her sex, my thumb still against her bud, she shivered.



“Say no and I stop,” I said.



She held my gaze a moment longer, then refocused on the laptop, wiggling her ass. I ran my hand to the top of her panties and nearly tugged them down. A fun idea crossed my mind. I kept up the attention over her clothes. Well… what little she was wearing after our earlier fun.



With my hand hooked and twisted, I rested my thumb against her asshole and two fingers against her pussy. I had never fingered or taken her ass before, but I was determined to at some point. Might as well try for it now. I didn’t see a lot of long-term prospects with her – Ila was sarcastic in ways that were borderline abrasive – but I wasn’t about to break things off with her until I saw my cock disappear into those toned cheeks as I fucked her ass.



She moaned softly, all the go-ahead I needed, so I twisted around until I was on my knees, one leg on either side of one of hers. I put my hand right back where it was, sliding my fingers across her pussy, thumb fucking her bud as far as the fabric of her panties would stretch. I loved the view of her small, perky breasts flattened against the bed. Nothing sexier than some side boob.



With my free hand, I tugged down my boxers and my cock sprang out, ready for action again. I spat into my palm and stroked myself as I stared down at Ila’s top-tier ass. She visibly squirmed as I rubbed her thin folds, her breathing heavier. The foot I wasn’t pinning down came up off the bed and kicked behind her butt, the motion hypnotic.



She was just as excited as me. As rain tapped against the windows again, Ila grew more and more distracted, finally looking over her shoulder at me again, cheeks flushed. “Liam,” she whispered.



“I want this ass,” I growled.



“I… I… never…”



“Tell me you don’t want to try it. My dick filling you up.”



“Ohhhh…”



“I love this fucking ass, Ila.” I stopped rubbing long enough to clap a cheek. Given her moan, she liked it, and I returned my hand to her pussy, stroking her harder. “Come for me, and I’ll get some lube…”



“Oh… kay…”



I had a hard time not cheering. Instead, I grunted, “Lean up so I can get these panties off you. Show me that-”



My phone rang. Again, it was Mom.



“Don’t, don’t, don’t, I’m right there, just another couple minutes like that,” Ila panted.



But Mom never called twice in a row, not if she knew I had company. I hesitated. “Shit,” I said.



“Are you kidding me right now? Are you fucking kidding?”



“Hey, it’s my mom. She never calls twice like this,” I snapped.



“You’re about to… to…”



“I know. Fuck.”



Ila snapped her laptop closed. “Move your legs,” she said.



I did, reaching a hand out, but she twisted out of the way. “Ila…”



“No, forget it. I’m going to shower and then I’m going back to my place. Goddamn it, Liam.”



I ran a hand through my hair and said it louder. “Fuck!” Then I scrambled for the phone, punching up the answer button just before it went to voicemail. “Hey Mom,” I said, not bothering to hide the exasperation in my voice.



“Hey. Hey.” There was something to her tone, something that stilled my irritability. I thought I knew what it was. Grandpa Wayne was in the hospital a few months back with COVID and his breathing hadn’t yet recovered all the way, if it ever would.



“Shit,” I said. “Grandpa?”



“No, he’s okay, he’s okay.” Mom had a tendency to repeat things like that when she was really upset. I turned and sat on the edge of the bed, looking towards one of the windows. “It’s, um… it’s your father, actually.”



“What?” I asked. “Is he there?”



“No. No, honey. Um. He passed away.”



There are moments in life when you know you should feel something. What that is, maybe you’re not sure. Or maybe you know, but it all gets jammed up. I remember distinctly before the words really sank in staring at my window and wondering to myself if someone could see in through the other wide of the window. I didn’t ever close the blinds or anything. Could be someone out there got a hell of a show if they watched me and my girlfriends.



“Liam?” Mom asked as the shower kicked on in my bathroom.



Then the machinery sparked to life.



“Yeah. I’m here.”



“I’m sorry. I know you have a girl over.”



“It’s okay, it’s fine.” I ran a hand over my face. “Fuck. Sorry.”



“I think today you’re entitled to some swearing in my ear.”



“How did it happen?”



“Cancer, apparently. He’s been hiding it away the last eight months.”



“God, I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, and I meant it. Fuck cancer. No one deserves that shit. “I… oh hell.”



“Liam, there’s something else. And if you say no, I’d completely understand. His people are going to reach out to you in about an hour. They want you and your half-siblings to fly out for the funerals.”



“I’m sorry, funerals? As in plural?” I asked, confused.



“Yes. There will be a public one, and a smaller, private one for the family and his closest friends.”



I got up and moved to the window. I still felt mostly nothing, just confusion and a vague sense of loss, but that was crazy. I spent all of two days with my dad, one of which I didn’t even remember. How could I feel this regret for a guy who by all rights never gave a damn about me?



I didn’t realize I said part of that out loud – “never gave a damn about me,” and Mom sniffed, hard.



“I know Antonio and I didn’t give you a… a complete family.”



“Mom, he showed up for two days of my life,” I said, a desperate chuckle leaving me. “I… I… what am I supposed to do? Or say? Or anything? They want me to go out there to say goodbye to a man who couldn’t get away from me fast enough when all I wanted was a few days to get to know him?”



“I know,” Mom said. “I can’t make that up to you.”



“It’s not your responsibility to.”



She was silent, then said, “Maybe… that’s the reason to go. To say goodbye and close that book on him. It might be healthy. But I don’t know. Whatever you decide, I support it.”



“Are you going?”



“Yes,” Mom said more firmly. “I did care for Antonio, in my way. He gave me you, and our time together, it was fun. Except that I wish he wanted to be closer to you, I don’t regret it. They’re going to tell you tonight you don’t have to make your decision now. You’ll have a couple days.”



“All right. I’ll think it over. Mom?”



“Yes?”



I swallowed hard. “You did.”



“Did what?”



“Give me a complete family. You were all I ever needed. I hope you know that.”



A sob escaped her. “Thank you. I love you, honey.”



“Love you too. I’ll talk to you soon.”



I hung up, and stared out the window at the busy street below. I wanted to be among those people down there somewhere to be, something to do. I wanted to grab a book and walk down to Tully’s at the end of the street to listen to the bands that played on the weekends. I wanted to go to the theater three blocks down and watch whatever was playing, sitting in the darkness with strangers.



I was lost in that moment, my brain whirling around the feelings so ingrained into me that I didn’t even realize they were there until I lost my father. I didn’t mourn him, not really. I mourned that we never got to be anything more than passing strangers.



Ila stormed out of the shower, still muttering to herself. It finally broke my reverie, though I still felt numb. She dressed, and gave me a death stare the entire time.



“Do you want a ride?” I asked.



“I’ll take the bus. Liam, I like you. I like you a lot. But the mom thing is a serious fucking red flag.”



“I get it,” I said tonelessly. “I don’t think this would have lasted much longer anyways.”



“Yeah,” she said, looking away. “Look, I… yeah, maybe I’ll take that ride.”



I dressed, moving stiffly, still contemplating the strangeness of feeling ill over a near-stranger’s death. I don’t remember us going down the elevator, just the tail end of the ride afterwards. I pulled into Ila’s apartment’s parking lot and put the Mustang in park. She got out, then leaned back in before she shut the door.



“What was it?” she asked. “What was so important it broke us up?”



I looked up at her, my throat working. Tears slid down my cheeks and I said softly, “My dad died.”



Her eyes opened wide, and she said my name. I didn’t want to hear it. I slid over the middle console, grabbed the door, and closed it on her.









Chapter 2



 



I drove from Ila’s to a grocery store and bought my go-to comfort foods, a bag of barbeque potato chips and a pint of brownie bite ice cream. To this I added a case of beer. I didn’t feel much like drinking at the moment, but I knew that might change as the night wore on.



There are several lakes near New Bainbridge along with an imposing, gorgeous mountain range. I might have taken a drive through the mountains to clear my head if I wasn’t expecting that call from my dad’s people. The thought of someone’s “people” contacting me was funny, but at a distance. Nothing was really hitting me yet.



Instead, I drove to one of the lakes, a pretty popular one with lots of lighting for nighttime visitors. It was night by then, so in a nod to safety I stayed near the Mustang and dug into my ice cream with a plastic spoon. College taught me to keep a paper bag full of napkins and eating utensils in my trunk. Pro tip, that.



I started to let myself feel it then, the enormity of the fact that, despite our unfamiliarity, my father was dead. In the light misting of rain, I cried some. Not a lot, but more than I would have expected before that day. I thought about that picture of us the day he came to see me off to kindergarten. I thought about high school graduation, about how effortlessly he inserted himself into our lives for the briefest, best moment. About the first movie Mom ever allowed me to see in theaters with Antonio Radjevic headlining the poster. I was ten and way too young for the bloody cop-out-for-revenge plot, but the whole movie I stuffed my face with popcorn, completely in awe that the man on the screen with the stone-cold blue eyes so very like my own was my father. Fuck, I loved that movie. Love it still. I’ll admit that right now. Even his stinkers, I’ve watched maybe a dozen times at a minimum. Absent or not, that was my fucking dad, you know?



While I ate, I browsed the gossip sites to see if word got out about my dad. It did, with lots of shock that he was even sick. There was a huge outpouring on social media, and I idly browsed that too, reading eulogies about what a great guy he was, how charitable, how fun-loving. I didn’t know if any of that was true. Not that I had reason to disbelieve it either.



I was halfway through the bag of chips when my phone rang. I answered with a nasal, “Hello?”



“Hi. Is this Liam Fleming?”



“It is,” I said. “And you’re calling about my… my dad, right?”



“I am,” she said, her voice softening. “Liam, my name is Aniela Harmon. I’m a representative of your father’s estate.”



“Like a lawyer.”



“More like a clerk, if I’m being honest,” she said. “But I am employed by the firm he hired to see to his will. That included having his children at his funerals.”



“Ms. Harmon, I don’t really know what to say to that. I didn’t know my dad. I’m sure if you’re familiar with him, you’re aware of that.”



“I am,” she said simply, and didn’t elaborate.



“It wouldn’t feel honest, me being there. I’m sorry he passed. I really am. But Dad… Antonio was a stranger to me.”



She hesitated. I wonder sometimes what would have happened if Aniela hadn’t taken a moment and said what she did next, if she hadn’t been so willing to open up to me, a complete stranger. Would I have still gone? Probably, yeah, for my mom, if nothing else. I might have taken a day or two more to think about it, but I would have wanted to be there to at least get to hang out with Mom for a few days, even if the circumstances sucked. But Aniela hesitated and thought, and I was sold that night.



“I think I would make the same decision in your shoes, but let me field something to you,” she said, her tone distinctly softer, less professionally stilted. “I can’t claim to know what you’re going through, but there will be others here who do. Your brothers. Your sisters.”



“They’re strangers too,” I said.



“Everyone is, when they first meet. That is… the dumbest thing I think I’ve ever said.”



I couldn’t help chuckling. “It was pretty awful.”



“But you get my point. Come for any reason you like. But if you don’t, there may not be another opportunity like this, to really experience that wholeness, as much as a fractured family can, I suppose.”



I leaned over and rubbed my forehead. “Fuck. That’s a hell of a sales pitch.”



“Does that mean you’ll come?”



I took a minute, looking beyond my car at a shop just closing up. A graying woman changed her sign and most the lights out. When she stepped outside, thunder boomed and she jumped. She pressed a hand to her breast and laughed. I smiled despite my mood.



“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll come.”



* * *



Aniela gave me a choice of flights over the next few days. I had nothing going on so I decided to fly out the next morning. I packed the best clothes I owned, a few Oxfords, slacks, a pair of leather loafers. I thought about my suit, but I didn’t have a garment bag and didn’t know where I could find one in time for my nine o’clock flight. Aniela told me to call her any time with questions, so I took advantage of that.



It had to be late where she was, but on the first ring, she answered crisply, “Hello, Mr. Fleming. Haven’t changed your mind, have you?”



“No, nothing like that. And please, call me Liam.”



“All right. Feel free to call me Aniela, if you like. What can I do for you?”



I explained about my suit even as I was packing socks into my suitcase. She listened, and in the background, I heard a man say something groggily. She hushed him not quite far enough away from the phone, and I smiled to myself.



“Sorry, I really should have called you with this in the morning.”



“No, you’re fine. I am here for you. And don’t worry about the suit. We’ll have plenty of time to get you something here in New York.”



“All right, thanks. Uh, see you tomorrow then.”



“Looking forward to it.”



I hung up, feeling immeasurably dumb, but it’s not like I had a lot of experience with this. I finished packing, and settled into my bed for a long, sleepless night. Ila texted me at midnight, wanting to know if I was all right. I told her I was fine. We didn’t talk about reconciling.



In the morning, I woke up early enough that I could – and probably should – have eaten breakfast, but I wasn’t hungry. My friend Grady gave me a ride to the airport, commiserating awkwardly until I told him I’d rather hear about his latest attempts to bag a cute librarian who hung around our circle sometimes. Relieved, he launched into a story about asking her out and how badly he flubbed it. I laughed in all the right spots, but my mind was a thousand miles away.



I bring that up because it was the last time my friends at home treated me like a normal person for a long, long while.



Under other circumstances I might have enjoyed the creature comforts of first class, having never flown that way before, but by the time my butt dropped into my spacious seat, exhaustion caught up to me. I asked for a blanket, was offered a pillow too, and before we even finished leveling out, I was asleep. It wasn’t a terribly long flight, so I woke confused when we started to land, thinking something was the matter with the plane and we were circling back down to New Bainbridge’s airport. But nope, there below us was New York, my home for the next week.



The usual throng of people waited at the gate for the crowd of travelers. Among them, I spotted a tall, elfin faced woman with long blonde hair that hung nearly to her ass. Jesus, she was gorgeous, that kind of ethereal beauty you see on social media but never actually believe is real. But she was, and even stranger, she seemed to be looking right at me too.



“Mr. Fleming… er… Liam!” she called.



Holy. Shit. This was Aniela? If my eyes had fallen out, I wouldn’t have been surprised in the slightest.



She was dressed in flashy business chic, with a black leather skirt, a sharp gray blouse with a black blazer, heels that added another inch to her already drool-worthy long, long legs, and a playful brown and white scarf. Jewelry adorned her, a tennis bracelet on her wrist, a fine gold chain leading to some wonderful place I wanted to explore with my lips and my tongue, and a pair of pinky rings. Black-rimmed glasses didn’t look like an affectation, and gave emphasis to her subtle, soft brown eyes. I felt wildly underdressed in my dress jeans and polo. Maybe I should have worn my suit on the plane. Why hadn’t I thought of that?



But I couldn’t have expected her. Not in a million years.



“Aniela?” I asked as I neared.



“That’s right,” she said. She held out a slim, long-fingered hand, and I took it. She was so warm. I didn’t shake. I just wanted to hold that hand. It was just long enough to be embarrassing, then I finally pumped like we were agreeing on a billion-dollar business deal. Her polite smile widened for a moment, a crack in her façade.



Next to Aniela, a short, stocky man maybe in his forties or fifties in a crisp suit said, “Let me take your bag.”



“Oh, that’s all right,” I said, still staring and trying to tell the wiring in my head not to. It was a losing battle. I barely noticed the guy.



The man said cheerfully, “It’s my job, sir. Jason Mills. Chauffeur, valet, keeper of bad jokes, if you need one on demand this week.”



Aniela finally lost her smile as she looked aside at her companion. Finally I paid him some attention too. Aside from the generalities, he had a bushy but well-trimmed gray beard and a balding head. “Jason, I’m not sure this is the time.”



“Actually,” I said, “I could probably use a bad joke right about now.”



He lit up. “I was trying to open some refried beans the other day but couldn’t get it. No surprise. I was using a can’t opener!”



Aniela groaned and covered her eyes. I laughed and clapped Jason on the shoulder. “Perfection. Pure bliss.”



“Oh Lord, he’s encouraging him,” Aniela said.



Jason said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Fleming.”



“Liam. Please.”



“Then Liam, it’s a pleasure.”



“You too.”



Aniela said, “On a serious note, on behalf of both of us, I want to tell you, Liam, we’re sorry about the circumstances and your father’s death.”



“A good man,” Jason said.



“He was. Let’s walk and talk,” Aniela said. We headed for the baggage claim area.



“You both worked for him?” I asked.



“Going on ten years,” Jason said. “He had an army of us drivers around. Always liked to hear a joke too.”



“I’m more recent,” Aniela said. “When he was diagnosed, he brought us on. His will is complicated. But in my interactions with him, he was a kind man.”



“You both knew him better than me,” I said, then raised a hand to my chin and rubbed it. “Sorry. That came off as more crass than I mean.”



“I understand,” Aniela said, and Jason nodded.



“Just curious, how many brothers and sisters do I have?” I asked.



“Twenty-one,” she said.



“Jesus,” I said, stunned. “That’s… uh… that’s some work.”



“Mr. Radjevic certainly enjoyed himself,” Jason said. Aniela gave him a stern look and he winced. “Sorry.”



I chuckled. “It’s all right. I’m not really a formal guy. You don’t need to be on your toes around me. Either of you. I’m just here to see my dad off, meet my family, and maybe get some fodder for a book.”



“Oh, you’re a writer?” Jason asked.



We reached the luggage carousel as we talked some about my English degree and my attempts at writing a novel. Jason told me he was looking at attending college himself sometime soon.



“I’m keeping my options open. Going to finish out this gig for the estate and see what’s next,” he said cheerfully. “Can’t be much reason for them to keep all of us around but I’ll see it through to the end.” He gestured at the rotating luggage carousel, just starting up. “Tell me when yours is coming and I’ll snag it.”



“Thanks,” I said. To Aniela, I asked, “What about you?”



“Double major. Business and economics. I meant to be a lawyer, but the firm I interned for liked me so much in the trenches they made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. I’ll go back someday for the rest of it, but it’s been a great job so far, and interesting. Literally the week after I started was when your father came to us.”



“What was he like?” I asked.



“Well, like I say, our interactions were limited, but polite, charming, kind to everyone. That’s what I remember most,” Aniela said.



“She’s right about that,” Jason said. “Always asked how our loved ones were, remembered names, the important things. Made sure we always had some time off around the holidays and our birthdays. Truly a good man, and that’s not me being polite about it.”



Luggage started coming out, and I was surprised to see mine was second in line. I never had that kind of luck. I called it out to Jason and he grabbed it for me. In a few minutes, we were out the door. An airport valet stood next to a gorgeous modern Bentley, and I whistled low as I took in the beautiful car.



“Something, isn’t it?” Jason asked.



“No kidding,” I said. “Almost don’t want to touch it. It’s like a unicorn.”



“Wait until we get out in the back country and I can open her up,” Jason said with a wink. “She’s almost more beast than beauty.”



The backseat was spacious, to say the least. I waited for Aniela to get in, and she did the same for me. “Sir?” she asked.



“I… you know, being polite,” I said, rubbing the back of my head.



She chuckled and slid in, a hand going reflexively to her skirt to keep it tugged low. I did catch a tiny glimpse of her ass stretching the material and had a hard time not biting my fist. I slid in after her and moaned. The seats were more comfortable than my couch, and I had a pretty great couch.



“This is incredible,” I said, staring all around me. “Is that a minibar?”



“It is. Care for a drink?”



“Um, nothing alcoholic, but if there’s a soda or something?”



She opened up a panel on her side. There was an assortment of energy drinks, chilled coffees, and sodas. She handed me one, and I cracked it open as we started out of the airport.



“So I guess I have to ask, what’s expected of me this week?” I said after a long drink.



“That’s an interesting way of putting it,” Aniela said. “Nothing is exactly required of you, but your father wished to have you attend his funerals, as well as a one-on-one meeting after the second funeral with his executor, your uncle Fedir.”



“I didn’t even know I had an uncle named Fedir.” That was sort of a lie and I felt bad about it. I did look up Dad’s family, though I never reached out to them.



“I know this must be… overwhelming and strange,” Aniela said. “I’m here for whatever you need, any time of day. I’ll be staying on the premises throughout the duration of this and further, if you need me for the…” She quieted, and I raised an eyebrow.



“The…?” I prodded.



“I’m sorry. I spoke too soon. That’s for Fedir to discuss with you.”



Huh. I wanted to press, but if it was a legal thing, maybe she couldn’t talk about it. I guess I got that. Sort of. Maybe. All right, no, I didn’t, but I was in another world now.



“As for more immediate concerns, we’ll be stopping to obtain some suits for you. Would you like a haircut or do you have any other needs while we’re here in the city? The estate is quite a way out in the country.”



I grinned. “I guess I have let it get a little shaggy, huh?”



She blushed. Aniela actually blushed. “I think it suits you, but perhaps a trim?”



“All right,” I said. Was that… a line? Huh.



Huh!



“The rest of the week is yours to do as you wish,” she said. “Breakfast and lunch will be freeform. There will be a more formal dinner each night for family members who wish to attend, but you’re certainly not locked into anything. There’s a gala after the public funeral, with performances by some of your father’s favorite artists and emceed by Juliet Masalis.”



“I’m not sure I’m going to be in the party mood, but I guess we’ll see,” I said.



“Then we’ll get you a tuxedo as well, just in case.”



“All right. My mom is flying out later today. Is she going to be staying at this mansion too?”



“Yes!” Aniela said. “I’m not just your assistant this week, but hers as well. My thinking was we would pick your suits and tuxedo up, get you that haircut, and sightsee, then pick her up. However, this is your week and I don’t want to push an agenda on you.”



“Sounds perfect to me.”



Once Aniela made a few calls, we drove to get the haircut first, winding up in a pretty cool second-floor place designed to look like an old barber shop, complete with brass fixtures and décor that could best be described as shaggy and orange. I liked it immensely, as well as the chatty heavyset woman who did my hair. She kept it long, to my ears, but gave it some emphasis to my curls, giving me kind of a rock star look.



“Wow,” I said, peering at myself in the mirror. “How am I ever going to get my haircut done by anyone else now?”



“It does look fantastic,” Aniela said, leaning down to inspect me. I couldn’t help a peek of her silky white bra and tried to will myself not to get hard. The corners of her mouth quirked up, and that definitely wasn’t my imagination. Nor was the length of time she spent examining my hair bent over right in front of me, twisting just enough side to side to keep my eyes on her breasts. Her signals were subtle, but they were there, and I fought the urge to pull her to me to kiss her.



I stood up to dig out my wallet, but Aniela took my wrist and shook her head. “This week is on the estate. Anything you need or want.”



I noticed she was still holding my wrist at about the same time she did. She blushed and paid while I studied myself in the mirror. Well, I say “looking at myself,” but I was really stealing glimpses of Aniela’s ass in that tight leather skirt.



In the car again, I said to her quietly, “I appreciate what you did up there, but you must know I have money, through Dad’s trust.”



She held up a finger and pressed a button. Between us and Jason, a partition rose up. “It wasn’t pity, if that’s what you’re assuming. And if offense was taken…”



“No. It wasn’t.”



Aniela nodded. “The offer isn’t just for your sake, but all your father’s most special guests.” She looked me in the eyes. “Whatever you need, whatever you want, is yours this week.”



It was my turn to give her my best fuck-me look, and mine isn’t so bad either. “I am my father’s son in one regard.”



“What’s that?” she asked, her voice dropping an octave.



“I have appetites, Aniela. So when you say something like that, you need to know I’ll want to take you up on it.”



Her tongue flicked across her pink lips, just a trace of it. “So do I.”



Aniela started to lean across the seat towards me. Before I could pull her in, I thought about the guy on the phone when I talked to Aniela the night before. Much as I wanted to take her right then and there, I raised a hand and pressed it to her chest, stopping her and giving myself a tantalizing feel in the process. Fuck.



“You have a guy at home,” I said softly. “I’m an asshole, but I’m not a homewrecker.”



She took my hand and moved it so it was cupping one of her breasts more squarely. Her eyes burned into mine. “We have an open relationship. And what about you, Mr. Fleming? Our notes say you have a girlfriend at home.”



I squeezed and her lips parted. I brought the hand up to those lips and pressed a finger to them. She sucked it, staring right at me. “We broke up. Last night.” I pulled the finger out and caressed her cheek. “And I told you to call my Liam.”



“Maybe I need a spanking to remember… sir.”



She crawled across the middle seat to me and straddled my lap, I grabbed her ass through the leather skirt, hardening. This was fast even by my standards, and I had the thought that maybe she was faking, maybe this was all part of an act she was paid to perform, but when I pulled that skirt up over her ass and ran three fingers across her pussy, no, Aniela was fucking soaking her lacy briefs.



I edged them to the side and Aniela moaned breathlessly in my ear as I drove three fingers into her. She was warm, wet, and so fucking tight. I was going to spread that pussy obscenely wide when I fucked her and the thought drove me to rock hardness. My free hand went to her tight ass and I spanked it, keeping control as I stared up into her eyes.



“Harder,” Aniela panted. “I can take it, I can take whatever you give me.”



“Fuck,” I growled, and I cracked her ass hard. She slammed down on my fingers, biting my shoulder with the pleasure, and I didn’t care. I fingered her as fast and hard as I could, smacking that ass now and then until she had to be red and sore. But with every smack she thrust at me harder, her pussy soaking my fingers, dribbling wetness onto my jeans. In between spanks I massaged her cheek and that excited her too.



“I’m yours this week, sir, yours to use, yours to command.”



“Goddamn,” I breathed, pumping my fingers harder.



“Oh, oh sir… tell me to come. Order me to come…”



Fuck, I liked that. “Come for me, Aniela. Come on my fingers.”



“Yessss… sir… going to come for you, g-going to come…”



She leaned back, thrusting her tits in the blouse towards me. Her head twisted and she brought her fingers up to her lips, sucking her fingers. Her hips bounced once, twice, and then she was shaking my fingers, the muscles against my fingers twitching. I pulled my fingers free and brought them to my lips, but before I could suck them down, she did it for me, staring me in the eyes as she licked her fingers free of her juices.



I tried to lean up to kiss her. It was the only time she stopped me, her hand sliding between our lips just in time. “It’s the one thing I can’t do with another guy,” she said. “I’m sorry. Too many emotions in a kiss.”



“I get it,” I said, and fell back against the seat. She moved to kneel beside me on the seat and unzipped me, but before she could do whatever she had planned, there was a soft three note chime. Aniela winced.



“That’s Jason letting us know we’re close.”



“Tell him we need five minutes,” I said. I finished unzipping myself and pulled out my hard cock. “Then climb back on top of me, unless you want it from behind.”



“Sir’s choice,” Aniela said, blushing as she stared at my length. She pressed a button and said, “Five minutes.”



“Got it,” Jason said cheerfully over the intercom.



Aniela reached for me and stroked me. “Do have a condom, Liam?”



“No.”



“Then you need to be careful about pulling out before you come. I’m clean, but I’m not on the pill.” She leaned down and sucked my tip for just a moment, her head bobbing up and down as she made a soft keening sound. I moaned and she came off me to stroke me again. “There are going to be a lot of women that want you for the wrong reasons. Do you understand?”



“I do,” I said. “The money.”



She nodded. “Yes, sir. The money.”



I cocked my head as Aniela tugged her panties down and crawled over me again. “You like the boss fantasy, don’t you?”



“I do,” she breathed, gripping my cock and holding it upright. “I’m not paid to do this to you. No one even suggested it. But I’ve been…” She slid down and whimpered as I spread her folds wide, “Oh Jesus, oh fuck, you’re big…”



“You’ve been what?” I asked as I gripped her ass and started to rock up at her.



“I’ve been… f-fantasizing about y-you ever since I saw your… pic… pictures… you’ll pull out?”



“I will,” I said. God, those lips. The thought of not being able to kiss her was going to drive me wild. I thought I could do it and she wouldn’t complain. Might even like it. But I would play by her rules. I meant it, that I wasn’t about to break Aniela and her boyfriend up.



Aniela wasn’t shy about taking hers, a trait I love in a woman. She clamped her hands to mine on her ass and did a combination rock and swirl that must have been awfully good for her, given the rhythmic moans coming from her mouth.



“Mm, yes, mm, yesss, deep, that’s deep, mm, yesss…”



I dropped my head against her blouse, then moved my lips against her neck. “Any rule about my kissing you here?”



“No, no, do it…” She gasped as I kissed her neck. Her head dipped to the other side to give me better access and I thrust up at her as I drank in the warm, flowery scent she’d rubbed somewhere close. Her breasts, maybe. I didn’t know but it was intoxicating. Like that, I clutched her ass and started meeting her rocking hips, my need swelling in my balls. Not much longer, but the way she was rocking, she had to be close.



“Can’t… come inside me… cause you might… make me pregnant,” she breathed. Her ass bounced harder and I smacked it.



“I’ll pull out,” I promised her.



“Good. B-because I’d… never want to stop… oh, this cock feels so good in me, L-Liam…”



“I think you mean sir,” I said, playing into her fantasies.



“Yesss!” she hissed. “Sir! Sir! I’m coming again for you. Tell me to come again!”



I put my lips so close to hers she had to feel my breath. “Come for me, come for me, let me feel it around me before I pull out.”



“Yes! Y-yes! I’m c-coming… for you!”



Her pussy clutched at me, and I grabbed the door handle, my cock throbbing so hard I thought I was going to blow regardless of my staying power. But Aniela’s orgasm was fast and hard and she was off me in a flash, kneeling on the seat, her mouth dropping to my slick cock. She sucked me down, her lips wide around me as she bobbed her head up and down with wet sounds.



“Glurk! Glurk! Glurk!”



“Aniela, I’m close…” I warned, and she only bobbed harder, taking me deep, nearly to her throat – then down it. I tapped her head, but she stayed there, giving me a keen deep in her throat. Thick ropes shot out of me as powerfully as I’d ever come before, right down her throat. She stayed there, swallowing, swallowing, swallowing, her throat working. She swallowed every drop then came up off me with a gasp. We both stared down at the pink lipstick stains up and down my cock, and I chuckled weakly.



“Holy shit. This week is going to be incredible,” I said.



Aniela reached for my door and pulled a packet of tissues from the compartment. She tended to me with gentle strokes, then sat up on her knees again, a hand on my softening cock. “Anything you need. Anytime.” Lower, quieter. “Anything you desire.” Her eyes held mine. “Anything.”









Chapter 3



 



Although we told Jason five minutes, it was more like ten to allow Aniela time to clean up. He circled the block idly while we conducted our how-do-you-dos in the back, and didn’t say a word about what he had to know was going on when Aniela told him we were ready.



A couple minutes later, we slowed and stopped beside a line of parked cars, and hurried out to a glass-fronted clothier’s shop. I call it that not to sound like a douche, but because that was what was written on the window.



Down the street, a guy at a cart was selling something spicy and intriguing, and the smell made me realize how powerfully hungry I was.



“One of the best street vendors around the area,” Aniela said, noticing where I was looking.



“Hungry?” I asked.



“I always am, after great sex.”



I grinned. “Oh, it was great, was it?”



She grinned too. “Come on.”



The vendor sold blends of chicken, beef, and vegetables served on freshly made flatbread. Aniela went with chicken, I went with beef, and I surprised her when I asked if she wouldn’t mind trying each other’s.



“I am sir’s to command,” she said, giving me a wink.



“You really do like that, don’t you?”



“It’s not too weird, is it?”



“No. I was pretty damn turned on.”



“I noticed. I do have a submissive streak. And I really don’t mind you being a little rough with me, if you didn’t notice. It’s, um… I like a man in charge.” She blushed, and quieter, added, “I like to be used.”



“All right,” I said. “So if I said to get on your knees right here, right now, and fish me back out…?”



Heat bloomed in Aniela’s cheeks. “I’m yours.”



I took a bite of hers and decided I liked my slightly spicier one better. We traded back, ate, and bought a couple bottles of water to wash it down. As we walked back to the store, I said, “Tell me about your guy.”



“Mm. Dustin. He’s in management for a home décor brand.”



“Ah. That sounds… uh… miserable.”



Aniela laughed. “It’s a good job. Besides, not everyone can be the playboy son of an actor and a model.”



“Playboy? You have a very high opinion of my sexual hijinks.”



“Hey, I’ve never slept with a guy on the first date, let alone the first two hours.”



I stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Wait. Really?”



She smiled at me. “Really. And no, it’s not because I’m being paid to do it or because I’m chasing your father’s money.”



“Hey, I wouldn’t think that.”



Her smile disappeared. “You need to. I’m serious. Even with me. You need to understand that. I can’t give you the specifics yet, but there are going to be circumstances soon where lots of manipulative people are going to want to take advantage of you. What happened in the car, us… without a condom, that should have never gone that far.”



“Do you regret it?” I asked, genuinely curious.



“No,” she said, her hand rising to her neck where I kissed her in the car. “But that’s not the point, Liam. You need to always be on your toes. Always assume the worst of people.”



“I don’t think that’s in me,” I said.



“And that guilelessness is… it’s attractive. It’s charming. But I could have been… mm… trying to get you to… you know, finish in me so you’d get me pregnant, and then I’d come for your money. That’s how you need to think. You don’t need to be paranoid, but always have condoms on hand. And never leave them alone with someone.”



“What? Why?”



“In case they prick holes in them or something.”



She was serious. I blinked at her. “Jesus.”



“It’s a crazy world,” Aniela said, shrugging. “People do a lot worse for a lot less money.”



“My trust fund isn’t all that much,” I said, then reconsidered. “I mean, it is, I’m comfortable, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t think it’s anything someone would go crazy for.”



“God, you’re so innocent,” she said, rubbing her chin. “People will rob a corner store for a couple hundred bucks. They’ll kill for it.”



“Okay, you have a point,” I said. “And condoms are smart anyways, so it’s not like I’m disagreeing.”



“Good. I’m not asking you to celibate. Have all the fun you want. But you said it earlier. This is a different world. I just want you to be prepared, that’s all.”



The clothier took up several floors, the first of which was the only one we were really concerned with. The walls were lined sparsely with flashy seasonal clothing, most of which looked utterly ridiculous. I was not going to wear an orange suit, unless it was as a joke. But shortly after we entered, a slender Japanese woman with a pleasantly full face came to us. In a lemon-colored dress, I had a hard time not staring at her full breasts, The cut was so low it was a miracle she didn’t spill out.



“Eme!” Aniela said.



“Aniela!”



The two women approached each other and kissed, a brief, chaste thing that nevertheless got my dick’s full attention. Aniela turned to me and said, “This is my client, Mr. Fleming. Mr. Fleming, Eme, an old friend.”



“Very much a pleasure,” Eme said.



“Same for me,” I said, reaching out to shake her hand. Her nails were colored with swirls I liked immensely. “Nice nails.”



“Thank you!”



Aniela smiled. “Mr. Fleming needs the full service today, if you’ve the inclination and the time.”



Eme lit up. “Oh really?”



“Two wool suits, both for a funeral. A tuxedo for an evening gala. Shoes for each.” She thought, and added, “An overcoat too, in case the weather turns.”



“Let’s get him measured and we’ll see what we have available.”



Eme made a gesture to another woman deeper in the store, then pointed towards one of several closed doors. The other woman nodded, and Eme said, “Follow me.”



We did, into a spacious fitting room dominated by three ornate mirrors on the walls. Two armchairs rested in corners, and Aniela headed for one. She held her leather skirt down as she sat and crossed her legs, giving me an enigmatic smile. Eme guided me to the middle of the room, asked if we wanted anything to drink, and left to gather some things. When she came back, she pushed a handcart loaded with a decanter of ice water and crystal glasses. Aniela took a glass of water with a murmured thanks. I was told to strip to my underwear. Eme left a second time while I did that, and came in with tailor’s tape and a binder I found out was full of clothing swatches and several plastic bound sheets of paper.



“He’s very broad-shouldered and chested, but we have several suits that should work. Something tailored, you’re probably looking at two months.”



“We’ll take what you have on hand for him. I’ll let you know by the end of the week about the tailored suit,” Aniela said.



“With all due respect,” I said, “I’m not sure I’m going to need one. I don’t go to a lot of formal affairs like this.”



Aniela and Eme shared a look. Aniela gave her the tiniest nod and Eme returned it. What that meant, I had no idea, but I had the feeling it was going to lead to a tailored suit no matter if I actually wanted one or not.



Through the next ten minutes, Eme guided me into a variety of positions, checking the breadth of my shoulders, chest, gut, hips, and legs. She didn’t write a single thing down, and when I asked why, she said she would remember it.



At one point early on I tried to suck in my gut and she said absently, “None of that. You’re a handsome man and the extra few pounds don’t change that.”



I endured, and when she got to my inseam measurements, the back of her hand pressed against my cock. I thought that was a bit unnecessary. I caught Aniela’s eye, and she smiled faintly at me, but her attention shifted back to Eme. Eme held the tape against my thigh, murmured to herself, then brought the tape to my dick. She looked up at me and said, “To get the best measurement, we need to see how big you are… hard.”



Her fingers slid into the hem of my boxers and she tugged them down. Fuck me, I’d just come but I was hardening already. Eme looked at my cock and out poked her tongue through a corner of her lips. “Oh my,” she said softly. “We’ll definitely need to make sure there’s plenty of room for this.”



The measuring tape fell from her fingers and she gripped me with both hands abandoning the pretenses altogether. Still not quite believing this was happening, I reached down and pulled the pins from her hair, letting it fall down past her shoulders. She stared up at me, stroking me loosely, then brought her slim, delicate lips to my tip and licked it carefully.



“Mm,” she said, and looked at Aniela. “Is that you I taste on him?”



Aniela shot me a look then nodded at Eme. “Yes. We had some fun in the car just now.”



“You act fast,” Eme said to me, and giggled. She focused on my cock again and sucked my first few inches into her mouth. Unlike Aniela, that was all she could take, but it was way more than enough. I ran a hand through her hair and rested it on the back of her head, groaning as she stared up at me, her dark eyes gleaming with good humor.



As she slurped and sucked, Aniela pulled her skirt up, showing off her long legs for me and her soaked panties. She tugged those down and spread herself wide.



“I like to watch,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind entertaining me as much as you can this week… sir.”



I grinned and bucked just a bit into Eme’s delicate mouth. “I think I can handle that.”



Okay, so look. Any blowjob is a great blowjob. Don’t ever get me wrong there. But that blowjob, for me, was all about watching Aniela. She stayed in her corner, content to rub her clit and finger herself with her legs spread wide. Her blonde hair was already mussed some from our prior fun, and it gave her an even sultrier look, if that was possible.



And even that wasn’t really the part that did it for me. It was her intelligent, warm eyes through her glasses. It was the smile, the one that seemed so familiar already even if we just met hours ago. I was in trouble with this one. I knew she was in a relationship, but goddamn, did I want her. All of her.



My fingers slid through Eme’s silky hair. Her easy laps of my cock and playful sucks deserved my attention but it kept slipping. With Herculean effort, I focused on her as she began to bob harder, rocking back and forth on her knees with the top-tier dick sucking.



“Mmm, fuck,” I moaned. “That is incredible.”



Aniela fingered herself, the sounds as intoxicating as Eme’s lips and tongue. When I glanced over at her again she had her blouse halfway undone, her scarf askew. One hand was cupping and squeezing one of her breasts. I had brushed up against them in the car but didn’t really register how big they were on her frame. Not huge, mind you, but she was full of surprises.



Eme got my attention again by cupping one of my balls in her small hand. She was gentle with it, stroking it almost idly as her head started to corkscrew on my first few inches. Her eyes were now focused on my groin in an almost comedically focused look. This was a woman bound and determined to make me come.



“She’s good,” Aniela said, an air of haughtiness to her voice. “But she can’t take you deep like I can.”



Eme rolled her eyes at that. “I think she’s doing fan-fucking-tastic,” I said, and Eme stroked my balls as if in appreciation. She stopped long enough to pull off me and stick her tongue out in Aniela’s direction before returning to me, redoubling her efforts.



Amused, Aniela shifted and pushed off the chair. She came to Eme and knelt beside her. Eme didn’t want to give me up until Aniela pried her fingers away from my shaft. She pointed me at her mouth and took me deep, not quite to her throat again but nearly to her tonsils. Her cheeks hollowed as she stared up at me through her glasses, her eyes dark and almost furious. An act, but a hot one.



Eme wasn’t going to be denied either, and ran her tongue up the front of my thigh to my shaft, what little Aniela wasn’t slurping down. Then she brought her mouth lower and sucked the ball she’d been stroking.



“Fuck,” I moaned. “You two are gorgeous together.”



Eme lashed my ball with her tongue. I noticed something tiny but significant. Aniela and Eme didn’t actually touch or kiss or connect in any sort of way, and I got the hint. Aniela might be bi, but Eme wasn’t. She did, however, nudge Aniela away when my blonde assistant pulled away to take a breath. By that point, the sensations built up a rising need in me, and I wasn’t going to last much more than a few minutes.



“Not far,” I grunted. “Both of you, stroke me.” To Aniela, I said, “I want to see it on Eme’s face.”



“Aw, but I loved the feel of your come on me…” she pouted, even giving me a head cock like she was truly disappointed.



I brought my hand to her cheek and she nestled into it, staring up at me. “You’ll get lots of chances this week. I’m going to want to coat you head to toe, Aniela. But this, Eme, this is a treat.”



Eme wiggled her butt in appreciation and slurped me one more time. The two women rested their hands on me, one at the base, one near the tip, and jacked me. Not necessarily fast, but with a hard grip on my slickened skin. It wasn’t long before I warned Eme and she closed her eyes so I could come all over that gorgeous face. She dripped me, and Aniela ran fingers through some of it, tasting me again. I think they meant to get up then, but it was my turn.



I dropped to my knees and growled, “Turn around, on your hands and knees.” They hurried to comply, and I tugged Eme’s short skirt up and over a deliciously taut tiny bottom. She wore a pair of yellow bikini briefs and I tugged them down to her knees to show off her nearly non-existent pussy lips, gleaming with her desire.



This wasn’t my first threesome. I brought my hands to their asses, stroking them first and enjoying the view for a long moment. But we were on the clock and I was eager. I brought the hands to their clefts, running my fingers across their buds on the way to their pussies. I thought about Ila for a split-second –
 your loss
 – and then I was sliding three fingers into Aniela and two into Eme. As I thought, our so-very-helpful clothier was too tight for much more than that. Had I any condoms, I would have needed to take it very easy on her, but I didn’t, and that was okay. This was going to be good for them too.



I had my hands upside down specifically so I could do a repeat of last night’s tricks with Ila, only this time, there were no panties in the way. I rubbed their bleached buds with my thumbs as I drove my fingers in and out of their pussies. Aniela bounced back fervently against me right from the start, so wet it showed on her thighs. Eme was more reserved but when she looked over her shoulder at me, it was with a big, honest smile and sparkling eyes.



“Ooh, I like him,” Eme said.



“I’m discovering… Sir is very… mm… talented…” Aniela agreed before her head dipped low. “Oh, oh, fuck, Liam.”



 I didn’t thumb their asses deep – no lube – but massaged their buds. The extra stimulation had them rocking back against the fingers in their pussies. Aniela reached between her thighs and played with her clit, her head lifting as she moaned my name.



“Liam… Liam… oh that’s good… I’m so wet, I’m so wet…”



Eme folded her arms and sank down on them, keeping her ass thrust high. The angle must have been better for her, because she gasped, “Like that, ohhhh, just like that, please…”



The submissiveness of the “please” would have turned me on if I wasn’t spent. I kept up the simple motions, circling with my thumbs, plunging my fingers in and out of their pussies. Aniela came first, shuddering with each thrust backwards towards my hand. Given her head start, I wasn’t surprised, but her responsiveness especially after our earlier fucking delighted me.



She threw me a look over her shoulder, somewhere between gobsmacked lust and fiery determination, and we watched each other as she began to quiver on my fingers. Her pussy walls throbbed around me, so warm and inviting. She was mostly silent except for a last gasp – “sir!” Then she was done, and I pulled my fingers free. I scooted behind Eme, still massaging and fingering her, but adding my slick fingers to her clit, and in no time she was coming too, her face nearly against the carpet, her eyes wide.



“Oh, oh, good, that’s so… nnnnmmmm!”



Her tight pussy squelched when I finally freed my fingers, leaving Aniela giggling. Eme pushed herself up and stuck her tongue out at Aniela. We caught our breath, all of us kneeling on the carpet. Finally I rose to fetch a couple cloth napkins from the cart Eme brought in. I wiped the women down, and we dressed. We were shown to bathrooms to clean up, the other staff member studiously ignoring us, despite some heat to her cheeks.



Eme returned us to the fitting room and disappeared to fetch my suits. Aniela refilled her glass and poured me one. We sat and sipped, and I finally said, “Jesus, Aniela.”



She cracked up. “It’s already been interesting, hasn’t it?”



“Understatement of the year.”



Eme brought in a rolling clothing rack as we were finishing our glasses of water. It was loaded with five suits, two overcoats, and two tuxedos. Everything fit spectacularly well. Eme really had remembered my dimensions just so. As I was a big man, both women expected the single-button tuxedo to look better on me, but a more classic three-button fit actually made me almost look like I belonged in a spy movie. The colors were a lock almost from the beginning. For the public funeral, both women agreed on a classic black wool suit with a white shirt. The second was my choice and I immediately went to a navy-blue suit with a charcoal shirt. It was broader-shouldered than the others, giving me extra breadth I didn’t really need, but it was comfortable, moving with me as though it were ironed right to my body. Hearing no dissent from either woman, I went with that one, and soon had matching shoes for each outfit. We waited for the suits to be sealed up in garment bags. No one said a word about payment, so I assumed Aniela had it covered. That was about to become a strange part of my life – not a whole lot of sitting around and waiting for people to charge you for things.



Aniela and Eme embraced out in front of the store, making promises to have lunch soon. I hugged Eme, and she said something odd to me. “Take care of her. She’s the one for you.”



I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I chuckled and slid into the car. Aniela deliberately did not meet my gaze as she gave Jason instructions.



* * *



Thanks to the fun we had with Eme, we didn’t have as much time to sightsee as we thought, but Aniela promised we’d come back, something she intended on anyways that week. We headed for the airport, where we were greeted by another valet in the short-term parking lot. We headed inside, got an overpriced order of nachos, and waited for Mom’s flight to come in, talking sports. Jason and Aniela were both die-hard New York fans, an affront to good taste (boo all you want, but you know it’s true).



After a while, we headed for Mom’s security gate. Like me, she flew first-class, and came out with the first group of people. Mom was always a beautiful woman and her forties hadn’t changed that. If anything, her laugh lines gave her more character. Seeing her, my heart swelled as it always did, but mixed in with my usual happiness was a deep and powerful sorrow I hadn’t anticipated. I choked up, no lie, and maybe a few tears escaped me. Maybe a few escaped her too. We didn’t say a word, just embracing and rocking together.



When we finally broke apart, she sniffed and said, “This is not the vacation we were talking about.”



I choked out a laugh and squeezed her shoulder. “Better believe we’re still going to that hot sauce festival.” I turned. “Mom, this is Aniela and Jason.”



Introductions similar to mine were made. Aniela went to shake, but Mom was a hugger and Aniela caught the full blast, smiling at me over Mom’s shoulder. Jason offered a hand and got a hug too. His usual bluster was blown right apart at that, and when he backed away, his cheeks were as rosy as an apple.



“Ah, heh, uh uh uh, Jason, at your service this week. Valet and, and…”



“Driver,” I suggested helpfully. Aniela didn’t bother hiding a snicker.



“Driver, yes, and, ah, bad jokes, bad jokes are ah… my thing.”



Mom chuckled at his nervousness. “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Jason.” She looked between me and Aniela, cocked her head, and gave us a curious smile. A knowing smile. Oh no. She knew already. God knew how, but she knew.



I cleared my throat and said, “Let’s grab your bags, huh?”



“Yes, let’s,” Mom said. Then, to the gawking Jason, she said, “So tell me a dumb joke.”



His stuttering cleared up, and as we headed for the luggage carousel for the second time that day, he told her a few of his best. Mom loved them, and told a couple of her own. I fell back and walked beside Aniela, who glanced at me with a soft smile. I smiled back, wishing I could do something so simple as kiss her.



It was getting on in the day so we decided to come back to New York in the morning and get in that sightseeing. When it came time to load up into the Bentley, Aniela offered Mom and I the backseat to ourselves, but my mom looked between us and said, “I think I’ll sit up front with Jason, thank you.”



The mansion was quite a drive, the better part of four hours. Aniela and Jason went over much the same getting-to-know-you conversation as we had earlier. I stayed silent, taking in the landscape around us. The city gave way to a seeming endless urban sprawl in New Jersey. The route confused me until Aniela showed me on a map on her phone how we were driving south to meet an Interstate heading back north. We cut back into more city, more people. Staring out at the gleam of cars and crossovers, exhaustion finally caught up to me again, and I slept.



I woke sometime later to a gentle hand on my shoulder. Aniela. I hoped I hadn’t drooled.



“Didn’t drool, did I?” I mumbled. It was dark now, and it took a moment to mentally adjust. 



“The snoring was cute,” Aniela said, then shot a look up towards my mom. “Um. Sir.”



“I know you two are already together,” Mom said. “No need to hide it on my account.”



It was only then I realized we had stopped. I yawned, and said, “Are we there?”



We weren’t, not yet. Instead, we were parked at an upscale restaurant. Everyone needed a break and a stretch, and though I felt like I’d been doing nothing but eating and fucking since I got off the plane, I was powerfully hungry. Over plates of Cornish hen pasta, walnut-crusted chicken, and seafood prepared in some kind of hot wine sauce like a soup whose name I couldn’t even pronounce, we ate and talked. It was the first restaurant I was ever in that didn’t have prices listed on the menu and I have to admit it made me uncomfortable. Aniela took care of the bill discreetly, never letting me hear the amount, but I’m guessing we spent hundreds.



But I have to admit… it was fucking delicious.









Chapter 4



 



The mansion was set back on a driveway so long I thought we were driving on a county road. I didn’t expect to see much of it that night, but the exterior was lit up in soft hues. I think it might have been Victorian, or at least, it had the turrets and general façade you might expect of one, just on a massive scale. The walls were mostly comprised of gorgeous stonework, the windows accented by white and a deep brown trim. I felt like we were coming to visit royalty.



My father owned this place. Jesus.



The cobblestone drive was illuminated by well-hidden lights built into decorative stone pillars. It extended in a deliberately uneven oval around a fountain to the front of the manor. Someone walked along it, a tall, thin woman in a bright yellow golf shirt and khaki shorts.



“Does she need a ride?” I asked. I felt dumb for asking for some reason, but Jason slowed and I rolled down my window. The woman stopped too, leaning down with an inquisitive smile. She was sharply featured, not quite beautiful or ugly but somewhere squarely between, with long auburn hair in a complicated braid. “Hey, do you need a ride?” I asked.



“No thanks. Getting some exercise after the trip up here. Are you…” she held up her hands in a monster-like pose and intoned, “…one of us?”



“I’m sorry?” I asked, smiling quizzically.



“One of the many successful sperm donations of Antonio Radjevic?”



I laughed at that. “I guess I am, at that, but my mom is in the car, so… ah…”



She clapped a hand to her mouth as my mom chuckled and rolled down her window too. The woman said, “Oh, ohhh! I’m sorry!”



“I’m not bothered. It’s very apt,” my mom said.



“I’m Liam,” I said, offering my hand.



“Vivian. You sticking around the whole week?”



“That’s the plan, I think,” I said. She suggested we have breakfast in the morning. I thought eight might be a little late in the day, considering we spent more time driving than I did flying, but Aniela assured me that there would be plenty of time. We left Vivian there, and my mom and I rolled up our windows. She glanced back at me. Her pained smile pierced me to my core.



“I’m so sorry, Liam. I should have thought to try to get you and your brothers and sisters together before this.”



“It’s all right, Mom. It’s… it’s just good to meet them now. Even if the reason sucks.”



We drove on, all of us quiet until Jason told us how he could be reached if we needed him for any reason. He parked at the front doors, massive affairs with gorgeous inlaid details, namely the Muses of Tragedy and Comedy, which I didn’t actually notice that night. They were so well hidden in the natural grain that it took me by surprise later that week when I realized what I was seeing.



We were greeted by a tall white-haired man who shook my hand with the grip of a weightlifter and air-kissed Mom’s cheek to her delight. He introduced himself as Reed, the mansion’s head of household. As a young woman in a matching short-sleeve blue tunic and matching slacks rushed out to help Jason with our things, Reed led us inside the mansion, offering his condolences as we walked.



Remember what I said about being in an entirely new world now? Yeah. I took one look inside that place and I immediately felt like the world’s biggest impostor.



The foyer’s flooring was some kind of dark lacquered wood and white tile combination, both gaudy and beautiful. Little was in that room itself, aside from some tasteful abstract art. A grand stairwell led up half a flight before splitting left and right to a second floor, and judging from the height of the building, there was at least one more beyond that with a staircase elsewhere. A glass elevator rimmed in stonework similar to the exterior of the building stood against the far wall. The
 very
 far wall.



“I think I probably need to take my shoes off,” my mom said faintly, stopping just in front of me.



“That isn’t necessary. You are a part of this household,” Reed said. “There are children on the property. We expect something of a little mess.”



We peeked in on a pair of great rooms, a ballroom – which looked much the same to me, just with a grand piano and an honest-to-God stage – and a sitting area. We were shown the informal and formal dining areas as well as the kitchen, where we could ring up a member of the staff any hour, day or night, for something to eat.



Aniela excused herself to make some calls for the next day. When she was gone, Mom couldn’t hide a yawn, and Reed caught it. He ushered us upstairs. “Those with families are staying deeper in the household or in the guest houses, which is most,” he explained. “You’ll have quite your pick. Are you night owls, or are you up early?”



“I’m an early bird,” Mom said.



“So am I,” I said.



“Then might I recommend the east wing? The morning light is lovely there, and you’ll have an exquisite view of the gardens and one of the pools.”



One of the pools. As in multiple pools. Here I thought my apartment building’s pool and hot tubs were pretty swanky after a remodel.



“That sounds great to me,” I said.



Mom studied me with dancing eyes. “Maybe it’s best I stay in the west wing, then.”



I rubbed the back of my head. “Ah, jeez.”



Reed looked between us. “Is there some trouble?”



“Oh, no,” Mom said. “But my son does like his privacy.”



Reed’s puzzlement evaporated and for the briefest of moments, his lips quirked upward. “Of course. There is lots to like about both wings.”



He showed me my room first, since I wanted to walk Mom to hers and I’d go back from there. It had a certain charm in its hominess, but the design choices were so deliberately folksy that it came across as a bit too try-hard. I showed Mom and she approved. Reed called down to have my things brought up, then walked us to Mom’s room via a circuitous route towards the back of the house to show us some of the rest of the building. In the middle of a study and a TV and games den, there was a kitchenette with an attached common room, and in there, I saw Aniela on her phone. I waved and she waved back.



She called to me, “Let me know if you need anything, sir. My number is on a contact sheet on your nightstand.”



I felt like I’d been dismissed, then realized she was probably talking to her guy Dustin. Shit. I kept forgetting she was taken. Mom saw something in my face but didn’t say anything until we arrived in her room. She picked one with a cherry blossom theme, the walls a very faint pink with a flower print bedspread. Reed left us there, and I sat on a love seat with Mom. She leaned against me, her head on my shoulder, sniffing.



“It’s a beautiful home,” she said softly.



“It really is,” I said. “But I can’t believe this is all for one guy.”



“I don’t think it was. I was talking to Jason while you slept. He mentioned Antonio liked to put people up in the mansion when he wasn’t around. I think it was like a retreat for his friends and contacts.”



“That makes more sense,” I said. I wrapped an arm around her and hugged her hard. “I’m sorry about him, Mom. I know you were fond of him.”



“Me too.” She pulled away. “I noticed you and Aniela making some… faces. I don’t want to pry, but you and Ila…?”



“Ah,” I said. I leaned forward, hands clasped between my knees. “We broke up last night.”



“Oh my goodness. Honey, I’m so sorry.”



“Me too,” I said. I hated lying to my mom but I wasn’t about to tell her why Ila got so pissed off with me. “I was thinking for a while it wasn’t going anywhere, and I was going to be gone. I didn’t want to make it any weirder when I came home.”



“And you and Aniela?”



I smiled. “She’s got a guy, but they’re in an open relationship. So we’ll have our fun this week, and that’ll be that.”



“Does she know that?”



I looked aside at her. “What do you mean?”



“The looks she gives you. Oh, never mind. I’m just… well, just hoping you’ve found who you’re looking for.”



“Mom.”



“I know, I know. And if a relationship isn’t what you want, I understand that too. You know I do.” I smiled at that. My mom, the eternal bachelorette and heartbreaker. She took my hand and patted it. “I’m so glad to see you, Liam. I wish Antonio would have come around to the idea of being in your life more than he was, but that is not because of you. That was his fault, not yours. He was the one who missed out, not you.”



I hugged her tight again, and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks. I think I needed to hear that today.”



I left her there not long after. She was going to unpack and go to bed. I thought that sounded like a pretty good idea, but as I padded down the hallway, I caught something of a second wind and decided to stretch my legs and maybe hunt down something to drink while I wrote down notes about my family and the day’s experiences in my notepad. Aniela was gone from the break room and I had no idea where she might be, so once I grabbed my notepad, I headed downstairs in the elevator, enjoying the view of the foyer.



On the first floor, I headed for the kitchen. The young woman who helped with our bags, Sandra, walked by and asked if she could help with anything. I told her I was just going to grab a drink, and she steered me towards a bar adjoining the first floor’s study. I thanked her, and she, like most all the staff would that week, gave me her condolences about my father. I thanked her again, and headed for the bar.



I wasn’t the only one in need of a nightcap. A man as tall as me stood behind a well-stocked mahogany bar, talking to a woman with short-cropped blonde hair. She was pretty, in a severe way, and I tried not to stare at her side boob in a revealing top, afraid she might be another sister. She wasn’t, but when the man fixed his gaze on me, I realized he had to be related to me. The eyes were just too similar. He was thicker than me, not quite fat, but probably headed in that direction in a few years. He wasn’t as young, but he couldn’t have been all that much older, either, maybe in his thirties.



He was in the midst of pouring a combination of liquids into a metal shaker and returned his attention to it as he said, “Another one crawls out of the woodwork.”



“Sorry?” I said, heading for the bar.



“The familial brood,” the woman said, her voice dark and husky. She lifted a tumbler half full of what I was guessing was the scotch on the counter, drained most of it, and settled the glass down again.



The man capped the shaker, shook, and poured something dark into another tumbler. “Another sibling?” I asked him.



Oh right, side note. I’m not going to spend this whole damn book saying “half-brother” and “half-sister.” It’s awkward, it’s clunky, and you’ve read this up until now, I’m assuming, so you know what we are. I’m just going to shorten it to “brothers and sisters” when relevant. Cool? Great. Forward, ever forward.



The man gave me a nasty smile. “What gave it away? The nostrils?”



The woman, about to take a drink, snorted. I focused on her. “And you? Are you one of our sisters?”



“I should hope not,” the man said. “We’re married.”



“Liam Fleming,” I said, reaching out to shake her hand.



“Janet Dean.” We shook, then I did the same with my brother.



“Dodge Dean.”



“Get a lot of shit about being named Double D?” I asked, grinning.



He did not grin back. At best, I think you could describe his look as cold and dead-eyed. “I didn’t go to public school, so no.”



All right, well, the chill in the air was enough to keep their drinks cold for the next week, so I headed behind the bar, selected a bottle of rum, and mixed myself a rum and Coke while Dodge took a seat near his wife. They started talking quietly between themselves, leaving me out of it. I capped the bottle, put it back on the shelf, and took my drink towards the front doors of the house to stand outside in the cooling evening and drink.



Well… one cool sibling so far, one uncool.



I wondered what the rest would be like.









Chapter 5



 



I woke to weight on the bed and cracked an eye open. It wasn’t quite dawn but the light was pink enough to see Aniela crawling across the mattress to me, nude.



“Mm, that you, Jason?” I asked.



“Ha ha,” she said, and drew the blankets down over me slowly. “I saw you peeking.”



She gripped my ever-reliable morning wood and aimed me upwards. Her hip swung over me and Aniela wasted no time sinking slowly down onto me, her pussy already wet. “This is your wake-up call… sir.”



Good morning sex encapsulates the essence of cuddling together in the morning, that sort of easygoing, warm connection you make when the world can wait a while. That… that was
 amazing
 morning sex. Aniela swayed her hips, soft, sleepy motions that hypnotized me. I stared up at her, at her already-braided hair, her soft, searing eyes behind her thick glasses, the slight part of her lips, kissed with a light red lipstick. Her nude body, so lithe, her bare breasts, the slight upturn of her nipples, the rocking of her mound. She smiled down at me, almost nervously and shyly, and went to take off her glasses.



“Leave them if you want,” I said, my voice more like a cat’s purr. I could have spent that week in bed with her, but my heart was already telling me dangerous things about this woman, and I knew I was in too deep with her already. Not that I would change a single damn thing, apart from being able to kiss her.



“Thanks,” she murmured back, still content to sway on me. “I can hardly see without them.”



She took my hands and moved them to her waist and her ass. I liked that combination and decided to keep them there a while, relishing the feel of her warm skin. She kept one of her own on mine on her ass, and the other went to the back of her head and her neck, roaming up and down as her pace slowly picked up. She never went fast that morning, or the rest of the week when she woke me up in a similar way, which was often.



Aniela came that way, her hips jumping with timid bumps as her lips parted and her eyelids fluttered. This was her, I thought as my free hand moved to her breast and squeezed. This was the real her. Or as close to it as I was going to get. And as the pink lights shifted into a brilliant morning light, we twisted together somehow, our bodies doing most the negotiating for control. I wound up on top, one hand under her athletic thigh, the other pinning her hands above her head, not rough, but wanting that connection. I started to lower my head towards hers and she whispered my name.



“Liam… I can’t…”



“Shit, I forgot.”



“It’s okay, I’m sorry.”



“No, no, don’t be. Can I kiss your shoulder?”



She smiled up at me. “Yes.”



I did, and she shivered. I breathed against her skin, “Can I kiss your neck?”



“Yesss.”



I did that too, and her leg coiled around mine, rubbing up and down as my gentle thrusting slowly sped up. Against her neck, “Can I kiss your earlobe?”



“Uh huh… please…”



I took that delicate little nub into my mouth and nipped it just a little. She quaked again, fingernails digging into my back, and this time my name was a cry. “Liii-am!”



I couldn’t take much more of that, her saying my name, not without falling harder for her than I already was. I pulled out of her and stayed just like that, my cock above her belly, her hand joining mine on it until she made me come all over her stomach. I stared her in the eyes as I did it, and when I was spent, she stroked my cheek.



“I don’t know what I was expecting this week from you,” she said, “but it wasn’t this.”



“That bad, huh? Give me ten minutes and I’ll see if I can do better.”



Aniela giggled. “It was most certainly not bad at all.”



I dropped beside her and ran my fingers lazily through my mess on her belly, tracing it into her skin. “Tell me about him. No. Don’t. Tell me… tell me he’s kind to you.”



“He is,” she said, her voice low and sleepy. “Dustin is… he’s a good man.” She looked away from me and sat up. I knew I had just probably toed the line, but I wasn’t going to go down without a fight. But I also knew when not to press the advantage, and sat up too.



“So what’s the plan?” I said, and the artificial cheeriness could have sweetened my morning coffee.



“Ever been on a helicopter?”



“I have not,” I said, moving to sit on the same edge of the bed as Aniela, if not necessarily right beside her. “Why?”



“Sightseeing,” she said.



* * *



We showered and dressed. I kept it casual again, jeans, a tee, a light jacket. Aniela donned a black bodysuit with a neckline so plunging it almost showed off her belly button. To that, she added a pair of slightly less dark jeans and sporty oxfords. I helped her with her cardigan and kissed her neck again. She smiled at me over her shoulder, a real smile this time. The storm between us had passed.



Mom was downstairs in the more informal dining area, seated with a group of people and eating something that looked like zucchini on toast. I leaned over her shoulder and stole a piece laden with some kind of creamy swirl on top. “Hey!” she protested lightly as I took a bite. It was zucchini, topped in some kind of creamy mustard. Different, and not quite as good-looking as the crepes Vivian was tucking into, but great nonetheless.



“Morning, Mom,” I said.  “Hello again, Vivian.”



“Hello again, baby bro!” she chirped. She had a habit of catching me off guard like that and I cocked my head at her. She laughed. “I found out from your delightful mother I’m seven years older than you.”



“Ah, an older sister, just what I need to teach me all the evils of the world,” I said. Vivian laughed at that, and I decided I liked it. Her laugh had character.



I squeezed Mom’s shoulder as a trans man stood up. His cheeks were strongly cut and his face thin, like Dad’s, and I liked the stiff short blond haircut. Not quite a flattop, more angled than that, but pretty sleek and styled.



“Octavio,” he said, coming around the table and offering me a hand. I shook, and he gave me a wide smile. “I think I’m the oldest, unless another one of us steps forward.”



I chuckled and introduced myself. “It’s good to meet you.”



“You too! If you play tennis, a group of us are going to get some games going this morning. Singles and doubles.”



“Unfortunately, I’m going sightseeing. Well… I say unfortunately, but they’re taking us in a freaking helicopter. Also, I don’t actually know how to play, so there’s that,” I said.



He raised an eyebrow, and then I took in the form-fitting clothes, the watch on his wrist that had to be some kind of crazy expensive, and that no-doubt hundred-dollar haircut and thought, oh shit, of course this guy has been on a helicopter before.



“Come on, Octavio,” Dodge Dean, the brother I met the night before, called from the other, formal dining room. “Leave the poor man be.” He emphasized the word
 poor
 in a way I didn’t like, and I thought I caught a flash of irritation in Octavio’s eyes too.



“Do you two know each other?” I asked.



“Yes,” he said. He reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “Good to meet you, and enjoy the ride. It’s a breathtaking view, this countryside. Are you going to the city?”



“Octavio!” Dean called.



“We are,” I said, and this time definitely caught Octavio’s flash of a grin. “I don’t know what we’re going to see, but I’m hoping the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building, the big sights, you know? It’s my first time in the city. Well, apart from yesterday, I mean. And pizza. I think you have to have pizza when you come to New York for the first time, just so you can shut up everyone who tells you it’s the best if you never have. Oh, let’s see, what else? I’d love to see the coastline. I think my mother wants to see the Met. I wouldn’t mind taking in a bookstore or two.”



Dean poked his head around the corner. “I know what you’re doing and it’s not funny.”



“I thought it was,” Octavio said, and Dean hmphed.



When they left, I said, “Anybody want anything while I’m grabbing something from the kitchen?” Everyone gaped at me, and Mom jumped in hastily.



“They bring it to you, sweetheart,” she said.



“Uh. Right. Of course they do.” Sheepishly, I said, “Do I flag down a waiter?” That got a chuckle out of a woman at the end of the table. I smiled too, but the question was serious.



I sat near Vivian and got to know her, as well as a pair of fraternal twins, also my brothers. Kincaid and Vance were hefty guys who maybe looked the least like the rest of us, both of them with big guts and big booming laughs. They were in movies – the production side, not acting like Dad. Vivian told us she was a video game programmer with a couple big indie hits to her name. When the question came back to me, I felt a sinking in my gut.



“I’m, uh, uh, trying to be a writer,” I said.



They stared blankly at me and Vivian asked with a polite smile, “Like a technical writer? Or editing?”



“No, um, independent. Fiction. You know, uh, great American novel and all that.”



“Have you been published?” Vance asked.



“No. Well, a couple stories for my college in New Bainbridge.”



“And he won a short story competition across the state in high school,” Mom chipped in.



I wanted to sink lower in my chair. “Oh that’s fantastic,” Kincaid said, his tone implying anything but. He rose. “Well, I think we might join in on that tennis. Pleasure to meet you, Liam.”



I rose and shook their hands, then dropped into my chair when they left, rubbing my neck. Vivian reached out and patted my free hand. “I’m sure it’ll be a terrific novel,” she said.



“Thanks,” I said.



More people came through, siblings who were polite and impolite and largely unimportant to the plot of this novel, which sounds crass except that there were, in total, twenty-one of us there that week and trying to go through all their personalities and quirks would take up hundreds of pages. I worked my way through a staggeringly good breakfast, downed a glass of freshly made peach juice and a cup of coffee, and joined my mom, Aniela, and Jason in one of the sitting rooms. They were discussing the day’s plans with a bald man with a killer graying beard who was introduced as my uncle Fedir, the newly minted master of the household once my father passed away and the man in charge of his affairs. He was an intimidating man, severe in expression. Like my father, Fedir was handsome, but time and surgery hadn’t been as kind to his leathered skin.



I shook his hand. Despite the size of him and his weathered looks, he had a soft grip and a smooth hand.  I had no idea what to say to him, and blurted that out loud. “I’m sorry, I have no idea what I’m supposed to say right now.”



He snorted, but that severe expression never changed. “If it’s too awkward to think of me as your uncle, then think of me as your host for the week.”



“I’ll do that,” I said, not sure how he meant that, if he meant anything at all. “It’s a beautiful home.”



“It is,” he said.



Again, I struggled for something to say. “Well, um… did you and Dad… ah… were you close?”



His expression softened and he nodded. “As thick as thieves. Antonio was my best friend, and I’d like to think he’d say the same thing as me.”



“Then I’m truly sorry, then. Even more so. I didn’t know him, but from everything everyone has said, he sounds like he was a kind guy.”



Fedir sucked at his teeth and cocked his head. “Hm. Nice. Yes, he could be. But I think… I think good is perhaps more apt.”



My smile faltered. “That’s hard to imagine, seeing as how when we met, all I wanted from him was some time together, something he sprinted away from. We must have differing opinions on what makes a good man.” I expected Mom to chastise me. She didn’t say a word.



Fedir’s emotional wall slammed back into place. “Yes. Well. We’ll talk later this week. I have meetings with all of you scheduled after Antonio’s private funeral.”



“Great,” I said, smiling tightly.



He turned and nodded to my mother and Aniela, then turned back to study me a moment longer before walking away, his spine as stiff as a two-by-four. I ran a hand over my face, and my mom wrapped an arm around me. Jason, who I forgot was standing there too, said softly, “I think you need another dose of America’s best city and the greatest slice known to man.”



I laughed, and if it was shaky, no one drew attention to it.



* * *



A lot of what I’m going to share with you in this book comes with a great deal of guilt on my part. I know what I went through was obscenely excessive. The mansion, the food, the cars, the traveling, it was all so much. In just a day’s time, what was spent to get me to my father’s estate could have paid someone a hell of a month’s wages. Having been raised to be frugal, I carry a lot of guilt about the money we blew through.



But I’m also not going to lie to you here. It was something incredible.



Seeing the second greatest city – behind New Bainbridge, of course, and I will die on that hill – from the air is something I wish everyone could experience. Imagine an unobstructed view of the Statue of Liberty. Imagine cruising by the Empire State Building. Imagine taking in the coastline, the cityscape. Imagine seeing all the people below you, moving like swarms of ants.



I lived that. I’m absolutely certain, despite the guilt knotting my stomach, my jaw was hanging open most of that time.



Jason and Aniela were in our ears as we flew, telling Mom and I bits about what we were seeing, trivia and history alike. We didn’t spend a lot of time around any one sight, but we still got plenty of flavor. At one point I looked over and Mom wasn’t looking out the window but at me, that faint, proud smile on her face again. I reached out and clasped her hand.



We eventually touched down at a busy helipad. I was surprised to learn there were only a handful in the city, but I guess it was a safety thing. Mom and I both wanted to make the 9/11 Memorial site our first stop, so we left our pilot at the helipad and Jason drove us in a BMW there first. It was, as you can probably expect, a soul-quieting experience. Mom, Jason, and Aniela talked about where they were that day. I was just a tiny one at that point, no more than a couple years old. Mom rushed from her cooking job home to her parents to hold me close and be with them. Jason was, back then, a mechanic, and he and everyone he worked with stopped to watch the news. Aniela was in school and too young to remember most the details, but she remembered her dad came to the school to be with her. They went to the library with a bunch of kids who couldn’t make it home, and her dad joined in with the librarian and some of the teachers in reading to the kids and watching a movie with them.



“Dad cried, and that scared me more than anything else,” she said softly. I wrapped an arm around her and kissed her shoulder.



We eventually loaded up and headed to the Metropolitan. Mom loved art, and she and Jason talked enthusiastically about it the entire trip up front while Aniela and I sat quietly in the back. When we neared the museum, Mom looked back at us and then at Jason. “What do you say to keeping me company while those two explore the city?”



“Oh, Mom, you know I want to spend time with you.”



“And we will!” Mom said. “But I want to go at my own pace, maybe take one of those audio tours.”



“Oh, you have to,” Jason said. “It’s the best. I wouldn’t know a thing about the art in there if I didn’t.”



“See?” Mom said.



I looked aside at Aniela. She said, “It’s your week, sir. Whatever you’d like to do, I’m game for it.”



“All right, well… exploring the city it is,” I said. Up front, Mom nudged Jason and he chuckled. “Oh come on, that’s all it will be.”



It wasn’t, of course. We went into the Met with Mom and Jason, took an obligatory look around, and left them to it when the car Aniela arranged arrived. I don’t know how she managed that feat so fast, but within half an hour, we were in the backseat of a luxury sedan, nothing flashy or ostentatious but comfortable.



I asked what she would do if she only had one day in New York. She studied me for a long time, blushed, then looked towards the driver, “The Morgan Library,” she said.



I had a feeling that wasn’t what she was going to say but didn’t press the matter. Besides, I wound up loving the place, as I would do with any place centered around books. We spent a good hour there wandering, but I was distracted by Aniela, and she by me. We kept stealing glances at each other, and wound up out on the street again not too long afterwards, my hand at her back as we made our way to a nearby bookstore and coffee shop. She intended for us to browse, but I dug out my wallet and bribed the clerk to give us some privacy before guiding Aniela into their restroom and kneeling down to undo her jeans and lick her pussy until she was biting down on her hand to keep from moaning my name.



After, we met up again with our driver, and Aniela directed him to a local pizza place. We got a slice, one of the biggest I’d ever seen, and ate out on the sidewalk since the restaurant was so crowded. If you’re from New York, it was fantastic, the best slice I ever had, and please skip this next sentence so you don’t want to chase me down and beat me half to death. To everyone else on the planet, hey, it was
 fine
 .



When we finished and were wiping our hands with napkins, I asked Aniela, “Earlier, when I asked what you’d do in New York if you only had one day, what were you going to say?”



She blushed and looked away. I didn’t relent, and came to her to lift her chin with two fingers to look at me. She said softly, “If my boyfriend wasn’t off today, I’d invite you home and fuck you dry. That’s what I’d want to do… sir.”



Yeah. I was falling real hard for her.









Chapter 6



 



The day of my father’s first funeral was another strikingly beautiful one. Aniela woke me up early with an enthusiastic blowjob. I came hard and fast, woken up out of a fantasy of her and a couple college girlfriends inviting me into my apartment back home for an orgy. I returned the favor by pulling her towards me until I had her seated on my face. Of all the things I ate that week, that was far and away my favorite breakfast.



She had things to do in preparation for the events that day, first the funeral, then the gala afterwards. We made plans to meet up an hour before the family would gather for travel to the memorial, which would take place on the grounds of a huge amphitheater.



Octavio spent a large part of that week teaching me the fundamentals of tennis, and that morning, Vivian and Dodge teamed up against us, with the twins playing their own singles game to wait to play the winners as a double.



Despite his size, Dodge was an excellent player, and Vivian was no slouch either. Octavio was more than Dodge’s match, but he was saddled with me and that sunk him. In the last minutes of the game, Dodge didn’t bother playing well, and instead, starting aiming his shots at me. Not “in my direction,” but at me. And given how hard his swing was, I had to be on my toes or risk getting whacked pretty good.



At a nearby patio set, Janet called, “He looks like a gopher, dodging like that.”



“That’s enough,” Octavio said mildly to Dodge. “We’re calling it. I need a cigarette.”



That was fine by me. I got tired of being target practice. The twins took our spot, and Octavio and I headed for another small sitting area – there were, no joke, a dozen scattered around that side of the mansion. He spotted an employee and raised two fingers. The employee rushed over and Octavio asked for a vegetable-infused water, a regular order of his after games. The employee, Tim, asked if I wanted anything. I asked for just ice water, and Octavio told him to put some celery and lime in it. I raised an eyebrow.



“Good nutrients. Good hydration.”



“Ah,” I said. I nodded in the court’s direction. “What’s his problem? I shit in his cereal?”



Octavio smiled, a strained thing, and dabbed his forehead with a sports towel he produced from his long white shorts. “No. It’s not you. Well… it’s nothing you can help, anyways. Our mothers were married to Antonio, for a time.”



It took me a minute to catch on to the underlying message there. “So you two are legitimate children.”



“Yes.”



I thought about that and frowned. “But there are plenty of other illegitimate children around the grounds. I mean, hell, he’s playing with Vivian and doesn’t seem to give a damn about her.”



“Vulgarity does not become you, Liam.” But Octavio spoke the words lightly, and chuckled when I gave him a stink eye. “All right, understand I mean no offense by this.”



“Go on.”



“You know Fedir is the executor of Father’s will.”



“Yeah,” I said.



“The meetings he wants with us are very likely going to be about what each of us inherits. You are in a different class than Dodge. Than all of the rest of us, really. Or at least he sees it that way. He looks down on you for that. He sees you as a threat, not as family.”



“A threat?” I asked. “I don’t want anything here except to get to know all of you.”



“And I believe that. But he believes we’re all trying to get slices of a pie when he wants seconds and thirds for himself.” He shook his head. “That’s unfair to him. We were there, in the beginning. Before Father’s fame skyrocketed. He thinks we are entitled to more.”



“And he doesn’t think I am.”



“Give him time, Liam. He is my oldest and best friend, and he’ll be to you too, if you’re patient.”



“We only have days to go here. I don’t think we’re exactly going to be having sleepovers after.”



Octavio chuckled. “Perhaps not. Personally, I would enjoy getting to know you and many of the others beyond this week.”



“Same,” I said.



Our drinks came and we sipped. I thought the celery and lime water was a little odd, but not bad. As we sipped, I focused on Octavio.



“Did you know him well? Dad?”



“No. He married my mother when they found out she was pregnant because he believed it was the thing to do. It was really never about love. Within six months, Father was Father, and had an affair. She divorced him, and he remarried.” Octavio flicked a finger towards the courts. “Dodge’s mother. The pattern repeated itself, and our mothers became friends out of the chaos. Father made attempts at being in our lives the first five or six years, but after that…” He shook his head. “The twins knew him the best, though I hesitate to say even that. All three lived and worked in Hollywood, but Father deliberately moved in different circles. Still, despite the size of the city, it is at heart a hermetic industry and they met up several times throughout the years.”



“Were you angry about it?” I asked.



“About what? Father leaving Mother?”



“Yeah.”



“For a long while. My mother was devastated. It crushed her spirit, led her to become an alcoholic. I hated Father for that.”



“How did you get over it?”



“Therapy,” Octavio said promptly, and laughed as he fished out a pack of cigarettes and a filigreed lighter. “It did wonders for me, helping me with Father and making me realize I wanted to transition. I was a few years younger than you when I forgave him. But how about you? Carry any similar luggage?”



I clicked my teeth. “In a way. I wasn’t really angry with him, but I always wanted to know him better. He came to my high school graduation. It was a good time, and I don’t mean because he gave me a car or treated my friends and I like we were kings. It was good because… well, he was a fun guy. Nice in a way I don’t think was acting, not really. Or maybe I just wanted that to be the truth. Anyway, I asked him to take me with him for a few weeks so I could get to know him. He told me no, in kinder words, and I figured out right about then where we stood. Or that’s what I told myself. But in the back of my mind, I still want to know who Antonio really was, and yeah, maybe I’m disappointed he didn’t feel the same way.”



Octavio listened to all that with a cigarette in hand, unlit. He set it down, reached across, and squeezed my arm. “You’re a good man, Liam.”



I thought about what Fedir said about Antonio being a good man too, and I wasn’t so sure it was a compliment.



* * *



Aniela helped me dress, both of us somber and keeping our hands to ourselves for once. I didn’t feel much about the funeral itself, but I thought Dad at least deserved my quiet dignity. I could give him that much. She finished with my tie and rested a hand on my chest.



“For what it’s worth, a suit looks good on you, Liam,” she said.



“Thank you. You… you look very…” I clicked my tongue. “Beautiful for the occasion. Beautiful anyways, but…”



“I understand,” she said.



She herself was dressed in a long black dress with matching flats, and had her blonde hair up in an elegant chiffon. I wished she could sit with me, but that area was designated for family. It pissed me off that not even my mom would be sitting there, but at least both of them would be together somewhere closer to the back of the throng of people.



I cupped Aniela’s cheek in one of my hands, and she shivered. “I wish I could kiss you right now.”



She looked away. “If you asked, I would let you.”



“But you would regret it tomorrow, wouldn’t you?”



She drew a breath. “Yes. I think I would.”



“I had to tell you that I want to. I couldn’t let this week end without saying it. But I won’t push.”



Her eyes returned to me. “Don’t make me cry. Please. And this won’t be the end. We’ll see each other again.”



We stood silent for a long moment, then she led the way to the door, opening it for me. I passed her by, wondering just how much we would regret it.



All my siblings and their significant others would travel by limo to the funeral. I wanted to ride with Mom, Jason, and Aniela, but Mom told me firmly now was not the time to fight the matter, and she was right. We were arranged in the limos by age. I was the youngest sibling over the age of eighteen, and rode with a brother and sister I hadn’t met yet, him a pale, carrot-headed man named Dillon who barely spoke three words, her a chatty woman literally named Cathy. Chatty Cathy. I liked her though. Her talkative nature was born of a nervousness about this whole thing. Like me, she came from a more reserved background than the ultrarich siblings, though given her stepfather was a doctor and her mother a dentist, it wasn’t like she was hurting for money.



We were told in a big family meeting by Fedir to expect a lot of cameras, a lot of people, and a lot of attention. I thought those would be for the celebrities attending the event, but the moment the limos pulled up to the venue, the cameras started flashing. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of people lining the metal barricades blocking them access to the funeral, waving signs with my father’s name and likeness on them.



When we stepped out, people shouted for our attention, reaching hands out like we were rockstars. I was fucking gobsmacked. I was a nobody. These people wanted to be close to me just because my father couldn’t figure out the business of using a rubber. The mass of people and sound and shouted questions made me sweat. I looked back at the limo, meaning to hop in, slam the door, and tell the driver to go, go, go. That sounds like hyperbole, but I swear to God, in that moment, I would have told him to drive as fast as was legal to an airport so I could fly home and not reemerge for weeks. But the doors were already shut and the limo pulled away as if the driver could sense my panic.



Some of my siblings ate it up. They walked the red carpet – a red carpet, at a fucking funeral – like they were made for it. The twins preened. The third oldest brother, and arguably the handsomest among us, stopped to shake hands with several reporters and give interviews.



Someone jammed a mic right over my head. I thought they were trying to punch me with it. It’s one of three moments from that day that forever changed my home life, but more on that in a while. I juked away from the mic, wild-eyed. “Jesus,” I said, and backed away from the person shouting questions at me. I tried to move on, but the wall of my siblings was caught up in the mess and I had to stay near the back of the pack.



I don’t know how long that actually went on, ten, fifteen minutes, maybe. It felt like hours, but that was nothing compared to the actual service. We eventually managed to file in, and were escorted to our seats near the front by young men and women, some of whom I recognized from the mansion. I nodded to those I’d met and thanked them for helping out. They looked at me like I was crazy.



I don’t mean anything against my father when I say this, but that funeral had to have been a joke on someone’s part. Three hours we sat there. Ten musicians performed, all of them either allegedly Dad’s friends or among his favorites. I thought it a bit suspicious that most of the more modern performers had albums either newly out or coming in the coming month or two.



Tribute after tribute by Dad’s friends and closest family were poured out on the stage in theatric shows of emotion. The governor got up there and gave a meandering speech about Dad’s support of his party and how we should all live by the example, then looked at all of us siblings and said, “Though maybe with more prodigious usage of birth control.”



That got a roar of laughter from the rest of the crowd, even if it was – again, no exaggeration – the twentieth joke at our expense. The cameras were on us for each one, as the day was a big international deal. One of the news cameras captured me sighing hard at that – the second moment of the day that changed my life. Sorry, I don’t mean to be coy, but… well… you’ll see.



Thankfully, the governor’s speech was the midpoint of the proceedings and everything started to wind down. I did get a little choked up at the wall of people singing “Amazing Grace” and “It Is Well with My Soul.” An enormous screen up front showed the lyrics, but I was half turned throughout the song, staring out at everyone, a lot of whom were genuinely teary-eyed.



Yeah. That got me.



So too did Fedir. He was the last to speak, and like Dad, he had a hell of a presence. He told a good story about how when they were teenagers, Dad stuck up for Fedir against some of Fedir’s bullies, even if he was, at most, ninety pounds at the time and had never thrown a punch in his life. That got some chuckles, then he looked at his nephews and nieces and said to us, “Of all the things my brother ever made or accomplished, his sons, his daughters, you are the finest of all of them.”



Dad’s casket was up front, closed due to the ravages of the cancer that swept through him so damned fast his last six months. He would be buried for real in a couple days, just in time to make the hurts scab over before we ripped them open again. I followed the train of my siblings, again at the back of the pack, and we each laid a rose on my father’s casket. I wish I could tell you I felt something then, but I was locked on Fedir’s words and how falsely they rang in my ears.









Chapter 7



 



I got a lot of looks back at the mansion, but I thought they were simply due to me being a part of the Radjevic family and all of us were getting them. I sat with Mom for a while in her room. She was emotional and quiet. I didn’t feel much like talking either, so we sat at the window and watched the employees buzz around, setting up pavilion tents and cordoning off areas of the grounds.



When she settled in for a short nap before she had to get ready for the gala, I headed downstairs for a drink. Most my brothers and sisters were gathered around the first floor, grabbing a bite to eat, something to drink, or just sitting and talking. The place was festooned in memorabilia of my father. I saw Vivian study a movie prop of his, a villainous mask he wore in one of his best roles. She was crying, and I went over to wrap an arm around her shoulders and hug her tight.



“Is it weird I want to steal this?” she asked, and I burst out laughing.



 We wound up in the game room, playing a game of pool, her sipping a string of fruity martinis, me working on a single glass of scotch that would have cost two or three hundred bucks for just those three fingers. It was good stuff, mellow and smooth, but I couldn’t figure out why the expense was justified. My forty-dollar bottle at home was perfectly great too.



“Because it’s not about the quality,” Vivian told me. “It’s about possession. A few bottles like that in your bar, it says to someone, ‘Oh, look at me, I’ve got money to throw around.’”



“Says the woman requesting two-hundred-dollar vodka in her cocktails,” I said, grinning as I lined up a shot.



“Because that, Liam, is fucking excellent vodka.”



I don’t think she was actually joking.



Those of us with estate-provided assistants that week – read, those of us who were too poor to actually employ our own – were fetched and brought to our room to change. Aniela took her time with me in the shower, making sure every inch of me was clean while I did the same for her.



“What if I just wanted to run off and grab a cheeseburger and a milkshake with you?” I asked her as we were toweling off. “What would you say?”



“French fries or onion rings?” she asked.



“Both.”



“Mm. Good choice.” Aniela shrugged. “Of course I’d arrange it. You’re not required to be here. I know the day was strange, but… I don’t know. Maybe this is morbid, but I think this will be a good time. I sat in on the planning. Your father was excited about it for everyone.”



“He was?”



“Oh yes. Planning all this out was his great distraction.”



“I guess then I’d better go. Save a dance for me?”



She peered at me like I was crazy, her brow furrowed. “Liam, you’re going to be hobnobbing with actresses and singers and some of the most gorgeous people in the world.”



“Hobnobbing?” I asked, pushing her slowly back towards the wall of the shower and reaching out to turn it off.



“Rubbing elbows,” she said, and gasped as I pinned her up against the wall, my hands going to her hips. “Having… conversations…”



I lifted her up, her ass against the slick marble tiled walls. My cock slid into her, and we both moaned. “You think there’s anyone else I want to be with out there, you’re crazy.”



Her head rolled back and again, I thought if I asked it, she’d tell me to kiss her. Pushing too much again. I channeled my frustration with myself into good, hard sex. I took her against that wall, staring into her eyes as she wrapped her legs around my ass. The first orgasm she cried my name. The second, she screamed, “Oh, fuck!” The third was wordless, and the fourth, when I had her turned around and bent over as I fucked into her with wild, hard strokes, was a whimpered, “I could get pregnant if you come inside me.”



I didn’t know if that was an invitation or a plea not to. I pulled out just in time and came across her back and her ass.



That necessitated another shower, and by the end of it, we needed to get ready. She helped me dress first, joined halfway through by my mother, who looked stunning in a flowery, light dress, her hair held back with matching butterfly pins. I told her so and she beamed, patting her hair.



“It’s been a while since I had a chance to dress up like this.”



“Well, if Dad was still alive, he’d fall for you again,” I said. That got me a kiss on the cheek from her before she settled in to watch Aniela help me into my vest and tie my bowtie.



“How did you learn to do that?” I asked.



“With a lot of practice on my boyfriend over the last few weeks,” she said.



“Wait,” I said, squinting down at her. “You learned to do this for the job?”



She looked up at me and we said nothing. The heat between us, as always, was damn near enough to send embers flying. My mom cut the silence as she fanned her face. “And this boyfriend, you give him looks like that?”



“Mom!” I said sharply.



“Oh I’m not apologizing at all for that,” Mom said. “Anyone can see you two are crazy for each other, job or not.”



Aniela couldn’t hide a smile, and neither could I. “Liam is… very charming,” she said softly.



She got me into the rest of my tuxedo, and I had to admit, I looked pretty damn good in it. Mom wanted pictures, so pictures she got, of me, of me standing with Aniela, and of the two of us. I felt like it was prom again, and told her as much.



“Yes, well, this time, I hope you don’t disappear for a night and I don’t have to call around to every hotel in the city to find out if you checked in with your dates.”



I cleared my throat, and Aniela grinned at me. “Dates… as in plural?”



“I did all right in high school,” I mumbled.



“And in college,” Mom said. “I think he dated half a sorority before his freshman year was done.”



“Ah Jesus,” I said, my hand at my eyes.



“Half a sorority?” Aniela asked and poked me in the ribs.



“They liked me because I was up front about not wanting a long-term relationship and not being a meathead about it.”



We made our way downstairs. The stairwells were now guarded by two beefy guys at every landing, all of whom were dressed in suits of their own, with discreet bulges under their jackets. They let us pass without a word.



“A different world,” I said to myself, and Aniela nodded.



The crowd was already building by the time we arrived, though the party wasn’t quite in full swing. A band was getting warmed up outside, the first entertainers of the night. Jason was one of the valets. We saw him through the open front doors and Mom went to say hello. I meant to go too, but Aniela wanted to get me alone for a moment.



“Listen, Liam, I’m going to be up front about this. What I said earlier this week, about liking to watch, I mean it. Have fun tonight. We’re not committed and even if we were, I’d want you to, mm, entertain yourself. And if you pick someone up and they’re interested in the idea, maybe I’ll join you.”



“Goddamn,” I said, and she grinned.



She went to get ready herself, slipping through the crowd. I went out to bullshit with Jason for a moment but I was just in time to see Mom lean in and give him a none-too-chaste kiss. Smiling to myself, I stepped back into the crowd and gave them their space. “Good for you, Mom,” I said to myself. I liked the guy. God, I hoped she didn’t eat him alive.



Chuckling, I made my way through the rooms aimlessly. I recognized a staggering number of faces, and I don’t just mean the brothers and sisters or the members of the staff I met that week. It was one thing to be in the crowd of attendees at the funeral. There was a distance there, and I wasn’t exactly in a mood to stargaze. But now it was impossible not to. I was in the midst of actors, singers, models, directors. I even recognized a novelist who wrote the book one of Dad’s movies was based on. I almost went over there and asked him for an autograph, but I wasn’t going to be that guy.



“Hey,” someone drawled near me, “it’s the meme guy!”



I had no idea he was talking about me.



I found Cathy in the growing mass of people, and she immediately pulled me in for a few selfies for her social media page. “We should be friends on Bottlegenie!” she shouted.



“Remind me tomorrow,” I said, laughing. My phone was locked up in a wall safe in my bedroom. I hadn’t checked it since the two days in New York.



She wanted something to drink. I pushed through the crowd to grab glasses of champagne from a table, but by the time I got back, she was gone, lost to the party. I downed the glasses, then headed for the kitchens to return them. A server came to me and lowered a tray. I blinked at him until he smiled at me and said, “Your glasses, sir? Would you like me to take them?”



“Oh. Oh yeah, sure. Thanks.”



That embarrassing moment behind me, I decided to head outside. The band was just starting up, and if I thought the mass of famous people was a lot inside, out there, in front of the bandstand, I was stunned. There, moving together, were two Internet models I knew. They swayed, hands high in the air, wearing slinky black dresses so gauzy I could see their nipples. A woman near them took pictures, moving all around them as if she was a professional, and I realized she must be a model too when one of the women stopped dancing abruptly and took the phone from her to do the same thing.



Someone brushed my arm and I turned to see a raven-haired beauty with a huge fucking bust standing there. Her skin was pale and her lips painted red. My first thought was that I was about to be attacked by a vampire. A hot vampire, but a vampire. My second thought was that I was in her way or something, but despite the growing number of people, there was plenty of space to move outside.



“Hey, you’re one of his kids, right? I saw you at the memorial and on TV.”



She nearly had to shout to be heard. “I am, yeah,” I said, and nodded when she pointed at her ear and shook her head.



She sure didn’t waste any time. She rested that same hand on my waist and started dancing with me, swaying at first. I don’t know how I was supposed to feel then. I just went through one of the craziest funerals in the history of crazy-ass celebrity funerals. I should have been mopey or upset or something. But instead, Dad gave me this strange gift of the absurd. I don’t know this for certain. I never talked about it with anyone who ever knew. But I think Dad wanted it to be kind of a joyously stupid day. I think the absurdity was the point. Say what you will about the excesses, people were already starting to have a great time. Gone was the sadness from the funeral, and in its place was an eager vitality. I respected Dad for that, intentional or not. We saw him off, and he saw to it we lived. I liked that.



Anyways, philosophical pondering aside, I danced with her. I’m a pretty good dancer for a big man, thanks to lessons when I was a kid. Mom loved to dance and I used to go with her to the studio. The women there adored and accepted me like I was one of them, so I’m a fair bit better than just swaying. I took her by the waist and moved with her, my big-breasted vampire lady.



Delighted, she laughed, and twirled so her ass was to my groin. She didn’t quite grind on me – we weren’t that far gone – but her swaying turned to a sexy dip and shimmy, and I was definitely interested in what she showed off.



Much as I wanted that ass, I eventually turned her back towards me and took her hands. She twirled away from me and I pulled her back, getting her rhythm. She spun back in, hip to me, and I dipped her, drawing cheers from people I hadn’t even noticed were watching. Flushed, I moved again with my partner, taking her hands and pulling her close. We ground together just enough to elicit more cheers.



She pulled away and shouted, “You’re fantastic.”



“Thanks,” I shouted back. “You’re great too.”



We finished out the song and turned to our audience. I raised her hand and kissed it, and we both bowed.



“Clara! Clara! Are you two together?” someone shouted.



And just like that, I knew who she was. Clara Fahey, the star of a hardboiled detective show about a God-fearing stripper helping a detective out with a case while trying to keep her own shit together. I hadn’t watched it myself, but it had serious awards buzz. I fought to say something, anything, but she was already moving, trailing a hand down my shoulder.



“I don’t know, with moves like that, it would be hard to let another woman take him, wouldn’t it?”



Thank you, Dad, and your inability to keep it in your pants.



We danced again, this time to a cover of one of Dad’s favorites, an old blues song, and I held Clara closer. This time we kept ourselves to some easy swaying, her arms wrapped around my neck, me breathing in her exquisite perfume.  I was growing painfully hard, as close as she was, and she must have felt it. After that dance she pulled away, shouted something at me, and headed for the party inside.



Shit. Blew it. But goddamn, that was… whew.



The party pushed me naturally towards the stage, Juliet Masalis, a country singer and reality TV star, was just coming on to start her emceeing duties for the evening. I knew of her, but I never really paid any attention and now I gaped at her. A gorgeous oval face. Heavy makeup emphasized her blue eyes. Long, luscious locks of honey colored hair tinged here and there with a darker auburn. And her plunging black dress showed off curves nearly as obscene as Clara’s. Her whole image said country – freckles on her cheeks, dimples you could lose yourself in, and a sort of earthiness to her amazing good looks, as though you might see her next door riding a lawn mower.



People cheered and Juliet curtsied, making sure to show off plenty of leg through a long slit in the dress. “Why hello, New Yawk,” she said, overdoing her country drawl. The crowd cheered again and she smiled. It had more of an effect on my drunkenness than any of the alcohol I had that day. “Some of y’all know me from my music, some of y’all know me from TV, but the reason I’m here hosting tonight is ‘Greasy Palms.’”



The crowd roared its approval at the mention of the bawdy hit song from a couple years back, which featured Dad in the music video chasing after a supermodel while Juliet sang to the poor woman, convincing her that Dad would never learn. There was a great interview of Dad after the song reached number one where he called it the greatest biography of him ever written, even if it wasn’t written specifically about him. He wasn’t wrong.



“When I was asked to host this, how could I say no? I was given one directive – keep it light. That’s what Antonio wanted, and by God, that’s what we’re going to give him, a party, not a mourning.” More cheers at that. Her smile melted and she took in the crowd. “But, and Antonio would probably chide me for this, before we kick things back up again, let’s give the man of the hour a minute of silence. For the laughs, for the face-fanning, for the many millions he put in the pockets of maternity wards across the world, and most importantly, for his kindness, because like you’ve heard today, Antonio Radjevic was a kind, happy soul. So bow your heads, and join me in honoring a legend.”



We bowed our heads, me included. I didn’t think much about Dad then. I listened to someone’s soft crying, then realized it wasn’t one person, but a lot of them. That touched me. That day held a lot of theatrics, but those gentle tears in that minute, those were among the realest of the day. I wanted to find the people crying and thank them, or hug them, or something. I didn’t know what.



Finally, Juliet said over the speaker, “Be at peace, Antonio Radjevic. I hope the angels guide you home, even if you try to pinch their butts.” There was a good round of laughter at that, mine included. Someone nudged my arm. I looked over, and there was Aniela. In a violet dress with flowers in her hair, she looked radiant, and I took her arm.



We danced to “Greasy Palms” as much as we could in the narrow slice of ground we occupied, then the next song, and the next, and many more. Surrounded by hundreds of other people, I lost myself to the music, swaying and shouting the lyrics I knew with Aniela. The natural ebb and flow of the crowd as the party spilled in and out of the mansion and the grounds pushed us more towards the middle and the sides, and that was fine. I was lost to the moment, and so was Aniela. Musicians played short sets, broken up by Juliet introducing some celebrities on stage with memories of Dad, all upbeat or sweet.



At one point, Aniela nudged my arm in the middle of a song and pointed towards the edge of the crowd. There I saw Jason and my mom dancing, Mom beet red in the cheeks. We moved to them and joined in, making a square out of it. Jason had moves, no lie. He was out of his valet uniform and in simple slacks and a button-down, and he had my mom twirling and giggling like she was a teenager again. Mom came to me during a bubblegum pop song and we danced together as Jason took Aniela’s hand and they moved too. It was silly good fun and over all too soon.



It wasn’t long before my mom fanned her face and told Jason she needed a drink. He glanced at me questioningly, and I said, “Hey, she’s her own woman. Be sweet to her.”



He kicked out a leg and gave a grandiose bow, then grabbed Mom’s arm and led her to the party. I didn’t see them again the rest of the night, the crazy kids.



Aniela and I danced a while longer, and headed into the mansion ourselves to get a drink and cool off. I was immediately approached by a pair of male models who used to work with Dad. They offered their condolences, and I thanked them, confused as to how they knew I was Dad’s son. I guessed it was the eyes. A thin but steady stream of similar well-wishers kept my attention for the better part of an hour. People shared stories and told me what a great guy he was while I nodded and told them thank you. More than a few were celebrities. I wish I could say I was totally cool about that, but more than once I felt a surreal paralysis hit me when I realized I was talking to a movie star or famous musician. At one point, when I was talking to a model and her husband, she gushed, “Oh, I just have to take a picture with you.”



“Um. Okay?” I said, more than a little confused. I looked at Aniela, who only shrugged. I got the picture, standing between the model and her husband, trying to smile and ending up looking like the world’s biggest asshole. That opened something of a floodgate, and about a third of the people from that point forward wanted a selfie or a picture with me. Not just average Joes, but celebrities too. Weirder and weirder.



Aniela silently played the dutiful friend and assistant, bringing me drinks and whispering names in my ear when someone would approach me I didn’t know. I wanted to escape with her, but despite the late hour, the party only seemed to swell. Outside, Juliet Masalis called an end to her emceeing, but informed the crowd to expect live music until two in the morning. There were raucous cheers and half the party outside pushed its way in.



We managed to make it to one of the great rooms, and there, a guy with a name so popular you’d think I was lying if I said it saw me coming and immediately jumped to his feet to offer me his chair.



“Hey, it’s the least I can do, my man,” he said with his distinctly Texan drawl. I shook hands with him, gobsmacked, and grabbed the chair.



Aniela leaned in and said, “I’ll be back in a bit. Stay right here so I can find you.”



I nodded, and she vanished into the mob of people. The Texan actor knelt down next to me and we started bullshitting, just as though we were old friends. He didn’t know Dad, but he talked enthusiastically about his role in a Western film. “I’ve been thinking about a remake,” he said, and held his weathered hands out in a square as though they were the lens of a camera. “Make my directorial debut with it.” He pronounced directorial by emphasizing each syllable – “die wreck tore ee ull.” It got a smile out of me and he winked. “You act at all? Be a hell of a callback, showing off your baby blues. You got eyes just like him.”



“I’m not an actor. More into writing.”



“Really? Well, hell, maybe I’ll call you about a script. You ever write a script?”



“I haven’t.”



“Well, you give it a crack, and you have your people get in touch with me. I’m serious about this. Maybe a little more modern day, 1920s, you know? Something like that. Get that moonshiner vibe to it. Or maybe something out of the seventies.” He snapped his fingers like he just got an idea. “Yeah, yeah, that’s something. Get the old urban grit of New York as a backdrop.”



“I like that idea,” I said. Yeah, right. This guy was going to finish this conversation and forget he ever talked to me. He saw someone he knew, excused himself, and squeezed my shoulder before he walked off. Then, strangely, he came back and said that was awfully rude of him and offered his condolences for my loss. I shook his hand again and felt bad for judging him like that.



From somewhere in front of me, I heard Vance and Kincaid’s big booming laughs and thought about their general coolness towards me. I wished I had my notebook handy. Being near my family gave me tons of inspiration for my books. Fictionalized versions of Octavio and Vivian would make killer heroes, a brother and sister divided in their youth and brought back together by… something. You don’t read a whole lot of fiction with trans leads that isn’t actually about being trans. I made a mental note to talk to him about that and get his opinion.



“Was I that awful out there?” a woman asked.



Not realizing she was talking to me, I kept thinking about Octavio. Maybe he’d even want to work with me.



“Oh, now you’re ignoring me.”



I finally looked away from the crowd at an irritated Clara Fahey. I bounced to my feet. “Oh hey! Sorry, I wasn’t ignoring you. The crowd, it makes it impossible to hear anything. Like outside.”



“Wait, is that what happened? You couldn’t hear me?”



“Yeah,” I said, confused. “I thought, you know, when we were dancing so close you… felt me, and that was embarrassing enough you wanted to cut it short.”



She roared with laughter and pressed a hand to my chest to push me back into my chair. Then she surprised me by nudging my legs apart and sitting on my lap. She leaned in and said into my ear, “Kind of the opposite, really. I told you to follow me and let’s find a quiet corner of the mansion.”



“Oh yeah?”



“Yeah.” Clara leaned in and licked my ear. Not sure any woman had ever done that before. It was weird, but fuck it, my dick would have saluted her even if she was hooking up a car battery and jumper cables to my nipples. “So… want to sneak away and find a quiet corner of the mansion?”



I grinned, but caught a flash of Aniela through the crowd. “Mind a third? My assistant likes to watch.”



She thought about that. “How attractive is she?”



“Look to your right at the blonde in the violet dress and tell me.”



But to my surprise, Aniela wasn’t alone. With her, holding a cocktail, was none other than our hostess for the evening, Juliet Masalis. Juliet had changed into an olive-colored dress that more resembled a halter top and a long skirt, save for a playful swirl of fabric that connected the two pieces. If she walked with any more of a bounce, her breasts would tumble out the bottom of that halter top, tape or no tape.



“Mr. Fleming,” Aniela said as they approached. “I see you found some entertainment.”



“I did,” I said, and Clara shifted so her ass could grind right on my cock almost hard enough to hurt. Marking her territory. My smile widened.



“I want to introduce Juliet Masalis.”



“Our hostess,” I said, and held out a hand. “You’ll have to excuse me if I can’t get up. You were fantastic out there.”



“Why thank you!” Juliet said. “And doesn’t she look comfy. Clara Fahey, right?”



“That’s right,” Clara said. That ass had me hard again, and fast. “And he’s right, you were yummy up on that stage.”



“Mm, and you’re quite yummy in that dress,” Juliet purred.



No way. No fucking way.



“My assistant, Aniela Harmon,” I said to Clara.



Aniela took Clara’s hand and kissed it, holding her eyes for a long moment. There was no way Clara didn’t get that message. “It’s a pleasure.”



“You too,” Clara said. “Look at you. You’re gorgeous.”



Aniela, on cue, blushed and said, “And so are you. Sir picks them very well.”



“I think she picked me,” I said.



Clara wiggled her ass. “I saw the meme this afternoon and just had to have a dance outside.”



Meme? How many times had I heard that throughout the evening? I didn’t have time to ponder that. Someone jostled Juliet and turned to blearily offer an apology. She gave the partygoer a polite smile and waved off the infraction. Aniela, smooth as you please, said, “Mr. Fleming has a suite upstairs. Things are much quieter up there and we could talk in private.”



“Aw, just talk?” Clara asked. Juliet’s eyes widened, but to her credit, she rolled with it perfectly.



“Now I don’t want to commit to anything, but I would love a chance to sit down away from the crowd,” she said.



We followed Aniela as she pushed through. People kept trying to block our path to talk to Juliet until I took the lead. Being a big man and intent on fucking all three of these gorgeous women until dawn, I wasn’t going to be stopped for anything, and glared down celebrity after celebrity until we neared the security guards posted at the stairwell. I told them Aniela, Juliet and Clara were with me, aware our pictures were being taken, but not really registering it.



Remember what I said earlier about the trio of incidents that made me temporarily famous? Yeaaaah. That moment, pulling two celebrities and the gorgeous Aniela behind me was the third.



We headed upstairs and to my suite. There were staff members posted in the hallway and I asked them to bring us a couple bottles of wine. Aniela purred to me she had already taken care of that, and when I went into my room, I discovered she was right. Enough liquor to constitute a small bar now was tastefully arranged on a dressing table, along with a bowl of ice and four crystal glasses.



“Top you off?” I asked Juliet. While Clara took a seat on a divan like she belonged there, Juliet looked undecided about this whole thing. I came to her and took her glass. “Hey. There’s no pressure here. I don’t know what Aniela said to have you give me the time of day, but I have zero expectations.”



“I do,” Clara said, smirking as she kicked off one of her shoes.



Juliet smiled faintly. “Not curious if I slept with your father?” Her drawl was mostly gone now that she was off the stage and in private.



“The thought hadn’t crossed my mind. Did you?”



“No. Not for a lack of trying on his part but I was married at the time.”



“But you’re up here now,” I said, taking her drink and raising the glass with a raised eyebrow.



“Bourbon and soda. And… I’m divorced.” I headed for the minibar and she sat on the divan next to Clara. The actress rested a hand on Juliet’s thigh as Aniela closed the door behind us and settled into a chair on the other side of the room, legs crossed. Juliet took a moment to study both women, then looked up at me. “I really was thinking I’d just get off my feet for a minute.”



I looked over as I plunked a couple ice cubes into her glass. “If that’s all you want. I really did love the music tonight. You’re a hell of an entertainer.”



“I think I saw you two dancing near the front, right?” she asked.



I added a finger full of bourbon and took a drink straight from the bottle myself. It was fine stuff, smooth as silk with just the right amount of burn. “You did.”



“It’s the eyes that drew me in. They’re unmistakable,” Juliet said, her voice husky. I looked over. Clara’s hand was now tugging up the hem of Juliet’s dress, her nails caressing the other woman’s smooth skin.



“Fuck-me eyes,” Clara said.



“Yes,” Juliet said. “Fuck-me eyes.”



“She was the one to come to me,” Aniela said as I finished with Juliet’s drink. “Ms. Masalis wanted to know who I was dancing with, that you looked like one of Mr. Radjevic’s sons. I offered to introduce you. I think she wants you… sir.”



I opened a bottle of wine. By now the charge in the air was as thick as cream, and I forced myself not to look as Clara pulled that dress’s hem ever higher. “Is that right?” I asked no one in particular.



“I told her a few other things,” Aniela said, rising and coming to me. “I told her how Mr. Fleming has one of the biggest cocks I’ve ever seen. I told her you’ve given me dozens of orgasms this week.” She reached around me and began to undo my tuxedo jacket. Her lips pressed to my ear, but her whisper was theatric enough the two women had to be able to hear. “I told her you were the best fuck I’ve ever had. Sir.”



Aniela, you are a goddess
 , I thought.



“Did she now?” I asked. “Is that true?”



Clara licked her lips as she stared at me. Juliet dropped a hand down to her bared black thong. “Every word.”



Clara moved. She slid that halter top to Juliet’s dress up over Juliet’s big breasts. She pulled the tape over the nipples off none too gently and Juliet gasped. I watched the pair as Aniela tended to my clothes, moving deliberately slow as she bared me. Clara stood and went for the drinks in my hand. She set the cocktail down on an end table beside Juliet, but took a big gulp of the wine. She didn’t swallow the second, but brought her lips to Juliet’s, and they shared it between them. Some of the wine trickled down their chins, dripping down to Juliet’s dress and across her bared tits.



“Oops,” Clara murmured, and dipped lower to lick up the wine off Juliet’s skin. Juliet moaned, staring at me.



Aniela slipped my jacket off me and walked to the wardrobe to hang it. I had a feeling she wanted this played slow, so I didn’t start on my vest, standing still and watching the show before me as Juliet tipped Clara’s chin up and kissed her again. It was overemphasized for my enjoyment, with plenty of tongue between them and flicks of their eyes towards me. I ate it up, my cock hardening again. I wanted to get my hands all over them but Aniela was determined to take her time. She did stop long enough to give me a languid stroke through my pants, and kissed my neck as we both watched the country singer and the TV actress make out.



They, in turn, watched me, their hands at each other’s faces. “Isn’t he yummy?” Clara asked Juliet.



“Yesss,” Juliet moaned.



“You’re yummy too,” Clara said. “I wonder how sweet your pussy is?”



“Why don’t you find out?” Juliet asked.



Clara grinned and kissed the other woman again. Her hand dipped lower, into Juliet’s panties. Juliet sat ramrod straight, her hips spreading wide.



“Oh, oh Clara…”



Just as fast, Clara’s hand came free again, her fingers wet to the second knuckle. She licked them clean and made a show of running her tongue around her red-painted lips. “Delicious.”



“Tease,” Juliet said.



To me, Clara said, “She’s so wet for us.”



Aniela pulled my vest free along with my bow tie, and brought both to the wardrobe, still taking her time. I was tensing like a runner readying himself to come off the blocks. Once my clothes were off, I was going to take them both.



I’m not sure who pushed or pulled who upright, but Juliet and Clara stood, their hands all over each other’s clothes. They pushed each other toward the big bed. Clara spun Juliet and fiddled with her dress until it fell to the ground, leaving her only in her panties. Still in her own dress, Clara put a hand to Juliet’s back and bent her over the mattress, making her stick out her very famous butt.



“Mm, I never thought I’d get the girl in the jeans commercial,” Clara said, and leaned down to kiss Juliet’s cheeks.



Me either, Clara. Me either.



Juliet twisted over and pushed herself to a sitting position on the bed. “And I…” she said, reaching for Clara’s dress, “…love your show. But I’m going to have a hard time watching without thinking of the times I made you cry out my name.”



Clara turned to give Juliet better access to a zipper, and the dress fell around her ankles. By now, my shirt was almost undone, though Aniela slowed even further to watch the show in front of us.



Both of them were stunning. Clara’s curves were deceptive. Her tits dominated her body, but out of her dress it was now apparent her ass was one hell of an underrated part of her appeal. She wasn’t as toned as Juliet but I liked women soft too. Hell, I liked women just about any way I could get them, if that wasn’t readily apparent.



And Juliet… Juliet was something else. In the days of pinups, she would have been a centerfold, no question. Freckles spotted her well-tanned skin, dotting her all the down to her ripe but athletic bottom. She played up her shyness, biting her lip suggestively and blushing. They both looked in my direction for my reaction.



“You’re gorgeous,” I said. “Both of you.”



“Which one does sir want to take first?” Aniela said, finally finishing with my shirt’s buttons and tugging it away from my shoulders. “Ms. Fahey’s tits would squeeze your cock tight, but I know sir loves a nice ass and Ms. Masalis has one of the best.”



“I’ll fuck them both before the night’s done,” I said dismissively. “Her tits, her ass…”



Juliet drew a deep, shuddering breath at that, her eyes half-lidded. Clara ran a hand across her own sex, staring me in the eyes.



“And their pussies,” Aniela purred. “Sir should fuck them so good they won’t think of anyone else but you when they’re in bed with another man.”



Like you, with your boyfriend?
 I wanted to ask the question, but now was not the time. Besides, I knew the answer, even if she wasn’t ready to admit it to herself yet. Yeah, maybe that sounds vain, but even then, with two gorgeous women in front of us, the real heat came from Aniela’s caresses across my chest, my ass, my neck, my cock. We were going to burn each other before that week was through, and I was more than okay with that. Some hurts, no matter how devastating, are worth it.



Both our guests were down to nothing now. Clara kept herself shaven clean, while Juliet had a trimmed thin, fine stretch of auburn hair. Aniela removed my shirt and with one hand undid the buckle on my belt. She started to unzip me, but I took her hand and held it.



“No. That’s their job,” I said. “You watch until I’ve fucked them both, and then I’ll take you.”



“Yes, sir,” Aniela said, nearly panting.



To Clara and Juliet, I said, “Come to me.”



They did, and with a dizzying sense of sexual vertigo, I took their waists and brought them close. I kissed Clara, who probably would have left scars if I hadn’t made her first, and groped her ass. Her moan was like her acting, laid on a bit thick, but I liked it anyways. Juliet finished the work Aniela started, unzipping me and dipping a hand into my slacks.



“Oh… that’s nice,” she said, and I focused on her, bringing her in next and driving my lips to hers.



Clara’s hand joined the fun, moving Juliet’s closer to my balls. She squirmed and said, “God, it’s as big as it felt out there dancing.”



“You had me worked up,” I said. “Both of you.”



“What do you want us to do about that?” Juliet asked, squeezing me gently.



“Down on your knees,” I said.



I stepped out of my pants and Aniela took them from me as the two beauties knelt. They looked at each other and kissed again. Juliet’s hand explored Clara’s ass, and Clara mirrored her. I watched, stroking myself. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aniela start to unzip her dress, and held up a hand.



“Leave it on,” I said. “Ditch the panties.”



“Who said I’m wearing panties?” she asked.



I grinned, and her professional façade cracked to return it. She slid the dress up as she sat down on the divan Juliet and Clara had just abandoned.



“May I finger myself while I watch you work, sir?”



“You may,” I said, trying to sound lordly, and probably coming across more like I was trying not to crack up. Aniela’s fingers went to her pussy, stroking it softly as she watched the actress and country singer making out with noisy smacks of their lips.



Clara was the first to return her attention to me. She saw me stroking my cock and moved my hand away before taking me by my base and pushing my dick upwards so the tip was against my stomach. Her petite tongue slid from the base of my balls slowly upward. Juliet watched the slow tease, her lips parted. Clara kept her eyes focused on mine, smiling a wicked smile as up she went. She pulled me down slowly as she neared my tip and gave it a playful kiss before aiming me at Juliet. The blonde eagerly devoured my first inch, sucking on it with her cheeks hollowed. She bobbed on just that little bit, moving not so much with her mouth as her hips, swaying back and forth and keeping up the excruciatingly pleasant tease.



“Look at her, Liam,” Aniela said. “Look at those lips wrapped around your cock.”



“Fuck,” I grunted in agreement.



Clara kissed Juliet’s cheek and encircled my cock as much as she could with two fingers, stroking my base while Juliet sucked my tip. The sight of the two gorgeous women together like this, kneeling for me, was too goddamn hot to contemplate how surreal it was. When they swapped again, Clara flicked her tongue against my tip and then opened wide to suck me down like Juliet had, only taking another half inch more of me. This was shaping up to be the most excruciating blowjob of my life and I loved it.



She corkscrewed her head up and down those first two inches, making a deep, “mm hm, mm hm” noise in her throat. Juliet, eyes dull, brought a hand down between her own legs and played with herself as she watched. Clara came up off me with a loud slurp and looked sideways at her. “There’s room for two.”



Clara sucked me down again and Juliet leaned in to kiss up and down the length of me not being tended to. Aniela whispered, “Suck him, suck him good…” and sunk two fingers into her pussy. She leaned to one side and lifted a foot to the edge of the divan, spreading herself wide for me to watch as she played with herself. I held her gaze for a long minute as the two women sucked and kissed my cock, then returned my attention to them, stroking their hair.



They swapped again, and as Juliet took me deeper still, Clara rested against her, basically cheek-to-cheek. They stared up at me, and Clara said, “Don’t come in our mouths. I want what you want. This is your night. You want to tit-fuck me? I want that. I want to squeeze them around that big fucking dick and have you come all over me. My tits, my face, wherever you want to.”



“Fuck!” I groaned.



“Oh yeah, we’re going to do that too.” She turned and nibbled on Juliet’s earlobe before saying throatily, “Aren’t we?”



“Mmm hmmm!” Juliet said around a mouthful of my dick.



“Fuck her tits…” Aniela said, sounding delirious.



“You know you could join us if you want,” Clara said.



“My Aniela likes to watch,” I said.



“His… his…” Aniela said. She brought her other hand to her clit and rubbed it fast with three fingers, bucking up and down with it.



Juliet pulled off me with a liquid slurp and some of her spit spilled down her chin. She wiped it with two fingers and asked, “You can get it up again, right?”



“He’ll fuck you until you can’t take it anymore,” Aniela said, heat to her voice. “I told you, sir is the best.”



“Someone’s a bit possessive,” Clara said, and Juliet giggled. They looked at each other and Juliet whispered in her ear. Then they came to my cock again, but instead of one sucking me down, they moved to opposite sides, running their lips and tongues up and down the length of me in tandem. The sensations were great, but it was the sight of them, dark-haired, pale Clara and tanned country girl Juliet, that drove me wild.



Aniela must have thought so too. Her rubbing and fingering intensified, and she rocked up and down so hard she nearly fell off the divan. “Oh, oh, nnnnngh, fuck!”



She drove down, eyes squinting shut. Her gasping went silent for a long moment as she came, and then she was up and on her feet, moving for the bathroom without a word to any of us. Clara took the distraction as an insult and sucked on my ball for attention. She sure got it. Juliet mirrored her and they both sucked away, staring up at me and then each other.



Aniela came out just as fast, a bottle of lube and a fistful of condoms in hand. She laid out the condoms on the end table next to the bed and brought the lube to us. Clara pulled away, smiling, and Aniela knelt to apply some of it to her chest. Clara caught her and kissed her hungrily, her hand exploring Aniela’s trim, slim body. Only later did I realize Aniela broke her no-kissing rule. I guess that didn’t apply to other women.



Just at that moment, like Clara seeking attention a minute ago, Juliet took me deep, hitting the back of her throat. She stayed right there and stared up at me, her tongue pressed to the bottom of my length since it had nowhere else to go. Finally she pulled back and drove her face right back down on my cock, bobbing now, driving deep and pulling away just as fast. It was one hell of a face-fuck before she had to give me over to Clara, but finally, reluctantly, I said, “Juliet. Get up on and on the bed. Rest on your back.” I looked at Clara, whose tits now gleamed with the lube. “You’re going to tit fuck me while you ride her face.”



“Love that idea,” Clara said breathlessly, and Aniela stood up to offer her a hand. Clara took it and stopped long enough to kiss her hard, her hand exploring Aniela’s wet cunt. She pulled away and licked her fingers, moaning with the pleasure of her taste. I knew that feeling.



Juliet pulled away from me with a loud slurp, and I helped her up too. She ran to the bed, putting that fine ass on great display. Aniela gripped my dick with her slickened fingers and guided me to the bed that way, stroking me and keeping me hard as Clara and Juliet positioned themselves. I loved the spill of Juliet’s hair across the bedding. Loved the sight of Clara kneeling over her even more, and the rapt look in her eyes when she sank her pussy down on Juliet’s eager mouth.



Aniela applied more lube to my cock and patted my ass. I scooted up onto the bed, knee-walking until I was beside Juliet. The country singer had her hands resting on Clara’s ample butt, clutching her there while she noisily ate out the other woman, her jaw working backwards and forwards. Clara stared at me with fire in her eyes as I sort of stood, sort of crouched above Juliet and brought my cock to her lubed tits. She bit her lip playfully and squeezed her breasts against me. As big as they were, I was long enough to nearly hit her chin with my first thrust. If I had done this right after the blowjob, I would have lasted seconds, but the churning in my balls had subsided to a dull, roaring need.



That was, until Clara started talking. And
 goddamn
 , did she have a mouth on her.



“That dick is a monster, baby, I love it,” she said. “You like fucking these big titties?”



I nearly choked on a laugh. I don’t think I ever heard a woman refer to her tits as “titties.” She sensed something and broadened her smile.



“Ohhh, you do, don’t you? Going to come all over my tits? My face? I knew I wanted to fuck you the minute I saw you outside.” I drove my dick between her tits, loving the warmth of them, loving the lewdness of nearly hitting her in the face with the thing. “I want you deep inside me, Liam. I want every inch of that cock. But I want to see you fuck her first. Make her come all over that big fucking dick.”



“Yeah,” I grunted, unable to formulate much more thought than that. I was back on the edge again, but I thought she was too, the way Clara bounced on Juliet’s face. Our blonde friend was moaning and playing with herself as she ate out Clara, and I couldn’t wait to get my mouth on that sweet-looking pussy.



“We’re going to take turns with you all night. Fuck you dry.”



“Fuck…” I said, really pounding those tits now, my knees bucking with every thrust.  “Clara…”



“Let it go, come all over me, come all over my big fucking tits, come for me, Liam, paint me, paint me with that fucking come!”



“Fuck!” I roared, and thrust hard one last time. Shots of my come jetted out of me, hitting her chin, her neck. One spurted up into the air, landing somewhere behind Clara on the bed. Aniela was there in a flash, crawling to us to wipe the come off the other women with her fingers, sucking it down first for herself, then offering Clara the last glob she cleaned off her chin. Clara stared at her and pulled Aniela’s fingers to her lips, sucking on them with a lewd pop.



I moved too, ignoring them and backing down Juliet’s incredible body until I was right there, looking close up at her fingers driving into her pussy. I pulled those fingers free and dove in, lapping up her wetness as her knees jumped. I grabbed her legs and threw them over my shoulders as she clutched at Clara’s hip and my head, pulling me tighter against her cunt.



Juliet didn’t last long, her cry of pleasure nearly muffled against Clara’s pussy maybe half a minute after I started licking, but I wasn’t going to let that be the only orgasm, not while I was still recovering. I brought my tongue to her clit and sucked it hard as she was still in the throes of that first orgasm. Her cry turned to a cute little yip, and her hips twisted, feet kicking in the air.



Meanwhile, Aniela mounted Juliet’s torso and kissed Clara with growing need and hunger of her own. The two women’s lips smacked noisily as Clara rocked harder and harder on Juliet’s face. I couldn’t see it but Aniela had those big breasts in hand, occasionally leaning down to suck at a nipple or lash one with her tongue. I did have a great view of her ass. She thought it was too small. I thought it was slim perfection.



Juliet’s leg twisted against my back, her foot rubbing up and down my skin. Her cries against Clara’s pussy grew louder. “Mmmm, lick me, lick me like that!” She exploded on my tongue a second time, a splash of warmth shooting out of her. I loved that, loved the responsiveness of her, and I slid two fingers into her tight cunt as I kept on attacking her clit, sucking it into my mouth and whipping my tongue against it. I was as noisy with my slurping and licking as any woman in the room, though Clara soon topped me.



“Mmmm! Mmm! Yessss, eat my fucking pussy,” she said, her voice a near whine. She was like a porn star, the most vocal woman I’d ever heard, and it was getting me hard again in a hurry. “Oh, you two sluts are so good, so fucking good…”



“Sluts,” Aniela gasped. “Sluts for you and Liam…”



“Mm hm!” Juliet said, her voice muffled.



“I’m going to come for you, Juliet, that tongue is so good, mmm fuck, just like that, just like… tha-ahhhhht!”



I pulled up and away from Juliet’s pussy. “Aniela. Condom. Now.”



Aniela hurried off Juliet and went for the end table. She grabbed two and opened one for me. She brought it to me and rolled it on herself, her breaths coming quickly. Her free hand roamed Juliet’s mound, then settled on her clit as I guided my cock to the blonde’s entrance. Juliet tensed, then howled when I pushed my fat cockhead past her pussy lips.



“Oh, Gawwwwwd, that’s big, that’s so big!” she cried out, a hint of that drawl back in her voice again. Her tits jiggled as I thrust in the rest of the way in one hard motion. Clara fell to one side, watching, a hand at her wet folds, cheeks red.



“Look at him fucking split her wide open,” she gasped.



And I was. My cock spread Juliet’s tight folds wide, though she could take damn near every inch of me. My cock bulged inside her in one of the most obscene displays I’ve ever seen. Even with a condom, she rubbed me so good I moaned from the pleasure of it.



Aniela watched, hand at her pussy as I pulled slowly out of Juliet then slammed back in at full speed. I don’t know why I wanted to use the country singer like that but she never complained and I needed to fuck. Clara twisted to kiss Juliet as the blonde thrashed her head back and forth, her plentiful breasts still bouncing with every one of my deep thrusts. Then Clara twisted around until she was on her hands and knees, facing Aniela. She pushed Aniela onto her back beside me, and the two wound up in a sixty-nine once the jockeying for position was all done, Clara on top, Aniela happily licking away underneath her.



Juliet couldn’t stop moving or babbling up at me. As her hands roamed her mound, her stomach, and her tits, she let out a stream of pleased sobs. “Oh, oh… f-fu… deep, that’s deep…. Li-Liam…” She clutched at her own hair, then sucked on three fingers and almost immediately let them go to grab her breasts as if offering them up to me. I relentlessly buried my cock in her time and time again.



Beside me, Clara had her face buried in Aniela’s pussy. I reached out and coiled a fistful of her long dark hair to pull her up. She stared at me, lips and chin wet with Aniela’s lust, and I pulled her to me to kiss her and taste my gorgeous assistant’s pussy juices. Clara ground down on Aniela’s face, her eyelids fluttering, and before her orgasm, she lost all her sexual bravado and stuttered out, “L-Liam…”



I kissed her again and she came, eyes squinting shut. She half-laughed, half-sobbed, and whimpered, “This is crazy, this is crazy, this is crazy.” But as startling as that glimpse into who she truly was and what she was thinking might have been, it was over in a flash, the actress firmly back in place.



I think about that moment a lot in quiet times. I wonder if Clara might have been a more permanent part of things if she kept those walls down. But she had her life, and I had mine. And the truth is, that week, I was so drunk on Aniela that everyone else I got involved with ended up getting short shrift from me. I won’t apologize for that. She was worth every bit of my attention. But maybe more so than any woman in my life, Clara makes me wonder.



Anyway.



I turned my attention back to Juliet, and driven by the taste of my Aniela, I flipped her over, kept a hand on my cock, and slammed right back into her so hard she collapsed on the bed. With my cock still deep inside her, I pulled her hips up and off the bed, staring at the cleft of her ass. Not yet time, but God, I was drunk on the sight.



“Oh, fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!” she yelled as I drove deep inside her again and again, hands gripping her waist to keep her in the game. Up until that point she hadn’t been so vulgar. I liked breaking down her barriers.



To my side, Aniela and Clara wound up swapping positions, Aniela rocking on Clara’s mouth, her blonde hair spilling down across her face. She lost her glasses at some point but reached behind her and produced them, putting them on and blinking at me with a wide smile. I gave Juliet a shimmy with my hips in response, and Aniela laughed. She focused on Clara below her, keeping a hand on her ass and the other on the bed as she rocked.



Juliet started pushing back against me, looking over her shoulder. I let go of her waist with one hand and gripped her shoulder so I could lean in. “Whose are you tonight?”



“Y-yours!” Juliet cried out.



“Who are you going to think about when you fuck another man?”



“You!”



“Good girl,” I said.



“Oh f-fuck…” she whimpered. “Good girl, I’m a good girl…”



“Are you going to come again for me, Juliet?”



“Yes, so close, so… nnngh…” Her head rocked with a particularly hard thrust from me and she yelled out, “Close!”



She came again and I yanked out of her, gripping my throbbing cock with one hand. Hands on me pushed me onto my back and frantically Clara was there, kneeling over me and impaling herself on my dick in one sharp drop.



“Unnnngh, fuck!” she yelled. “Oh God, that’s deep. Don’t you dare come, you fucking stud, not until I’ve got mine.”



For an answer to that I reached up and took hold of her tits. I thumbed the nipples, then pinched and twisted them. She yelped and bounced harder, her ass slapping against my thighs. Beside us, Aniela moved, scrambling for the lube we left somewhere on the bed. Then she was off the bed and going towards the bathroom. As Clara fucked me for all she was worth, I heard thumping, cabinets closing, and Aniela came back in with a stack of towels. Clara and I both watched as she draped them across one edge of the bed.



I got it then. She was preparing for when I fucked Juliet’s ass. She thought that was next. Aniela was nothing if not adorably naïve about my staying power.



Clara dropped her mouth to mine, kissing me and nipping at my lip. I held her there, gripping her thick juicy ass and pounding up into her as her big breasts swayed against my chest. I fucked her as hard as I’d been fucking Juliet, digging my fingers into her soft skin and holding back my orgasm. Clara tried to keep up with thrusts back at me of her own but soon it was all she could do to hang on, her breath coming in ragged, broken bursts.



“Ngh, ngh, fuck me, fuck me stud, oh shit, oh shit, oh SHIT!”



She came, and I was rolling with her, still hammering away into that soft, inviting pussy as we wound up closer to the edge of the bed. I pulled out of her and stepped off, and yanked her to me. With Clara’s legs dangling off the side of the bed, I resumed fucking her, my cock now hitting depths so good she balled her fists and beat them against the mattress. I felt her spasm around me and she might have cried something out if she could, but Clara could no longer speak. She brought one balled fist up in the air. It wavered and she opened it in a stop gesture. I pulled out immediately.



Aniela held out the lube, her lips parted. I took it and tossed it on the nightstand before I pulled her to me too, our lips so close yet again. “Fuck,” I growled, then I laid her on her back next to Clara. Her legs shot up as I bucked into her, slamming balls deep in one hard go. Aniela’s hands were all over my back, raking it as she cried out her easy pleasure. I stared down at her and for a while she was the only one I noticed. Her blonde hair was wild, her glasses just a little askew. She stared right back at me, digging her nails in, crying my name.



“Liaaaaam, oh sir, oh my Liam…”



Beside us, Clara moved, getting off the bed and grabbing the lube. I barely noticed her coming around the other side, greasing her fingers as a nearly sexually exhausted Juliet watched. My attention was on Aniela and only Aniela.



“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I moaned.



“And you drive me wild, you make me so hot for you every minute of every day…”



I slid a hand under her neck, nearly pulled her face to mine, and I knew then as I did a dozen times that week she’d have let me, she’d have joined in, but we couldn’t, not like that. Aniela laid out her rules and I wasn’t going to break them, not until she broke up with her man or the week ended. But I tried to tell her with my eyes what I wanted, and I saw hers water. She didn’t cry, not then, but she saw and she knew and she came.



Her whisper nearly set me off. “Liam, Liam, I’m coming for you, I’m coming again for you…”



Her hips jumped, her pussy flexing against me, begging me to stay, to ditch that condom and make her mine forever. She came as Clara leaned over her, crushing her lips to the blonde’s, and I nearly shouted at her that I wanted to see my Aniela’s face.



Just days left now.



Their shaking hands pushed at my chest, and I pulled back, realizing Clara was chanting something. “Her ass, her ass, we want to see it…”



I snatched off the condom and tossed it into a wastebasket. Aniela slid away from me, holding her pussy gingerly and I realized how forceful I’d been. She saw the alarm in my eyes and grinned. “Don’t apologize. Every time, I swear to God, it’s the best sex ever.”



I nodded and finally looked towards Juliet. She was still on her stomach, but propped up now, her chest rising and falling. “I want it,” she said quietly. “If you’ll fit, finish in me there.”



I didn’t know if I would. Her pussy had been so tight. I crawled across the bed and guided her onto the towels. She pushed herself up onto her hands and knees and looked over her shoulder at me with some trepidation – and maybe a hint of excitement too. Even for a couple of stars like them what we were doing that night was wild, and this would be the capstone.



I guided my painfully hard dick to her entrance, but before I tried to slide in, I tested her with two fingers. Juliet took that, and a third, moaning softly at the sensation. It would be tight, but I thought it would be doable. Aniela and Clara whispered to each other and took up positions towards the pillows, laying back and watching, one’s right leg crossed over the other’s left.



Nothing ventured, nothing gained. I brought my cock back to Juliet’s bud again and asked, “Ready?”



“Do it,” Juliet moaned.



I did.



My cockhead pressed and sank into her. She gloved me tightly, but not so tightly that she told me to stop. Still, I took it slow, only pressing in an inch or so before easing back out and adding more lube. Aniela and Clara watched transfixed as I slowly but steadily worked deeper and deeper into Juliet’s spectacular ass.



I couldn’t fuck her with the same force as I’d been doing, but I was shocked when Juliet rocked back against me, urging me deeper still with her body. She took a surprising amount of me, inches, and only then stuttered out, “Righhhht, ungh, about th-there.” She glanced back over her shoulder at me like she was worried I might protest. I nodded, and she smiled tentatively.



Aniela got back into the mix, easing down the bed until she was able to work a hand between Juliet’s thighs to rub her clit. Juliet moaned, “Mmm, a little faster, hon… oooh, yes, that’s it.”



On the other side, Clara twisted around and got on her hands and knees too so she was face to face with Juliet. They kissed as I pumped back and forth, taking it easy at first but slowly building up to a speed where I’d get my pleasure too. That didn’t take long. I was riding the edge before I had to slow down and now I was right back there again, sweat gleaming on my forehead from the night’s exertions.



“Come for me one last time,” I told Juliet. “Come while I’m taking this ass.”



“Yesss,” she moaned. “Feels… feels so good…”



“He’s so deep inside you,” Clara said, her forehead pressed against Juliet’s.



“Deep… mmm… inside me…” Juliet feverishly agreed. “Love it… love it…”



The words threatened to push me that last inch to coming. I held on, trying desperately to think of anything but my imminent orgasm. If Aniela hadn’t been there rubbing Juliet’s clit, I think I would have come first. But as it was, all of a sudden, Juliet jerked her head back and cried out. It was not a syllable, just a noise, all she could make in that moment. I felt her shudder and I pulled out. I came before I could aim, but most of it hit her backside anyways, painting Juliet’s cheeks.



I leaned back, catching my breath, and Aniela was there, stroking my chest, kissing my shoulder. Juliet collapsed forward, a soft whimper of a laugh escaping her. “You all right?” I managed to say.



“I have never… ever… had sex that good,” she croaked. “Jesus, Aniela, you weren’t kidding. He’s amazing.”



“I agree,” Clara said, sounding winded herself.



“Sir is the very best,” Aniela said.



The pair of us headed for the bathroom. Aniela had prepared a few things, namely washcloths and a bowl for hot water. As we filled it, Aniela leaned in and whispered into my ear, “If you sleep with them again, don’t use any condom that isn’t fresh out of the box or that I haven’t given you.” I pulled back and gave her a questioning look. “Please trust me, Liam.”



“I do,” I said, mystified.



* * *



In retrospect, that conversation probably saved me from a lot of grief somewhere down the line.



Sometime late in the morning, I woke to Juliet right next to me and Clara on her other side. The busty actress was out like a light, still worn out from the night’s fun. I was hard, and poking into Juliet’s hip. She mumbled and turned towards me, smiling.



“Mm, again? Someone’s like a teenager.”



“I can’t help it,” I said. “You’re gorgeous.”



We necked some, her kissing my ear, my cheek, my shoulder. I stroked her ass gently, mindful of how tender she still was. Eventually, Juliet rolled on top of me, rubbing her pussy along my length as she rocked back and forth, teasing me with kisses. When she was slick, she reached down to grip the tip of me and guide me upward to her entrance. I held up a finger and reached for the condoms on the nightstand.



Almost too late, I remembered Aniela’s words. Don’t use a condom that wasn’t fresh out of the box. I dug in the nightstand again and came out with one of about a dozen boxes of condoms. And in that moment, Juliet’s warm gaze went cold, flat. It was just a second, but there it was.



Holy shit. Aniela was right. Or maybe I was imagining things.



That didn’t stop me from going one last time with her, and then Clara when she woke up. We cuddled together in the afterglow, napping some, eventually talking once we were out of the haze. Juliet’s dress was pretty much ruined, so I called downstairs to Reed, the head of the household. He got Juliet’s sizes without comment, and told me there would be a rack of clothing brought up and left outside my door.



In the meantime, we showered together. Juliet made one half-hearted attempt at roping me into a goodbye fuck in there, but either she was too sore or knew I was onto her, if she was indeed trying to get me to come inside her. While they did their hair and makeup, I slipped on a robe and stepped out into the hallway. The rack of clothes was there, and I brought it in for Juliet.



When everyone was decent and presentable, I kissed them both and gave their butts one last fond squeeze. Juliet made me promise if I was ever down in Atlanta, I’d stop by. Clara too, in Hollywood. I promised, and walked them out.



Right as my mom came down the hallway, beaming. She didn’t miss a beat, walking right by the three of us.



“Morning, Liam,” she said.



I cleared my throat. “Morning, Mom.”



“Girls,” she said.



Juliet said, “Um… missus… um… Liam’s… mother?”



Clara cracked up, and my mom, already past us, raised a hand and gave us a tiny wave.









Chapter 8



 



When I saw Clara and Juliet off, I returned to my room. I meant to grab a nap, but instead, I eyed my swimming trunks and changed into those instead. After the night I had, a soak in the hot tub was just what I needed. I hesitated before I left the room and walked to the nightstand. I had my answer in a few seconds of glancing at the condoms, and pocketed one of them.



When Aniela found me twenty minutes later, I was drowsing in the smallest of the mansion’s outdoor tubs, my arms spread wide, my head back, my sunglasses on. I wasn’t quite snoring but it was pretty close.



“Sir?” she asked softly.



“Nnngh,” I said. “That was a hell of a night.”



“It was,” she said, chuckling. “Can I bring you something to eat? Drink?”



I pulled my sunglasses down. “You really don’t have to wait on me.”



“I like it.” She didn’t elaborate, but I knew she had a submissive side and I figured that must mean she liked to dote too. It certainly checked out with the rest of our time together.



“All right. Both. And put on a swimsuit if you want. Join me. I’ll order you if I have to but I want you to come relax for a while.”



“That would be nice.”



She disappeared for a while and came back in a yellow one-piece, relatively modest but no less attractive on her. In her arms was a platter loaded with fruits, cheeses, and pastries, as well as a pair of iced lattes. When she set the platter down beside me and stepped into the hot tub, I pulled her so she was straddling me. Only then did Aniela see the condom by my phone and my towel.



“Sir, if you want to have hot tub sex, I can run and grab some lube,” she said dubiously.



“The condom isn’t for you. It’s one of the ones we left on the nightstand last night. Take a look.”



She picked it up and didn’t see it at first. But then she looked closer and whispered, “Oh, no.”



“Yeah.” I nuzzled my head against Aniela’s chest. “Juliet.”



“You’re sure?”



“Not a hundred percent, but yeah.”



“Bitch,” Aniela said.



I kissed her nipple through her top, though it was an obligatory gesture. The spirit was willing, but the flesh had gone until five in the morning and was pooped. “You knew, didn’t you?”



“I suspected. You’re a very handsome man, don’t get me wrong, but the way she zeroed in on you… she knew who you were and what you might be in line for.”



I grunted, and pulled her tighter to me. She tossed the punctured condom aside, and adjusted herself so she was now seated on my hip. As she reached for a croissant and cheese to feed me, I looked up into her eyes. “You were right. This is… it’s a crazy new world. The inheritance tomorrow, the will… that’s what all this is about, isn’t it?”



“That’s what they think it’s about,” Aniela said. She winced. “I’m sorry. That’s saying too much.”



“Was Dad broke?”



“No. Far from it. Liam, I hate playing coy. I hate it. But your father wanted Fedir to tell you and everyone else what’s going on.”



“Will you be there?”



“Do you want me to be?”



“You’re the only person I trust here.”



Aniela drew a deep, sharp breath. “You shouldn’t trust anyone. Not even me. Especially not me. You don’t know, I could be getting close to you to take advantage.”



“You could have all of it, if you were mine.”



She pushed off me and her eyes were pained. “Don’t say that. Don’t tempt me like that.”



I took off my sunglasses and tossed them aside to stare her in the eyes. “What does Dustin do for you that I don’t?”



“Goddamn it, Liam.”



“I won’t chase you if it makes you uncomfortable. But try to tell me you didn’t feel it last night too. As beautiful as they were, all I could think about was you. And you moaning that you were mine, was that fantasy or was that what you actually want?”



She looked away from me, cheeks bright red from shame or anger, I wasn’t sure. “It’s not what Dustin does for me. It’s what he did.”



“What do you mean?” She didn’t answer. “Look, Aniela, I’m not asking you to run off and marry me. But I’ve never been pulled apart like this by a woman so easily. Please just tell me what this guy did so I can sleep at night knowing he’s at least going to take care of you.”



She looked back at me. “My sister came to see me over a long weekend when I was still in college. Miriam is a few years younger than me, so she was wowed by the cute guys and all the flirting they did with her. Dustin and I had just started dating and I liked him but I wasn’t sure about him. Not in a bad way, just feeling things out still.” I nodded and she went on. “So Friday night, Miriam tells me she got invited to a frat party. I told her no, of course, and she needed to avoid those guys.”



“Uh oh.”



“Yeah. She saw that as a challenge, and when she went to use the bathroom, she slipped away and went to the party. I didn’t figure it out for about fifteen minutes, and I panicked. I called Dustin because he lived closer to the frat than me and asked him to go there and look for her. He did.” Aniela drew a deep breath. “She was there. And they were quick to get her drunk and high. You can guess what they were trying to make her do. Dustin stormed in. He’s not a fighter. He’s a nerd, a handsome nerd, but a nerd, and he had never been in a fight in his life. He punched one of them, and they beat the hell out of him. But the whole thing scared Miriam out of there. I found her half a block away, crying and half naked. Dustin had to be hauled out in an ambulance.”



“My God,” I said. “The guy’s a hero.”



“He is,” Aniela said. “We’ve been together ever since. He isn’t so great in bed, not bad, but not great, and he knows it. We decided on an open relationship so I could get what I need, but we agreed on the no-kissing thing as a symbol of… well… us, I guess.”



“I’m sorry,” I said, meaning it. “Shit, that’s complicated.”



“Yeah. It would be one thing if he was awful, but he’s not. He’s good to me, and my family adores him.”



“But do you love him?” I asked.



She looked at me, a glimmer in her eyes. “I love him enough.”



It felt like a stone lodged itself in my soul and dragged it down into the dappled waters of the hot tub. I smiled for her even when it felt like the hardest thing I ever had to do. “Then I won’t chase you.”



“Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m going to go. Um. If you need me, I’ll be around. Otherwise, we’ll meet up again tomorrow morning before the funeral and Fedir’s meetings with the family.”



“Sure,” I said.



“I’m sorry, Liam.”



“So am I, Aniela. You deserve to be happy.”



She hesitated, and for just a second, I allowed myself to hope. But then she turned away, and climbed out of the hot tub. Watching her ass as she toweled off, I leaned back and closed my eyes again, glumly hating good guys and the women they deserved.



* * *



I was seated poolside with that platter of food and my phone, yawning as I finally turned it on. Soren and Walter, two of my teenaged siblings, were horsing around in the pool with their parents. Cathy and Vivian approached the pool too, both clad in one-pieces under thick, plush robes. I already had an idea I was going to steal one of those robes before I left, although I did wonder if it was stealing if it belonged to my father. Not that it mattered. One of those plush babies was going to be mine whether it was allowed or it made me an outlaw. The most hardcore of criminals, that’s me.



“Our famous brother,” Vivian called, and Cathy giggled.



“Did word already get around about me and my guests last night?” I asked, giving the kids a pointed look in the pool.



“Yes, but… wait,” Cathy said, now close enough they didn’t have to yell. “Do you really not know you’re a meme now?”



Then my phone blew up. Not literally, this isn’t some spy thriller. I mean, it buzzed. And buzzed. And buzzed. And buzzed.



I gaped at it.



Three hundred seventy-four missed messages. My voicemail inbox? Completely full.



 “Oh my God, he didn’t know,” Vivian said, and Cathy started cackling like a mad witch.



“What the…?” I breathed.



Okay. Flashback to Dad’s big public funeral. Remember when I stepped out of the limo and dodged the oncoming microphone thingamajig aimed just above my head? Yeah, caught on multiple cameras, all with a great angle. Meme number one. I looked like a boxer swaying out of the way of a looping roundhouse. People jumped on it immediately, with the most prevalent meme being, “Me jumping out of the way of…” You can guess the conclusions to that one. “My boss wanting me to work overtime,” “my wife telling me she needs me around the house,” et cetera, et cetera.



My friends saw that and made the connection about who my father was. That explained the first batch of a hundred or so messages. Ila called me to apologize and to tell me she had no idea who my father was, then called me a second time to tell me it didn’t matter that my dad was Antonio Radjevic and did I want to get together when I was back in town to talk? There was more from her as the day progressed, especially when pictures hit of me with Juliet and Clara, and you could actually hear Ila’s desperation grow with every phone call.



She wasn’t the only one, though. My gaming friends went nuts. People I barely knew left me bunches of messages. And that was just after that first meme.



Second flashback – during the funeral, when the governor gave his speech and made a joke at the expense of my siblings and myself, I sighed, and it was caught on camera. The Internet ate it up. Jason, not long after I discovered I was undergoing fifteen minutes of fame, showed me his favorite, one that showed me sighing with the caption, “Me, at every dad joke ever told.”



This led to more messages from my friends and acquaintances, but my moment of fame really skyrocketed when I was seen climbing the stairs of the mansion with both Clara Fahey and Juliet Masalis on my arms, not to mention Aniela, who became the object of a lot of horny questions about who she was. For my part, a lot of late-night talk show hosts got a few days of jokes out of me, most of which amounted to the apple not falling far from the tree. There was even a poll on one of them – who was hotter, me or my dad? Dad won handily, of course, but I’m proud to say I did hit double digits. Low double digits, but still!



Anyways, in the moment, as Cathy and Vivian walked me through all this, I was utterly shellshocked, and could only stare at my phone. From the mansion, I heard Aniela uncharacteristically yell, “Liam! Oh my gosh, Liam!”



She sprinted to me, and I stared up at her as she stared at me. “I’m… uh… I’m famous, I guess,” I said weakly. She started to giggle, then I joined in, and then Cathy and Vivian joined in. In just a minute, we were howling.









Chapter 9



 



The second funeral got to me.



This was far less formal an affair, with only Fedir and a few of dad’s closest friends and family getting up to talk, aside from a pastor who kept things to a quiet minimum. My siblings and I sat up front this time in a loose half circle of chairs and wood benches. Plentiful flowers and greenery would encircle his final resting place, a beautiful, solemn sight. The urn was surprisingly tasteful, elegant but nothing flashy.



Joining us too were probably fifty or sixty of his employees. Jason sat with Mom, and Aniela took up a position near the rear with the rest of the representatives from her firm. I offered to have her sit with me but she politely declined. I don’t think it was out of decorum. A wall came between us after our conversation in the hot tub the day before, one I finally understood. I didn’t like it, but her guy sounded like he was worth it. I wasn’t going to press the issue.



Fedir was the last to speak again, following a bluegrass trio singing one of Dad’s favorites. It was a somber farewell in stark comparison to the lunacy of the public funeral. This time, there was no sighing from me.



Afterwards was a lengthy reception, what we would have probably called a coffee hour in my small town. Tables of good food were catered in, and the same bluegrass trio played lyricless acoustic music to us as we talked quietly and ate.



Dodge, at one point, walked past me close enough to mutter, “No theatrics today, little brother?”



I glared at him, but he was already sweeping away, a plateful of finger foods and a flute of wine in hand.



“Let it go, honey,” Mom said behind me.



I turned. “You heard?”



“No, but I can guess. He’s been pushing your buttons all week.”



Mom looked wonderful that day in a long black dress and a matching hat. I set down my food and hugged her tight. Behind her was Jason, in a terrific gray suit over a black turtleneck that he somehow pulled off. He stepped forward and offered me his hand.



“Just wanted to give you my condolences,” he said. “Again. I mean it when I say your father was the best boss I ever had. And I’d like to consider him a friend, too.”



“I don’t know much about the guy,” I said, and pulled him in for a hug, “but if he’s anything like me, he’d think you were crazy for doubting it.”



Shit, I made him cry. Jason nodded at me and dabbed at his eyes with the sleeves of his jacket. Then, remembering himself, he pulled out his pocket square and dabbed at them. “Allergy season,” he muttered, and I chuckled.



“Yeah. Allergy season.”



“And with that, love, we’re going to go,” Mom said, reaching up to stroke my shoulder.



“Go?” I asked.



“Jason and I are going to drive back to the city early. Have dinner, maybe take an evening boat ride. Then I fly out in the morning.”



“I planned on going with you to the airport,” I said.



“I know.” She looked past me at something and smiled. I turned. There, at the end of the row of food-laden tables, was Aniela, pretending not to look at us out of the corner of her eye. “But I think what time you have left here, you should spend it with her.”



“Mom, she’s got a boyfriend back home. A serious thing. We talked about it yesterday.”



“All’s fair in love and war.”



“I’m not a homewrecker,” I said.



“I know,” Mom said. “But you are a wonderful, charming young man who could offer her the kind of once-in-a-lifetime warmth and love she deserves.”



“Love? We’ve known each other a week.”



“Tell me it’s not true, then.”



I couldn’t and she knew it. Her smile widened, her eyes sparkling. She leaned up and kissed my cheek. Before she pulled away, Mom whispered, “You are, forever, the best parts of your father and me. I love you.”



I hugged her tight, and murmured that I loved her too. To Jason, I said, “You gotta watch out for her. She’s a maneater.”



Jason chuckled. “Exactly my type, then. I’ll be seeing you again soon, I suspect.”



“Looking forward to it.”



My mom walked to Aniela, and the two talked briefly, watching me the entire time. Aniela blushed at something my mom said, then shook her head slightly. Mom, if anything, looked more self-satisfied, and pecked her cheek. Very few people can pull off a smug strut quite like my mother, but she did it in style that day, curling a finger at Jason and waving to me. I waved back and clapped Jason on the shoulder.



“Hope she doesn’t kill you,” I said.



“Yeah, but what a way to go.”



* * *



Fedir dealt with my youngest siblings first. Along with their parents, they were called into the mansion’s formal office and its adjoining room, converted into a waiting area for the occasion. All of us older siblings stood together in a loose group watching the house. Most of us had a drink in hand. I was excited and more than a little curious. Aniela’s vague hints at what was to happen roped me in.



And speaking of, she was there too, lined up outside the house with the other representatives, a messenger bag slung over one shoulder. She watched me, but she was in full professional mode now.



“I heard from my representative the children will be getting a trust fund boost.” This came from Evan, one of my brothers. In his mid-thirties, he was a heavyset biracial man who worked as an executive for a printer company. He was an all-right guy, but a family man, and they kept him distracted enough that we didn’t get much of a chance to get to know one another that week.



“So what does that mean for us?” Vivian asked.



Dodge and Octavio were among the most financial savvy of all of us, since both were in the actual business of investing, Octavio as the head of his own company, Dodge as an executive in another. Predictably, Dodge jumped in first. “It very likely means we’re about to become the joint shareholders of Father’s businesses.”



“Did Dad have a lot of those?” I asked, feeling immediately stupid.



Dodge snorted. “His liquor companies alone are worth over a billion dollars. That’s not counting the hotels or the film production company.”



Octavio cut in with a thoughtful, “The men’s grooming company is looking at major profits.”



Dodge nodded. “Most are. And if any of you want to take a more hands-off approach, I’ll be happy to help you through the process of selling your shares.”



“To you, I’m sure,” I said, and he shot me a dirty look.



Fifteen minutes later, my younger siblings and their parents came out of the mansion. The parents looked both dazed and extraordinarily happy. My guess was Evan’s gossiping representative was correct. I wondered if he knew what was coming next.



A bespectacled man in a brown suit stepped out onto the patio and called, “Octavio.”



“Showtime,” Cathy said, and started cackling.



* * *



Octavio didn’t come back outside. Instead, about ten minutes later, the brown-suited man came out and called for Dodge. Dodge strode forward, head held high. When he was out of earshot, Vivian muttered, “He’d need a team of surgeons to take that log out of his ass.”



I cracked up, and she grinned.



As the youngest of the adult children, I had a long wait ahead of me if they were going to call us one-by-one like that. The staff was still cleaning up after the funeral, so I took off my suit jacket and tie, draped them over an unoccupied bench, and headed their way. I got some surprised looks at that, and Reed told me I should relax while gesturing for someone to bring me a drink.



“I’m all drunk out for this week and I’ve got some time to kill. I don’t want to be in your way, but doing something normal will keep me occupied.”



Reed blinked at me, and this time, his smile seemed more genuine. “We could always use more people folding chairs,” he said.



“Done.”



That was over fast, so I helped the kitchen crew clean up the remains of the catered meal, of which there was plenty. I learned a lot of it would go to a senior center for an evening meal that night, and that made me feel marginally better about the sheer amount of leftovers. The exception was the dessert trays. I saw some of the staff members sneaking platefuls of sweets in the kitchens before I came in with an appetizer platter. They quickly hid the food, and I addressed them at large.



“I’m really not here to get any of you in trouble. Eat away. I really liked the éclair cake.”



“The vanilla or strawberry one?” one of the staff members asked, grinning.



I froze. “There was strawberry?”



So needless to say, after a second piece of cake, I headed back out and helped with some of the donated and excess plants and flowers, which would also see a second home with one of the city’s recreation departments. I told the woman in charge of that part of the cleanup to make sure that any of the staff who wanted to take some home could and should, and if anyone had a problem with that, they should come talk to me. The smile she gave me dazzled me.



“So much like your father,” she said.



That brought me right back down.



Eventually, there wasn’t much else for me to help with, so I headed back to the dwindling members of my family. The twins were gone, but both Vivian and Cathy remained.



“Any new ideas?” I asked.



“No, nothing,” Vivian said. Right at that moment, her name was called and she gave us a commiserative smile.



Once I fetched my jacket, Cathy and I sat together on a bench. Like her doctor and dentist parents, she was in medical school, and would soon become a doctor herself. “Dermatology,” she said happily, “so if you ever have a suspicious mole, come see me. I’ll even give you the family discount.”



I chuckled. “Thanks. I’ll keep it in mind.”



“How’s your novel coming? Get any good fodder this week?”



I grinned. “Tons.” I dug out a pocket-sized notebook I’d taken from an office in the mansion, and fanned the pages, showing her everything I’d written in my spare minutes over the week. “Octavio’s inspired me. I want to write him as a detective, I think, with a huge family full of weirdos.”



“So… biographical, then,” she said, and cackled. I loved that laugh.



“Yeah, something like that.”



Dillon, the redheaded brother who rode in the limo with us, was called about then, and Cathy squeezed her eyes shut. “Oh boy oh boy oh boy. What are you going to do if it’s money?”



“I don’t know,” I said. “Uh, invest it, I guess.”



Truth was, it felt morbid to me to be playing “guess the prize” with our father’s inheritance, and my good feelings towards Cathy sank as she started talking about buying a new SUV and maybe a home in the Catalinas. Suddenly, I was very tired, and sorry I didn’t go with my mom, third wheel or not. I didn’t give a damn about Dad’s properties or his businesses or his bank accounts. I just wanted to go home and sleep in my bed and have a blueberry Danish from the little coffee shop across the street.



As Cathy rambled, I closed my eyes. I didn’t open them again until Cathy’s name was called. “Well,” she said, capping off her stream of conversation. “See on the other side.”



“Yeah.”



When I looked over, Aniela gave me a tight, commiserative smile. I smiled back, and went to join her. I leaned against the building, and she scooted closer to rest her head on my shoulder.



“What did my mom say to you?” I asked.



She didn’t answer that. Instead, she whispered softly, “I’m sorry I can’t be the woman you want me to be.”



“You have nothing to apologize for. Live your best life. There’s no shame in that. I’ll be heartbroken saying goodbye to you, but if I know you’re happy, that’s something. Just promise me you’ll stay in touch. Bottlegenie, a text now and then, I don’t care.”



“I will.”



“Then I can handle us saying goodbye.”



She turned to me, jaw jutted to one side. “Can you really?”



“No,” I said, and I held her to me, both of us silent in the minutes we had. I knew then why I’d stay that last day. Because of her. I’d take whatever I could get from her.



“Liam,” the man in the suit said behind me.



Still, I held Aniela. Her fingers came up to my chest, stayed there, and I held her tighter still. “You have to go,” she whispered. “It’s important.”



I kissed the top of her head, and pulled away. When I turned, the man was studying me with a dour expression. Aniela said behind me, “Mr. Laramie, I’m…”



“We’ll talk later about this,” he said curtly. “Mr. Fleming, you’re the last one.”



“Is she in trouble?” I asked.



“I’d say so,” he said. “Our representatives were not to get close to the family.”



“It wasn’t her fault,” I said. “Things happened. We were attracted to each other.”



“Mr. Fleming, you stand to inherit quite a lot of money. Precautions must be taken.” He drew a deep breath, smiled tightly, and said, “Follow me.”



“It’s okay, Liam,” Aniela said. “Go. We’ll talk later.”



“I believe you mean Mr. Fleming,” Laramie said.



“Yes sir,” Aniela said meekly. “Mr. Fleming. Right.”



“Asshole, I’m not going an inch if she’s going to be in trouble because we hooked up,” I said, folding my arms.



“Please!” Aniela said.



But I stood there glaring at the guy. He stared right back, then smiled like he ate a few batteries and they weren’t coming out the other end quite so pleasantly. “All right. I shall ignore this indiscretion because you request it. But we’ll have some waivers and things for you to sign.”



“Sure,” I said, exasperated. “Lead the way, Larry.”



“Kelso Lar-”



“I don’t give a shit.”



His smile now showed teeth, and he turned on his heels to lead me inside. I heard the buzz of my brothers and sisters talking deeper into the house, namely Dodge, who sounded furious. Oh shit, that couldn’t be good. I followed Larry down a hall and to the formal office.



Fedir sat behind a massive ornate desk in a plush chair. A file folder with my name stenciled on the cover sat on my end of the desk. “A copy of the will, signed, notarized, and with references to the filing if you want to take a look at the original,” Fedir said, standing up. He offered me his hand, and I shook it.



“That was a nice sendoff,” I said, settling into a chair across from him as he did the same. “Hell of a lot more personable than the public thing. I’m sorry, for what that’s worth. It sounded like you two were close.”



“Our lives led us in different directions but he was my best friend and my most dour enemy.” We both smiled tightly at that. “I’d give anything to take him up on an offer to ski in the Alps last year. He had similar regrets, but that’s neither here nor there. Something to drink? A cigar?”



“The cigars as good as the food today?”



He smiled and opened a box on the desk. Judging from the untainted smell of the room, I thought this might have been the first time any of us took him up on the offer. He cut the tip from two cigars, pulled out a box of matches, and slid both the matches and a cigar across the desk to me. We lit up, puffed, and I was pleasantly surprised. I’m not much of a smoker but I do like a cigar now and then, and these were some of the smoothest I’d ever tasted, with something like a whiskey aftertaste.



“Word of advice?” Fedir asked. “Draw it slower. Yes, there you go. A joint is one thing. A cigar is savored.”



I laughed and coughed out smoke at the same time. “It’s hard to imagine you smoking a joint.”



“I may have taken an edible before my speeches this week,” he admitted. “I’ve never done well with crowds. But as for a joint, hmm…” He chuckled. “Yes, I suppose that has been a while. College, maybe.”



We puffed for another minute, then he put aside his cigar in what had to be a handmade ashtray. No way someone spent money on something that ugly or that blue. “You’ve probably suspected or heard that there will be some money coming your way.”



“Yeah, I guessed as much,” I said.



He nodded. “Much of Antonio’s money was tied up in investments and business. But each of you will inherit approximately forty-two million dollars. This will be handled by your trust.”



I nearly dropped my cigar and mirrored him, dropping mine in an ashtray. “Jesus,” I said.



“You’ll find access to your trust fund is easier as well. Inside that folder is all the documentation you’ll need.”



“Thank you,” I said blankly. Over forty million dollars. Holy
 shit
 .



“There’s more.” He picked up his cigar again and gave it a long puff before settling it back down and blowing the smoke towards the big bay windows. “There are two options. You can accept another ten million dollars. That transfer will take effect with the rest of the money being added to your trust. Alternately, you join your brothers and sisters on a worldwide journey of sorts. To discover the things Antonio lived for.” Fedir smiled, and for the first time, I saw a resemblance between him and Dad. It was less the eyes than the teeth and the tight lines of their lips. “But there’s a twist. As Antonio loved his reality TV competitions, at each stage of the journey, you’ll take part in a competition. The winner of each stage will earn shares in one of his companies. What’s more, points given by me and a few trusted members of my staff will be awarded for performance and sportsmanship. By the end, whoever has come out ahead will win a grand prize.”



I stared at him. Any and all feelings of camaraderie I had vanished in that moment. “You want me… and the rest… to compete against each other for even more money?”



“Yes, that’s the gist of it.”



I grabbed the folder and flipped it open. The will was printed on good quality stock, and I pulled it out to read through it. Just as Fedir said, Dad wanted all of his adult children to take part in a series of games across the world to determine more of his inheritance. I looked up from the paperwork, fury boiling up inside me.



“Fuck this,” I said, and threw the folder away from me. I stood and leaned on the desk. “And fuck you too. Holy shit. I’m not competing against them. Not for money. Hell, I wouldn’t do it for a fucking cracker. That’s some sick fucking mind games, you… asshole.”



“Very verbose,” Fedir said drily.



“Oh, eat a fucking warehouse of dicks, Fedir. We’re not your entertainment. We’re not your dancing puppets. I’m not doing this.”



“Then I’ll send along the paperwork for the ten million.”



“Fuck the money!” I roared. “I was happy before I came here and I’ll be happy afterward. Keep it. Give it to charity. I don’t care. But I’m done. I’m out of here.”



And with that, I didn’t so much walk out as run.



* * *



I stormed past the great room where the rest of my siblings were talking. Octavio saw me and called, “Liam.”



I stopped, turned, and said, “Don’t let them do this to us. We’re not their puppets.”



“I’m shocked,” Dodge said, waving a drink in my direction. At his arm, Janet, his wife, sneered at me too. “The brat creates more dramatics.”



“Oh, fuck you, Dodge,” I snapped, and hurtled towards the front doors. All my stuff was upstairs in the mansion but fuck it, they had money, they could send it all on to me. I had my wallet and that was all I needed to go home.



To my side, coming around the building, was Aniela. She saw me, saw the state I was in, and kicked off her heels. Without stopping to pick them up, she ran for me. Someone behind me laid a hand on my shoulder. I spun. Octavio.



“Hey. Hey,” he said.



“I’m not doing it,” I said. “I’m not playing their game and I’m not taking the ten million. Fuck them. Fuck Dad and Fedir both.”



Octavio didn’t answer. Instead, he hugged me. I tensed, still furious, but I didn’t pull away, either. He hugged me, and held me there, and then Aniela was on us. I finally pulled away, and snapped at her, “You knew.”



“Yes,” she said, her voice nearly a whisper. “My firm heard his plan and we’re helping put his wishes in motion.”



“You were a part of this. You helped him plan this.”



“Liam, he was trying to bring you all together.”



“By making us fight over his scraps!” I shouted.



Aniela recoiled. Octavio gripped my shoulder. “Your anger is misplaced,” he said gently. “She was doing her job.”



“It’s important,” Aniela said. “I can’t explain why, not until you’ve experienced all this, but I swear to you, by the end of this, you’ll have what you want.”



“What I want is you,” I said miserably.



“I know,” she said, and held my cheeks. “But it’s not what you wanted most out of this week.”



“I don’t understand.”



“I don’t know the specifics of what’s to come, but I spoke to Antonio about this. There’s more here than the competition. It was about family to him.  Say no to it, and you’ll live the rest of your life wondering.”



I stared at her long and hard, my anger melting s I realized I’d just lost my temper with the best thing in my life. I ran my hands up and down her arms.



“I yelled at you,” I said.



“I know. I should slap you.”



I choked out a laugh. “Yeah. Probably. You would be there?”



She drew a deep breath. “I made my boyfriend a promise. This week… it would be the only time you and I would make love. If you agreed to the trip, I would be hands-off from that point forward.”



Oh fuck. “So tonight and tomorrow morning…”



“That’s it, yes,” she whispered.



I was silent a minute, then finally said, “So? Are you going to be there or not?”



“You’d want me to be? After that?”



“Yes,” I said. “If I got to have you a little while longer, even without the sex, yes. Absolutely yes. That’s why I’d go. Not for Dad, not for Fedir, not for… well, okay, yeah, for some of my brothers and sisters.”



“You have to admit,” Octavio said brightly, “the idea of beating Dodge at anything must appeal to you on some level.”



I laughed at that too, and my anger dulled, if not necessarily disappeared. To Aniela, I said, “I don’t want the money. Any of it, besides what’s already in my trust. If I go, I mean it, it would be for you and to get to know my brothers and sisters.”



“I can talk to Fedir and my bosses and we’ll sort that out.”



“I want it in writing.”



She nodded. “Okay. I’ll get it started immediately.”



“No. Not immediately. We’re going in there, we’re going back up to my room, and I’m going to make love to you. And then you can get started.”



Octavio cleared his throat. “Still right here, little brother.”



I turned to him. “Are you going on the trip too?”



“Yes,” he said, looking out at the grounds. “I don’t need the extra money, but my curiosity has always been the death of me. I want to see what Father planned for us.” He turned and smiled at me. “And maybe I want to get to know all of you too.”



“You’ll do it?” Aniela asked me.



I closed my eyes, and nodded.









Chapter 10



 



Three weeks until we left. That’s what a glowering Fedir told me when I returned to him, my fists still clenched. I needed to be in New Orleans by then, which was where the first leg of the journey would begin. I didn’t try to apologize. Neither did he.



Then I took Aniela upstairs. She started to strip at the base of the bed but I stopped her. I wanted to take my time with this and show her what she meant to me. If this was going to be it between us, then I was going to give her every ounce of my heart that night.



I don’t think I did. If I had, I would have kissed her. I would have told her how madly in love with her I was. I would have damned her relationship for the sake of my own wants and desires. So in the end, no, I didn’t give Aniela everything. I am proud of that, but there’s pain, too, inexplicable, selfish pain.



I took her almost exclusively on her back that night, first making slow, easy love to her with my tongue, worshipping her pussy until the afternoon light began to fade into evening. Only then did I make love to her, easing into Aniela with slow strokes, kissing what I could and aching to press my lips to hers. She came often, breathy cries escaping her the first few times, satisfied smaller ones the last couple. Her arms wrapped around me at one point, her legs bent, feet on the mattress, and she cried some, a mirror of the conflict in my own heart and soul. I didn’t try to comfort her because there was no comforting me either. There was just that night, and we made it as spectacular as we could.



We made love again in the morning, Aniela on top this time. We didn’t have the time for another marathon session but we woke early enough – or maybe we never went to sleep – to make it a pleasant farewell, as good and sweet as I ever had in my lifetime.



* * *



Home again.



I took a taxi, nearly falling asleep in the backseat. The cabbie asked where I’d flown in from. When I said New York, he launched into a rambling plan to take his wife to see Niagara Falls someday. I hope he made that trip. I hope they loved it.



The walk down my hall felt weird because it also felt normal. My whole life had changed in New York. I had now on my phone the numbers of several siblings I wanted to get to know better. I was already thinking about taking Octavio up on his offer of coming out for a weekend to meet his family. Vivian too, though she admitted I’d probably need to grab a hotel room. She loved her condo, she said, but it was small and narrow and not meant for company. I thought that sounded fine.



Inside, I dragged my luggage in just far enough to drape the garment bags over one of my recliners. I dropped everything in my pockets on my coffee table and collapsed on my couch. It was only six in the evening, but I slept so hard it was morning by the time I stirred again.



When I finally got up, a bad crick in my neck kept me from turning my head too far left or right. I popped a couple aspirin and soaked in my tub for a good hour with a couple bottles of beer. It was ridiculously early for it, but I wasn’t a burgeoning alcoholic, just a man celebrating the end of one of the most emotionally strained weeks of his life. Besides, if you’ve never had a bath and a beer, you’re missing out.



Feeling marginally better, I got out and dressed to head to my favorite spot in the whole world. The coffee shop was busy that morning, so I stood in line and fiddled with my phone. I didn’t pay any attention when someone said, “Hey, it’s him! The meme guy!”



The customers ahead of me turned to look at me, and I glanced up from my phone. What the stranger said finally registered and I smiled weakly. “Um, hey. Yup. The meme guy.”



Most of them were chill, but a balding young guy asked for my autograph. I signed a napkin for him, and then a few more people joined in, really blocking foot traffic. I said we should take it outside, and we did, me standing in the light misting rain, signing napkins and notepads and a hat. When I headed in, Jerry, the clerk behind the counter, gave me a weary smile and I returned it. “Sorry,” I said.



“No problem, Liam? Hell, you probably just boosted business for the next couple weeks.”



I got my beloved Danish and a cup of coffee. The clerk only charged me for the Danish, which was pretty cool. I guess being famous had its perks. But by the time I ordered and got my stuff, a flood of new customers came in. When I turned around, someone new recognized me, and the whole show started again. What should have been a five-minute experience wound up being closer to fifteen. I know, boo hoo, I’m famous, I’m rich, I’m about to go on a worldwide vacation. I get it. I knew how privileged I was. But it didn’t mean that I didn’t want to get back to my apartment and crash.



I headed back after I had breakfast, unpacked, and caught a long nap, this time in bed. Mom called and woke me up, checking how my flight was. We talked some about the inheritance games. I was surprised to find she already knew something about it.



“Jason knew and couldn’t keep it a secret,” she said. “We talked about it at dinner the other night. I wasn’t sure you’d say yes. He’ll be there as your valet again.”



I hadn’t heard that, and was pleasantly surprised. “That’s great.”



Further surprising me, she said, “He has some personal time, so he’s coming down for a week before he has to be in New Orleans.”



Well, I’ll be damned. “Mom! That’s practically a long-term relationship for you.”



She giggled. “I know. But he is very charming, and he hasn’t tried to push things. Maybe it would be nice to settle in with someone for a while.”



“I think he’s a great guy. You deserve great.”



“Aw, that’s sweet. And you and Aniela?”



I sighed. “She’s going on the trip too, but she made it clear there wasn’t going to be anything happening between us that isn’t professional.”



“So you’re still in the game,” Mom said, sounding satisfied. “Good.”



“Her boyfriend sounds like a hell of a guy.”



“And you’re not? I happen to think you’re the best guy.”



I laughed and settled back against my pillows again. “Thanks.”



Sometime that night, as I was starting to think about going grocery shopping, my friend Grady called. Remember him? He was the guy who drove me to the airport. Anyway, my messages had died down to a manageable fifteen or twenty or so a day, with a few voicemails from random friends wanting to know if I was back in town. So far, I hadn’t responded to any of them, but that night was game night, and I thought that sounded like a great waste of time. So I answered Grady’s call and told him yeah, I’d be there for game night.



I grabbed some of the beer out of my fridge and dumped the bottles and cans in a cooler, then lined it all with ice. I debated on a pizza and instead figured I’d treat my pals to some sandwiches from a place we all liked near the games store where we’d be playing. But my plans changed when I saw all the people spilling out of the store with a big banner on the window that said, “Welcome Back, Liam!”



“Oh fuck me,” I muttered, and chuckled despite feeling so tired.



That night – and really, the next week and a half – was full of ups and downs. It was good to see my friends again, but not the hangers-on. There were people there I knew only as acquaintances or as friends of friends who now suddenly acted like I was their best pal. That came with the territory of my father being revealed to the public at large, but it still left a sour taste in my mouth. I wanted to do nothing that night but game, and instead, it turned into a party where I felt uncomfortably like the pinata and everyone had bats.



But that’s also unfair. Some condolences felt genuine and heartfelt, including Grady’s, and I was grateful for that. The store’s manager, Tommy, lost his dad when he was about my age and told me that story. I felt more like I was comforting him than he was with me, but that was maybe what I needed at that moment, someone else talking about their troubles.



Grady’s would-be amour, the librarian he crushed on so hard, tried to hit on me, making things awkward, but she wasn’t the only one. I wound up coming home that night with four numbers tucked away in my pocket. And no, I didn’t sleep with any of them.



The next day, I called him up to see if he wanted to grab lunch between his classes. We met up at a noodle place, and as we slurped on ramen and fried noodles with brisket, I apologized for the librarian hitting on me.



“Ah, forget it,” Grady said cheerfully. “You know what she told me a week ago? She wasn’t ready for a relationship. So she comes onto you, that’s a sign I dodged a bullet.”



I raised my cup of bubble tea. “Great way of thinking about it.”



“I am a little pissed you didn’t tell me Antonio Radjevic was your dad.”



“I tell people, they don’t believe me. I show them pictures of us, they want to be my best friend. It’s easier just not to bring it up.”



“You have pictures? You mind if I see?”



“Not going to show up at my door asking me to buy you a Ferrari, are you?”



“Please. Wouldn’t happen to have a spare Aventador, would you?”



I laughed, and dug out my phone. I scooted to the side of the table to show him the few pictures I had. When we were done, he said, “Shit, man. I really am sorry. “



“Thanks,” I said.



Grady lasted four days before he called to ask me if I really did hook up with Juliet Masalis and Clara Fahey. I laughed, and hung up on him.



* * *



I spent a large part of that week and a half hiding out in my apartment. There were some video conferences with my trust fund people, Dad’s financial advisors, and me. I might not have been interested in the monetary prizes for Dad’s games, but I was still inheriting that forty million, something that I still couldn’t comprehend, and wouldn’t for a very long time, if ever. I was completely okay with them continuing to do whatever they did with my money, since it seemed to work gangbusters for Dad. There would be more of a monthly stipend for me, and arrangements were made to get me some new debit and credit cards with obscene limits to them. They gave me the usual warnings as they always had since I turned eighteen, which boiled down to “don’t be a dumbass with your money.”



Besides that, I had nothing going on. I did some grocery shopping, which turned into another impromptu autograph session next to the melons. I tried to point out to the people milling around waiting that we were blocking traffic for people just wanting to grab some fruit, and finally left there without my groceries.



A few days in, I finished up a hard five mile run in the building’s gym and had a thought when I pulled out my sports bottle from my bag. I had no idea how I should prepare for a world-wide trip. Should I ask Aniela? One of my siblings? Almost as soon as I thought of the latter, I dismissed it. Octavio and Vivian probably wouldn’t laugh, but I wanted to hear Aniela’s voice, even if it was in a professional capacity.



Once I headed back to my apartment, got a shower, and settled in with some water and lime – thanks to Octavio, I was now hooked on that combo after workouts – I called her up. Or rather, I called up her office. The last time we spoke, I was just coming off the plane and heading for the luggage carousel. She wanted me to let her know how the flight went.



A pleasant secretary chirped at me, and I asked to be connected to Aniela. In a moment, Aniela said pleasantly, “This is Aniela.”



“Hey, it’s, uh, me. Liam.”



“Hey, you!” she said, her voice much more naturally cheerful.



“I’m not interrupting anything important, am I?”



“No, no, just retyping some notes for one of the lawyers.” A pause, then, “How are you? How’s New Bainbridge?”



“Crazy. A whole lot of people who suddenly want to be my new best friend.”



She chuckled. “I can only imagine. I’ve got a few comments myself.”



“I didn’t get you in any kind of serious trouble, did I?”



“None at all.” Lower, quieter, she said, “I think Mr. Laramie said something to the partners to keep my feet out of the fire, so thank you for that.”



“Ah, you’re welcome, but I’m sure you would have landed on your feet. You’re too good at your job for someone not to want you.”



“Thank you.” A long pause fell between us. “Um, I should…”



“Oh, hey, I’m sorry. I actually had a reason to call you. A dumb one, but sort of work related.”



“What’s that?” she asked.



“Any tips on what I should bring with? Pack? Anything like that? This is the first time I’ve done any international traveling.”



“Ohhh, that’s a good question. Not dumb at all. Huh. Give me until the end of the day and I’ll email you something. I’m almost as inexperienced as you. I’ve been to Paris but it was part of a big group and I was just a teenager. But I’ll ask around and see what people recommend these days.”



“Is it as pretty there as they say?”



“And then some. I left part of my heart there,” she said wistfully. “I really want to go back someday and explore wine country. And Italy, too. Gosh, all over Europe, really.”



“Maybe we’ll have the chance.”



“Maybe,” she said, but her voice shifted gears, and I knew I pushed too hard.



“Sorry.”



“It’s okay. Um, I should finish this up. Talk soon, Mr. Fleming.”



I winced. “Yeah. Talk soon.”



Shit.



But even if I flubbed it up, I couldn’t stop the racing in my heart at hearing her soft, sexy voice.



* * *



Aniela didn’t just send me a list of tips for traveling abroad and what I should bring, but posed the question to the people organizing the sibling rally. While they wouldn’t release any specifics on where we were going, they did decide to send us a list of recommended clothing. Everything from shorts and tees to rugged wear “suitable for the outdoors” was listed. I wondered what they considered to be the outdoors, but decided jeans and long-sleeved shirts were a no-brainer even if they meant a walk through a botanical garden.



Taking a look through my clothes, I decided most of it was all right, but wound up buying some new walking shoes, something that would stand up to a good hike. I wore them around as I bought a few items on Aniela’s list, namely a thin jacket with an inside pocket so I could tuck away some money and a spare credit card in case of an emergency. I did not buy her recommended travel pack, which was basically a fanny pack but with harder to cut straps and a Velcro latch over the zipper. I was not about to spend a couple weeks with the woman of my dreams wearing a damn fanny pack.



That night, when I came home, Ila waited for me down in the parking lot. She had a friend with her, a pixie of a bartender named Wendy she knew I had my eye on, and almost immediately, I smelled a skunk. Not literally. I… I’m sure the pair of them smelled very nice. Look, I mean metaphorically, I smelled a skunk.



I stopped. Stared. And after a long minute, I said, “Ah screw it,” and I drove away.



An hour later, I was seated at an all-night Indian restaurant, sipping a cup of tea with a new notepad in front of me. If you’re keeping score, that’s about the billionth notepad I’ve mentioned in this story. Even before my dad’s funeral, I had probably fifteen of them. Look, I’m a writer.



The point is, I was sitting there ostensibly taking notes for my novel. My preplanning was going well, but that night, I thought about New Orleans and what was probably to come. I never had been to the city but I always wanted to go. It sounded like fun.



I put down my pen and dug out my phone. On it, I started looking up what was happening around New Orleans before the Sibling Rivalry – which was what I was now calling it in my head, capital letters and everything – began. I found out there was a jazz festival in a few days. Not my type of music, but that made traveling there early even more tempting. Go there, experience something new, something out of my element, get some good food, maybe check out the swamps?



And why not go now? I had some plans with Grady to go see a movie that weekend but I wasn’t going to break his heart if I missed out on that. Money wasn’t a problem anymore, and I could get some work done on the novel anywhere.



I downed my tea, slapped my notebook closed, and raced out of there. Fuck it. I was going to New Orleans.









Chapter 11



 



With my suitcases in the back of my Mustang, I took a long, easy trip down to Louisiana. It should have been a two-day drive, tops, but after researching things to see along the way, I stopped and did a bunch of touristy things, including a couple long drives out of my way to see a pair of gorgeous libraries, forever my weakness.



At a distance, New Orleans looks more modern than you’d expect from TV and films. There aren’t a ton of skyscrapers, but enough to give it a colorful skyline at night. And it’s not just Bourbon and Canal Street either – there’s quite a suburban sprawl before you hit the city center. Traffic in that outskirt wasn’t bad, but I was warned by Jason to expect not to be able to drive in the inner city. Per his recommendation, my first task was to drop the Mustang off at a professional storage facility. If you think I mean a parking garage, that was what I thought he meant too. Instead, my phone guided me to a small industrial-looking complex with several hangar-like buildings surrounded by tall security fences. A manned security stand was the only way in. I was impressed, and felt immediately better about leaving my baby there.



Jason had volunteered to hire me a driver until he came down, but I told him an Uber was just fine for my needs. “Liam,” he said, “you have to be the most easy-going client I’ve ever had.”



“My mom included?”



He said brightly, “Oh no. She’s probably the most demanding. Cutest, though.” I heard my mom say something in the background, and chuckled.



I rented a room on Canal Street, again on both Aniela and Jason’s advice. Actually, Jason told me to get a room on a street where I could actually get some sleep and that wasn’t so touristy, but I wanted touristy. I wanted to be that dork drinking it up on Bourbon Street and doing the streetcar and on-foot tours. And you know what? It was a blast. I love Canal and Bourbon Street in all their tourist-pandering glory. I like the con artists trying to talk me out of a few bucks by slowing me down and trying to polish my shoes. I like the lewdness, the bawdiness, the spirit of it all. People, locals or tourists, are there to have a good time. That’s fantastic.



And that’s pretty much what I spent my first two days there doing. I walked Canal Street, taking in the overpriced mass-produced tourist shops and eating some passably good fried chicken. Though after that incident, I was quickly informed by Jason that night I had no clue what good fried chicken was, and he made me promise to try a different place elsewhere in the city that wasn’t part of a chain.



At night, I drank waaaay too many fruity alcoholic beverages the names of which I never caught. I mostly just pointed at something neon or blue or yellow someone else was drinking and a bartender would fix one up for me. I spent more of those two days buzzed than sober, and though a few people recognized me and wanted pictures together, most people didn’t care who I was. After my quick trip home to New Bainbridge, it was a breath of fresh air.



Those two days were a riot. I mean, aside from having my shoes pissed on and nearly starting a fight when I ogled a woman’s tits for a bit too long and her husband got up in arms about it. But Bourbon and Canal Street were – and are – pretty all right by me.



Once I had my fun, I settled into the real business of being a better tourist, and started to take in local sights further out in the city. One of my first and favorite stops was the St. Louis Cathedral. You’re seen the pictures, or can look them up. The building is stunning, even to a blasé believer like me. But it was the art being displayed and sold around the Cathedral that really drew me in. I spent hours studying paintings from locals and people who traveled hours to display their works there. Everything was represented, from achingly realistic portraits, silly cat and dog paintings, abstracts that made me feel like an art dummy, and all sorts of blended styles. My favorites came from a forty-something black man with thick glasses who painted graffiti-style art, but with fantasy and sci-fi themes. It looked childish at first blush, which was why I guessed he didn’t have a lot of patrons, but when you looked closer, you realized how nuanced it was. The childishness, I thought and told him, made it seem more ethereal, like a dream.



He clapped his hands and said, “Sir, that’s exactly what I’m going for. You’re the first person who’s got that in a week.”



I couldn’t help myself. I bought five of his paintings, two larger ones for the hallway leading to my bedroom, the other three for the walls near my writing space. Aniela didn’t know anyone who could ship paintings off hand, but that woman loved nothing more than a challenge and began to research it immediately for me.



That night saw me going on a ghost tour of New Orleans. I wasn’t a believer in the supernatural, but I was fascinated by the city’s colorful history in the area and figured it would be a rich feeding ground for some future project. I was spot on, but in amongst the striking cemeteries, the haunted mansions, and an enthusiastic young voodoo scholar who I could have listened to for hours, there was another reason why my mind raced.



She reminded me oddly enough of a mother in her soft smile and kind brown eyes. Her sharply angled jaw led to a cute chin. It takes a gorgeous face to make me not realize straight away she’s just about to fall out of her top, and if it tells you anything, I didn’t notice the low cut of her ruffled blue dress for a long time as I stole peeks at her out of the corner of my eye. I was too entranced trying to decide if she was auburn haired or a redhead under the bad lights we stood under. Okay, I was just entranced by her in general.



She caught me looking, gave me a quick once-over herself, and looked away again, showing no interest. I thought about saying hello anyways on the bus, but she leaned in and started talking to a couple I realized later she was clearly traveling with, a man and a woman about her age. That, I thought, was that, and I tried not to perv on her, though she made that damned hard.



I never expected to see her again after that tour, the sort of angelic beauty you note and maybe file away for a pleasant few minutes of fantasizing later. But the universe had stranger plans in store for us – and they were going to start the very next day.



* * *



I woke early to get in a good, hard workout to try and burn off some of the good food I’d been eating. A couple from Texas jogged on the treadmills and started up a conversation with me when they found out I was a tourist too, wanting to know what I’d seen and recommended. We compared notes, and they told me if I loved bakeries, there was a place in the French Quarter I absolutely had to try. Since I’m a pastry fiend (if that isn’t obvious), I took them up on it, got directions, and after I showered, walked there.



It was off the beaten path enough that I knew it was more of a locals’ place than Bourbon Street, something I was coming to appreciate. There were a few tables and chairs inside, and a server was just starting to haul more out into the morning sun. I grabbed a pecan praline house special, a rich cup of coffee, and after a short internal debate, a slice of quiche, which everyone seemed to be ordering.



I took it all outside, and dug out my notebook to eat and write. The pastry was a sweet taste of heaven. The quiche wanted to tempt me to much darker places, with just enough spice to give it some sass. I loved it all, and was halfway through my quiche when a woman said with musical pleasantness, “Is this as good as the ghost tour?”



I looked up, and there she was, my mystery woman. She was beautiful in the early morning light. Hell, she would have been stunning in the midst of a dark garbage dump, but she was particularly beautiful that day, and my heart danced like it was in a Broadway musical. Her hair had been teased out that morning into bold, beautiful caramel-colored waves. Her colorful striped top showed off plentiful cleavage and a toned stomach, accented by a pair of white jean shorts that weren’t quite daring, but would draw every eye for a mile if she bent over. At her side was a big paper shopping bag, something squarish bulging the sides.



I stared a moment too long and she smirked. It was that smirk that drew me in. The soft, motherly smile was honey. That smirk was chili sauce. I wanted to taste both halves.



The couple she was with the night before stood slightly behind her. The black man was handsome, his delicate features accented by intricate twists to his short hair. The woman was pleasantly plain, round-faced with ringlets of blonde hair and pale skin. She elbowed him, both of them grinning, and as if my ghost tour crush sensed it, she half-turned.



“We’ll order for you,” the blonde woman said. To me, she said, “You picked the best breakfast place in the city.”



“That’s what I was told,” I said, smiling and half standing. I held out a hand. “Liam Fleming.”



“I don’t want to draw you any undue attention,” the man said, his voice thick and mellow. “But you don’t happen to be the same guy from the meme, are you?”



I chuckled and shook his hand. “Yeah, that’s me.”



“Thanks. You just won me a bet.”



“Glad to hear it’s doing someone some good.”



My mystery woman fidgeted and watched them as they headed inside. I said, “So, stalking me, huh?”



She laughed nervously. “Kind of, actually, yeah. There’s a women’s clothing store up the street. They have a lot of hats. I love hats.” She raised the bag, looked sideways in a moment of embarrassment, as though what she said was something dorky, and hurried on. “You happened to be walking by, and I said I recognized you from the tour. When we saw where you were headed, Cyril and Suzie decided I was in need of breakfast too.”



“Ah, playing matchmaker,” I said.



“Yeah.” She winced. I loved how expressive she was. “Sorry.”



“Don’t be. I’m not going to push, but if you’d like to join me, you’re more than welcome.”



“Thanks.” She thought about that a second and added, “The place is filling up fast. I think it would be smart.”



“Sure. I know you said your friends’ names, but what’s yours?”



“Pamela. Van Horn. How’s the food?”



“Amazing,” I said. “Everything I’ve tried here in the city, I’ve loved. You here on vacation?”



“Yes,” she said, and without asking, reached across for my pastry. She tore off a chunk, her smirk back in place, and tried a bite. Watching her pop it between her lips, moan, and swallow definitely stirred my better half to life. “Oh wow, that is really fantastic.”



“A pastry thief, huh?”



“You going to pretend you weren’t enjoying me take a bite?”



I grinned. “No, I am not.”



I pushed the quiche in Pamela’s direction too and she sampled that after I wiped my fork with my napkin. She wanted to know if I was on vacation too and where I’d visited. Like my Texan acquaintances from the hotel gym, we talked about our favorite tourist traps.



“I was thinking about a swamp tour today,” I said. “Probably before it gets too hot.”



“Ooh, that’s an idea.”



“Want to come with?” I asked. Pamela’s guard went back up, her eyes flicking towards the restaurant. “By which I mean your friends too. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. I get that I’m a big guy and a nearly complete stranger. I’m not going to press anything on you. You want to come along, great, it’s on me. If not, hey, we enjoy breakfast and maybe bump into each other again sometime.”



“Nice sales pitch,” Suzie said behind me. “We’d love to go. Especially Pammy.”



“Suzie!” Pamela said, blushing.



Her friend came around with two cups of coffee and put one in front of Pamela. “Oh, come on, you were going to say yes. Besides, it’s fun.”



As Suzie took a seat, I raised an eyebrow with a smirk of my own. “So how about it?”



She squirmed, and asked, “Not a creeper?”



“Oh, I’m not going to lie. You’re gorgeous and I’m going to be stealing looks at you all day. But no, not a stalker or any of that. Let me get my foot in the door and prove it to you.”



And wouldn’t you know it? She said yes.



* * *



Suzie and Cyril were locals and lived in the French Quarter, so while the rest of us had a second cup of coffee, Cyril walked back to their place and fetched a bright orange Golf. We piled in and headed for an old highway leading out of the city and into swampland so thick it was like being transported into another world.



Cyril knew a guy who ran tours. I was expecting a marina. Instead, we wound up at what could best be called a shack, with a single dim neon sign that read TOURS in the window being the only visible way of identifying the place. Inside, a man sprawled out in a camp chair behind a filthy glass counter filled with fishing tackle and knives. On the walls were rods and nets, and on another were snacks and dried goods.



The man jumped as our feet hit the wooden floors and he shot to his feet. Cyril got a good laugh out of that and the two gave each other a back-rattling hug before introductions were made. His name was – no joke – Billy Earl and he had no tours scheduled that day, so he was ready to go right then.



Eyeing Pamela in her brand-new pastel Panama hat, he said, “Ma’am, you’re gonna want to leave that behind. It’s gonna get ruined out there about as fast as we get started.”



Pamela pouted. “Damn. I look so good in it, too.”



I said, “I think it’s a crime to cover any part of you up so I’m all for it.”



It was an awful line, but I caught her pleased smile before she trotted for the car to leave her hat on the seat.



The swamp boat looked like it had just fought twelve rounds with a heavyweight boxer and come out the losing end. The seats were a hard, durable plastic. Two rows were for passengers, the middle tiered so everyone had a good view. Billy Earl would sit up even higher and pilot the boat. He passed out noise-dampening earmuffs, warning us the motor would still be loud.



I sat up front with Pamela while Cyril and Suzie took the middle. Right away, before he even started up the big engine, Billy Earl pointed out an alligator cruising slowly through the water well ahead of us. I would have missed it. The gator moved so slow it didn’t dapple the water much, despite its size. It didn’t help matters much that the reeds and greenery under the water helped it blend in, and suddenly I understand why they were so abundant and dominant – the things weren’t just big, but silent predators. The kings of this territory.



We donned our earmuffs, and we were off. The propeller in the back of the craft was as loud as any from an airplane, but I liked the way the craft moved, like it was constantly power-sliding. All around us, that different world we spotted from the car on the drive was here and now, touchable, immediately present. Spanish moss hung so low from ancient cypress trees that we could reach up and snag it. Birds snapped out of the trees in droves. Pamela caught a great picture of a crane coming up with a small, wriggling fish, and I snagged one of… well, the butt of a pelican. At least I think it was a pelican. It had a donk, that’s for sure.



We stopped, and once Billy Earl cut the motor, he pointed out a family of otters playing. His knowledge of the wildlife was encyclopedic, and his enthusiasm infectious. Like the ghost tour the night before, I was drawn in effortlessly, and one look in Pamela’s direction and I knew it was the same for her. Several times he pointed out exotic birds, turtles, and snakes. I’m not a big snake guy, and cheered on a bird that plucked one up from the water.



During the last half of the tour, I saw something in the water next to the boat and pointed. Pamela looked over and right beside her, nearly bumping the boat, was another alligator. She jumped, and her hand landed on my thigh. No way that was accidental, and I spent the rest of the tour hoping to scare her again like that. No dice, but that once did the trick for me. By the time we were done with the tour, I was ready to take her back to my room and do unspeakable things to her.



We split apart to grab showers and changes of clothes, and when I stepped out of the hotel to meet what I expected to be the trio, there was only Pamela, clad in another low-cut top, this one a blue tank. I was beginning to think maybe her favorite clothing stores had a shortage of fabric. Not that I was complaining. Not a bit.



“Funny. They both got headaches at the most convenient time,” Pamela said, smiling nervously. God, she had so many smiles. She would have had the worst poker face.



“Keep a guy company anyways?”



“Sounds fun.”



Pamela had been to the St. Louis Cathedral, but she didn’t take in the paintings like I had and wanted to see them, so we headed there first. “We can really do something we both haven’t done,” she said.



“This was the highlight for me so far,” I said. “I wanted to go back anyways. Besides, I have a week yet to kill here. How about you?”



“It’s an open-ended trip,” she said. “Suzie invited me down a few months ago after a bad breakup. I finally took her up on it.”



“Oh, hell,” I said. “Sorry to hear that.”



“Mm, thanks. We both wanted a family, but I wanted to keep working. I’m a fitness model. He didn’t see it as a career, and thought I should give it up if I had a baby. Didn’t think it was
 appropriate
 .” She deepened her voice at the end, impersonating him.



“Then he’s an idiot. It’s your body and your life.”



“Thank you,” she said, beaming. “It is. And that’s why I dumped him. How about you? I have to admit, I looked you up. I saw the pictures of you with those two celebrities and that third woman.”



“Aniela,” I said softly. She cocked her head. “My assistant for that week, and someone I thought was more.”



“Sorry, your assistant for the week?”



“For my dad’s funeral,” I said. “It’s a weird story.”



Pamela’s face softened. “Oh, Liam. I’m sorry to hear that. Were you two close?”



Ah, I understood then. She looked me up long enough to know who I’d been with, but didn’t dive into the details of the story. I decided not to mention who my father was. I didn’t know if that would hurt or help my chances with her. Either way, I didn’t want that day tainted.



“No, he, uh, wasn’t active in my life.”



“Well, the sorry still stands.”



“Thanks.”



We took in the artwork, browsing for a couple hours before we headed for the Audubon Nature Institute to take in the aquarium and a few live presentations. That was a good time, though we spent more time talking than really paying attention to anything around us. Pamela told me she was from Denver, and that launched into us talking about New Bainbridge, which she visited when she was a teenager, but never saw much of.



“I was sick the whole time,” she said, wrinkling her cute button of a nose. “Bad macaroni salad. I still can’t look at the stuff.”



“You need to come back under better circumstances.”



She eyed me sidelong, probably wondering if I was feeding her another line. I was kind of wondering the same thing too. It was way too early into things to invite her to my home, but I still felt an attraction the likes of which only Aniela had pulled from me.



“Maybe I will someday,” she said nonchalantly. I’d take a maybe.



By then, we were hungry, so we ate at a shrimp and oyster place recommended by her friends. It was as good as advertised. The barbeque shrimp was tasty, the crab Pamela ordered even more so. We talked about her friends some. Suzie was a friend of a friend and they developed an online camaraderie that eventually seeped over into real life.



Both of us were about cooked by that point, so we headed for a bar near my hotel and within walking distance of her friends’ place. The bar was noisy and crowded, and frustrated with shouting at each other, I bought a bottle of rum and some pineapple juice, and we wound up heading back for my hotel, eyeing each other openly and greedily. We talked about maybe going to a movie later, because a cool room and popcorn sounded good to both of us, but we never made it there.



Gee. I wonder why.









Chapter 12



 



The elevator dinged and we stepped inside. No one in there. I stepped in and dropped the bag.



Pamela turned to look at me, and then I had her pinned up against the metal wall, my hand at the small of her back, the other one going up into her tank. She moaned, “Liam,” and plunged her lips against mine, her leg twining around mine in her haste to pull me in even harder. My cock hardened against my leg, my need roaring through me. My hand at her back dropped to her tight ass and I lifted her, driving her against the wall and grinding against her.



“Fuck,” I growled. “I want you.”



“Want… you…” she said breathlessly, kissing me between the words. I needed to taste her, to take her, to own her. I gave her my tongue and hers danced with it. That ass was so curvy but taut. All day I moved a step behind her so I could glance at it. And the fucking way her chest bounced with every step drove me into a frenzy. I couldn’t think straight. I cupped her tit and ass and squeezed, and she dropped her lips to my neck, panting hard. Our elevator dinged and I knew we had to get off, but still I ground my cock against her. The elevator doors closed and I let her drop, my forehead against hers, my breath coming just as sharp. I punched the wall behind her and snarled it again, “Fuck!”



She pushed past me and jammed the button for my floor. The door reopened and I grabbed up the bag of drinks to chase her down the hallway.



“Which room, which room, which room?” she chanted.



“End of the hall.”



But we didn’t jump immediately inside. At the door, I dropped the bag and stopped her again, this time behind Pamela, wrapping my arms around her and unbuttoning her shorts. I drove my hand into them, into her bikini briefs. She was ready for me so I drove my fingers into her, pumping with all four as I ground against her ass. Pamela planted a hand against the door, then an arm when she started bucking back against me, head down, hair spilling across her breasts. My other hand went to those again. I tugged the hem up and over the cups of her flimsy bra. She threw her head back as I cupped her tit and rolled the nipple between my thumb and pointer.



I nearly drove her against the door with my grinding. She dropped her forehead against her arm as I fingered her harder and faster. “Um, fuck, um, fuck, um, fuck,” she whined, almost silent.



“Come for me,” I whispered in her ear. She shivered and moaned wordlessly and I brought my lips even closer. “Come for me and then I’m going to spend every minute of every day this week fucking you.”



“Y-yesss…” Pamela moaned against her arm. “Oh, oh, yeesss!”



She arched up onto the tips of her toes, her whole body tensing, and then she was coming, her wet walls contracting around my fingers. I pulled my fingers out of her and slapped at my pockets, looking for my room card. She turned and kissed me fervently, working at my belt as I dug out my wallet, a receipt, ah, there, the card, and I had her in my arms again, thrusting her back against the door as I returned her fervent kisses, stabbing at the card reader until I finally got it and we were tumbling inside. I kept my wits about me just long enough to jam my foot in the door, lean out, and grab the drinks before I was chasing Pamela past the bathroom, the tiny living space, and to the bed.



I wasn’t done with my fun, so when she was out of her shorts, I pushed her back onto the bed and yanked her panties down her legs and off her feet. I pushed her to the edge of the bed and onto it, following her as she backed up towards the pillows. “Spread your legs for me, baby,” I said, and she did, her smirk back in place. I hungered for that pussy. I had to taste her. Had to. On all fours, I dropped between her legs and took a swift lap of her wetness before driving my mouth against her clit and sucking it.



“I neh-never do th-this with a guy on the first… first…” Her eyes rolled up as I licked her clit and moved fast back down to her pussy, giving it another fast few licks. Pamela never did finish that sentence. I had her the moment we stepped on that elevator, and she was mine to play with, to tease, to bring to such loud orgasms that we drew an army of noise complaints.



And it all started right then.



She twined her legs around my head, her toned thighs clapping against my ears as she scratched at the pillows behind her head, her eyes huge, her head rocking back and forth. I ate her like she was dessert, enjoying every second of her moaning and the sharper cries when I made her come once, twice more. Then I rolled her onto her stomach and ate her that way, that spectacular ass thrust high as I dove back in, nose against her bud.



She bounced back against me, looking over her shoulder, making strangled half-syllables as she tried to fill her pussy with my tongue and my fingers. One more orgasm and Pamela cried out, “Please, Liam, no more teasing, I need you…”



I shot up to my knees and tore off my shirt as fast as I could. She twisted around to help me out, kissing my stomach, my chest, my chin, my lips as every inch was bared. I dug out my wallet and a few condoms and tossed them on the bed. She didn’t make a joke or a remark about it, just a deeply pleased hum. Then we were both stepping off the bed and she dropped to her knees to yank down my jeans and pull me out of my boxers.



“Fuck,” she moaned, and engulfed my cock. God, she was beautiful with a mouthful of my dick, her sparkling eyes wide, her delicate lips spread around me. She breathed deep and took me against her throat, not quite able to take me deeper yet, but trying.



Neither of us wanted it like that – oh, I loved the blowjob, but I wanted to fuck her. I pulled out of Pamela’s mouth and helped her to her feet before dropping her on her back across the edge of the bed and yanking her legs apart as wide as I could make them. She snatched at one of the condoms and gave it to me. I stripped it and rolled it on as fast as a human possibly could before gripping my cock and bringing it to her waiting, slick folds.



“Oh, fuck!” I groaned at the exact time as she wailed, “Yesss!”



I grabbed her ankles and pushed even deeper into her eager cunt. Pamela took every inch of me. With her legs spread wide and trying to kick at the air, I pumped back and forth inside her. She gloved me well but not too tight. I wasn’t afraid of hurting her. She was not a delicate flower and urged me on.



“Fuck me hard, take me…”



I did, and now she was nearly doing the splits on her back, offering herself wide for me. I dropped her ankles and grabbed her hips to hold Pamela in place while I absolutely pounded her deep and hard, not exactly fast, but measured thrusts meant to fill every inch of her. Her hands fell to mine, then traveled up her body to her top and she yanked it up and over her breasts. Then she brought down the cups of her bra and I moaned deep in my throat at the sight of her big tits jiggling to my thrusting.



“Fuck me, you’re one of the sexiest women I’ve ever met,” I said.



She brought the hand to her lips and wetted her fingers lewdly with her tongue. Then she brought it to her clit as I hammered into her. “This is crazy,” she moaned, “this is so crazy…”



“It feels so goddamn right to me,” I breathed, and her eyes fixed on me. She smiled, and again, it was a new smile, the end-all smile, the one I’d carry with me into sleep that night and so many to come. It was a sweet smile, a little naughty, a little playful, but it was honest, too.



“You’re a dangerous man, Liam,” she whispered.



“Me? You’ve had me since I saw you.”



She laughed gently and pushed me back. “I want it on my hands and knees.”



“Whatever the lady wants.”



I pulled out and she flipped over, thrusting her ass up in the air and resting on her elbows. I pushed back into her, and she looked over her shoulder at me. “Spank me, but not too hard, okay?”



“Got it.”



I gave her an experimental tap, and she moaned, “Little harder.” I obeyed, and this time she drew a sharp breath. I wasn’t going to leave any bruises like that, which was a good thing. Her ass was as beautiful as any of the art I’d seen that week. To bruise it would be sacrilege in that moment.



She bounced happily back against me, meeting me thrust for thrust. Our lovemaking took on something less frenetic and more fun, I ached to come but goddamn, I loved the ride. She let out a series of “oooohs” when I’d slap her ass, and would bounce back even harder. It wasn’t long before Pamela dipped her head down and gasped, “Gonna come, gonna come, oh God, smack my ass one more time, just a little harder.”



I did and she dipped her head, stuttering out a gasp. “Oh, sh-shit, oh shhh… shit!”



The last word went high, and she came around me. I had to have her on her back again, to see those tits bounce and that lovely smile. When she came down, I eased out of her and took her again the way I wanted to in the last, one hand above her shoulder, kissing her hard as she coiled her legs around mine. It brought to mind Aniela, and strangely, I did not feel guilty, not in that moment. There would be time for that in the late, late hours, a sort of sense that I betrayed my beautiful assistant even if she was the one to cut me off.



But in that moment, there was only my Pamela, and the realization that once again, a woman totally owned the keys to my heart straight from the moment we said hello. I came into my condom, and my only bizarre regret was that it wasn’t real, that I wasn’t spilling inside her.



* * *



I didn’t quite hit my goal of fucking Pamela all week, but it sure as hell wasn’t for a lack of trying. We didn’t get out of bed the next day until noon, when we needed to shower and stagger out of the hotel for food and fresh clothes for her from Suzie and Cyril’s. She felt kind of bad about ditching her friends, but Suzie practically pushed Pamela out of the house with her luggage and bags. Cyril gave me a brotherly hug as though we’d known each other for years.



“I like them,” I said, leaning over to make out with Pamela in her Miata.



“Uh… huh…” she panted, her hand on my dick through my shorts. “Good people.”



“Great people.”



“Yeah. Great.”



I could spend this whole book on the positions we tried and the places we did it. Every inch of that hotel room from the shower to the door probably needed a good steam cleaning after we were done. My favorite came the day after we fetched Pamela’s things. What we intended to be a lazy afternoon nap together became five hours of desperately needed sleep for both of us. We woke to laughter and revelry outside the room down on the street. I got up, dressed, and opened the glass door leading out to the balcony. Behind me, Pamela stirred and dressed too.



I leaned on the balustrade and looked out over a big group of people swirling off the sidewalk and into the street. Drunken partygoers headed for Bourbon Street, with a tail of followers that lasted blocks. Pamela joined me, coming up behind me and kissing my shoulder. I half-turned. She was gorgeous against the soft glow of the room’s light in one of my button-downs hanging low over a pair of her athletic shorts. I cupped her cheek and kissed her. Her smile against my lips made me want to drag her back into the room for the fourth or so time that day.



We turned to watch the crowd. Pamela’s hand roamed my ass and I knew I wasn’t the only one ready for another go. Down on the street, three crossdressers in bright neon garb caught sight of us. “Boobs! Boobs! Boobs!” they called, and Pamela giggled. She shook her head, and they waved their drinks at us. “Not her, him!”



Pamela had her hands on my shirt in an instant, and lifted it to flash them my pecs. There were whoops and hollers and someone threw beads at us. I say “us,” but they wound up hitting the balcony in the next room.



I took a spot behind Pamela, nestling my lips against her neck. She rocked with me, swaying to the music of a live band down the street. I hardened against her ass in her athletic shorts and she ground back at me, moaning so softly I almost didn’t hear it over the sound of the crowd below. She turned her head to give me a sweet, vulnerable look, and I kissed her gently, my hands around her stomach now.



“I want to take you right here,” I said.



“They could see…” But Pamela ground harder back against me and I knew she wasn’t entirely against the idea. “Cell phones… cameras…”



Out of the corner of my eye I saw one of the kitschy souvenir shops on the street. I grinned. “Trust me?”



She licked her lips. “Yes. I’m yours, Liam. Whatever you want from me.”



“Then give me five minutes.”



I ran into the room long enough to grab a pair of sandals and slip them on. Then I was out the door and racing for the elevator. It couldn’t have been longer than a twenty second wait, but I bobbed impatiently the whole time until it dinged and opened on my floor. A drunken couple spilled out, hands all over each other, ignoring me as I took their spot.



“Go with God, say I,” I said, and punched the ground floor button.



I jogged through the lobby and across the street towards the nearest gift shop. It took some effort to push through the stream of drunk revelers, but I did and emerged into a store packed with people. One display stand was full of cheaply made but expensively priced feathered masquerade masks. My hand rose and hovered over them. Which one best seemed like Pamela? Pink, I decided. I picked one of those up and a black, glittering eye-covering mask for myself.



That still left a mass of people in front of me, maybe eight deep n line. Fuck it. What’s the use of being rich if you don’t take advantage when there’s a stunning model who wants your cock? I dug out my wallet and said loudly, “There’s a twenty in it for everyone that lets me cut in line.”



People turned towards me and I held up a fan of twenties. They parted, and I passed out bills until I hit the counter. Beside the till was a cooler loaded with sports drinks. I grabbed four bottles of those too, rethought, and grabbed another four. Given the way we’d been going at it, best to be prepared.



I raced back across the street. My Pamela was still on the balcony, watching me with a quizzical smile. She blew me a kiss and I ran even faster, sprinting through the lobby to the elevator. Back up I went, and Pamela greeted me at the door, hands on my shoulders, my neck, my cheeks. I kissed her hard, pushing her back far enough I could shut the door, and then I was on her, dropping the bag full of drinks but holding onto the masks.



“Don’t leave me alone again,” she said. “Not until we have to say goodbye. I don’t want to be apart from you. I know how dumb and cheesy that sounds-”



“I don’t care. It’s what I want too.”



Her lips parted and I kissed her again, putting all the passion I felt for her into it. Pamela was starting to mean something to me, taking root in my heart just as fast and comfortably as Aniela had. Maybe that should have troubled me but it didn’t. She belonged, and that was that. I held out the masks. She cocked her head and I put one over her face. It was tragic covering up her beauty, but I wasn’t going to be looking at her face anyways. I donned my mask, and pulled her gently back out to the balcony.



There, I positioned Pamela the way we’d been standing before, looking out over the cheerful crowd. I pulled at the buttons to my shirt lazily in the humid night air, kissing her neck, her ear, making her shiver. “Mine,” I whispered.



“Yours.”



I felt more than heard her gasp as I undid the last of the buttons and pulled the shirt open. Someone down below saw, and shouted for the others to look. Pamela’s breathing quickened. The shirt still hid so much of her skin, but the crowd roared its approval at the hint of her nipples. I backed up, pulling her with me until I could bend her slightly. Then I tugged down her shorts.



“Liam,” she whimpered. I tested her wetness as I unzipped myself.



Predictably, a trio of guys about my age lifted their phones to get a picture of her. Fuck it. Let them. That was why we had the masks. If the cops came, it’d be a misdemeanor in this town at best. I’d pay that price happily for the show we were about to put on.



Pamela gripped the balustrade as I rolled a condom on. When my cock slid between her thighs and up against her sex, she tensed. I thought she might stop me, but instead, she looked over her shoulder at me, and there was such pure fire in her eyes I knew she wanted this too.



In front of dozens of drunk revelers and a growing number of watchers, I gripped her waist, and I pushed into her. She moaned and turned her attention back to the crowd below. They couldn’t see the specifics of what I was doing, and didn’t realize for a few minutes that I was fucking her. But Pamela’s breasts had a natural bounce to them, and when I started thrusting harder, they swayed above the balustrade.



The crowd broke out into murmurs, cheers, and whistles. If Pamela seemed nervous or afraid, I would have stopped it, but instead, she let out an earthy laugh and starting thrusting back. She even pushed up a bit to give them a better show, her tits bobbing up and down. I reached around and cupped them, lifting them as if offering them to the crowd. They roared at that.



Pamela’s laughter turned into excited moans already familiar to me. She was really into it, twisting to look at me again until I kissed her. “Take me,” she said, so low only I could hear. “Fuck me hard, Liam, as hard as you’ve ever fucked me.”



With that, I let go of her tits and put a hand at her back. I pushed her down until she was bent over the railing. My hand came up and I slapped her ass, careful not to do it too hard. The crowd loved that. I grabbed her waist and started pounding into her, pushing her forward as I slid back. Whenever I pushed back in, I pulled her towards me again, hard, making her jerk back and forth each time I fucked into her.



“Oh fuck!” she cried out as my cock slammed deep into her. Each time, she gasped out, “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me!”



I felt her come, her pussy quivering around my cock, her foot rising and stamping at the terrace. I yanked out of her and spun her around. As I stared up at her, I dropped to my knees and moved my mask just far enough I could clamp my mouth to her still-quivering pussy. She gripped my hair and threw herself at my tongue and my mouth, humping my face and making needy whines. Her foot came up and over my shoulder. She gripped the balustrade on her left side for balance, driving her pussy against my lips now. It was not a position she could keep for long but it was enough.



She wailed her pleasure. Below us, the crowd writhed and pushed out onto the street, cameras flashing. I grabbed Pamela’s ass in my hands and squeezed as I drove my tongue up and down her slit. Her foot came down and she twisted around, jutting her butt out to me. I rose again and shoved back into her. This time, I reached around and cupped her neck, my breath hot against her skin as I pounded her pussy. She arched her back, her whole body rigid with the intensity of the moment. My balls churned and I gritted my teeth as my Pamela shook with one last powerful orgasm before I came too.



* * *



My mind slid away as I held Pamela to me. It was the day Aniela and Jason would be flying in, and the day before whatever event my dad dreamed up for us siblings. I didn’t care about the competition, not one good goddamn bit. I did care about the fact that I would be traveling on afterwards and would have to say goodbye to the woman in my arms.



She stirred, nestling back against me and looking over her shoulder. Her smile warmed me, but it vanished as she saw the look on my face. “What is it?”



I whispered in her ear, “I can’t say goodbye to you.”



Pamela turned around, her foot coming instinctually across mine, as if she was keeping me in place. Her fingers traced my chest, including a pretty good scratch she put there yesterday when she was riding me. “I feel the same way. But Liam, I need to ask this first before both of us go and get our hearts broken here. What is it you want, long-term?”



“Kids. I’m not in any rush but I’d love to have them while I’m still young. Get to see them live their lives. More than anything, I want to be a part of that. I’ve mentioned it in passing, but my dad, he wasn’t around. I don’t want to be that guy.” I took a breath. “So, assuming we work out, yeah. Marriage someday. Kids. A house, a dog.”



“A dog?” she asked. “Hm. I’ve always had cats.”



“I like those too. But I never had a dog growing up. Always wanted one, if I owned a place with some ground to it.”



“I could see that. Sitting out back, drinking sun tea while you throw a ball for the dog, him completely ignoring you…”



I chuckled and kissed her nose. It was an exquisite nose, and immensely kissable, just like every other inch of Pamela. “How about you?”



“The same. Marriage, kids. I don’t really know how many. Sometimes I think I’d want to stop at two, but my mom has a big family and I sometimes think… yeah, all right, I can see that being fun at the holidays.”



“Not like we wouldn’t have time to think about it,” I said.



“Right? I mentioned this but I want a career too. I like modeling. Sometimes guys are uncomfortable with that.” She looked up into my eyes and I knew the question being asked.



“Totally good with that. Your career is your career. And hey, if I can watch some of your shoots, I’ll be a brainless pile of happy goo.”



She laughed. “I’ll have to take you up on that. Denver? New Bainbridge?”



“Not going to lie, I love New Bainbridge. I’d live there forever if I could. But I’m flexible and I’m… comfortably well off. I can write anywhere.”



“I’d want to make sure we were good outside just sex, but if I had to move anywhere, I can see it maybe being New Bainbridge someday. You have really pretty mountains there. I love the mountains. I mean, it’s no Denver…”



“New Bainbridge is ten times the city Denver is.”



She smacked me. “Now you’re asking for it.”



I drew her in closer and kissed her throat. She sighed happily, and I murmured against her skin, “I have an idea on how we can be together a while longer without having to say goodbye yet. But I have to tell you who I am first.”



“Antonio Radjevic’s son?”



I propped myself up on one elbow. “You knew?”



“Well, not for the first day or two. But I went back to the gossip sites when you were sleeping and looked you up.”



“You didn’t say anything.”



“I didn’t want to make it weird. I thought I might be…” She drew a breath. “Someone hurt you. That much is obvious. I thought I was your rebound girl and I was okay with that. I don’t know how to tell you what’s been on my mind without it seeming like I might be… what’s the phrase? Star fucking?”



I smiled. “I didn’t think you were.”



“Good. Because I’m not. I mean, I like that you’re secure, I’d have to be an idiot not to. But I do all right too, modeling.”



“I’ve seen you on Bottlegenie. That’s a lot of followers.”



She grinned. “Thanks.”



I told her more about Dad. About the weird week in New York getting to know my brothers and my sisters, and how I was supposed to come to New Orleans to take part in some stupid game.



“It’s going to be global, apparently,” I said. “It’ll be kind of cool to travel and I’m happy I get to spend more time with some of my brothers and sisters. But there was this woman, Aniela…”



That took even longer to explain. By the end of it, we were both sitting on the bed, her cross legged, me resting against the headboard. When I finished with Aniela essentially breaking things off with me, Pamela studied me for a long minute. “That’s too fresh for the wound to have healed over. Why have her keep working for you? Want to win her back?”



“No.” I rethought that. “Yes, but no. First and foremost, I don’t want to wreck what this is between you and me. I’m not going to fire her, but I promise you, I won’t sleep with her, if you’re game for keeping this going.”



“Yes,” Pamela said immediately. “Yes. I need to see what we are together. Even if I’m in Denver and you’re running around the world, that’s true. Or New Bainbridge. I don’t care. We’ll make the long-distance thing work.”



“Good,” I said. I blew out a breath. “That’s a relief.”



“But you didn’t answer my question. Why keep her on?”



“Right. Well, Aniela’s special. And having her around, even if we’re not sleeping together, that means something.”



“Friends with exes. Very mature. Very much checking my mental boxes.”



That surprised me. “You’re okay with her being around?”



“I don’t know yet. I’d like to meet her before I make up my mind.”



“Fair,” I said. “Totally fair.” I grabbed my phone. “Dinner with her and Jason tonight?”



“Sounds good.”



I texted Aniela that I’d like to have dinner with her and a new partner. She texted me back with, “New partner?” I wrote back that I’d explain everything at dinner. She sent a thumbs-up, then a moment later, “Still being careful?” I replied in the affirmative.



I put aside my phone and glanced up to a smirk and a raised eyebrow from Pamela. “She wants to make sure I’m being safe with condoms. It sounds crazy, but since Dad’s funeral, there was already an incident where someone poked a hole through one of mine.”



Pamela looked genuinely shocked. “You’re kidding.”



“No, dead serious. Anyway, look, the long-distance thing… what if it didn’t have to be? At least for a while?”



“What do you mean?”



“Come with us. Come see the world with me. I’m sure whatever arrangements Aniela’s making, it would be just as easy to plan for two people as one.”



“Liam, I… I make good money but I don’t know that I can just…” She blinked. “I want to say yes but I don’t want to seem like…”



“Hey, it’s all right,” I said, shifting so I could take her hands. “It’s on me, or Dad’s people, or whoever the hell is paying for this. I don’t want money to be a weird thing between us. I don’t want you to think of it as me treating you or you owing me. If we’re together, we’re together, and we share in the fun. Okay?”



Her eyes glimmered, and although I’ve known plenty of people in my life even before Dad’s funeral who could cry some crocodile tears on demand, I didn’t sense an ounce of disingenuity on Pamela’s part. She cried a few tears and nodded, unable to speak.



Two women I loved, traveling with me around the world. Even if I hated the idea of competing against my brothers and sisters for some dumb prize, I couldn’t say no to Pamela and Aniela.



* * *



Aniela had business to attend to with Fedir’s people that afternoon, so dinner was the first chance I got to see her. Jason, however, showed up at my door. We hugged like age-old friends, and I introduced him to Pamela.



Jason shook her hand, then eyed me. “Good grief, Liam, you’re like a dowsing rod for the most beautiful women in any city.”



I laughed and clapped his shoulder. “Starting to feel that way too. How was your vacation with my mom?”



“Heaven. I adore that woman.”



“I’m fond of her too. You two going to keep things going?”



“Mm. Your mother is a cool breeze on a hot summer day. You appreciate her while she’s there, but you know she’s going to move on.”



“Aw, I’m sorry to hear that.”



“Don’t be!” Jason said. “I’m thrilled to have known her. She’s a wonderful woman and she never led me on. We had our fun.”



“Well, I’m glad to have you,” I said, “even if I feel a little guilty pulling you away from her.”



He sighed theatrically and pressed a hand to his breast above his heart. “Absence makes the heart grow fonder.”



With a couple hours to kill, Jason drove us to the Bywater neighborhoods, where we looked at cute, colorful houses that Pamela absolutely adored. We made love-drunk promises to each other to come back here someday and often, to see everything on our lists we missed – which was quite a bit.



The restaurant Jason and Aniela picked for dinner that night was a cheery waterside place with something of a cross between a plantation and paddleboat feel to it. It was quaint and curious, and staggeringly big on the inside. We were the first to arrive. Aniela made reservations for a private room in the back overlooking the water, and there we waited with plates of oysters and crab-stuffed fried doughballs that I wish I’d tried earlier that week.



I was leaning into a story from Jason about dinner with my mom at a local restaurant in my hometown when the curtain to the room pulled open and there she was, my blonde, beautiful Aniela. Her colorful sleeveless Southwestern style dress was far more playful than anything she wore in New York, and emphasized her slim figure. Her hair had been carefully done to appear as though she hadn’t done anything to it at all, pulled back in a messy braid with strategically placed tendrils emphasizing her gorgeous face. I knew immediately what was going on.



My Aniela came to
 play
 .



But Pamela wasn’t looking so terrible herself, in creamy slacks and a pink, midriff baring top that lifted her breasts and thrust them out to the world with zero shame. Her hair was at its best silky, full, and down, and that’s how she wore it that night, even foregoing one of her beloved hats to show it off.



“Aniela,” I said, and though I hurt knowing we couldn’t be together, my heart purred and it came through in my voice. Even I was surprised at my quiet, self-assured growl. I stood, and kept myself to a short embrace and a kiss of her cheek. She smelled good, some kind of soft, sweet lotion making me want to explore her every nook and crevice. I turned and gestured at Pamela, who was also rising. “And this is Pamela Van Horn. Pamela, this is Aniela Harmon.”



“It’s a pleasure,” Pamela said. “He told me a lot about you today.”



“All good things, I hope?”



“Except that you’re taken. That’s a shame. You’re yummy.”



Aniela blushed prettily and even I was taken a little aback. Was Pamela bi? Could I be that lucky? “Thank you. You’re stunning.”



Jason watched all this, amused. To me, he said, “It’s like a game of tennis between Octavio and… what was the other one’s name?”



“Dodge,” I said, “and you’re exactly right.”



Pamela smacked me, and this time, Aniela’s smile felt like it might be approaching genuine. We settled in and a waiter came by to take our order. When he left again, Jason downed another oyster and asked what restaurants we went to that week. I listed them, and both he and Aniela looked at me expectantly.



“That’s it?” Jason asked.



“We didn’t get out much this week,” I said, and squeezed Pamela’s knee. Aniela played it perfectly straight, not commenting, her expression never changing. “But we had fun anyways. So what do we know about tomorrow?”



“Not much, I’m afraid,” Aniela said. “Those of us making travel arrangements have only been given the barest details. Flight details and where we need to book hotel rooms, mostly. The day after tomorrow, we fly to Sestneau. After that is Switzerland, then Dubai and back to the United States. Some of them we can guess. Your father loved to ski, and Switzerland was practically his home away from home for that.”



“Great,” I said. “I like skiing.”



“Dubai, I had some ideas about,” Jason said. “It’s my understanding from his valet there’s a racetrack there Mr. Radjevic enjoyed, the sort of place you bring your own car. He co-owned it with one of his friends at the second funeral.”



“A race?” I asked.



“Something like that, yes. But there was a lot about Dubai he loved, so that’s only a guess. It feels right, though.”



“And arrangements can be made for Pamela?” I asked Aniela.



Aniela’s lips pressed tight, but she nodded. “Yes. I’m on top of that.”



“It will be good to get to know you,” Pamela said, offering something of an olive branch.



“You too,” Aniela said.



Silence fell between us, an uncomfortable one, and Pamela finally leaned forward. “I’m sorry, Jason, would you mind giving us a second?” Jason stood, and patted my shoulder as he passed. When he was out of the booth, Pamela said to Aniela, “Okay, look. Let’s get this out there. I know you warned Liam about women who might want to take advantage of him. I don’t. I’ve come to care a lot about him this week. He’s magnetic, charming, and he’s a wonderful guy. I also know you hurt him-” Aniela’s eyes flicked to me at that, wounded “-and you probably didn’t mean to. I’m not judging you. He says your situation is complicated. All I want to do this trip, the only thing I’m after, is figuring out if we’re really this compatible. If you have a problem with that, I’m sorry, but I don’t care. He’s too good of a guy not to fall for, and I’m not going to apologize for that or try to impress you. He’s who I care about.”



I expected a blowup. I expected claws and teeth and God knew what else. Instead, Aniela studied Pamela for a long minute, then stood and poked her head out to gesture to Jason. Before he rejoined us, Aniela turned and said simply, “I think we’re off on the right foot.”



Oh boy.









Chapter 13



 



Fedir asked me to come to the meet-up spot half an hour early to sign the paperwork necessary to waive any winnings I might net throughout the competition. We were given no notice about how we were supposed to dress that day, so I kept it simple in khakis and a tee under a Hawaiian shirt. Pamela, in a tank, open blouse, and open blouse, almost matched me, save for her Panama hat.



“Nervous?” she asked me as Jason drove us to a warehouse and office complex not all that terribly far from where we took the boat tour.



“Not about the competition. I don’t really care about that. But about seeing my brothers and sisters again, yeah. Well, not nervous, but… not excited either? Anxious, maybe.”



“I get that. That’s me every Thanksgiving.”



I laughed. “Yeah, I suppose that’s about right.”



The complex was modern and sleek. The office building was mostly glass save for a sloping white rooftop, and the warehouse was a big hangar-style Quonset hut. Its big doors were open, and parked outside was a group of small delivery vans. Judging from the people milling about them, it was obvious our task for the day probably had something to do with those.



When we pulled in, Jason showed a man with a tablet his ID. We were directed to a parking spot beside the warehouse, and I was shown into the office building. Fedir took up a spot in a big conference room, two laptops open before him. A squarish legal document box sat a few spots away from him, loaded with different colored folders. A small man seated near Fedir rose to his feet and began looking through the file folder. He pulled out a blue one and laid it on the table, smiling and gesturing at the chair. I took it, and Fedir looked up, distracted.



“That’ll be all.”



The small man dipped his head and left the room, closing the door behind him. I opened the folder and riffled through the waivers. There was a lot of legalese, but the salient points were in bold, stating that I stood only to inherit the initially agreed-upon forty million and that I waived any rights to the prize money, should I win any of the events. Fedir handed over a silver-barreled pen, and I signed at all the highlighted spots. When I finished, I slid the folder and the pen to my uncle. He studied me, then collected the pen and nodded.



“The competition starts soon,” he said curtly. “Use the bathroom. Take a walk.”



“That’s it?”



“You made your feelings clear about me the last time we spoke, Liam. Quite colorfully, too.”



“You’re using all of us as some kind of twisted entertainment. I’m not going to apologize for being pissed about that.”



“If you truly believe that’s what this is about, then why are you here?”



“For my brothers and sisters. For a chance to get to know them.”



Fedir studied me, then collected the file folder and the pen. He didn’t say anything more, so I stood up and left.



* * *



When I walked out into the sunshine, a big gray Lincoln SUV pulled into the lot. I recognized the woman in the passenger’s seat and grinned, waving as Vivian in turn waved to me. She spilled out with Cathy and another pair of siblings, and I went to greet them. Vivian gave me a monster of a hug and Cathy wasn’t far behind.



“God, it is muuuuggy!” Vivian said brightly, fanning herself with an actual folding fan. She even snapped it. I thought for a moment maybe we were in some Victorian play.



“And why aren’t you staying in the same hotel as us?” Cathy said, nudging my arm. “We had some fun on Bourbon Street last night and you missed out.”



While their driver and assistants in a second car parked, we talked some about the accommodations and my reasons for coming into New Orleans early. I spotted Aniela and Pamela coming out of the office building with cups of coffee in hand and waved them over so I could introduce Pamela to my sisters.



“You work fast, little brother,” Vivian said. “How many is this in half a month? A dozen. Two?”



Pamela snickered at that. “Thanks,” I said drily.



Kincaid and Vance, the twins, arrived next along with Evan, the three of them as big as houses. Evan shook my hand with a friendly clap on the shoulder to go with it. The twins, firmly in Dodge’s camp, did so with far less enthusiasm. Not two minutes behind them were Octavio, Dodge, and Dodge’s wife, Janet. Octavio embraced me warmly, Dodge and Janet pointedly ignored me until I walked right up to him and stuck my hand out. He sighed and shook.



“You are already the brother I wish I could have swirlied,” he said as I pumped his fist.



Dillon, my quiet, carrot-headed brother from the limo ride to my father’s first funeral, was one of the last to arrive and stood apart from everyone despite us trying to invite him to join the group. He spoke rapidly into his phone, laughing now and then, and only hung up when Fedir stepped out into the sunshine.



“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Come inside and we’ll get started.”



We traveled in a group, me taking the rear of the pack. Octavio joined me. “It’s good to see you again, Liam. I thought you might decide to back out.”



“Nah. You’re stuck with me a while longer.”



Fedir guided us into the same boardroom and we took up spots around it. Fedir’s assistant stood beside the box of file folders, and Fedir took the same seat he occupied before. He started without preamble.



“There are rules to the games we’ll play in the days ahead, primarily among them is that you adhere to the heart of what your father intended. No pettiness, no cheating, and in everything, be a consummate gamesman. Each leg of this journey together will see a new adventure with new rules particular to those games. I do not expect you to act like saints, but I do expect you to honor the wishes of my brother. You may ask me if you have any questions about what is or is not acceptable, but as you are all adults-” his eyes flicked towards me and I tensed at the obvious dig “-I should not have to tell you how to behave.”



He nodded to his assistant. The young man pulled out the file folders quickly and distributed them around the table. Unlike mine from earlier, this one had my name on an attached tab. Inside was a list of five names and addresses, as well as a key fob.



Fedir spoke again. This time, his tone was warmer. “Antonio loved this city. It was here, when we were on vacation as youths, he was discovered, and here he his first major photoshoot took place. This office building is the headquarters of one of his distilleries.” I noticed Dodge lean forward at that, his interest undisguised. “New Orleans was in Antonio’s blood. So was kindness. Antonio represented a charity group for a number of years, one of his greatest prides. They were responsible for distributing food to the elderly and the disabled. Whenever Antonio was in town, he made a point of joining in. Even after the charity was folded into a larger organization, Antonio still loved to help. You are going to relive some of that legacy today. Each of you has been given a list of names and addresses. Your task is simple. Drive to each home on that list, and distribute to them one of the boxes in the back of your van. Whoever does this the fastest wins today’s prize. Ten percent shares in his local distilleries.”



Dodge looked tremendously pleased at that. The twins grinned at each other, and even Cathy leaned forward. Dillon opened his folder and pulled out his phone, but Fedir rapped his knuckles against the tabletop and Dillon looked up, nonplussed.



“Use of your phones to look up routes is not permitted until I say go, and we’re not quite done yet. You are allowed one companion for today’s trip. They may drive or navigate, but you are the one to walk the boxes to the door. Once you’re finished, you come back here and check in, and your time will be recorded. Do not forget, there are overarching prizes as well, so even if someone has already won, try your best and your points will count towards the final goal. Understood?” We all agreed we did indeed understand, and Fedir smiled. “Go.”



* * *



Outside, it was a madcap race to the assistants or to the vans. Dodge grabbed Janet and they jogged for the first van. Dillon, ever the loner, opted not to bring anyone with him and sprinted for the second, his phone out again. I stopped to look at my addresses as Jason, Pamela and Aniela joined me.



“Well?” Pamela asked.



“It’s a race across the city to distribute food,” I said. “I hate that they’re gamifying this shit. It’s charity. A prize shouldn’t be dangled in front of us for doing good things.”



Aniela laid a hand on my shoulder. “But you are still doing good things. That’s worth it.”



“You’re right.” I looked at the addresses. “None of these are familiar.”



Jason took the list and clicked his tongue. “The street names are familiar but beyond that…”



Aniela and Pamela looked too, and both of them shook their heads. “It’s too bad Cyril isn’t here. He used to drive a taxi on the weekends.”



“Yeah,” I said, then glanced up sharply. “Wait. Fedir never said who I needed to take with me. I mean, Dodge took Janet. Is Cyril around today?”



“I’ll call and ask,” Pamela said, and hurried to do just that while I jogged back towards the building. Fedir was standing outside, clipping the end off a cigar. He looked at me and frowned.



“Can I invite a local friend to be my driver?” I asked.



“I don’t see a problem with that,” he said.



“Thanks.”



I ran back, and Pamela gave me the thumbs-up as she finished on the phone. “Meet him at the same breakfast place we had our first date. That van’s small, but you’ll have trouble getting through the French Quarter with it.”



I grinned. “Our first date?”



She kissed me and pinched my ass. “Go!”



As it turned out, that was some fantastic fast thinking. When I pulled up to the breakfast place, not only was Cyril ready and waiting, but he had coffee and beignets in hand. “I’m liking this decision already,” I said. “I’ll pay you for your time.”



“Forget it. The way you’re lighting Pamela up, it’s making Suzie happy too, and I am reaping the benefits, my friend. I am happy to help.”



I gave him the list of addresses, and he grinned.



“Oh, this is good. All these places, they’re little nooks and crannies, and they’re jumbled up. If you drove across New Orleans in order, you’d be at this for six, seven hours.” He had me pull my phone and write out the addresses in a different order. Then he took the keys from me and I rode in the passenger seat while he drove.



The first address wasn’t a house at all, but an apartment on the third floor above a closed clothing store. No elevator, either. I had to hoof it, and that box had a lot of canned goods. Thankfully, I just spent a week doing some intense, enthusiastic, and sweaty cardio, so I wasn’t too bothered by that.



An old man with a ring of fine white hair atop his head answered the door. “I was expecting you. Come in. You can drop that off in my kitchen.”



“Great,” I said, and hauled it in. He guided me through a pristinely kept living room. Dozens of unframed pictures were pinned on the wall, most showing a chubby-cheeked with gray hair and sparkling eyes, usually with the old man. I saw no sign of her, though.



I set the box down on his kitchen counter. “Well, I hope you and your wife enjoy,” I said. “I use that pasta sauce too.”



“Paula always said the canned stuff tasted better than the jarred,” the man said, smiling faintly.



“Always said? She passed?”



“Yes. About two months ago.”



“Oh. Damn. I’m sorry to hear that. She looks like a sweet woman.”



“The kindest soul in the world,” he said, his voice quavering. He looked away, and gestured at the door. I nodded, and left him be.



Back in the van, I felt disquieted, and it must have shown. Cyril glanced at me as he put the van in drive and asked if everything was okay. I told him the man’s wife just passed, and he was quiet a moment too. “Don’t know what I’d do without Suzie,” he said softly. “I think she’d remarry. I’d want her to. But I don’t think I could. I think I’d be like some ghost, but with nowhere to haunt.”



I thought about that old man, and silently agreed.



The second house was on the outskirts of the city in a ringed road lined in squarish homes. Children played in an inflatable pool in front of one, and a couple girls in tank tops and shorts sat on the steps of another. Two houses beyond that was the address we needed. It could use a paintjob, like most houses on the ring, but the lawn was well maintained and someone had obviously given the flower beds a lot of love.



As I pulled the box from the back, the front door opened on a pleasantly plump woman with hair dyed a Kool-Aid shade of red, complete with matching lipstick. She was indefinable in age, but bore the good humor of a life well spent, with laugh lines that creased as she smiled at me.



“Oh my gosh, you’re his spitting image,” she said, and gave a great big joyous laugh.



“Thank you,” I said. I knew that wasn’t quite true but I’d take the compliment.



“Ruth,” she said.



“I’m Liam,” I said as I came up her sidewalk. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”



“He said the same thing the first time he came here. The exact same thing.”



I laughed. “Wait, he actually made the deliveries in person?”



“Oh yes! Antonio was a wonderful man. And not just because I had a crush on him.” She realized she was blocking the door and backed up “Come in, come in. I know you’re in some kind of hurry, but would you like something to drink?”



“Oh, that’s quite all right.” I brought in the box, and like with the old man before her, I was shown into a small kitchen that smelled like that morning’s bacon. “Ohhh, I smell bacon.”



She clapped her hands. “I still have some! Would you like a sandwich to go?”



“No, no, that’s all right, thank you.” I settled the box down. “I have to ask, what was he like?”



“Oh, dear, you didn’t know him?”



“At a distance,” I said, smiling.



“Well… he was just as polite as you, but he loved to flirt, even with someone as ancient as me.”



“Hardly ancient, and I can see why he would, a lovely woman like you.”



She gasped and blushed. “Oh, you are his son.” Her smile faded. “He… he was wonderful. He wasn’t always able to stay long, but he would have a cup of tea, and I always made coffee cake in case he was the one coming that day. Your father loved coffee cake, and he would always have a piece with me.” She gestured at a covered dish, tears slowly sliding down her cheeks. “He made time. That’s always what impressed me. I thought at first it was some kind of show. Everyone on his routes did. But he was sincere. Oh, I know he was an actor, but when he was with me, he was present. Does that make sense?”



“It does,” I said softly. “Do you have a piece today? We could have one. In his memory.”



“Darling, I know about the race. You must need to be going…”



“No. I can take some time. But I do have one request. I have a driver, and I know he would be crazy for a piece of coffee cake too.”



Her smile warmed me to my core. “I’ll cut it up while you go get him.”



So there I was, smack dab in the middle of a race allegedly for my father’s properties, standing beside a sink with a plate of dry coffee cake and sipping a cup of tea. And I got it. I got why Dad loved this.



We finished our cake and tea, and I made promises to visit Ruth if I came back to the area again. Her last words to me stuck with me, then and always.



“I said it before, but I mean it now. You really are your father’s son.”



I kissed her cheek for that, and left feeling a little dazed.



Who the hell were you, Dad?



In the van, I said to Cyril, “What kind of a man locks the door on his family, but makes time to help a stranger feel like she’s part of his?”



Cyril thought about that. “A complex one, I’d guess.”



I laughed shakily. “Yeah.”



The rest of our rounds were like that. A man who needed to sit in a wheelchair after answering the door on shaky legs told me Dad used to play a word game with him online. “I mean, he’d get busy,” he said, “and sometimes I wouldn’t hear from him for a week or two. But he always hopped back on eventually. That’s how I knew him passing, it was real.” I ended up downloading the game and adding him in as a friend.



At another house, a willowy older woman told me that when Dad found out her washer was broken, he bought her a new washing machine. At the last place, an apartment building, a surprisingly young blind man told me Dad arranged front row tickets for a symphony for him and his then-girlfriend. “We didn’t last, but I still have those ticket stubs. Man, what a show. The most gorgeous music I’ve ever heard.”



After we left his place, I think we would have won that day if I didn’t do what I did. I’m pretty sure of it. Cyril knew the city well and we wasted little time trying to find parking when I could just walk a block with a box on my shoulder.



But as we drove, we passed a strip mall with a hobby store, and I thought about that first place we stopped at and that old man and his tacked-up pictures.



“I need you to swing around and go back to that hobby store,” I said. Cyril glanced at me curiously, but I didn’t fill him in. He circled the block, pulled in, and parked. Inside, I bought a stack of picture frames. The clerk asked me if I was that meme guy. I laughed and said that I was.



Cyril and I wound up back at the old man’s apartment. I carried up the bags of frames, and when I knocked, the old man opened the door. Without a word, I held up the bags and brought them to his kitchen table.



“For your pictures,” I said. “I hope I’m not overstepping.”



“No,” the old man said. His voice shook. “Not at all.”



By the time we finished framing the pictures and Cyril and I drove back, three of my siblings already checked in, Dillon first among them, followed by Dodge.



I didn’t mind a bit.



* * *



Fedir gathered us that night in a nice seafood restaurant close to the hotel where most my siblings were staying. I felt emotionally drained and more confused than when I started the day. Pamela and Aniela sensed my mood and asked me about it. I couldn’t say much. I just held Pamela to me, and asked Aniela if I was okay to hug her. She agreed, and things felt so natural and right I almost kissed her.



They weren’t the only ones who sensed my mood. At dinner, Vivian asked me, “What’s up? You seem out of sorts tonight.”



“Did you talk to them? The people Dad helped?”



“Um, to say hi to. You know, here are your groceries, that sort of thing. Why?”



Beside her, Octavio held my gaze. He said quietly, “I did. You did too?”



I nodded. He raised his glass the tiniest bit. I returned the gesture, and we drank.



As our dinner wound down, Fedir rose and tapped his glass with his silverware. We quieted, and he began to speak. “Today was an excellent start. We tried to throw you a curveball, and many of you wound up scoring a home run anyways.” He rested a hand on Dillon’s shoulder. “Of course, there can only be one winner. And young Dillon here has posted one marvelous, unbelievable time.”



Dillon grinned. “Thanks, Fedir. It was for the good of the community.”



“Cheers to that,” another sibling said.



But Fedir didn’t let Dillon’s shoulder go. “A very unbelievable time.”



Dillon’s grin slipped. “What do you mean?”



“It was a clever idea, having four of your contacts drop off boxes to save time, then waiting a few hours to make it seem believable. But did you really think we weren’t going to monitor them or you to see what you were doing?”



Now Dillon looked scared. “Fedir, I…”



“The rules were clear. I was clear. The spirit of these games is honesty and sportsmanship. You break the spirit of that, you are no longer welcome on the trip.”



Dillon glared up at him, then the rest of us. He shoved away from the table and stood, then walked away. I’ve never heard from him since.









Chapter 14



 



Sestneau.



Whooo boy. Sestneau.



* * *



Pamela and I made love in New Orleans one last time before we met up with Cyril and Suzie for breakfast. I tried to pay Cyril for his time and help, but again, he wouldn’t take it. “Come on back with Pamela sometime,” he said.



“Count on it,” I said.



Jason and Aniela picked us up at the restaurant, and we drove to the airport. Pamela opted to sit next to me in the middle seat in the back, holding my hand and resting her head on my shoulder. “My favorite vacation ever,” she said, and I turned to kiss her.



“Agreed,” I murmured against her lips. She smiled, pecked mine again, and nestled into me.



Up front, Aniela looked stoically ahead until her phone rang. She fumbled at her purse and said, “Sorry, sir, I forgot to mute it.”



“I’ve told you before and it will always be true. You don’t need to be so on your toes around me, even if we’re not sleeping together. Take it if you want. I’m just enjoying the drive.”



She turned, looked at me, and said, “Thanks.” She answered, and said “Hey, baby. I didn’t wake you up this morning, did I?” Pause. “Oh good. We’re just on our way to the airport now. The flight will be about eleven hours but we have a long drive after that.” She twisted towards me for just a second then caught herself and looked ahead again. “It will be the four of us, plus his siblings and some of their significant others and assistants.” A lengthier pause, and this time, her voice was artificially sweet. “We’ll talk about this later, okay? I’m with them now. Okay. Yes. Yes. Love you too.”



She hung up and I asked, “Trouble at home?”



“Not your concern. Sir.”



The words were as sharp as a whipcrack, and even unflappable Jason looked startled by them. I smiled tightly. “All right. Sorry to intrude.”



Pamela squeezed my knee and shook her head. I didn’t push Aniela. Besides, I was in a mood of my own after the previous day’s charity rally.



There were two private airfields back in my hometown, so I saw plenty of small private jets before that day, but I never saw before or since something as grossly opulent as the big private 787 we flew out on. It was ultra-luxurious, with two main matching cabins, both decked out in large, comfortable chairs, tables that came out from the walls or floors, and more TVs than a sports bar.



Practically every one of us siblings had either significant others, assistants, or both traveling with them. Most the assistants rode in the rear cabin. I invited Jason and Aniela to sit with us up front. Aniela accepted my offer without a word, but Jason declined, and his reason amused me. He leaned in and muttered under his breath, “No offense, Liam. But I’m going to ask around, see if anyone has a lead on what the next events are. Get us a one up on the competition.”



God dang, I sure hoped Mom considered sticking with him.



I sat with Pamela and Aniela at first, but Pamela said to me, “I’d like to talk to Aniela alone for a while, get to know her. Why don’t you sit with your siblings?”



“All right,” I said. Feeling nonplussed, I rose and headed for a cluster with Dodge, his wife Janet, Vivian, and Cathy. Dodge stood, and I thought he might sit somewhere else, but instead, he spoke quietly to a flight attendant. She disappeared and brought him a bottle of water, a blanket, and a pillow. Only when he came back to Janet did I realize she was white as a ghost and clutching the armrests.



“It’s all right, love,” Dodge said quietly, giving me a dirty glare as if this was somehow my fault. “Take your pill and we’ll be in Europe before you know it.”



Janet nodded, her lips pursed tight. From a pocket she produced a slim bottle of pills and dropped them. “Damn damn damn,” she whimpered. I hadn’t yet buckled in so I scrambled for the pills and came up with them. She took them, and Dodge, through what had to be gritted teeth, thanked me. This time, she managed to get one out and drink it down with some water. After some hesitation, she pulled out a second, broke it in half with her fingernail, and popped that too. Dodge, in an uncharacteristic show of gentleness, slid a pillow behind her head and unfurled the blanket to wrap around her. They kissed as politely as old friends, him on her cheek, her making an air “mwah,” and then he settled in beside her, holding her hand.



After the captain’s greeting over the intercom, we settled in to take off. Vivian got a string of texts and smiled apologetically at us. “Sorry, we had to let a programmer go and things are kind of ugly back at the office.”



“Oh no!” Cathy said.



“Slashing expenses,” Vivian said. “As it turns out, people aren’t really all that interested in a video game about a women’s basketball team taking on eldritch horrors. Who knew?”



I laughed. “That sounds like exactly my type of thing.”



“Yeah, well, unfortunately, it flew completely under the radar. No one picked it up. No sites, no streamers, nothing. It tanked. The cuts are temporary. With what Antonio left us, I’ll be able to get the staff back up to snuff in a few months, but until then…” She drew her thumb across her neck in a throat-slitting gesture. I winced and nodded commiseratively. “You play games?”



“Oh yeah. Video games, not so often these days, but I get together with some friends from college and around New Bainbridge and we have a couple pen and paper game nights together.”



We talked about that some. Cathy and Dodge looked bored at the whole conversation, so eventually we switched things up to talk about their jobs. Dodge talked our ear off about investments until the plane leveled out. Then Cathy talked about obtaining her doctorate. “I’m taking the rest of this semester off,” she said nonchalantly. “I’m not in any rush.”



That led to a discussion of schools for a while, and that was pleasant enough. The flight attendant, a leggy blonde built not all that dissimilar to Aniela, came by to ask if we wanted anything. We ordered a round of drinks, save for Janet, who was now snoring softly. Vivian and Cathy looked through the movie listings and found a romance they wanted to watch. Dodge pointedly ignored me by reading the day’s newspaper. I thought about annoying him with inane conversation, but decided we made too much progress to go and ruin it by being petty.



When I came back to Pamela and Aniela, they fell quiet. I asked, “Everything okay?”



“We’re still figuring some things out, but… for what it’s worth, I like her,” Aniela said.



“Good. Glad we have your approval,” I said, perhaps more harshly than I intended. Aniela’s stare was sharp enough to cut.



Pamela and I talked some about our beliefs and political ideals, just to get that out of the way and make sure we weren’t going to discover the other was a racist or something awful like that. Aniela even joined in, and we all found out that although we had our differences in specifics, there was nothing too horrible lurking in the bushes. Aniela told Pamela about her aspirations to become a lawyer, and Pamela said coyly, “You know… I hear New Bainbridge has a hell of a law degree program.” Aniela stammered and blushed at that, and it cut the conversation short again. Pamela’s flirting with Aniela was certainly interesting but I couldn’t yet tell if it was more than surface level or not. Maybe she was just riling Aniela up or maybe she really was interested.



The rest of the flight was pretty boring and uneventful. I tried to hang with the twins during a meal, but they were utterly insufferable, giving the flight attendant a laundry list of things they wouldn’t eat due to allergies instead of asking her simply if she could make something that adhered to their dietary plans. I took my own meal back with Pamela and Aniela, feeling oddly tired and defeated.



Much as I wanted to join the Mile High Club with Pamela, I wasn’t about to try that stunt with my family around. There would be another time. We had a cocktail or two, then laid out our seats and pulled a privacy curtain so we could get some sleep – and it was just sleep, aside from some light petting. We would arrive in Europe about the same time as we took off – the early morning – so best to get some rest while we could. But before I drifted off, Aniela poked her head in. She looked like she might say something, and in turn I felt like I should too. Instead, we just blinked at each other, and then she shut the curtain again.



* * *



For my money, there are few countries so beautiful as Sestneau. You can’t fly in, not on a plane the size of the one we took to Europe, so we drove the last two hours instead through sharply angular mountain ranges so stunning I leaned my head out the window to look up at the peaks and take pictures like the tourist I was. I didn’t feel too bad. Pamela did the same thing too.



We got her first modeling shot when we stopped at a turnout. In her colorful long-sleeved top – plunging, of course – and a black beanie hat, she made my heart feel more vertigo than any of those dramatic cliffs. I took a few pictures of her presenting the mountains behind her, then twirling with her arms raised, putting her breasts on great display.



She looked them over and beamed. “Perfect.”



The mountains never really break when you enter the capital city of Haargen. They just fan out in a huge bowl, with the city sparkling in the middle. It’s really lovely, with the oldest sections populated by houses with the same shade of blue roofs, all sloped at such a degree they look like they could slice bread. It’s not a huge city – barely even a town – so right away, you see the castle at its center. It’s not as big as it appears in photographs, but it is an incredibly striking building, with eight grand turrets surrounding a tall, narrow keep. It is a holdover from a different time, when Sestneau’s monarchy was more than a figurehead, but it is well worth the long drive, if you go to Europe.



We were expected at the castle but didn’t head there straight away. Instead, we were driven to a classy row of flats just a couple blocks from the government buildings. Each one was painted a bright, cheerful color. Mine was a cherry red. The housing was specifically for guests of the monarchy, and came with a wide garage and two narrow but comfortable floors. Pamela and I brought our things inside. To afford us some privacy, Jason would be staying at a more modest hotel on the edge of the city. I told Aniela in no uncertain terms I wanted her staying with me at each leg of the journey. Was it petty? You bet your ass it was. I wanted her in bed thinking about what I was doing to Pamela every night. We might not be together, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t play my own games.



Exhausted from the flight, Pamela and I took a shower while Aniela used the one downstairs. We ditched our clothes, and before we turned on the water, Pamela knelt and grinned up at me. “I was thinking of doing this since we took off,” she said, and devoured me. Just as fast as she swallowed down my hardening dick, she popped off it again. “Be loud. I want her to hear.”



“You’re attracted to her, aren’t you?” I asked.



Pamela grinned, and dove back down on my cock again, still staring up at me with those beautiful, soft eyes. I stroked her lustrous hair and winked before I said, “Oh, fuck, Pamela. That feels good.”



She pulled off me again and murmured, “Tell me to suck your cock. Get into it. Get vocal.”



Her lips returned to me and this time I put more effort into it. “Suck that dick. God, I love those lips on me.”



“Mm,” Pamela said around me and gave me a thumbs up. She slurped on my tip deliberately, and her hand went between her legs, playing with herself.



“Deeper. I said deeper!” I shook my head, but Pamela did it anyways, still grinning around me. I hit the back of her throat and now her eyes closed. She moaned and gurgled around me, and behind me somewhere, I heard the soft creak of a stair. “Suck it harder, baby. You can take it deeper.”



“Mmf!” Pamela moaned around me, and really did try to take me deep. She was at the point now where she could take me to the edge of her throat and just a little deeper. Practice made perfection even better. She pulled off me and spat on my length. “I want it on my face. I want a picture for just the two of us.”



I raised my eyebrows at that and she nodded vigorously. “You want a picture of my come dripping off your face? Fine. I’ll come all over your face. I’ll fucking paint you. And then I expect you to eat every drop when we’re done.”



“Yes, Liam,” she moaned. “Every drop. I love tasting you. I love watching you when you come in my mouth.” She jacked me as she talked, and started sucking my tip with fast strokes of her lips. We really didn’t have a ton of time, so I didn’t hold anything back and let myself enjoy it.



Her head bobbed up and down my length and I thought I heard the sound of soft breathing somewhere in the hall. I didn’t want to turn and break the spell. Instead, I thought back to my times with Aniela and said, “You’re mine now. When I want this mouth wrapped around my cock, it’s mine. Understood?”



“Mmm!” Pamela moaned, and I did not think this time it was faked. The hand on my cock jerked me harder, faster. The hand at her pussy made her rock up and down. She really wasn’t faking this. Holy shit.



“If I want to fuck you, I’ll fuck you.”



Pamela took a deep breath through her nose and took me deep, holding me as long as she could, eyes watering. “Uck! Ee!”
 Fuck me!



I stroked her hair and brought her back off me, then speared into her mouth again, fucking her face, growing close. “If I decided tomorrow you’re going to have my kid, I’ll fuck you raw and you’ll take every last drop of it in your pussy.”



“Urk! Urk! Aw! Ery op!”
 Raw! Every drop!



“Or your throat. Or your ass, Pamela. You. Are. Mine.”



“Ors!” She came off me, spittle all over her chin, eyes crazed. “Yours! Oh my God, Liam, I’m yours, I’m your hungry little cock slut, take me, take me, use me!”



My hand shot for my cock and I jacked myself as she came. Her eyes rolled up, her mouth went wide, and I growled, “Come for me, baby, come on those fingers, that’s it, you’re so fucking sexy. Close your eyes now, I’m going to come, I’m right there…”



“Do it,” she moaned, “come on my face, come on my face…”



“Oh fuck,” Aniela whimpered behind us, the only words she spoke the entire time.



I came. I shouldn’t have had much left in the tank after that marathon week but holy shit, did I really coat Pamela. Just streak after streak while she smiled blissfully, eyes closed, rocking back and forth. Her phone was on a tiny stand in the bathroom. I grabbed it, unlocked it, and asked, “You really want a picture?”



“Yes, yes, I trust you, do it…”



I snapped ten of them at different angles. The last half, she ran her fingers through the come on her face and licked it off them. But before she finished, she opened one eye and looked back towards the bathroom door. I looked too. Aniela leaned back against the wall, her skirt hiked up, her eyes dazed. I don’t know if she came or not, but she had that look to her like she had. Pamela stood, and wiped the last couple streaks of come off her face. She strode out of the bathroom and held them out to Aniela. My tall blonde assistant looked at me, licked her lips, then quick as she could, she sucked the come off and raced for the stairs again to Pamela’s soft laughter.



* * *



Dressed in my gray suit with a white button-down and no tie, I felt a little out of place, but when I came downstairs with Pamela on my arm in a classy red dress with a slit on the side I could have appreciated all day like art, Aniela made me feel quite a bit better by shamelessly staring at me.



“He does clean up well, doesn’t he?” she asked Pamela.



“He does that,” Pamela said. Neither of them acknowledged what happened in the bathroom.



I thought about saying something, but could come up with nothing. Instead, I took in Aniela in her white, sleek gown and said, “You look incredible. As always.”



“Thank you, sir,” Aniela said meekly.



We could all use a stretch so rather than wait for our car inside, we went for a short walk around the block, and we weren’t the only ones who had the same idea. Octavio ambled ahead of us, rolling his arms and shoulders. When I called to him, he turned and smiled. We joined him, and he said, “You three make this city look drab in comparison. Pamela, Aniela, you are simply lovely.”



“Aw, thank you. And I love that suit,” Aniela said, eyeing him up and down. “And your shoes!”



“My vanity and my holdover from my life before my transition,” Octavio said, his eyes crinkling as he looked down at his checked black-and-white loafers. “I did love shoes then, and I think being a man has only made me love them more.”



“No heels,” Aniela said dreamily, and Octavio barked a laugh.



“I’ve been meaning to get you aside,” I said to him. “I want to show you my notes about the book. I was thinking, ah, I want to model the main character after you.”



“Liam! I’m touched!” Octavio said. “We’ll talk when we fly to Dubai, perhaps?”



“Perfect.”



Fedir assembled us not long afterwards at the steps of the house in which he’d be staying. I felt like I could sleep for three days, but he looked impervious to jet lag, the lucky bastard. When all of us arrived and our drivers awaited, he began.



“Tonight we dine with royalty. King Budomir Stefanic will be our most esteemed host throughout this stage of the journey, or perhaps more precisely, the royal family will. This country was the land of your great-great-grandparents, and one of Antonio’s favorite memories was performing Shakespeare here in this city. To honor that memory, tomorrow, you will be given a short piece to perform with a member of King Stefanic’s court at a local theater.” Most of us looked more than startled and a little green about that. The twins were the lone exception. Kincaid and Vance looked like they might be about to lick their chops. “Relax. The locals have been informed that that this will all be in good fun. You’re not expected to be great. Or even particularly good. However, whoever receives the loudest ovation will receive the highest marks for this leg of the journey. As for tonight, be at your very best. Any questions?”



Cathy laughed nervously. “Fedir, I have stage fright. You must be joking.”



“No. This was according to Antonio’s wishes.”



She laughed again, and under her breath, muttered, “Oh. My. God. I’m so dead.”



Privately, I thought I was too.



We were picked up and driven to the castle grounds. Guards in full regalia stood at attention at the castle gates and walked along the ramparts. Given how fluffy and sleek the outfits were, I doubted they actually saw a lot of guarding action, and in fact, just moments later, I saw a man in a more formal suit walking the grounds with an ill-concealed holster under his jacket.  Still, it was pretty cool to be driving into the grounds of an actual castle.



We were greeted and shown immediately into a great hall with towering ceilings capped in gorgeous murals of Sestneau’s many famous artists and writers, its biggest claim to fame. Well, that, and developing the patents to several rare metal mining technologies that would ensure the government’s coffers were full so long as mankind used computers, cell phones, and tablets. Regardless of how they made their money, the castle was impressive, inside and out.



I was halfway expecting a throne room, but instead, the great hall led to a reception hall, where a number of garishly dressed men and women applauded our entrance, as though we were royalty ourselves. At the front of a grand desk was a man in a wheelchair dressed in a fine blue suit, with a sash decorated in his country’s colors. He didn’t wear a crown, but judging from his position of honor, this had to be King Stefanic.



Okay, I was freaking out a little. I was meeting an actual king. That’s weird, even by my newfound standards of the word, and it sticks out as one of the most surreal moments of my life, of which there are plenty. But, and I cannot stress this enough, apart from a handshake and a short speech, we had nothing to do with the man apart from that entrance. He welcomed us, shook our hands, posed for a picture, and then fucked off to do whatever kingly things kings do in the modern world.



I wish I could tell you it was more exciting to meet him, but that night’s drama was going to come about thanks to another member of the royal court, in an inauspicious position in line with the other nobles.



Enter Duchess Claire Kupina.



The reason I’m not ever, ever,
 ever
 allowed even remotely close to Sestneau again.









Chapter 15



 



I’m not sure what his actual title was, so I’m going to call Charles the master of ceremonies. He was the head of things on the Sestneau end of our trip there, a tall, preening Spanish man with a head full of white curls like he belonged in a portrait with George Washington. Now that I think about it, he might have actually been wearing a powdered wig. Hm.



Anyways, once King Stefanic left us to our business, we were introduced to the nobles who would be our acting partners for the next day’s Fools’ Festival, as it was being called. I thought it appropriate, given our general lack of skills in the acting department. The royalty, having little to do with the actual governance of their nation besides PR work like this, pretended polite excitement over the ordeal. We were paired off by Charles and Fedir.



I was introduced not to my partner first, but her husband, the second oldest prince of the kingdom, Andreji Stefanic. He was a pasty, ill-bearded man with a weak grip and such glaring white teeth I knew they had to be veneers. “And my wife,” he said, “Duchess Claire Kupina.”



Fuck, fuck,
 fuck
 , she was incredible.



Some women in life look born to sin. Sweet, angelic faces but bodies like goddamn porn stars. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who so perfectly matched that description as Claire Kupina. Her oval face framed in dark brown locks emanated warmth and sweetness, and her smart blue dress was demure, even if it showed off just enough cleavage to arouse my little fella’s attention. She was in her late twenties or early thirties, with that softness that comes of motherliness and a comfortable lifestyle.



But that body, even under a relatively safe choice like that dress, was clearly to die for. Big, motherly breasts. A nice juicy ass and wide hips, but a slim waist. She shook my hand and smiled like she knew what I was thinking, that I wanted to drag her away from her husband and her two six-or-seven-year-old children and fuck her senseless in a closet somewhere.



Never did I actually think in just minutes – just fucking
 minutes
 – she would be jacking my cock.



“It’s very much a pleasure,” I said, shaking her hand too, the hand that would be squeezing my dick under the long formal dinner table until I exploded against the base of the wood.



* * *



Dinner was served as soon as we were introduced. I thought it was early yet but meals were a serious sign of respect in Sestneau and a big formal way of greeting visitors. Welcome, here’s our home and enough good food to nearly make you sick, now please don’t overrun our country’s paltry military forces, thanks.



My siblings and I were seated with our partners and their significant others, ostensibly to talk about the next day’s bit of fun on stage. Our noble partners had their pieces written out, and shared them in between the first course and the second. I barely noticed the food. As the servants came to take pear salads away from us I’d barely touched, a hand dropped to my lap.



Her hand.



The Duchess’s hand.



“I requested you personally,” she said brightly and loudly. Where her husband’s English was clipped and emphasized the consonants with a hard edge, hers was almost completely unaffected, with maybe a touch of British formality to it, a sign of education abroad. “I saw you in those GIFs and memes and learned you were coming to my country and I told Andreji I absolutely must be partnered with him.” She stroked my cock and my knees jumped up and hit the table. Pamela glanced at me and I very carefully stared at my glass of wine.



What the
 fuck?



“Well, I, ah, I certainly appreciate that,” I said, chuckling. I tried to move her hand to my hip, and she let it rest there – for a few seconds, anyways. “It’s an honor to be here and to be paired with you.”



“It’s such a lovely country,” Pamela said. “And this castle, my goodness. Silly question, but do you live here?”



“Oh, no, we spend most our days in an estate in the woods north of here.” When Claire said the word “woods,” her fingers flicked against my rising cock. Go down, you traitor, I thought to myself. “It’s quiet and very peaceful. You must come sometime.” Yeah, you can guess at what word she flicked my cock again.



“We’d love to,” Pamela said. Servers emerged with bowls of a rich root soup, and she stopped talking long enough to sip. “Ooh, that’s delicious.”



The Duchess removed her hand to try her own and I scooted closer to the table to try to avoid any further play on her part. She sipped her soup delicately with a spoon and I tried to imitate her, a bear imitating a swan.



“So, about our performance tomorrow, I’ve selected a duologue for us from a local writer,” Claire said.



“It’s a bawdy piece,” Andreji said dismissively. “I still think you should go with something more classical.”



“Oh, it’s a bit of fun, darling,” Claire said, discreetly shifting her spoon to her left hand and patting at her lips with a napkin in her right. She placed the napkin on her lap and moved the hand again to my dick, which was peeking up like periscope. “Give the people some laughs. In any case, Mr. Fleming… may I call you Liam?”



“Of course,” I said, and she slid my zipper down. By moving closer to the table, I made it more difficult for myself to reach a hand down naturally and stop her, so I wiggled back.



Pamela eyed me. “Are you all right?”



“Just, ah, a long flight, lots of sitting, you know.”



“After dinner, we’ll have you on your back, but it’s up bright and early for you. I want us well-prepared for tomorrow night,” Claire said cheerily. She reached for a crust of thick grainy bread while her other hand worked the button on my jeans. “I understand you are in some kind of competition with your siblings. Well, Liam, I like a bit of competition-” here, her eyes flicked towards Pamela “-but I play to win.”



“It’s true,” Andreji said, patting his lips after a mouthful of soup. “She’s quite competitive.”



Her hand slipped into my pants… then gripped my cock. The Duchess of fucking Sestneau, with her husband right beside her, was giving me, a nobody, a handjob. At dinner.



But just as fast, she pulled the hand free and tore at a chunk of her bread. To this, she added a pat of butter, and soon I understand why. The woman was as fast as a magician, the way she palmed the butter, and soon, her greased hand returned to me before I could get my pants zipped up again.



“So it’s, ah, bawdy,” I said as she slicked me up.



“Oh, very naughty,” Claire said. “It’s about a scorned woman chasing after a popular man of her hometown.”



“Sounds like fun,” Pamela said. “How long are the plays?”



“No more than a few minutes each,” Claire said, “but plenty long enough to leave everyone satisfied.”



Jesus.



Down the table, servants were already taking away the soup despite having just served it. I sipped more as Claire’s fingers wrapped around my length and started to jerk me off.



“Excellent, isn’t it?” Pamela asked me.



“So good,” I said, and Claire jacked me harder for that.



“You are a writer, correct?” Andreji asked.



“I am, yes sir,” I said. I gave some very brief thoughts as to giving the Duchess a taste of her own medicine, but with her husband sitting on the other side, if he brushed my hand, it would be game over and I’d likely be thrown in prison. Or the dungeon. Whatever this place had. “I’m sorry. I mean, my lord? Your Highness? I’m sorry for being so, mm, rude…” Claire rubbed the base of my tip and I stamped the ground. “…but I have to admit, we were all a little blindsided by this trip. I wasn’t expecting to meet royalty.”



Or to have one of them wantonly giving me a fucking handjob.



Andreji chuckled. “Andreji, please. But in a more formal setting, or for future reference, Your Royal Highness or Sir or Ma’am.” He pronounced the latter as though the British would – “mahm.”



“I will keep that in mind,” I said faintly.



We dove into a discussion of writing. His inquiry was more a way for him to slip into the conversation that he was a poet, to which Claire gave me a literal eyeroll and jerked me harder. I tried to hold back, but the way she was going at it and the taboo nature of this had me on edge, not to mention that we could be caught at any fucking second if her husband looked down and saw how her arm was bouncing up and down, I was ready to come any second, but Claire seemed to understand this and squeezed my base hard enough to stop me. I grabbed at my wine and guzzled it down. Pamela again looked at me crossways, and I shook my head.



“It’s the mountain air,” one of the nobles said. “Makes a man thirsty.”



“Sure is,” I said, straining not to start thrusting into Claire’s hand.



I made it through two more courses, but by the time they brought out roast duck, Claire wasn’t playing anymore. She jacked me hard and didn’t stop, even when draping her napkin over her lap. I gripped my glass as a plate thunked down in front of me.



“Looks fantastic,” I said, trying not to shout. “Looks… so good!”



I came with a minute buck of my hips. It shot up out of me hard, hitting the bottom side of the table and dripping down between my feet. Claire gave my cock a pat, but her hand didn’t come up straight away. Instead, again as discreetly as anyone I’ve ever seen, she dabbed at her hands with her napkin, using the cloth as a cover to lick her fingertips, looking towards the servers and studiously away from me.



“Yes, delicious,” she said. “I can’t wait for dessert.” Then, again to me, she said brightly, “So… how about it, Liam? Partners in crime?”



“Y-yes, Ma’am,” I said.



* * *



In the early hours of the evening, I rushed into the house ahead of Pamela and Aniela, holding the door open for them and peeking out before slamming it shut and locking it.



“What is it? What happened?” Aniela asked.



I came to Pamela and cupped her cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I just cheated on you, but I swear, it wasn’t my fault.”



“What?” she asked. “I was with you the whole night.”



“Yes. You were.”



“Wait. Dinner,” she said, squinting at me, then her eyes widened. “No. No!”



“What’s going on?” Aniela asked.



I turned to her, then to Pamela, then stared somewhere in between the two of them and said, “I was just jerked off… by a fucking duchess.”



Silence, then Pamela started giggling. The spell broke, and Aniela said, “Whaaaat?”



“Yeah!” I said. “I tried to stop her, I swear. But… I don’t know, I’m a guy, and she’s a duchess, a very married duchess, and we were surrounded by people, and I can’t exactly shout that I have a significant other, and… I mean… once she had the pat of butter in hand, she was pretty goddamn phenomenal at it…”



Pamela slugged my shoulder. “Hey, I’m pretty good too.”



“Oh, you are, you are…” I ran a hand through my hair. “Shit. What if her husband finds out? I can’t wind up in a central European prison the rest of my life because some crazy noblewoman wants to have a little cream with her roast duck. I’m sorry, baby, I really am.”



“Under the circumstances, I think I can forgive you,” Pamela said. “She’s good. I never noticed a thing.”



Now they were both cracking up, and I started to crack up, and for a little while, it felt okay. The night was still early yet. We went out, we had drinks at a popular tavern with excellent live music, did a little dancing, and we walked back. Aniela was tipsy and told Pamela some bawdy jokes as we neared our flat. Pamela gave it right back to her. It was all in fun, a cap to a pleasant night. I don’t think Aniela was ready to jump in the sack with either of us.



But.



But when we arrived back at the flat, a car came around the corner, gray, small, nothing special. We started to head inside, but the car pulled up to the sidewalk and I stopped on the front steps. A figure in a big oversized coat with her head down stepped out of the passenger’s side, and Pamela whispered, “Oh shiiiit.”



Oh shit was right.



“I thought a nightcap was in order,” Duchess Claire Kupina said, smiling as she hurried up the walk.



* * *



With the door shut and locked behind me again, I stammered, “Your Highness, I…”



“Have you told your companion about our indiscretion?” Claire asked, her smile a sharp dagger aimed at Pamela.



“He has,” she said, and she didn’t seem angry. She seemed… amused.



“This is how this is going to work,” Claire said, undoing the buttons on her coat. “You…” she said, pointing at Aniela. “You’re lovely too. One of the servants, right?”



“Assistants,” Aniela said flatly.



Claire sighed and spread her arms. None of us moved, and finally she snapped, “My coat?”



We hadn’t moved because of what she wore underneath. A black shelf bra showed off a pair of big natural tits, the nipples thick and perked up. Matching sheer panties did nothing to hide her pussy. Her stockings drew my eyes. Fuck, I wanted to run my hands up and down those legs.



Aniela finally moved to take her coat, and Claire studied Pamela and I with a smirk. “So… like what you see?”



“You’re gorgeous,” I said simply. All my earlier thoughts about her being built like a porn star were true. This woman was an all-natural hot MILF.



“Here’s what I want, Liam.” She came to me, and gripped me through my slacks. I grunted, and hardened in her hand again. Her dark eyes flicked to Pamela, then back to me. “Getting two children out of my pathetic husband was difficult enough. I want a third. He does not, but I don’t care what he thinks. I want that baby.” She squeezed me tight. “You are going to fuck me and give me that baby. These two will help my enjoyment.”



“And in return?” Aniela asked, coming to stand beside Pamela, her chest rising and falling. Pamela’s own expression was sort of dreamy as she stared blatantly at Claire’s big breasts.



“And in return, you don’t start an international incident.”



“Are you blackmailing us?” Aniela asked.



“Are you really going to say no?” Claire asked.



The three of us looked at each other. “She has a point,” Pamela said.



“You’re into this?” I asked.



“She’s a duchess, Liam! I’ve been turned on thinking about her jerking you off all night!”



“All right, I’m convinced,” I said.



“In,” Pamela said, already kicking off her heels.



Aniela hesitated. I turned to her, and said, “We get it. You don’t have to.” I turned to Claire, but Aniela reached out and grabbed my arm.



“His words were… I can’t sleep with you,” she said, blushing. “I mean… technically, if you don’t fuck me, I can still have my fun.” She looked at Claire. “Okay.”



“Oh good,” Claire said. “The two of you can lick my cunt while I’m riding him. Come on. Upstairs.”



* * *



I was a mixture of freaked out and dizzyingly turned on. The Duchess’s ass was bigger and less firm than either my Aniela or Pamela, but no less attractive for it. There is something about a woman who’s had kids and stays a little full figured from it, something vital and extraordinarily sexy. I think it’s the reminder of life’s purpose, to make more life. Whatever it was, Claire had it.



The house might have been small but the upstairs bedroom dominated most of that floor and the bed was surprisingly big. Claire turned at the foot of it and grabbed me. The sweet face became something more devilish in the warm glow of the table lamps on either side of the bed. She was pure desire, a sexpot repressed by her position in society. She pulled back, and said to Aniela and Pamela, “Strip him.”



She slid off her heels and sat back on the bed while my girlfriend and assistant undressed me with deft, practiced fingers. Much like my time with Juliet and Clara, Aniela made a show of laying out the various pieces of my outfit, though her fingers now trembled while she did this. When I was down to my boxers, she hesitated, and looked to Pamela. Pamela understood, and finished the last bit of clothing by herself, leaving me nude and raging hard, even despite having come twice that day.



Claire said to Aniela and Pamela, “You two will attend me while he shows me how much he enjoyed my earlier attention.”



Annoyed but kind of into being commanded like that, I crawled up onto the bed and between her legs. These I took my time and stroked, enjoying the feel of the sheer silk stockings against her legs. Meanwhile, Pamela and Aniela undressed and slid onto the bed beside Claire. Aniela went for some pillows while Pamela helped Claire out of her bra. Aniela brought the pillows down and nestled them behind Claire’s head. Claire pulled her in for a kiss, then did the same with Pamela, the bra dangling from my girlfriend’s fingers and falling somewhere between the bed and the nightstand.



It was the first time I saw Pamela with another woman and I couldn’t help but watch for a long moment as my girlfriend made out with Claire. Aniela stared too, her hand going to Claire’s thigh and rubbing instinctually.



Whatever reticence we might have been feeling about this, it changed as the tension built. Without warning, Pamela dropped lower on Claire and cupped one of her breasts with both hands, her mouth going to the fat nipple. She sucked and moaned as though it were a treat, and judging from the way she rocked her ass back and forth, I didn’t think Pamela was faking her pleasure. Aniela and Claire kissed too, and Aniela’s hand at Claire’s thigh went to her sex through the fabric of her panties.



I saw that, and moved too, gripping the panties and tugging them down along Claire’s legs. She helped me by lifting her feet, and I kept them there, gripping them and kissing her ankles, her calves, her thighs. The slurps and popping noises Pamela was making had my already hard cock aching. I dropped to Claire’s pussy and started licking enthusiastically. She was muskier than my girls and her soaps more distinct, but I liked it. Was I worried her husband and his royal guard were going to come bust down the door? Absolutely. Was the danger also a turn-on? Again, absolutely. We could be caught at any moment so I made this count.



Claire responded to all of us, gripping Aniela’s taut ass, squeezing Pamela’s head tighter to her breast, and looking down at me to gasp, “Yes, you lick me, you lick my pussy…”



Despite the Duchess’s earlier language and her daring nature, I was still surprised to hear the word “pussy” fall so casually from a noblewoman’s lips. Did her people know what a slut they had on their hands? Was this a common occurrence for her? Now there was a thought. The Duchess riding in her chauffeured car, picking up some random, handsome guy off the street, fucking him senseless, then depositing him somewhere with nothing but a story on his hands, one surely no one would believe.



That idea drove me crazier, and I licked her pussy enthusiastically. She rocked as best she could against me, moaning when I teased her clit in wide circles with my tongue. “Mm, mm, yes…” she moaned. She grabbed Aniela by the hair and pointed down at me. “Push his face into my cunt.”



Aniela sputtered, “I…”



“Do it!” Claire snapped.



Aniela moved, cheeks burning bright, and gripped my head with her delicate fingers to nudge me into Claire’s pussy.



“Harder!”



Aniela sighed, and pushed me harder against Claire’s wet lips.



“I said harder, slut!” Aniela shoved me against Claire’s pussy. “God, yes, that’s it! Bury that tongue inside me, stud! And you, get back up here and suck my other tit.”



Although I couldn’t actually see her now, I could feel Aniela seething. To hurry Her Highness along, I pushed three fingers inside her pussy, then added a fourth, sawing my fingers in and out as hard as I was licking her from her lips to her clit.



“Yes, yessss, finger me harder, mmm, fuck…”



Aniela and Pamela sucked at her nipples. I heard Pamela moan and glanced up to see Claire with her hands on both women’s backsides, then realized she was fingering them as fast as I was fingering her. She stared down at me, her sweet eyes wild, and spread her thighs wider, her butt jutting up at me every time I sank my fingers deep inside her.



“Oh, ohhhh, just like that, just like that, mmm, I’m going to come and then I’m going to fuck you, Liam, I’m going to fuck you until you can’t take it anymore, and don’t you dare come anywhere but inside my cunt.”



I sucked on her clit at that, the thought of spurting deep inside this insane (and insanely hot) Duchess making me practically hump the mattress. Her thighs slapped back together against my face and she thrust her hips upwards.



“Oh fucking finger me! Finger me! I’m… I’m coooooming!”



Her pussy quaked around my fingers and she froze for a split-second before crying out. Then Claire was pushing away my loves. I pulled my fingers out of her and she gasped, “On your back.”



I rolled over. “A condom-” I started to say, and from the way Aniela reached out to the end table, I knew she was thinking the same, but Claire caught her hand and let go to smack her ass.



“No. I ride him bare. I want that baby.” Aniela’s look turned dark, and Claire grinned. It was not a kind grin, but the one a wolf might make when staking its claim in a mate. I didn’t like that grin. I wanted to wipe it off her face. I really didn’t like her talking to Aniela or Pamela like that. “Oh, don’t you start. He won’t be responsible for any of it but its making. I don’t care to throw away my duchy or my husband, worthless limp cock he might be.”



Aniela and Pamela both looked at me. Pamela shrugged and Aniela said hesitantly, “The idea is… kind of hot.”



I thought back to her words when we first hooked up, her pleading, sexy cries that I couldn’t come inside her because she could get pregnant, and I realized with a start that was a kink for her. Jesus, I was blind. Holding Aniela’s eyes a moment longer, I finally looked at Claire and nodded. “So long as the kid is loved,” I said.



Claire’s harsh gaze softened just long enough to nod. She wasted no time straddling me reverse cowgirl style, her wet pussy rubbing my length as she leaned back, hands beside my pecs, knees bent. She was extremely flexible, I had to give her that.



The position also gave Aniela and Pamela plenty of room to lick her pussy and my cock, as Claire demanded at the start of all this. She snapped her fingers at Pamela and pointed to my cock as I ground against the length of her lips. Pamela got between my legs and knelt, first gripping my cock with both hands and then lifting it to point it towards a little slice of heaven.



Claire dropped down onto me, her pussy taking every inch of my dick.



Unprotected.



I nearly came that first minute.



She started to bounce, and I mean bounce. That woman fucked as enthusiastically as she gave a handjob, and her mouth was off and running from the start. “That’s it, fuck, that’s my good fuck boy, you just keep that fucking dick nice and hard for me until I cream all over you…”



Jesus, this woman was nuts, but she was
 my
 kind of nuts.



Claire bounced harder, and I could hear her tits slap as they bounced up and down. “Going to put a baby in me, going to fuck this pussy and fill me with your come, going to make me pregnant…” She faded and snapped, “Well…? Start licking!”



She must have been talking to Pamela, because a moment later, a tongue flicked against me and then Claire as she dropped again on my shaft. I felt more than saw the bed shift and looked around Claire’s side to see Aniela get on her hands and knees behind Pamela, making something of a daisy chain of pussy licking. That was a moment I wish I could have experienced differently, maybe beside the bed, watching my girlfriend and the woman I still thought of as mine as they made love to each other for the first time. But I have to admit, the way it played out is pretty fucking hot and neither one of them seemed to complain.



Claire bounced on top of me so hard I thought she might fall off on an upward trajectory. My cock slipped out of her at one point, dripping with her cream, and Pamela wasted no time sucking me down, moaning around inches of me deep in her mouth. Claire tugged her hair until she was off me again, then snapped her fingers and pointed at her pussy.



Okay, I was really not liking this woman trying to dominate my girls.



I started to thrust back up at her, irritated. She tossed her head back and gasped, “Oh, oh fuck, yes, Liam, fuck me, fuck me, fuck me…”



Pamela licked her more frenetically, and behind her, Aniela was doing the same, her hands on Pamela’s ass, spreading her wide for her enjoyment. When Pamela relived the experience while riding my lap a few days later, she moaned in my ear that Aniela licked her ass that night, just a couple swipes, but it shocked her and felt so good.



But my focus that night had to be on the Duchess, or else we weren’t getting away from the royal city. I fucked up into her, holding on despite the need to come rising in me. Both of us were frantic, trying to make the other come, to run things, and then she said, “Can you at least try to lick my clit now and then, slut?”



That was it for me. I snapped, “Pamela, back away. “



Claire twisted as much as she could. “What are you-?”



I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to me. With the same motion I rolled us until she was on her stomach and I was behind her. I gave her no chance to get away from me, but sheathed myself back inside her in one hard thrust.



“Pamela and Aniela are mine,” I growled. “And tonight, they are far above your fucking station, Duchess. Tonight you are their come slut, their pussy-licking toy. Pamela, on your back in front of her.”



“Oh you bastard,” Claire said, and I smacked the Duchess of fucking Sestneau on her ass so hard it left a red imprint. She yelped and thrust back at me as much as she could. “What do you think-?” I spanked her again, and shoved her down onto the mattress, humping into her with hard, sharp strokes that hit her depths. She stopped talking at that point and thrust her head back, her breath coming hard and sharp. I rammed her pussy over and over again, and when Pamela was in position, I leaned down and twisted Claire’s head so I could take her mouth with mine. Behind me, I heard Aniela cry out. She was fingering herself to this and came, but in that moment, I was locked soul-to-soul with Claire for dominance.



And I won.



She came with a wordless cry, her eyes rolling up. I didn’t stop. My need to come vanished in the face of the need to break this woman to my will. I was tired of hearing her order the women I loved around. She wanted my child? Fine. I’d give her my child. But by the end of that night, she wasn’t going to walk right. Duchess Claire Kupina might belong to another man but she was going to be mine, and she would remember me every waking moment of her life.



“Lick Pamela’s cunt, Duchess. And if you don’t make her come, I don’t come inside you.”



“But-”



I grabbed a fistful of hair and pulled her head further back. Against her lips, I snarled, “This is not a negotiation. This is me telling you what to do. Do it, or I fuck Pamela and you can watch.”



“Asshole,” she breathed, but there was a note of adoration to it too. I grinned, and mashed my lips to hers. It was not a kiss, but something far more primal. This was not a woman I had any interest in kissing anymore. She was a receptacle for my desires.



Aniela came around on her knees, tracing her hand along my back, my bare ass, my hips. She hesitated there, her fingers trembling as they flexed like she wanted to take my cock in them, and then she scrambled for Pamela, to kneel over my girlfriend and sit on her face. Pamela didn’t protest, but let out a deeply pleased moan, especially when I twisted Claire’s head back towards her and pushed her into Pamela’s pussy like Claire had done with me.



I think Aniela deliberately gave me a view of her ass that day for her own sanity. If she watched me take Claire that first time, she might have wanted to fuck me, to break the rules with her boyfriend. I wouldn’t have let that happen but Aniela had to be riding a fine edge. As it was, she certainly seemed to enjoy herself, rocking on Pamela’s face as I thrust in and out of the Duchess.



I grabbed Claire’s arms and pinned them together behind her back. Her big motherly breasts brushed the bedding with every hard pump of my cock. Licking Pamela with any degree of accuracy while I was pounding her from behind was impossible, but to her credit, she did her best. But finally she whipped her head and screamed, “Oh, oh, fuck, I’m coming, I’m coming, I’m coming!”



She did, and I slammed my hips back and forth as she quaked around my cock. It nearly set me off. I only managed to bring myself back from the edge by watching Aniela grind her pussy on Pamela’s mouth. Pamela cupped her own breasts and pinched her nipples. I slowed my pace so Claire could give it to her better.



“Finger her and lick her at the same time, like I did.”



“My nails are too long,” she whined. Oh, right.



I spanked her again. “Then rub her clit, my royal come slut.”



She did, a little keen of pleasure escaping her as I thrust back in with a slower tempo this time. I vowed to myself not to come until I saw Pamela and Aniela get there first. It was a close thing. Aniela rocked on Pamela’s face, and without being able to gauge her reactions, I couldn’t tell if she was close, but I loved the sight of her slim ass dancing back and forth. Pamela I could tell was close – she does that writhing and shimmying thing when she’s really excited.



“Mmmm… mmmm. Duchess…” she moaned against Aniela’s pussy.



“Come for her,” I said. “Don’t you stop, Claire. You’re tending to them the entire fucking night.”



“Ohhhh,” Claire moaned at the same time as Pamela gasped, “Fuck! Oh, oh fuck!”



Pamela kicked out when she came, her toes pointing towards the door and the wall. She slapped at Claire’s head, and screamed underneath Aniela, “Oh! Fuck! Fuck! Just… like… just like…”



She froze and quivered, and Aniela was off her in a flash, kissing her wet lips, cupping one of Pamela’s breasts. Pamela clung to her, crying from the pleasure, laughing breathlessly against Aniela’s mouth.



“Aniela, did you come?” I asked.



“Uh huh…” she whimpered, still frantically kissing Pamela.



Claire had done her job so I flipped her over onto her back, legs bent nearly to that tremendous pair of tits. I fucked into her so hard she arched her back, nearly coming right on the spot.



Her tits bounced in rhythm to my fucking, bobbing up and down hypnotically. Her eyes rolled up and her mouth parted. I shit you not, her tongue actually lolled out of her mouth. She muttered wordlessly and repeatedly – “uh, ungh, ungh, uh, uh, uh, uh, fu… fu… ungh… ungh…” but could say nothing. Pamela cupped one of her bouncing tits and Aniela’s hand came to Claire’s pussy. She brushed my cock and gave me a look of adoration and longing, but she didn’t stroke me. Instead, she rubbed Claire’s clit, and together, the three of us drove her into two more hard orgasms. She was boneless in my hands as I finally said, “Take it, Claire, take it, my slutty duchess, take every fucking drop…”



“Ch-child…” she whimpered, and giggled mindlessly.



“Jesus Christ, I think you broke her,” Pamela said, a note of happy astonishment in her voice.



“Cock… fill me…”



I did. I strained into Claire one last time, my come shooting out of me and into her unprotected pussy. She cried out and dropped her hands to her mound, thrusting up at me as I spilled the last of my seed into her. I stayed there for a long minute, panting, keeping myself inside while hopefully some of my guys took. If they didn’t that time, the four other times I fucked her that night surely were my very best efforts. I took her in the shower once we recovered. I took her bent over a table, her breasts squashed against the surface and ballooning out lewdly. And finally, I took her in bed between Pamela and Aniela. They were too exhausted to keep up with us at the last, sleeping the two hours we had before we were supposed to report to the theater. I literally did fuck Claire all throughout the entire night, and not a single load went anywhere but in that married royal cunt, just as promised.



Jesus. A kid… with a duchess.



And you know what? About nine months later Duchess Claire Kupina did give birth to a healthy, chubby baby.



And he had my eyes.









Chapter 16



 



“Fedir. Fedir, I’m in trouble.”



My uncle rubbed his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t gotten much sleep either, but I’m guessing my reason trumped his. “Oh Lord, what suffering have you brought on me now?”



“There you are, Liam!” Claire called to me as she came through the doors of the theater. Whatever I may have done to her and despite the lack of sleep, she looked radiant, as though nothing had ever happened. Well, save for the ginger way she came up the stairs, her jaw clenched just enough that I noticed. “Are you ready to dazzle the world?”



I chuckled. “Hello again, Ma’am. I’m ready if you are.”



Fedir studied us both for a long moment, then his eyes widened and he walked away. “Just like his father,” he muttered none too subtly under his breath.



“I don’t know what he’s talking about,” Claire said, then so quietly only I could hear. “I never had the chance to be fucked by Antonio.”



Yeah. I had to get out of there
 now
 .



But I couldn’t. We had our show to put on. One of Claire’s servants brought her some fluffy cushions to sit on, and we rehearsed our lines in the front row. The play wasn’t terribly complex, but I constantly flubbed my lines, to Claire’s growing amusement.



“We may have to improvise this,” she said. Then, again, so quietly only I could hear, “Have you ever thought about fucking royalty in the ass, Liam?”



Oh God help me.



Once we had our lines approaching memorized, we waited for an opening on stage to practice blocking. It amounted to me zig-zagging across the stage, always to the audience, and Claire chasing me. Again, not difficult, but I was exhausted and now I couldn’t stop thinking about sinking my cock into her big juicy MILF ass. One more night of sex, I thought. Why not? If we got away with it the first night, maybe we could press our luck again. I wanted her riding me again, like our fourth time, her big tits in my face, ripe for sucking.



Unfortunately, those plans never came to fruition.



The house began to fill early in the evening, and still no Andreji. I began to sweat that, and though Claire was much cooler in composure, her eyes darted now and again towards the entrances. Someone informed the master of ceremonies of something, and he brushed through the curtain to announce the arrival of Duke Andreji, to the polite applause of the crowd. I peeked out. Yup. There was Andreji… with about four of his royal guards, two of whom were posted on either side of the doorways leading to the lobby.



I stole back into the theater, looking around frantically. The twins were at the catering table, snacking. No help there. Octavio was probably outside smoking. Dodge was with his partner near the catering table, both of them talking animatedly. Cathy was howling with laughter at something in a group of people just starting their run through the catering tables. Vivian stood nearby the tables too, frowning as she practiced her lines. I didn’t know if any of them could help.



I would have run if Claire didn’t stop me with a hand on my arm. “We finish the work. I can cover for you at the end, but not if you miss the event entirely,” she said softly. “The people must not have a reason to gossip.”



“But he’ll kill me.”



“There’s a service entrance on the side of the building. Have your man bring a bag with some of your clothes in it. Tell him to park by the doors and tell the guards there you needed a wardrobe change. We’ll be the first on, so he won’t need to wait long.”



I nodded, and headed for the theater’s bathroom to make the call. Jason picked up with a cheery hello, and I hurriedly asked if Pamela and Aniela were still there. They were, but were just about to come to the theater. I told him the plan, and he laughed like he was the funniest thing he ever heard.



“The dine and dash. Just like the old days with your father. Chip off the block.”



I groaned, “I really wish people would quit saying that.”



And just then, I heard metal crashing.



* * *



Vance clawed at the ground on his back, his eyes huge, his breath a terrible wheeze. Beside him, Kincaid dropped to one knee. I thought it was to help, but instead, he collapsed too, his breathing ragged and horrific. I still have nightmares about that, about the two of them nearly choking to death. Someone was on them in a heartbeat, kneeling down and shouting for an ambulance. Someone else shouted that the food was poisoned, and plates shattered as they hit the ground.



In the chaos, I stayed back. Someone, Vivian, I thought, said something about allergies, and I heard the soft snikt of an injection. “Stay back, stay back, stay back,” someone said. “Hey, you’re all right.”



The wheezing and ragged breathing stilled, and for a terrible moment, I thought they were dead. I may not have liked them much but that didn’t stop them from being family and I nearly rushed through the crowd to try and do something, anything. But like a wave went through them, the crowd relaxed.



“Everybody back,” Fedir commanded, and my siblings took maybe a half step back, still in a semi-circle.



“Ambulance is on its way,” a woman said.



“P-prize,” Vance gasped.



“N-no hosp…” Kincaid pleaded. No hospital, I thought he meant to say.



Fedir shook his head. “Forget it. You’re going to the hospital.”



They didn’t have it in them to fight, and a few minutes later, were guided out on stretchers to a waiting pair of ambulances.



Vivian came to me and hugged me tight. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “They, they… they…”



“It’s all right, they’re going to be okay,” I said, clutching her tight.  Andreji’s people pushed through, looking all around. They spotted me and glowered. A member of the royal family filled them in, and they melted back into the theater.



Dodge said beside me, “Allergies. They have been clear from the first day what their allergies are, and still, these incompetent idiots managed to nearly kill them.” More cheerfully, he added, “But less competition tonight. I’ve seen you on that stage, Liam. You need all the help you can get.”



He sidled off, and I growled, “I’m going to knock his teeth in before this trip is done.”



* * *



The host for the event, a local celebrity who apparently was on some big international reality TV show, introduced the collective sons and daughters of Antonio Radjevic, then welcomed the nobility of Sestneau like they were rock stars. The lights even swirled and danced. It was all very impressive, I’m sure, but I was pretty laser focused on not being gutted by halberd that night.



Claire and I were first to perform. We came out on stage holding hands at a distance, something I wasn’t thrilled about but which was insisted upon by the people running things. I bowed, then let go of Claire’s hand and gestured towards her with a practiced grand wave. The crowd was polite for me but roared for her, Sestneau’s beloved and most adored duchess.



I don’t remember much about the actual performance, but I’ve seen it online a few times, mostly to relive memories of shtupping Claire senseless. Claire was great. She had a natural stage presence and fed off the crowd’s energy. Me? I was clearly staring into the audience, sweating, and racing through my lines. It comes across as stage nervousness, but I was about ready to piss myself by that point, and when Claire actually touched my lower back in what was supposed to be a risqué come-on for her character, I visibly jump, which got a huge reaction from the crowd.



We finished up to a roar of applause, cheers, and whistles. We bowed and rushed backstage. Once we handed off our mics, before I even had a chance to change out of my black form-fitting leggings and top, Claire whispered in my ear, “Go. And thank you for last night.”



“Thank you. You were incredible.”



Octavio, Vivian, and Cathy all tried to cheer me on. I gave them one terrified, manic grin, and raced through the cast and crew for the safety of my car outside.



Jason was good. He stood by the rear door, talking casually with a stagehand, but when he saw me, he whipped open the rear door and dove for the driver’s seat. He knew speed was the most important thing at that moment and I could close my own door. When I was in, he jammed the car in reverse and Aniela, Pamela, and I held on for dear life as he shot for the road, skipping the stop sign and hitting the gas until we were blocks away from the theater.



Aniela and Pamela were dressed in their regalia for the night, both in lovely gowns. Pamela laughed, and only then did I realize I was still wearing my stage mask. I yanked it off and opened the window to throw it out. “I never, ever want to see that again,” I muttered, and Pamela damn near cried now, howling.



We just hit the highway when my phone buzzed. Unknown number, but I had a pretty good guess who it was. I answered, already wincing. “Hello?”



Duke Andreji, breathing hard, his voice reedy and almost effeminate. “If you ever, and I mean ever, set foot inside my country again, I will feed you piece by piece to piranha. I’ll start with your toes and work my way up. The last thing they will eat are your testes.”



I was silent a minute, then asked, “Are there even piranha in Sestneau?”



He shrieked, “I will pay to have a fucking moat dug around my family’s fucking castle and then pay to have it filled with whatever fucking kind of water fucking piranha swim in so I can have your roasted fucking testes fed to them!”



“That sounds very expensive.”



“It probably will be!” he shrieked even higher. And then he hung up.



* * *



Oh yeah. We took second place.



Fedir was
 pissed
 .









Chapter 19



 



As far as the countryside goes, I don’t think anything beats Switzerland from that trip. It is, without question, the most stunning place I’ve ever been. Green is the best and only way I can describe the lowlands we drove through. Powerfully ancient, dense forests loom at you right by the roadside, dotted with charming little towns full of closely built house. And the mountains! I’ve seen gorgeous mountains. Hell, I lived next to them in New Bainbridge and we just saw plenty of drool-worthy landscapes in Sestneau. But these were spires, stone giants of such enormity that it hurt the neck to stare up at the tops of them. That might have also been the fact that every inch of me was still sore from the hardcore exercising Claire and I did.



We would be heading higher up for a mountainside private resort that Dad partially owned. But Jason did not know these roads so once we arrived in Switzerland, we stopped at a small town, window shopped, and had breakfast. I was delighted to learn that the croute au fromage was really cheesy toast, and ordered seconds. Jason fell into a discussion with the chef there on how to properly prepare sausages, and disappeared into the kitchen with a promise to rejoin us later. Pamela bought ski clothing, not having had time to shop for it yet – and of course, she found a couple new beanies to add to her collection. I liked one with yellow fringe. It was adorable on her.



Aniela spent some time apart from all of us, and I understood why. While she hadn’t technically broken the rules set in place with her boyfriend, she had joined in on yet another sexual escapade with the one guy Dustin didn’t want her to be with. I found her an hour on, sitting on a bench and staring up at the mountains. Her eyes were dry now, but judging from their redness, I thought she’d been crying.



“Can I sit?” I asked.



“You’re the boss.”



“Don’t do that. Okay? Please. I’d like to think we’re friends.”



She sniffed and nodded. “Sorry.”



“No. Don’t be. I’m the one that ended up dragging you into things with Claire. I’m the one that’s sorry.”



“It’s not you either. And it’s not me. I just…” She sighed. “Never mind.”



“You can talk to me if you want to. Or we can stare at that pretty mountain and not say anything. Or if you really want, I’ll go and leave you alone.”



“You’re fine. Stay. I want you to.”



We didn’t talk, not right away. She stared glumly at the mountain, and I fiddled with my hands. Finally she surprised me by taking one of them in hers and squeezing it. She was warm, so warm, like a little furnace inside her was reaching out to keep me comfortable in the cool, crisp mountain air.



“I really like her.”



“Pamela?”



“Yeah. She’s great. Energetic. Crazy about you but not, like, crazy crazy. And God, she’s beautiful. I’m going to be thinking about what we did the rest of my life. And that’s the problem. I really liked that night.”



“Yeah. That was crazy, but… it was fun.”



“Thank you. For stopping Claire from being cruel to us. There’s only been one person I’ve ever slept with I’m comfortable with calling me a slut.” She squeezed my hand harder and smiled. “Though I wouldn’t mind hearing it from Pamela.”



I studied her, and a great sadness entered my heart, because I thought I knew what this was about. “Are you leaving us, Aniela?”



She shivered, and looked at me. I can’t tell you what I saw at that moment. We were ripping her apart, changing her. And I don’t know if that was a good thing or bad. I really don’t. Sometimes, there aren’t right decisions. There’s only a decision, and she was trying so hard to make one.



“I don’t think I can,” she whispered.



“You have no idea how badly I want to kiss you right now.”



“Yeah. I think I do.”



“Fuck,” I said happily.



“You could give the moment a little more gravitas,” she said, but couldn’t help a smile herself. “I am trying, Liam. I just… I just need more time.”



“You have it. And if you want to go home… well, piss off, because I’m not letting you.”



She laughed. “You know, I make pretty good money myself. I don’t need you to hop on a plane.”



“What if I bought the airport and stopped you?”



“You have a lot of money now, but not that much.”



“Eh, enough to slow you down.”



She squeezed my hand, and let go.



* * *



Mom loved to ski. She worked at a resort during the winter months sometimes, cooking in the lodge five days a week and skiing the other two, usually with me in tow. I enjoyed it, and I was pretty good at it. I thought I had this competition in the bag, but here’s the thing. More than a few of my siblings were pretty damn good at skiing too.



The score for the overall competition was pretty much a five-way battle at that point. Dodge and I were tied for first, but right at our heels were Octavio, Cathy, and Vivian. The twins were likely to rejoin us in Dubai, but by that point, the big prize would be out of their reach. The rest of our siblings just had too much of a mountain to climb.



We spent a warm-up day on the slopes, readying ourselves for the competition. The rules were simple. We would have all day to post the best times on three easy to intermediate trails. Not everyone had skied before and that practice day made us all realize that they really didn’t have a fair chance, so Fedir and his assistant were going to act as surrogates in their place.



Dodge, of course, complained. “Because some of us know what we’re doing, we’re going to be punished in the ranks? That’s not fair!”



“Do we get bonus points if we snowboard our way down the mountain on Dodge?” I asked. I thought Fedir nearly cracked a smile at that.



Our significant others were encouraged to hit the slopes too. Once I had a chance to hit the trails we would be competing on, I spent the rest of the day with my two snow bunnies. Pamela, being from Denver, was as good as anybody on those slopes. Aniela had never skied before so I spent some time with her and an instructor on the beginner slopes. She got the hang of it quick, and by the end of the day was running a few of the intermediate trails with Pamela at careful speeds.



We had more fun that day, I think, getting pictures of Pamela on the slopes for her modeling pages. She wore some provocative outfits under her snow gear, namely a pink bikini that barely covered up her nipples and her sex. Getting pictures of her with her coat unzipped and Pamela tugging down on her bikini bottoms just far enough to show off her pubic mound left me in a very happy daze. No matter how the day went tomorrow, I was already a winner. Judging from Aniela’s warm cheeks and long stares, she was pretty thrilled by it too.



The resort itself was beautiful, fronted by a grandiose three-story chalet nestled at the base of the ski hills. Our rooms were sizable and cozy, especially with a fire going. A grand lobby was the perfect place to sit and sip tea and hot chocolate so thick it was like drinking syrup. I could see why Dad bought into the place. It was perfection.



That first night, I made love to Pamela while we soaked in the hot waters of a clawfoot tub. She knelt over me and took me inside her, her body soapy and slick, her hair damp. We rocked together like that, for once without a condom. When I finished against her stomach, for the first time, I murmured the words that were in my heart ever since I met her.



“I love you.”



Pamela’s voice warmed me the rest of my days. “I love you too. And Aniela?”



“Yeah,” I said, sighing. “I love her too.”



She nodded. “Good. She’ll need to hear that so she can make the right choice.”



“I feel a little guilty about that. I want you to know, I don’t love you any less.”



Pamela twisted around and nestled back against me. Her slim foot came up and twisted the knob for the hot water. I kissed her neck and she wiggled back, getting as much of me in contact with her as possible. I looped my arms around her and idly traced her stomach and her breasts.



“Being with you has been the easiest transition into learning what I want next with my life,” she said, tilting her head sideways so I could nibble at her neck. “I was a one guy, one woman person, but I realized that night with Claire, that’s what I want. Not necessarily crazy royalty barging into our bedroom, but… I want us to feel free to have fun with someone we care about. And maybe more, if the person’s the right one. I need to spend more time with Aniela but I like her.”



“She said the same thing about you,” I said.



“She did?”



“Yup.”



“Mm. Get out.”



“What?” I asked.



She twisted and grinned at me. “I said, get out. Put on your robe, go get her, and tell her to come join me. Oh, you’re probably sleeping in her room tonight. Punishment, for Claire giving you a handjob.”



“I couldn’t stop her!”



She pointed at where the door to the room would be. “Out!”



I laughed and kissed her shoulder. “I really do love you.”



“And I really do love you too, Liam.”



* * *



Although I was wildly fascinated by what they might be getting up to, I crashed face-down on Aniela’s bed and didn’t wake again until the two beautiful women of my life came in and pulled the blankets from my naked ass.



Aniela drummed a beat on my cheeks. “Up, sir. You’ve got some brothers and sisters to beat.”



“You know, that sir thing? It’s really hot,” Pamela said.



“I’m fond of it,” I muttered. I twisted and looked at Aniela. “If both of you join me in bed, I’ll say fuck the competition, eat the loss, and both of you.”



She blushed. “It’s tempting, but… not yet.”



“Okay.” I sat up. “Did you two have a nice night?”



They grinned at one another, and Pamela said, “The best night.”



That was all I needed for the day to be great, but the powdery snow I was about to cut through sure didn’t hurt things.



When I dressed and grabbed my gear, I headed out to listen to Fedir’s instructions again. Even he seemed excited for this one. When he was done, I went for the hardest trail I had to tackle that day first. There were officials at the top and bottoms of the runs to help keep things legitimate and time our runs. I was still getting a trickle of people recognizing me as the meme guy, and the official up top was one of them, so I posed with her for a selfie and she maybe pinched my ass. My great day got even better.



The trail had a couple dogleg turns around groves of trees that could be tricky if you didn’t know what you were doing, but I managed them pretty well. I bungled a little bunny hop of a hill, thought I was going to lose it, and careened back and forth, costing me precious seconds, but overall, not a bad time. Not wanting to lose momentum, I hit it twice more in rapid succession, shaving a whole ten seconds off my time and putting up a score I thought I could live with that day.



The easier trails went by smoother, and by noon, I had some respectable times on every run. I watched Fedir come down the intermediate rail and headed for him, pulling my ski mask up.



“This place is incredible,” I said.



He pulled off his wool beanie and looked around. “I love it here almost as much as Antonio did. We came up to this place as young men. Both of us were in a sour mood, but our week here was…” He clicked his tongue. “I hate to use a cliché, but it’s quite true. It was life-changing. I must admit, though, it isn’t the same without hurling insults at each other down the slopes.”



I laughed. “It’s hard to imagine the two of you being… I don’t know, brotherly and normal.”



“I wish I had been that more often with him,” Fedir said. “But I was wrapped up in my own world, trying to take care of my own career.” He looked up the mountain. “Never miss a chance to get to be with your family.”



“I’ll remember that. Well… back to it.”



“Good luck out there. And try not to let your dick get you in trouble again.”



I headed back up to the intermediate trail, figuring that one was my best and I might be able to do even better if I could cut one corner a little sharper. Vivian was at the top, looking down the mountain with a scrunched-up face, but brightened when she saw me.



“Hey! Want to do a run together?” she asked.



“Absolutely, but not if I’m cutting into your time.”



“I’ve seen you up here. I’ve got you beat by about five seconds, if I’m right.”



I groaned. “Shit, and here I thought I could shave a second or two.”



“You might, if you follow me. Come on.”



We started down the hill. I did follow Vivian, staying left of her line but paying attention to what she was doing – which was missing the short bunny hop jump entirely and skimming the trees. Smart. But there was a second jump, another small one, and this one was unavoidable. She hit the lip, took off…



…and crashed.



It was a wicked, end-over-end crash. One ski snapped and her boot came off. She had enough presence of mind to drop her poles but that was about all she could do in the moment. I slid to a stop, kicking up a wall of snow and gasping her name.



“Vivian!”



I freed myself from my skis and hurried down the hill to her. Already I could see activity down at the lodge pointed in our direction. Vivian rolled over and groaned, “Oh shit, oh shit, I think I broke my ankle.”



“Can you move your toes?”



“Are you an EMT?” she snapped. “Sorry. Sorry.”



“Hey, it’s all right. What happened?”



“I don’t know. Felt something give in my boot when I landed.”



As it turned out, she didn’t break her ankle, but it was sprained. They got her off the mountain and into the nearest town with medical facilities capable of doing an X-ray. I offered to go with her, but she told me testily she really was fine.



That night, as we all ate dinner together, Cathy leaned in and told me, “I heard someone might have tampered with her boot.”



“What?” I asked.



She nodded. “Someone slit a strap and they broke a latch.”



“Jesus,” I said. “Who would do that?”



“There’s a lot of money at stake here,” she said, and shrugged. “Look around you.”



I did. And at the other end of the table, Dodge and Janet stared right back at me.









Chapter 20



 



“You’re not worried about it?” I asked Octavio.



“Of course I am,” he said, waving a vodka tonic lazily at me. We were on the plane again, just coming out of Zurich on our way to Dubai. Most my relatives were now hanging out in camps, eyeing the other groups suspiciously. Aniela, Pamela, and Jason had a spot near the front of the plane, playing with some chintzy electronic memory game Jason picked up in the airport. “I am worried for her and Kincaid and Vance, I am worried for you, I am worried for Dodge and the others. But that worry is useless. I am still going to compete. You’re still here. So is everyone else.”



“I’m not in this for the money. You know that.”



“I do. But I think Fedir is offering you something even more powerful.”



I was confused. “I waived all my rights to the prizes.”



 “I’m not talking about money or something physical like the businesses. I’m talking about a story. I’ve seen you scribbling away. Your notebook is almost full.”



He had me there. “All right. Yeah. I do see a story here. But if people are in danger, no story is worth that.”



Octavio finished his drink and leaned forward. “And yet you’re staying.”



It wasn’t a question, and I knew it for the truth that it was. I wasn’t yet scared, not really. That the twins’ allergic reactions had been a deliberate move on someone’s part was no longer much of a question in my mind, and someone tried to take Vivian out of the picture, but I didn’t think the acts were intended to kill. As anal as the twins were about their food, they would have almost certainly kept EpiPens with them. And had we been hitting some black diamond trails or skiing in the backwoods somewhere, an injury like Vivian’s could have been potentially dangerous if it was cold enough. But as it stood, there were lots of people around. Her injury sucked, to be sure, and she groused about it on the plane, but she was, for all intents and purposes, pretty okay. And the twins would be rejoining us soon too.



So I understood Octavio’s lack of fear.



“Just keep your eyes open and be careful,” I said.



“I’m an investor, Liam. That’s life advice I live by.”



We talked some about my book. I was done with the preliminary planning and starting on an early first draft. The basic plot was pretty simple – a trans brother and cis sister, estranged in childhood, come back together when their father dies in an apparent accident. I got a laundry list of cliches from Octavio to look out for, as well as some details about his teenage years that really helped.



“I was lucky in that my mother was very supportive,” he said. “Your own reminds me a lot of her.”



“I’d love to meet her.”



“Perhaps you will. Come to my home for the holidays. Meet my family. Dodge and Janet will be there. I suspect the rest of us can get a pretty good betting pool going on which one of you stabs the other with a serving fork.”



I laughed. “I’d like that.”



He reached across and squeezed my knee. “If nothing else this trip, I’m glad to have met you, Liam. Yours is a good soul.”



Touched, I took his hand and squeezed it before letting go. “You too. Now I better go check on Vivian.”



“Our papa hen. By the way, you never mentioned why it was you had to leave the competition in Haargen so quickly.”



“Um. Upset stomach.”



“Uh huh.”



“A very upset stomach.”



He raised his eyebrows, lips twitching.



“A very, very upset stomach.”



“Duke Andreji and his guards certainly seemed concerned about it.”



“He’s just that great of a guy.”



Octavio snickered. “Undoubtedly.”



I left him to his drink and his newspaper, and headed for the next compartment. Vivian was sprawled out in a chair with her leg up on another, her laptop on a small lap table in front of her. He wasn’t so much tapping the keys and hammering them, a frown on her face. I picked up her empty soda bottle.



“Get you another?”



“No, I don’t want to spend the whole flight hobbling to the restroom.”



I tossed the bottle in the garbage for her, grabbed a pack of chips, and settled across from her. “Doing okay? You look pissed.”



Her lip twitched. “I am. Remember I told you about the programmer we had to let go? Well, two of his friends decided a month from launch to quit. So now I’m picking up three people’s slack, on top of this.” She flicked her fingers at her leg. “I had that competition won, Liam.”



“Your times were still good enough to get you third.”



“Yeah, well… that’s not first.” She closed her laptop and set it aside. “Sorry. I’m not mad at you. And Fedir says the next competition won’t require me to use that leg, so that’s something.”



“And you could still clinch this.”



She made a sour face. “Yeah, I guess. But let’s face it, whoever did this screwed me. Kincaid and Vance too.”



“You think it was one of us?”



“Of course it was,” she said. “We’re talking hundreds of millions on the line. Maybe not in prize money but certainly in stocks.”



“I was thinking the same thing.”



“You need to be careful,” she said. “Dodge and Janet already dislike you and Cathy and Octavio are two-faced.”



“I’m sorry?” I asked, blinking.



“Cathy seems chirpy but she’s calculating and smart. She’s picking her allies. That’s you and Octavio now. I was in her circle but she hasn’t said a word to me since my accident. Not even to ask how I’m doing. And Octavio might seem calm and chill, but he has as much riding on this as anyone.”



“What do you mean?”



“His investment company? They’re under multiple investigations. Dodge was telling Janet the other day that he was going to make Octavio an offer to come work at his company.”



“Huh,” I said. “He never mentioned anything like that.”



“He wouldn’t. Word gets out, there go half his clients. I know he’s your favorite but don’t trust anyone.”



“I’ll keep that in mind. And you’re all my favorites.”



“Riiiight.”



We talked a little more, but she kept eyeing the laptop and I took the hint. I walked back into the other cabin and sat with Aniela, Pamela, and Jason. Quietly, I filled Aniela in on what Vivian just told me.



“Do you believe her?” Pamela asked.



I looked over her shoulder at Octavio reading his newspaper. “I don’t know that I can trust myself to answer that. I wouldn’t have guessed someone would actually poke holes in my condoms to get themselves pregnant, so I’m not exactly the best judge of character.” To Aniela, “Do me a favor. Look into it. See what you can find.”



“Can’t hurt to look into Cathy, too.”



 I nodded. “I feel like I’m betraying them, but yeah, you’re right.”



* * *



A haze obscured a lot of Dubai when we flew in, but cleared by the time we checked into our suites. The views were simply stunning, and since the evening was getting on, most my siblings and my girlfriends spent that first night poolside. And by poolside, I mean an intense, insane number of floors up, peering down at the city streets.



I was tired of being in my own head, and Pamela and Aniela in their bikinis were driving me nuts, so I whispered into my girlfriend’s ear that I needed her, and right then. She guided me to our hotel room, our hands all over each other. Inside, we started for the shower but I caught her and pulled her to me, my cock rubbing against her asscheeks in her bikini bottoms.



“What if I wanted your ass tonight?” I asked, nibbling at her neck.



She moaned, “It’s yours, anytime.”



“What if I wanted to take it with you against the window? Hm? Where anyone could see?”



That wasn’t remotely true. The glass was tinted on the outside, but she loved to show off. She rubbed her ass back against my groin and looked over her shoulder. “Anyone?”



Oh yeah. I was definitely in love with this one.



I untied the knot on her bottoms and left them draped over a chair for Aniela to find when she came in. Then I slid up her top and sucked one of her hard nipples into my mouth, my hand all over the other one. She tasted like the pool and I was kind of into it, but I knew we needed to take a shower before any real fun could commence.



I rose and wrapped my arms around her, kissing her and guiding her into the bathroom. Pamela breathed my name against my lips. “Liam, Liam, you drive me so wild…”



I had to let her go to start the shower, and she stooped to yank down my shorts and give my cock a kiss. Then we were inside the shower, her ass against me again, her breath coming hard and sharp as I fondled her, felt every inch of her, kissed her neck, tasted her skin. I fumbled for some soap and washed her like that as she ground her ass against my hardness, the head rising between us until I was thrusting between her cheeks, panting, my edge on me so damn fast. She twisted around and knelt, the water cascading against the back of her head as she sucked me down, taking me deep fast, her head bobbin back and forth. I was already so turned on, and the sight of her gleaming skin and wet hair spilling down her back did it for me in a hurry.



“Pamela,” I moaned, and she hesitated before shoving her mouth down my length, down further than she’d ever gone before until my cock plunged down her throat.



She took every inch.



“Pamela!”



She pulled back just in time, opening wide as I jettisoned come into her mouth. She swallowed, swallowed, swallowed, but there was so much of me pent up that some of it streaked against her lips. She grinned and rose, turning again in the shower. I watched, transfixed, as she finished up. Then I stood under the spray while she washed me, stroking me with one hand while she ran the soap around my chest, my hips, my everything.



When we were done, we gargled, and she toweled off. By then, I was hardening again, and she giggled. Neither of us had said a word in minutes, but now she crooked a finger at me and said, “Come on. Let’s give Aniela a show.”



I hadn’t heard my assistant come in, but she was sitting in the living area in sweats and typing on her phone. She looked up, and her cheeks were so red I assume she heard some of the noises we must have been making. Both of us were still nude, and I deliberately ignored her as I pushed Pamela to a big table with four chairs by the balcony. I laid her out on the surface, her legs spread wide, and dove down to eat her out. Pamela watched Aniela, bringing a thumb to her lips and sucking it like she was sucking my cock again, in and out, teasing it with her tongue. I heard Aniela moan softly, but continued to ignore her. She could either join in, watch, or hide out in her room, but I was going to have my fun with my girlfriend.



As I drove my tongue into Pamela’s depths and up to her clit, I reached up to fondle her tits. I wasn’t delicate. I wanted to take that night, and she wanted it too. Her hands came to mine, squeezing them with me, and she gasped, “Oh, oh Liam… lick me…”



She was as excited as I was after our fooling around in the bathroom and left little dribbles of wetness on the table’s surface. Her chest rose and fell, her breaths deepening, her words unraveling as I drove her closer and closer to the edge. She clutched my hands and cried out as she came.



Someone’s phone rang. Aniela’s. I paid her no mind as I stood upright and leaned over to kiss Pamela. She tasted her own wetness and drove her lips around my chin, my cheeks, my jaw. Still kissing her, I sank into her with no condom. She was safely on the shot now and I was so fucking glad, because I loved the feel of her around me. I pumped her two, three times and then I had my hands under her back, lifting her as Aniela ran for her bedroom, her sweat bottoms off, her hand covering her pussy in a pointless gesture of modesty. She stopped at her doorway, phone in hand, and watched, slack-jawed, as I walked Pamela to the big balcony doors. Pamela wrapped her legs around me as her butt hit the glass. Her eyes weren’t on me, but Aniela. I don’t know If Aniela realized I could see her reflection in the glass. I think she did. I think she knew I was watching her finger herself as she answered her phone.



“Hey baby,” she said. “No… no, I’m alone.”



Oh, naughty girl, I thought, and fucked into Pamela even harder, making her ass squeak against the glass.



“Working on arrangements for tomorrow,” Aniela said. “A small group of us are going skydiving.” She watched us, her fingers sliding in and out of her pussy, timed to my thrusts into Pamela. “No, we haven’t heard what the next competition is yet. But we’ll know tomorrow ahhhfternoon.”



I squeezed Pamela’s ass and ground up into her. She raked her fingers across my back, little gasps escaping her as she tried to be quiet for Aniela. But I knew Pamela, that she couldn’t stay silent for long. And locked together like that, my hips rolling upward and driving her back against the glass, I wasn’t wrong.



“Oh f… mmmmm!” she moaned and clamped her lip to my shoulder.



Aniela glared but her hips dipped too, like she was emulating what was being one to Pamela. “How… how’s work?”



“Pretty fucking good at the moment,” I muttered, and Pamela giggled against my skin.



“Take me,” she whispered, “take me in my ass right now.”



As quiet as she was trying to be, Aniela heard that and gasped. “Oh… sorry… spider. In my bathtub. Big... big thing…”



“Yeah it is,” Pamela said, and I eased her down. “Back in a second.” She ran for the bedroom and I turned and watched Aniela as I stroked myself.



“Biggest spider I’ve ever seen,” she whispered. “Oh. It’s okay. I’ve got it. So… so… things are good? What are you having for dinner?”



“I had pie,” I said quietly, jacking myself with long and lazy strokes.



She held the phone away and hissed, “Goddamn it, Liam.”



“Go in the bedroom if you don’t want to watch.”



“Oh no you don’t,” Pamela said, racing out with a bottle of lube.



“Oh, that’s just Pamela. She’s coming back in from the pool. No, he’s… um… he’s with someone else.” Aniela grinned wolfishly. “I know. Total manwhore.”



I clutched my heart, but then Pamela was on me again and kissing me as she pressed the lube into my hands. She twisted and made an X with her arms against the glass, wiggling her ass for show. Aniela drew closer as I lubed up my fingers, her voice growing fainter and fainter.



“Well, you’ve seen the pictures. She’s got… really sweet eyes. Like… she smiles and it melts you.”



“Awww,” Pamela said. Immediately, as my fingers brushed her bud, she gasped, “Ooooh!”



“Yes, she’s got a really great body,” Aniela said, rolling her eyes. “She’s kind, and playful and… I look at her sometimes and I think maybe she’s the bravest person I’ve ever met. She gave him everything the first day they met.”



Pamela rose up, looking at Aniela. “Come here,” she whispered. Aniela did, and Pamela pulled away from the window long enough to kiss her gently. I noticed Aniela didn’t pull away, didn’t hesitate, and I was sad and jealous of that, but I got it. Aniela’s eyes glimmered as they finally broke their kiss. “She just gave me a peck on the lips for that.”



Pamela settled back against the glass again and I slipped three fingers inside her. She would be tight if I could do it. I didn’t want to hurt her, but she had been practicing for this, wearing larger and larger plugs an hour every day.



It was now or never. I rubbed the lube around, tested her readiness, and eased my fingers out of her. I added more lube to my tip, and rubbed it against Pamela’s bud. She tensed, and I stroked her side. “Say no, and we stop this any time.”



“Do it,” she whispered.



Aniela, faintly, said, “Babe, I need to…”



“Ohhhh, fuck!” Pamela yelped as I slid into her.



“…go.” Aniela whispered, and hung up without a goodbye.



“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, but he’s so big, Aniela, he’s so damn big…”



“Y-yeah,” Aniela said, the phone dropping to the carpeted floor and her hands going to her pussy. “I know… he’s… he’s…”



“Fucking… my ass…” Pamela babbled, “he’s fucking my ass.”



I reached under her and cupped her mound. She thrust back at me instinctually, taking me deeper. I pulled back, added more lube, and we went at it, the lust roaring in my ears.



Aniela collapsed onto her knees, fingers buried inside herself as she whimpered. “Oh God, oh fuck, Dustin, I’m sorry, I need to see this, I need to see this…”



Maybe I should have stopped it there. I don’t know. But I was too far gone. Instead, I pulled Pamela partially upright and pushed her until her breasts squashed against the glass. She howled as I thrust into her. “Aniela! He’s d-deep inside m-me!”



“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” Aniela panted. “Fuck her ass, Liam.”



I did, so hard that if the glass was any weaker, we would have gone through it. Pamela cried out with every thrust. “Uh! Uh! Uhhhh!” I felt her shake, felt her come, and my fingers pumped inside her, wet warmth enveloping me as around my shaft her ass felt like heaven.



I wasn’t going to last. Not long, anyways. Thought left me. I gasped, “I love you. I love you…”



“Oh fuck!” Aniela gasped, dropping back on her ass, knees spread wide, her hips pumping up. “Fuuuuuck!”



“I love you,” Pamela agreed fervently. “Oh, Liam, Liam, I w-want her, want her, tell her, you have to t-tell her…”



I said it without thinking. “I love you too, Aniela.”



And I came inside Pamela’s ass.



Only then did it hit me the words that spilled out of my mouth. I came down, my eyes bulging, and I looked to my left. Aniela sat there, her tongue flicking across her lips. She had tears in her eyes, and I thought she wouldn’t respond. I thought she would head into her room and slam the door. I thought she would walk out of our lives.



“Oh, Liam… I love you too,” she whispered.



And then she went for her room, and the door.









Chapter 21



 



Aniela didn’t join us the next day. She pretended a stomach bug, a lie I spread, feeling guilty about springing the L word on her. Pamela was light as air, though sore, and told me firmly when I stared up at the hotel on our way to skydive, “Everything that needed to happen happened. It’s her choice now. She needed you to say that.”



“I don’t know that she did.”



“Her relationship with that guy isn’t healthy.”



“Her, me, we’re not exactly healthy either.”



Pamela laughed. “Maybe not. But you’re not chaining her like he is, intentionally or not. You’re setting her free. The question is, does she fly to you or him? I think she’ll have to answer that soon.”



“Where does that leave you and me?” I asked. There was Jason and our car for the week. We both started for the curb.



“Does it have to change anything? I don’t have the connection with her that you have, but I’m growing pretty close to her too.”



“You’d be okay with that? A three-way relationship?”



Pamela leaned up and kissed my cheek. “You’re adorable. What do you think I’ve been pushing us towards since Sestneau?”



Jason pulled up, and as I opened Pamela’s door for her, I mused, “The only question is, New York, Denver, or New Bainbridge?”



* * *



Octavio and Cathy joined us for skydiving. Both Octavio and Vivian had done it before. Cathy was new to it, like us, and asked our instructor about a thousand questions before she was satisfied.



It should have been an incredible time. It wasn’t. When I went to help Cathy shrug on her pack, she stepped away from me, smiling apologetically.



“Sorry, Liam. I think I’m going to get this by my lonesies.”



I blinked. “Did I do something?”



“Oh! No! Just… you know, with all the accidents going on…” She giggled nervously. “Better to be safe than sorry.”



I stared at her a moment longer, then sputtered, “You think I would have hurt Vivian? Kincaid? Vance?”



“Oh, it’s just me being cautious, honey. When we get done with this silly competition, we’ll all be so much more relaxed. And Dodge, he said… well, it doesn’t matter.”



“Dodge,” I muttered. Then to her, louder, “What did he say?”



“Oh, just that… you know.”



“No, Cathy, I really don’t,” I said.



“Let it go, Liam,” Octavio said, gripping my shoulder. Pamela watched this whole exchange, looking worried.



“No. I want to hear what Dodge said about me. What did he say?”



“Well…” Cathy said, and tittered uncomfortably. “Um. He said you were on the ski hill with Vivian when she was hurt, and Janet pointed out you ran so fast out of the theater in Haargen that maybe it meant you didn’t want to be caught with something in your pockets and… oh, it’s silly, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”



“I’m going to kill him,” I growled. Cathy stepped away hastily. “Not literally!”



“Well, I’m just going to… take care of myself. There’s no guilt in that.”



“No,” Pamela said. “There’s not. But Liam would never hurt any of you. You’re all why he’s here.”



Cathy smiled again, but her eyes wouldn’t stay on us and she would say no more.



In the plane, I rode in stony silence. Pamela took my hand and squeezed it. Octavio gave me a commiserative smile, but he was focused on what was ahead. Skydiving was on his bucket list and he was as excited as a child. Good for him, I thought bitterly.



We jumped over the city, and on paper, it’s a really cool experience. I know Octavio, Cathy, and Pamela loved it. I might have been too grumpy to enjoy it myself, but I at least didn’t screw things up for Pamela, and wore some head rigging that included a camera so we could get some shots of her for her social media pages. We’d been sort of neglecting those, but then again, I had her out of clothes more often than she was in them, so we could be forgiven. In any case, we got some really cool video footage out of the deal.



We were warned to expect a jarring landing and we got one, but apart from that, there were no malfunctions, nothing heinous. Once we were on our own again, Pamela and Cathy went to do some shopping. Octavio wanted to take in some of the architecture, so we called for his car and studied buildings. I was mostly silent while he gave me a running tour of the features he liked and didn’t. Finally, he trailed off and studied me.



“You are still sore about Cathy?”



I turned towards him. “Everybody’s turning on each other.”



“How so?”



“Is your company really under investigation?”



He chuckled. “Yes, but it always is. Who told you that?”



“Is it in danger?”



Octavio cocked his head. “Why would you ask that? Do you think I’m the one sabotaging our family members?”



“No. I don’t. Not for a second. But I think people are trying to manipulate me, and now I’m finding out they think the same thing about me. All I wanted from this trip was to know all of you. I should have stuck to my guns in New York and not come along.”



“Well,” Octavio said, “I, for one, am glad you did. They’ll see what I see before the end. I’m sure of it.”



“Thank you,” I said.



“You have skied in Switzerland. You have explored the depths of a duchess in Sestneau.” At that I smiled. “You met someone who has changed your heart in New Orleans. Tell me all of that isn’t worth it.”



“But at the cost…”



“There is a rotten apple among us, yes.” Octavio shrugged. “But that leaves a dozen of us who are worth getting to know better. If there was only one person who spoiled all my family gatherings, I would be so lucky.”



I laughed at that. “All right, you have me there.”



By that point, it was time for us to meet with Fedir. As Jason thought in New Orleans, the meet site was a favored racetrack of Dad’s, a private place where drivers could take their cars for test laps. He owned a small stake in it and came here often, both for shoots and to race. I didn’t have a lot of experience with it personally, but an ex-girlfriend was big into racing back in the States and I’d seen a couple tracks. This one had some mild turns in comparison to the ones back home.



The cars on display in the massive garages were ridiculously cool. Supercars, muscle cars, sports cars, rarities from every era. It was a feast of engines and steel, and one of the biggest, flashiest displays of opulent excess that trip.



These weren’t all Dad’s cars, but an impressive number were. Everything there was built for speed, from a Noble M12 to a more modern GT-R I kept eye-fucking. These cars were not the ones we would be racing. They would be available to us on the track those two days, with the caveat that we would be passengers in them, since a lot of them were highly delicate machines. Instead, we were shown to a trio of still-gorgeous but much more manageable cars that wouldn’t break anyone’s bank if we stuffed them. These were bastardized to include a second brake in the passenger’s side, much like you’d find in a driver’s ed car.



Our instructor and the man in charge of this event was Graham Harvey, one of Dad’s partners at the track and a close friend of his who spoke at both his funerals. I remembered him as energetic during the public funeral and much more reserved during the private one, and that he was a TV producer and screenwriter.



“Your father asked me to helm this for one reason. The man loved cars more than just about anything other than women. So to honor his memory, I’ve organized a set of races tomorrow. Three to every race. Double elimination, so if you don’t come in first, it’s not the end,” he said. “We’re going to be all about safety here. No rubbing, no hitting. Helmets and safety harnesses, always. Trust in your instructors. If they tell you to slow down, you do it or they’re going to pump the brakes. If they think you’re being reckless, you get one warning. One. Test that, and you’ll be out of the competition. But stick to the rules, and this is going to be the most fun you have on your vacation.” He winked. “Just a bit biased there.”



Graham gestured to Fedir, and our uncle stepped forward to address about what the winnings would be the next day, a small stake in an auto parts supply chain. Then we were let loose, some of us taken out on the track to train with the cars we’d be driving the next day, others to get a ride in one of Dad’s cars and a few others on loan from Graham, and still a couple others who wanted to wander the garages to see all the beautiful cars on display. Cathy was one of the last. I thought about trying to talk to her again, but the idea left me tired.



Instead, I spent much of that day falling in love with speed. There wasn’t a single car of Dad’s I missed out on that trip, getting rides in all of them. Sleek Italian coolness, German mechanical perfection, English quirkiness, American muscle. Every car left me feeling as giddy as a child. The drivers were all experts, and took the cars to the limits of what they could do with two people riding inside them. We went through a fortune in tires that day, and for once, I didn’t give a thought to the money.



As for the competition cars, even with the drivers’ ed modifications, they were still crazy fast and a lot of fun to drive. I did pretty well, considering I never raced a day in my life before. My instructor gave me something of an anti-warning, in that I needed to cut my corners tighter and faster. That seemed crazy to me until he showed me what he meant and how much speed I was losing by not being a little more daring. When I tried that, my times improved dramatically and I was putting some of the best numbers up in the practice rounds.



My dark mood should have turned much brighter, but in the back of my mind was still that disquiet that my siblings thought I was responsible for the sabotages. As far as I knew, Fedir and Octavio were the only ones who knew that I was there for family, not money. I’d tell them soon, I thought.



And then there was the dreaded question of who would be next, if anyone. It felt like something was coming, some inevitable horror. I jumped at every sound. When my brother Evan took a corner just a little too sharply and came up on two tires for a couple seconds, I thought for sure he’d crash, but when he finished that lap, he and his instructor came out of the car laughing it off. Another time, as she was getting out of a car, Vivian didn’t get a crutch entirely under her at one point and skinned her hand pretty good when she fell, and that too startled me.



When we were done for the day, Aniela, Jason, and Pamela picked me up at the track for dinner. I stared back at the place until I couldn’t see it any longer, the dread never really leaving me.



* * *



“Stay here with us,” Pamela said. She sat on a loveseat with Aniela, the two of them holding hands. It was the day of the race, and I was as jittery as if I drank a pot of coffee.



“I need to be there,” I said. “They already think I’m the one. If I don’t show up and something happens, the finger points directly at me. Besides, more eyes means less of a chance of something going wrong, right?”



“Are you trying to convince us, or yourself?” Aniela asked quietly.



“Both.” I ran a hand over my face. “Shit.”



“You swear to us you be careful,” Pamela said. “Check the tires before you race.”



“I will. What are you two going to do today?”



They looked at each other, and Aniela grinned. “Well, I do need to do that research on Octavio still. And I’ve got some things I want to check on in regards to your other siblings. But I don’t know if that’s anything I can’t do on my laptop.”



“In bed,” Pamela said. She raised her arms and yawned. “Oh. So sleepy.”



“So sleepy,” Aniela agreed, and twisted to kiss my girlfriend. Her girlfriend now too, I guessed.



“I hate that she gets to kiss you,” I grumbled.



“She doesn’t turn my boyfriend into a suspicious lunatic,” Aniela said. “Which he should be, considering how you turn me on.”



I groaned. “All day in bed doesn’t sound bad to me.”



“Two more events,” Pamela said. “Then we get to go home.”



I sat down across from them and reached out to take their hands. “Home.”



“I wish I knew what that meant for me right now,” Aniela said.



“It’s with us, if that’s what you want,” Pamela said.



“Oh, you’d be willing to move to New York?” Aniela asked.



“Denver.”



“New Bainbridge,” I said firmly, and Pamela stuck her tongue out at me. “Careful, brat, I’ll bend you over my knee.”



“Sure you don’t want to stay?” Pamela asked hopefully.



“I really do,” I said. “But if something happened to one of them and there was something I could have done…”



“Just make sure nothing happens to you,” Aniela said. She looked away. “I would be… very upset with you. Sir.”



Fifteen minutes later, Jason called. I hugged my girls and kissed Pamela. I thought Aniela might let me kiss her, after what we admitted to one another, but she was still holding back, and I respected that. I think her heart was made up, but it didn’t make it easy for her to do the right thing and end it with Dustin before she was with me again. I wouldn’t have loved her so fiercely otherwise.









Chapter 22



 



Jason walked with me. “Miss Aniela and your mother have instructed me to check your car for you every time you’re going to get in it,” he said, and he wasn’t joking. Not in the slightest. “That’s what I’m going to do. No protests, either. I’ll drag you off this track myself.”



“I appreciate it,” I said. “So you and my mom are still talking?”



“Is that strange?”



“Not for me. For her. She’s a heartbreaker.”



“Ah, well…” He reached up and scratched his chin. “She maybe, ah, mentioned there was a good college just a half-hour away, and an opportunity to drive the elderly and the disabled on the weekends.”



I clapped his back. “Of all the men to have chased her and won, I’m glad it’s you.”



“Ah, we don’t want to put a label on it. She was just thinking the fun didn’t need to stop for a bit, that’s all.”



“Jason, I’ve never seen her pull a guy back like that. You’re one of a kind.”



“Just promise not to call me Dad. I don’t think either one of us could take that.”



“I solemnly and wholeheartedly swear I will never, ever, ever do that.”



“Thank God.”



“Agreed, Pappy.”



He eyed me. “On second thought, maybe I won’t check your cars.”



We were among the first to arrive, and sat by ourselves. Vivian and Cathy were already there, Cathy still politely ignoring me, Vivian giving me a hug and grousing about the coffee. She ditched her crutches, though she was still limping.



Everyone else showed up en masse, having had breakfast together, and Graham laid out the brackets for us. It was set up to put the racers with the best times from the day before up against those with slower times in the first heat. I would be going up against Evan and Cathy, who looked at me fearfully but didn’t oppose it.



Damn it, I liked Cathy. I hated that this vacation tore us apart.



As the rest of us watched in the stands, the first race saw Octavio as the clearcut favorite. He had some of the best times the day before, and held nothing back now. He kept to the middle of the trio until Kincaid in front took a corner too wide and Octavio easily slid by. No one that race saw anything more than his bumper the other two laps, and then it was my turn.



My instructor, Ron, reiterated what we covered the day before. Don’t be afraid to cut the corners. We bumped fists, and the race was on.



This was much closer than Octavio’s race. We stayed pretty much neck and neck until Cathy on the left tried to cut me off at too high of a speed on a corner. Her instructor slowed her down, and she never managed to build back up enough speed to catch us again. Evan went the opposite route on the second lap, taking a corner too wide for the second time. I edged past him, and while I slipped up on a line read early in the third lap, it wasn’t enough for him to overtake me and I won my heat.



I was amazed at how fast it all went. The day before, every lap felt long and looping, but in the middle of the race, I was always amazed crossing the line each lap. I came up to Octavio grinning like a loon. “Holy hell,” I said. “I see why Dad liked this.”



“It’s exhilarating,” he agreed.



Cathy stormed by me, head down, tears streaming down her face. I followed her and she turned to shout at me, “Leave me alone!”



“Cathy, I…”



“Goddamn it! That was low. If you hadn’t been right on top of me, that race would have been mine.”



“I didn’t cut you off,” I said, my anger rising. “You pulled a dangerous move out there and your instructor pulled on your leash. That’s not on me no matter how much you want it to be.”



On the track, Dodge and Vivian blew by, neck and neck, and Vance not far behind. Two more laps. My eyes flicked towards them, that sense of dread growing. Not Vivian, please, not again.



Cathy came back towards me and jabbed a finger into my chest. “You know what you are? A ringer.”



“A what?” I asked, suddenly very tired and very cross.



“A ringer! You come in pretending to be a nobody and we all take you under our wing, and you pretend to be this… this… this sweet country idiot and we all fall for it. In the meantime, you swoop in and play our games just good enough to stay near the front of the pack so you can take everything everyone else has worked so fucking hard to earn in their life!”



“Cathy, let’s take a step back,” Octavio said, but I was already moving.



I climbed the grandstands and sat at the very top.



Alone.



* * *



I won my second heat against Vance and another sister. Vance paid too much attention to me and not our sister, who nearly sideswiped him on a turn when he got overzealous about passing me. He had to fall back, and I coasted to an easy second victory.



That put me in the top three, the first to qualify for the last race of the day and the determining one. Octavio ate a loss his next race, coming in second to Dodge, which put Dodge in the top three with me. But Octavio wasn’t done yet. Cathy had a second race clinched until again she took a corner far too sharp, getting her another tap on the brakes from her instructor. She came off the track screaming at the top of her lungs, most of which was still directed at me. Dodge looked pleased about that, and I wanted to smack the smile off his face.



Octavio nearly lost out on his next race, staying in third for most of it, frustrated by Vivian in the middle of the pack. She seemed almost playful in keeping him behind her bumper. Neither one of them were even close to first, held by Kincaid, but one slip by Vivian and Octavio charged through the gap she left him, roaring down the track and chasing the twin at such breakneck speeds I thought his instructor would tap his brakes. But they let it go, and in the middle of the third lap, Octavio was right on Kincaid’s bumper. All of us in the stands were on our feet, cheering on Octavio, excepting Vance, who thumped the railing and roared his twin’s name. And when Octavio slipped past Kincaid on the last turn, our small group made as much noise as we could.



Me. Dodge. Octavio. I grinned. This was going to be fun.



* * *



We lined up, all three of us revving our engines. Our brothers and sisters in the stands were pretty evenly divided between Dodge and Octavio. I had one fan in Jason. Octavio, in the middle, looked at me and saluted. Then he looked at Dodge and did the same.



A buzzer sounded, and we shot off the line.



The cars were identical in every regard, and we roared down that first straightaway neck and neck, none of us more than a quarter inch further ahead than the others. I had the widest turn to make on the first corner but the narrowest on the second, keeping us still evenly paced. The third turn, more of a zig-zag than the other two, nearly saw me hit the side of the road, but my instructor said only, “Hold it, hold it, right there, yes, perfect corner.”



And it was. I blasted ahead by a few feet, and held the lead the rest of the lap. It wasn’t a big enough gap I could feel cocky yet, but I was winning. I came to the first turn again with Octavio right up alongside me and thought we were going to collide. I slowed too much and he pulled ahead, putting me in second just inches ahead of Dodge. Dodge shaved that down, then had to pull back again when he was too aggressive, now trailing my bumper at the end of the second lap. It was going to come down to me and Octavio, I could feel it.



He still had a couple feet on me, the nose of his car slicing left sharply. It was a bold move, nearly wrecking both of us, and my instructor shouted, “Whoa, whoa, whoa, careful.”



“I see it, I see it,” I shouted back. Octavio made the move again and I fell back, cutting across the track to the right. Not a smart move under other circumstances but Octavio was all over the road, trying to cut me off.



Or so I thought. He swerved right into Dodge’s path and Dodge was off the track, his car kicking up onto two wheels and nearly flipping before he managed to come to a stop.



“What the hell?” I shouted.



I looked into my mirror just in time to see Octavio roaring at me too fast. We were in the worst of the corners now but he was out of control, taking them at speeds beyond reckless and into lunacy. His bumper loomed larger and larger and I realized with a sickening lurch he was going to hit me, both of us going well over ninety miles an hour.



Octavio must have known it too. With his helmet on, I couldn’t see his eyes but in my nightmares I can. They were terrified. Something was wrong. Somehow he lost control of his brakes and he knew he was going to hit me.



Instead, he swerved, flying off the track, flipping the car onto its side, hitting something else and flipping, flipping, flipping.



I screamed his name.









Chapter 23



 



I rode the brakes, the car jerking to a stop in the middle of the track. I forgot I was in a harness, not a seatbelt, and it took me a minute to remember I needed to undo multiple clasps. My instructor shouted for me to stay in the car, but I was out and running towards the smoking car now on its rooftop. A hand flopped out of the shattered passenger’s window. I couldn’t yet see Octavio’s side.



Debris was scattered all over the track between us. The driver’s door was open. I almost missed him at first, thinking he was a part of the car, but then he moved, pulling his helmet off and raising a bloody hand as though he wanted to ask a question. I dropped beside him.



“Octavio? Octavio!”



“Okay,” he sputtered. He was not. His face was a mask of red, and one of his arms was twisted behind his back. But he was alive. I fought the urge to lift him up and hug him. Already EMTs were rushing towards us, along with all my brothers and sisters.



“Somebody needs to call my wife,” Octavio muttered, his words slurred and almost incomprehensible. “Tell her been in a wreck.”



“I will, I will,” I said, crying. I took his good hand and squeezed. “It’s okay, you’re okay.”



“She’s going to be… rather upset,” Octavio said, and I realized the wet chuffing noise was him trying to laugh.



I laughed too, far too hard. “Yeah, she will be. I’m pissed too. Ruined my best lap.”



“Ah damn. Wouldn’t want that.” He struggled to sit up and cried out. “Motherfucker!”



“Just sit there, they’re on their way. I’m a bad influence on you. Never heard you say the F word before.”



“Terrible influence on me,” he agreed.



Something hit me. And I don’t mean like a love tap. I mean two hundred and forty or so pounds rocketed into me so hard we slid a couple feet, end-over-end. Before I even really comprehended he was on top of me, Dodge was raining fists down on my face, my chest.



“You son of a bitch!” he screamed. “Why him? You son of a fucking bitch!”



I threw a right, hitting him square in the side of his jaw. It wasn’t enough to knock him over but he wasn’t expecting it, and his weight on my chest shifted enough I could tumble with him, raining down shots of my own, wild, errant strikes.



“It wasn’t me!” I screamed. “It was never me! I’m not even here for the goddamn money, you asshole!”



“Bullshit!” Dodge screamed back. “That’s my best friend and you, you, you tried to kill him!”



Words devolved into snarls, and we struck at each other so wildly we could do no real damage. He clipped my nose good enough to make it bleed but not break it. I hit his ear hard enough he had to cover it with one hand. I’m pretty sure I punched his ass a few times. Then people were on us, pulling us apart, and we broke free again, whaling on each other with even more crazed punches. This time I came out on top, kneeling on him until I heard a weak voice gasp, “No, no, no, stop it…”



I looked over. Crawling his way towards us, ignoring the EMTs trying to get him to stop moving, was Octavio. One eye was about the only thing visible on his face. The rest was just red, nothing but red.



“Stop. Please,” he whimpered. “I can’t… I can’t…”



I don’t know what he meant to say, but when he collapsed again, I dropped off Dodge and hurried to him as fast as I could on my hands and knees. Dodge was there too, crying, laying a hand on Octavio’s back. The EMTs pushed us away, and our brothers and sisters pulled us back. This time, the fighting between us was done. We watched as they secured Octavio, and loaded him into an ambulance, and Dodge’s wail of grief was enough to convince me whatever was going on, whoever was doing this, it wasn’t him.



* * *



A doctor and a nurse came out an hour later to tell us Octavio was going to be okay. He had a concussion and his arm was badly broken, but most the rest of his cuts were superficial. His instructor was also going to be okay, though “okay” was debatable with several broken ribs and a broken foot.



Jason returned to the hotel to fetch Aniela, Pamela, and Janet. When they came through the doors, Janet leaned against Dodge and sobbed. Dodge rocked with her and told her the news wasn’t as terrible as we feared, but he was rocked to his core. So was I. I held Aniela and Pamela and couldn’t speak for long minutes.



We stuck around a while longer, but parts of the group began to splinter and return to our hotel. We were scheduled to fly out in two days. I didn’t want to spend a minute away from the hospital, but my plans changed when Dodge came to me in the waiting room and sat.



“Dodge, I didn’t do this. I swear to you, and you can ask Fedir about this, I have no skin in this game except getting to know all of you. That was the whole point of me coming.”



He stared at me, his eyes gleaming. “I don’t want to believe you. Every arrow is pointing at you.”



“I know. I felt the same way about you until today. I know how much you two care about each other. I can’t imagine any reason you’d do this to him, even for money.”



“Fuck the money,” Dodge spat. “Now it’s an imperative we find out who’s doing this.”



“I feel the same way. But if we do, we’re putting our necks out there to be chopped.”



“I’m okay with that. Are you?”



I nodded. “For Octavio? Hell yes I am.”



“Then you need to know some things I know. Right now, the leaderboard is you, me, and Vivian. But this next game is very likely going to be played for stocks in one of Father’s biggest businesses, his talent agency. His stocks would be worth several hundred million. Even if someone lost the overall competition and walked away with that, they would be worth a fortune.”



“We already are,” I said.



“Don’t be a smartass. Not now. I’m trying to tell you that the point of this sabotage might not be the ultimate prize. They might be trying to scam whatever they can at the end. So it could be any one of us. Or, and you’re not going to want to hear this, it might be someone with a vested interest in one of us winning.”



My eyes narrowed. “You’re talking Pamela or Aniela.”



“Or any of the significant others on this trip. I suspect them, just as you should Janet,” he said, as though he were explaining this to a child.



“That’s your wife, man!”



“Of course she is, Don’t be so dramatic. I’m not saying I think she did it, any more than you think your two girlfriends did. My point is, do not just look at the obvious candidates here. This could be anybody associated with this trip.”



“Something to think about,” I said, sighing.



He nodded. “I’m going to stay here as long as they’ll allow. Go back to the hotel. Get some rest. I’ll call you if his condition changes.”



“Thanks.”



* * *



It could be anybody, but it wasn’t. It was Jason that made me realize that as we sat around having dinner together.



“What’s weird about the whole thing,” he said after finishing a bite of bread and hummus, “I can’t imagine how they would have done this.”



“What do you mean?” I asked.



“I don’t know how you cut the brakes that late in the race,” he said, “especially not on a modern car. The brake line, it’s not so easy to get at like you see in the movies because it’s more like pipes. A hydraulic system. It’s all very complex. Kinda makes me want to go back there and take a look, if they still have the cars around.”



I dipped my bread into the hummus, thinking about that, and then Aniela asked the million-dollar question. “Why do you say cars instead of car?”



“Well, if they specifically wanted to get rid of Octavio, how would they know which one he was driving? That’s assuming he was the one they wanted to take out.” Jason glanced at me as I stared at him, my bread forgotten about in my hand. “Sorry, Liam. That’s probably more morbid than you care to think about.”



I moved, standing up so fast I nearly tipped my chair over. “Let’s go.”



“Where?” Pamela asked.



“Back to the track.”



We paid our bill, and Jason headed for the parking lot and our car. While we waited out front, Vivian came out, still limping but not so bad as that morning.



“Oh hey,” she said. “What are you all up to?”



“Heading to the track,” I said. “Maybe they didn’t target one car. Maybe they targeted all three.”



She cocked her head at that. “What does that mean? What’s got you so excited?”



“Assume the investigators have pulled the wrecked car from the track and they’re tearing it apart. Maybe they didn’t get to the other two cars.”



Vivian’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. And if they tampered with them, there might still be evidence.”



“Exactly.”



“I’m going with you. Like your friend said, they couldn’t have just tampered with the brake lines. Maybe there’s something there, something electronic they could have done.”



“Is that possible?” Pamela asked.



“Heck if I know,” Vivian said. “I’m not a car person. But I am a computer person. Maybe I can spot something weird.”



We called Fedir, who called Graham. Both of them were having dinner together downtown and arrived at the track ahead of us. They let us in through a side gate, the two race cars for the day still parked out in front of one of the garages.



“They’ll be fixed up tomorrow, new tires, oil change, new gas through the lines,” Graham explained as we hurried towards them.



“Is that standard?” I asked.



“It’s what we normally do.”



“Who could have had access to the cars?” Fedir asked.



“The mechanics, myself, a few of the track employees,” Graham said. “I gave the police a list.”



“None of our group came here?”



“My crew says no,” Graham said. “We’ve got cameras all over the place. The security team is still combing the footage, but they haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary either.”



“Damn,” I said.



We searched the cars anyways, looking all over for any sign of anything hinky. A mall crew arrived and put the cars up on lifts so we could look under, too. Vivian used a flashlight to look in every inch, but there was nothing to be found.



“We don’t even know what we’re looking for,” she said. “That’s the problem. To fix the brakes like that, you’d need to have access to the car’s diagnostics. That could be done remotely but it’s tricky. You’d need the right equipment. There might be some other way I’m not aware of, but that’s what I’ve got. Sorry.”



“It’s not your fault,” I said, But I kicked at a curb anyways. “I was so sure…”



Jason came to me. “It was a good idea.”



“Did they take the wrecked car?” I asked Graham.



“Yes, the police have it. If they find anything, we’ll let Fedir know.”



I nodded. We searched the interiors one more time, but nothing came up.



Fedir wrapped an arm around me in an uncharacteristic show of familial friendliness. “I know you two have been getting close. We’ll figure out who’s doing this.”



“We will,” I said, and I meant it.









Chapter 24



 



I closed the door of the suite behind the three of us and collapsed against it. sinking to my ass and covering my head with my hands. Everything I held back to that point came loose. I let myself feel all of it. The horror. The pain of nearly losing Octavio. Even the strangeness of becoming uneasy partners with Dodge.



How long I stayed there, I don’t know. But when I finally looked up, Pamela and Aniela stood there, shoulder to shoulder. Aniela offered me her hand, and I took it, rising to my feet. Without a word, tears slipping slowly down her cheeks, she stepped in, brushed my chest, then slowly leaned up.



And kissed me.



It was such a shock I did nothing at first. Didn’t react. Couldn’t react. Then Pamela took my hands and moved them to Aniela’s cheeks. Aniela chuckled softly and I pulled her tighter to me, our lips connecting again and again, making such sweet whispers to each other without actually saying anything at all. My hands faltered, fell to her blouse, and I started on her buttons.



“Dustin…” I breathed against her.



“I broke up with him before we came to the hospital,” she whispered back.



“No, no, not like this, not because of today…”



“I’ve known who I wanted for a while, Liam. Since the day we met.” She pulled back and stroked my cheek with one fingernail. I took her hand and kissed it as she continued. “At first, it was just lust, but then I saw how good you were with your mom and it opened a door in me I couldn’t shut again. I only thought I wanted to because I thought I owed Dustin. And I do care about him, maybe even still love him a little for what he did for my sister. But he’s not the one I want to spend the rest of my life with. That’s you.” She turned, and looked at Pamela. “And it’s you too.”



“Good,” Pamela said. “Because I’m crazy about you both.”



I moved to pull them both to me, kissing Pamela, then Aniela again. There was no hesitation to her as she returned them. Then she turned, and she and Pamela kissed too, wrapping each other up in a warm embrace before the kisses turned hotter, needier. I worked off my shirt, and they both turned to look at me, twinkles in their eyes. Pamela pulled back and tugged Aniela towards the bedroom. I followed, stopping only to slide my feet out of my shoes. They darted ahead of me, hands all over each other when they hit the edge of the bed, helping each other out of their clothes in a dazedly happy frenzy. I felt a momentary stab of guilt when I thought about how horrific the day was, but like he was there next to me, I imagined Octavio telling me that he would want me to be happy above all else, and that wasn’t just my ego telling me that. I knew it to be true.



My hesitation broke, and I joined them, pulling off my shirt, my slacks, tugging down my underwear just as they collapsed on the bed together, kissing, touching, whispering such sweet words to each other. “I love you,” Pamela whispered in between feverish kisses. “I know that’s crazy, we just met, but I love you…”



“I love you too, baby,” Aniela whispered right back, and they were stroking each other’s hips and wiggling so they faced each other. They kissed and moaned and then I joined in, letting them be together but positioning them where I wanted them, their butts on the bedding, one of Aniela’s legs over Pamela’s. At this angle I could eat one of them out while I fingered the other. It had been so long since I got to have my Aniela, I dove in first for her. She tried to twist to look at me, but I shook my head. “You two go back to loving each other. Let me take care of you the way you’ve been taking care of me.”



“Mm, maybe we should show him what we’ve been up to when he’s not around,” Pamela said.



They went back to kissing, slow, sensual teases of their lips and tongues. Aniela spread her legs for me but twisted her upper half again so she was focused on Pamela as I started to take slow, easy licks of her pussy.



Mine again, and this time, forever.



I don’t know how long I spent like that. It could have been minutes. It could have been hours. What I know is I needed that gentle connection for a while between Aniela and me. I needed to come down off a mountain of emotions, and in the quiet of that time lapping at her pussy, I found a calmness that had been escaping me since New Orleans and the days spent with Pamela in our hotel room.



And in Aniela and Pamela together, I found a rightness, a strange feeling that I was complete because they were complete. I didn’t want one over the other. I wanted them both, and I wanted them to want each other that way too. In that long night, they showed me the connection between them ran as deep as the rivers in my own heart. They caressed and kissed with an easy familiarity, murmuring their passion to each other as the night stretched on.



Pamela’s hand joined me at Aniela’s sex, and I reached one out to her in kind, rubbing her pussy before sliding my fingers inside her wet warmness. Like Pamela was helping me, Aniela helped with Pamela, their hands on each other’s mounds, fingers brushing clits and warm skin erratically. No rush. We had an eternity of bliss before us.



Aniela began to undulate, small sways of a boat on dappled waters. She looked away from Pamela and down towards me, her hand going to my head, her fingers swirling through my hair. “Oh, Liam,” she whimpered.



And then she crested, a soft cry the only real sign apart from her hips quivering and closing around my ears. Keeping a hand at her sex, I moved to Pamela, my Pamela, who had owned me so easily from the moment I saw her. She smiled fondly down at me as I tasted first her wet, tanned thighs, then teased her lips. Aniela rolled so she was on top of Pamela, kissing her with growing need between them until it was crackling and I was making love to Pamela with my tongue. Sweet passion gave way to the insistent call of lust, and soon I had Pamela’s legs over my shoulders, her ass up off the bed as Aniela slid forward, pressing her slit to Pamela’s mouth as Pamela clutched at her ass, pulling her in tighter and feasting.



Driven by the sight of them together, I ate my Pamela with growing intensity. Her dainty feet kicked at my back as she grew wetter and wetter. I gripped her under the ass and plunged my tongue into her depths, making her cry out against Aniela’s pussy. “Like that, mmm, just like… that!”



She came, and I was on her, still holding her ass up off the bed as I brought my cock to her pussy lips. She cried out again as I plunged into her, still riding that edge of the first orgasm and the pleasure reverberating through her. Aniela turned so she was facing me, and I reached out to take her neck and pull her to me for a sloppy, wet kiss.



“I’m never going to want to stop kissing you now,” I said.



“Good,” she said, and laughed breathlessly.



My pace was fast, frenetic. My ass flexed back and forth as I plunged in and out of Pamela, holding nothing back. Pamela gurgled happily under Aniela, but Aniela wasn’t too far off herself, one hand on her own ass, the other on one of Pamela’s bobbing tits. She bit her lip as she watched me, a mixture of sweetness and pure lust in her expression.



“Oh, oooh, Pamela, I love your tongue in me,” she gasped. “L-love… this… love…”



She dipped her head down, then brought it back up with a sharp jerk, crying out her pleasure. “Aaaaaaah!” Then she was scrambling off, just as fast as she came, and kissed Pamela’s wet lips, the two of them clutching at each other’s faces.



“Come in Aniela, come in Aniela, she’s waited for you for so long,” Pamela begged.



“I will,” I said, and pulled out of her. But before she could escape me, I gripped her waist and flipped her over onto her hands and knees. “But I’m not anywhere close yet.”



With that, I plunged back into her, hilting myself in one thrust. She tensed and threw her head back, hammering at the mattress with one fist. “Oh… oh fuck!” she cried out, and bucked back against me. Aniela watched us, mouth wide open, her glasses slightly askew as she leaned back and played with herself. She loved to watch, and Pamela loved to show off.



My model girlfriend bounced back against me, “It’s so good, Aniela, he’s so deep and fills me right up…”



“Uh huh,” Aniela said dazedly. “Fills you… up…”



“Do you like watching him fuck me?”



“Uhhh huh… yes… f-fucking you…”



Pamela bounced back at me, looking left to right as her ass slapped against my hips. “Uh oh, we didn’t put ohhh… out condoms… oh no.”



“Not on… the pill,” Aniela whimpered, spreading her legs wider. “He could get me pregnant.”



I growled, “And what if I did? What if I told you I wanted you to take every drop of my come deep in your pussy? What if I wanted to make you pregnant?”



“Oh, fuck,” Aniela gasped. “Yes, sir. Please. Please do whatever you want to me. I’d be your pregnant slut if that’s what you wanted.”



“This is hot, this is hot, this is so hot…” Pamela whimpered.



“Your baby in me…” Aniela said, fingers plunging hard and fast inside herself. She was practically bouncing with the idea, her eyes half-lidded, her tongue poking out now and again as she fantasized about it. “Making me yours. F-forever…”



Pamela froze, her fingers clutching at the bedding. Her pussy around me clenched, and she came before finally letting out an explosive gasp. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, take her, I need to see you take her…”



I pulled out of her and rushed to my Aniela. So many weeks apart and then I was inside her, one hand on her shoulder, gripping her to me as I fucked back and forth into her. We kissed and kissed as I rocked my hips up and down, taking her as hard and fast as I ever had. Pamela fell beside us, kissing Aniela’s shoulder, her cheek, and Aniela twisted to look at her, sightless, and they kissed again and again.



“Is it okay, a family, is it okay?” Aniela whimpered.



“I want it,” Pamela said simply.



“It’s what I’ve always wanted,” I said softly. Aniela looked back up at me, her hands coming to my cheeks. She pulled me in for one more kiss as she came, her body jerking up and down, tears of pleasure coursing down her cheeks.



“Come inside me… sir.”



I pumped, and kissed her, and Pamela was there, kissing me too, stroking Aniela’s mound and my cock as I worked in and out of Aniela.



Maybe he didn’t intend to. Maybe Dad thought up this trip as a bit of fun for all of us. But intentionally or not, he gave me the greatest gift I’d ever received, or ever would receive.



My Pamela. My Aniela.







Chapter 25



 



Octavio was swathed in bandages, but he was sitting up and browsing his phone when I walked in. Guiltily he hid the phone away fast, then grinned sheepishly when he saw it was me.



“Doctors say I’m not supposed to be reading or trying to use my eye. They think I might have a detached retina.”



“Give me the phone, then.”



He did, and of course it was open to a stock market page. “What part do you need me to read for you?”



Despite his weak protests, I spent an hour doing just that. Dodge and Janet came by. I don’t think Dodge ever actually left the hospital the night before, given how rough he looked. They held hands by the doorway, Dodge red-eyed and Janet stoic. Finally Octavio said, “You might as well come take a seat. You’re making me nervous, standing there like that.”



“You boys talk. I’ll go get breakfast with Fedir and Cathy,” Janet said. “Don’t wear him out.”



“I won’t stay long,” Dodge said, more to me than her. “I annoyed him most of last night.” Janet kissed the air at him, and he smiled distractedly. We watched her go, then he muttered, “Not a word, Fleming.”



“You got it, Double D.”



Wonder of wonders, his lips ticked upwards at that. Octavio looked between us and said, “If I knew getting in a wreck would stop your quibbling, I’d have asked my driver to hit a stump weeks ago.”



“Never too late,” Dodge said, and this time it was my turn to almost smile.



“What have the doctors said?” I asked.



“My arm will need surgery,” Octavio said, glancing down at his cast and the machinery keeping it pinned in a position he couldn’t move. “Pins, at the very least. They’re more worried about the eye. I’m going to see a specialist in Europe. Fedir’s making the arrangements and my wife and children will fly in for it. The concussion, I’m missing a chunk of time. I remember driving into Switzerland, and everything after skydiving, but anything in between is gone. Have they figured out who did this?”



“I thought I had last night, but no, nothing,” I said.



“You fly out soon,” Octavio said.



“I’m not leaving you,” Dodge said.



Octavio waved his good hand at that. “You, Vivian and Liam are at the head of the pack. If only for my amusement, I want to see who wins.”



“I’ve never been in this to win,” I said. To Dodge, I added, “I wasn’t bullshitting you yesterday. I waived away everything I could gain on this trip.”



He nodded. “I spoke to some of Father’s legal people and they backed your story up.”



“How nice of you to trust me,” I said, and Dodge showed me some teeth. All right, so maybe we weren’t exactly buddy buddy, but at least we weren’t punching each other in the butt again.



“Boys,” Octavio said reproachfully.



“I’ll take that as a cue to get some coffee,” Dodge said. “Bring you back anything, Liam?”



Good God, he was serious. “Uh. Yeah. Coffee would be great. Thanks.”



He nodded, stood, and patted Octavio’s shoulder before he left the room, closing the door behind him. I stared after him, then returned my attention to Octavio. He studied me, then said softly, “You need to protect yourself. And them. Vivian. Dodge. Whoever is going after us, they’re targeting the potential winners.”



“I know,” I said. “And I will. But I need to ask you what happened, if you remember. “



He frowned, thinking about it. “We were neck and neck, you and me. I was ahead, but just barely. I think it was the… second… third lap?” I nodded and he continued. “I tried to slow for a corner and couldn’t. My instructor told me I was going too fast and I tried to slow, but the car roared forward and the brakes wouldn’t respond. My instructor tried his brakes and nothing. You pulled ahead. I was all over the road and I knew I was going to hit one of you. Dodge… I don’t know what happened to Dodge, but I saw you, and I was getting too close. I…”



“You swerved to save me,” I said, and squeezed his hand.



“You make it sound heroic.”



“It was. Thank you.” I drew a breath. “Do you remember anything unusual about the car up to that point?”



“What do you mean?”



“Anything new or different about it? Maybe something in one of the USB ports or something like that?”



He frowned. “I don’t recall anything, but my memory’s hazy.”



“I’m grasping at straws here. I’d make a terrible detective.” But I had an idea, a terrible one. Someone had overplayed their hand, and I thought about their words as I sat there with Octavio. Dodge came back in with the coffee, and I moved to the window, looking out over a foreign city. I wasn’t certain, but it felt right. I needed proof.



Fedir and his people came in not long after to discuss Octavio’s medical care with his doctor, and make arrangements for his travel. I gave him one last hug, and I promised him again I’d make every effort to come meet his family over Thanksgiving, a promise I intended to keep, if I was still alive.



I left him there, my newfound brother and the man I had come to love most in the world, and with every step I took down the hallway of the hospital, I became more and more sure I had the heart of it and knew what was going on.



* * *



Our flight to the United States wasn’t as straight a shot as getting to Europe what felt like months ago, but had really only been days. We flew first to Amsterdam, where we had an overnight layover. At an emotional dinner, Dodge told everyone he was sorry for spreading rumors about me, and we had patched things up. We even hugged. I held it extra long just because it made him squirm. Janet, still medicated from the flight, giggled merrily at that.



Our flight back to the States was largely uneventful and a mostly silent affair. We lost the heart of the group in Octavio, and by that point, we were all ready to go home. But there was still the matter of the last competition, something Fedir addressed somewhere over the Atlantic.



“Right now, as it stands, we have three front-runners,” he said. “Liam. Dodge. Vivian. The difference in points is so negligible I’m considering it a tie, and whoever wins this next competition will take it. As some of you might have figured out, this one will be played for shares in Antonio’s talent agency, one of his most lucrative, successful business ventures. Although you might be out of the running for the grand prize, there is still a lot at stake here.”



“I’d like to propose something,” I said, and looked around. “Octavio very likely had that race won. I think we give the Dubai prize to him.”



There were nods at that, but Fedir smiled and shook his head. “An idea I already thought of and talked to him about. Octavio has asked that the shares be split evenly among everyone.”



There was a lot of murmuring and a couple cheers at that. Dodge raised a glass to Octavio and we all did the same, but Fedir wasn’t done.



“Unlike the other competitions, this one I’m going to explain in advance, because you will be required to buy your own gear. Reimbursed, of course, so save your receipts. We are going on a hike. Of course, it’s a bit more complicated than that. The goal is to reach your father’s favorite mountain getaway. He loved these woods and walked them every day he was here. If ever there was a place on Earth his spirit returned to, it would be here. To honor that, this is not a race. It is about teamwork. I’ll be splitting you up into groups of threes. When you complete the journey, you will award the teammate who showed themselves to be the most helpful, or pleasant, or however you wish to vote, but you may not vote for yourself. In the event of a tie, you will take place in the most holy of our familial traditions – a sack race.”



There was some laughter at that and Fedir smiled.



“Despite the accidents that have befallen us,” he said, “it has been my deepest pleasure getting to know each and every one of you. Antonio is… was… a complex man. I hope this journey has shown you that he was also a kind man, a man with passions and a soul beyond what you saw in the newspapers and on a screen. I will always miss him, but in you, I think he will live on forever.”



“To Antonio,” Vivian said, and raised her glass. We all raised ours in turn.



We broke apart after that, but Fedir called for Dodge, Vivian, and I to join him. We did, and he refilled Vivian’s wine glass. Dodge still had a nearly full bottle of beer, and I waved off a drink.



“Are you okay to compete in this?” Fedir asked Vivian.



“All healed up,” she said.



Fedir nodded. “Good. I’m putting the three of you together. Yours will be the most arduous path, but one I’m sure together you can handle. As I said, this is not a race. Take your time.”



“What kind of gear should we bring?” I asked.



“I’m going to be deliberately vague on that end,” Fedir said. “But your hike will be a long one, possibly upwards of two days if the weather doesn’t cooperate. Eight hours if it does, and that’s at a fairly brisk walk.”



So overnight then, and plan for three, I thought.



“Cold weather? Warm?” Vivian asked.



“Chilly, but it’s not expected to snow. Perhaps some rain.”



“We should all be told that, just in case,” I said.



“A point I’ll take to heart,” Fedir said. “Well, good luck. Remember. Not a race. I expect the three of you to cooperate and get along.” He deliberately eyed me, then Dodge.



“We’ll be as sweet as angels,” Dodge said, and I grinned.



Vivian said, “I’m going to go start a list.”



“That sounds like a plan to me,” I said. “We should collaborate and make sure we’re not all packing a pot and no utensils.”



“A pot?” Dodge asked, frowning.



“For cooking?” I asked.



He stared at me blankly. “At the mountain home? I’m sure they’ll have cookware there, Liam.”



Vivian burst into giggles and his expression turned stonier. I groaned, “Oh good God, we’re going to be hopeless.”



* * *



Aniela, Pamela, and Jason all were sleeping. I was too cranked up, my thoughts bouncing off my skull too hard to be ignored. So I worked on the novel instead. I had a great opening chapter, I thought, and I was feeling really positive about the whole thing. The preliminary notes I took filled nearly an entire notebook and felt more like a first draft. All that was left to do was pour my heart onto the page.



I was so focused I never noticed Cathy walking back to me. I don’t know how long she was standing there, but finally she said softly, “Liam?”



I jumped, and laughed shakily. “Jeez, you scared me.”



“I guess we’re all a little jumpy. Um. Can I sit?”



I looked at the closed curtains of my girlfriends and Jason’s compartments, and closed the laptop. She gestured towards a pair of empty chairs further up the plane apart from anyone, and we headed there, sitting side by side. Cathy took my hand and squeezed.



“I owe you an apology,” she said.



“Don’t worry about it,” I said.



“No. I was horrible to you and I hate that. You, you were my absolute favorite person on this trip and I pushed you away because I was afraid. Because I let Dodge convince me you were this greedy so-and-so.”



“Hey, I get it. We’ve all been so stressed lately. It’s all right to be afraid.”



“You see what I mean? You make it so hard for me not to play favorites.”



I chuckled. “Who are you partnered with?”



“Kincaid and Deb.” Deb was a quiet one, and kept to a loose circle of relatives, I guess much the same as me. Nice but insular in a dismissive way that some of my wealthiest siblings were. “I wish I was going with you.”



“Me too. But they’re both smart. You’ll do well.”



“Yeah.” She sniffed. “Hey. Um. After this is done, we’ll stay in touch, right?”



“Yeah. Of course. I’m going to Octavio’s for Thanksgiving. I’ll talk to him. Maybe we could rent out a bigger place, really do it up. You know? Invite the younger siblings and their families and everyone who couldn’t make it.”



“That’d be really fun. Or hell. Or both.”



I laughed. “We’ll plan on that, then.”



“Okay.” She stood, but before she went back to her seat, she said quietly, “Be careful. I think Dodge and Janet were targeting you for a reason.”



“Don’t worry about me,” I said. “Eyes like a hawk.”



She snorted. “Such a geek.”



I watched her walk away, smile fading, thinking about her words about Janet and Dodge. I was starting to believe I wasn’t the one in danger, and I thought I knew who was.



* * *



I shopped for gear with Jason at a sporting goods store in a mall about a hundred miles from the mountains where we’d be making the hike. Pamela and Aniela were taking care of some research for me, camped out at a steakhouse and sending me occasional updates.



Most everything I needed for the actual hike and potentially camping I picked out in a hurry, but I’d done a couple weeklong hiking trips before in Colorado and the Appalachians, and I felt fairly confident in what I was buying. It was the items I added to the list after I was done talking to Vivian and Dodge that interested me most, a good knife for self-protection, camouflage clothing, face paint, and most important of all, a camera. And not just any camera, but…



“I want something that’ll get a picture of the honey coming out of a bee’s ass at a thousand yards,” I told a clerk. “Long range. Fast auto focus. And a burst mode. I’m doing some birding and I don’t want my jerkwad cousin telling me I digitally inserted the bird into the picture.”



That line was Jason’s idea, and it was gold. The clerk showed me their best camera recommended for wildlife. It had everything I needed, and then some, including an unmirrored lens. I hadn’t thought about that, but if I was the one who was going to sabotage this event, I’d do it at night, lit only by the firelight. I planned on a stakeout in the woods at night, as close to the campsite as I dared, and the fire might reflect off the lens. I praised the kid, and tipped him generously for helping me out.



That left me just hours to figure out how to use the damn thing, the biggest flaw in my plan. Thankfully, I had three traveling companions who were all much smarter with these things than I was, and between the three of them, they had it figured out with a couple hours to spare. Jason was Aniela’s dashing model in the parking lot of a restaurant as I took a call from my mom.



When I answered, I said, “Hey. We’re going to have to send you a picture we just took of Jason on my new camera. He’s-”



Mom cut me off. “So you’re stateside but you don’t bother to call and tell me you’re okay?” she asked.



I laughed. “Hi to you too. You’re being very Mom-ish.”



“I’m very worried about you. I’ve been talking to some people who know what’s going on. Sweet Octavio was in a wreck?”



“It’s a lot weirder than that.” I walked away from my girlfriends and a preening Jason. I found a bench and told her everything that was going on. She was silent until I finished with, “I think I know who’s been doing it. If I can get them on camera tonight, I can stop them from hurting someone else.”



“You let me call Fedir. He’ll get this-”



“No!” I said sharply. “No one knows, except Jason, Aniela, and Pamela, and I need to keep it that way. They cannot suspect a thing. If they do, they’ll never go for it.”



“I’m not going to have you go and play detective.”



“I’m not playing detective. I’m looking out for my family.”



That got her, and I knew it. “You promise me you’ll be careful.”



“I will.”



“And you tell Jason that… well…”



“You miss him?”



“Maybe,” she said, and giggled softly. “He’s so sweet, but he doesn’t push.”



“He’s a good man, Mom. You could do a lot worse. He told me about maybe coming to live there.”



“Does he seem interested?”



“I think you’ve got him for life, if you want him.”



“Of all the things I expected to happen at Antonio’s funeral,” she marveled, “I never thought I’d find someone I actually want to settle down with.”



“I think it’s probably because you two won’t settle down.”



“I could see us taking a trip of our own sometime.”



“You tell me when and where, and I’ll pay for it. Your wedding present.”



“He’s not talking about marriage, is he?” Mom asked, and for once in her life, I don’t think the question was unpleasant to her.



“He’s not. But I think you two would make a great couple.”



“Maybe we’ll come visit you. And Pamela.”



“And Aniela, now.”



Mom eeped with happiness. “She came around?”



“She came around.”



“Oh, honey, I’m so happy. And scared. Please, please be careful.”



“I will. I’ll call you when it’s done.”



“Okay. Love you.”



I smiled. “Love you too.”



I hung up, stood, and walked around the side of the building again. Now the three were seated at an outdoor table, eating Philly cheesesteak egg rolls and a greasy, cheesy spinach dip singing my name. “Jason,” I called. He stood up, and I came to him. He eyed me curiously, and I hugged him hard. “Thanks.”



“What for?” he asked.



“You’ll find out someday soon.”









Chapter 26



 



Before we were let loose on our grand hike through the mountain passes, we camped for the night together, making a big half-circle with our tents and eating steaks and burgers cooked right on an open fire. It would have been a heavenly send-off for all of us, if we weren’t openly eyeing one another like the saboteur was going to pull a knife on the rest of us.



I felt oddly at peace. Aniela and Pamela would travel with Fedir in the morning to Dad’s mountain lodge. They would be safe, unless there was one hell of a bizarre twist and Fedir was the one trying to off us. I actually gave that some thought before leaving them alone with him, but it made zero sense, even to my wriggly writer brain. Janet would be traveling with them too. If you asked me who my second suspect would be, it would have been her. I mean, it made sense. Bump off her husband’s competition, and they wind up with a much bigger slice of the pie. But I had faith it wasn’t her for one irrational reason. Dodge was trusting in my judgment of Aniela and Pamela, and I would trust him in his. Besides, I saw how Janet was with Octavio. Despite being the venomous queen of New York, she was nearly as heartbroken as her husband. If it was an act, it was a damn good one.



I sat with Vivian and Dodge, and we talked about wildly fake plans. It started when Dodge asked what we were doing for food on the walk, which was my territory after his question about the pot I planned to bring.



“I brought popcorn,” I said, “but we’ll need to find a microwave somewhere along the way.”



“Seems completely reasonable,” Vivian said. “I got some frozen chicken breasts for the same reason. They’ve been in the car for a few hours, but I think they’ll be okay tomorrow.”



I don’t think Dodge understood at first we were joking until Janet said quietly, “Good. Because Dodge picked up a china set, so you won’t have to eat off paper plates like this.”



It was a weak joke, but I knew she was trying, and I laughed. “Hopefully he brought his coffee grinder too.”



“Oh, of course,” Janet said.



“I do have a portable coffee grinder here,” Fedir said across the campfire, and that really set most of us off. He added in protest, “It’s for the morning. Heathens.”



Dodge finally got into it too. “Well… can we expect bottle service on the path, or do we have to bring our own?”



And so it went.



I was surprised so many of my brothers and sisters had never tried a S’more, and they in turn introduced me to the joy of – and this is going to sound like a joke, but it isn’t – brie cooked over a campfire. With thick slices of bread and some kind of drizzled sauce, it was one of the finest things I tasted on that entire trip. Honest to God, if you ever have a chance to try it, do it. It’s insanely indulgent but so good.



We drank a lot that night, or rather, they did. Whenever I took a sip of beer, I spat it back inside, put the bottle behind me and tipped out a bit into the dirt. Aniela kept me stocked up, and by the end of the night, I pretended to have a bit of slurred speech. Just enough to give the impression I had a good buzz on.



I excused myself early, and Aniela, Pamela, and I headed for our tent. There, we made like we were going to bed, and actually, we did all rest on our backs while I prepared so that if our shadows were illuminated, we would look like we were sleeping. Instead, I was applying a dark green and light brown face paint pattern to my face. When I was done with that and scrubbed my hands clean, Aniela pushed my clothes for the night towards me, all camo. I slipped off my clothes and put everything on loosely zipped in my sleeping bag.



Ready.



On either side of me, my girls took my hands. I kissed them, wishing I didn’t have to do this, that this wasn’t necessary, but my hunch now beat at the doors of my mind.



We listened as my siblings and the various crew still with us said their goodnights to one another. Fedir was one oof the last, and said to his assistant, “You’ll get the fire?”



“Yes sir.”



“Good man. Thanks again for coming along on this.”



“It’s been the trip of a lifetime.”



“It has at that. Good night.”



A few more minutes, then I heard a clinking as the assistant’s last beer bottle hit the other empties in garbage bag. He hummed softly to himself as he tended to the campsite, loading our garbage into one of the bear-safe cannisters and walking it out away from the camp and into the woods. I watched through the walls of the tent as he came back and doused the fire in water before kicking the dirt around inside the fire ring to get all the embers. One more splash of water, and then I heard his tent unzip and zip.



Time to move.



Aniela’s hand brushed me, and I leaned over to kiss her, then Pamela. “I don’t like this,” Pamela breathed in my ear.



I kissed her nose. I didn’t like it either. But it had to be done.



I cleared my throat loudly, then crawled towards the tent’s entrance and unzipped it. I stepped out, headed back behind the line of tents, and peed into the bushes. If I didn’t have to go I had a water bottle ready, but hey, kismet. I walked back to the tent, and Pamela reached out to hand me the camera. I stroked her hand, and then zipped back up the tent. She made lots of noise inside, unzipping one of the sleeping bags, squirming around, and then muttering my name like she was irritated with me fumbling in the dark. I smiled. Perfect.



I didn’t realize how light it would be. The night was so full of stars I didn’t need to click on my penlight until I was well into the trees. That was the one part of the plan I thought could go wrong. If someone saw the flashlight, it could be game over. But they didn’t. I flicked it on well clear of the tents, found a spot with plenty of cover and a clear line of sight to Dodge’s car where his gear was stored.



And waited.



And waited.



For a long time, I didn’t think she was going to do it. I thought maybe I was wrong or maybe she had some other plan in place. But no, a little after two in the morning, I heard a tent unzip. And unlike the other times when someone went to use the bathroom like me, Vivian had another intent.



* * *



Pamela helped me shrug into my pack. I was exhausted. Even after I discovered I was right and returned to my tent, I couldn’t sleep. I still had questions, a lot of them, and this wasn’t done yet until they were answered.



“I’ll be ready,” she said, and I kissed her forehead.



“Thank you,” I said. “I love you.”



“I love you. I’m sorry, Liam.”



“Me too.”



Aniela next. I fought my instinct to run over the plan with her one more time, but I knew how reliable she was.



“Good luck, sir,” she said with a smile far braver than I felt.



“Thanks,” I said. “I love you too, Aniela.”



I dug out an envelope. Inside was a letter to Fedir explaining everything, from my hunch that Vivian had deliberately cut the strap on her own ski to elude suspicion, to the key fob that she used the night before to get into Dodge’s truck without making the car making a sound or lighting the place up. I thought she used something similar on Octavio’s car during the race, which would explain why we never found any evidence of tampering.



I also listed some of the details that Aniela dug up for me about Vivian’s gaming company, about a buyout that fell through and how it was under serious scrutiny for embezzling funds from its publishers and the NDAs her employees were under to not talk about harsh workplace treatment. As it turned out, Vivian was right on the cusp of losing everything.



Aniela took the envelope. She would give it to Fedir once we were on the trail and explain to him what the plan was. “Come back to us.”



“Count on it.”



“And while you’re out there, think about it,” Pamela said.



“What?” I asked, amused.



“Whether you’re going to move to New York or Denver.”



I started to walk away, and called over my shoulder, “New Bainbridge!”



Vivian and Dodge waited for me by our designated trail. Vivian looked trail-ready in jeans and an obviously brand-new flannel shirt under a rainproof jacket. Dodge looked like he was prepared for a safari in a wide-brimmed fishing cap, khaki overalls with a thousand pockets, all stuffed with supplies, and a ridiculously overengineered hiking pack.



Fedir would drop off the rest at intermittent points down the road on shorter and shorter trails, depending on the hikers’ physical capabilities. Some of them would only have to hike a couple hours. I had to walk eight hours with an attempted murderer, intentional or not. Not exactly my idea of fun.



“Ready?” Vivian said brightly.



I tugged on my Gargoyles ballcap. “I am. Your ankle okay? The pack not too heavy?”



“I’m all right, Papa Hen,” she said, and nudged me.



You tried to kill Octavio,
 I thought, trying to make my smile seem natural.
 You hurt the twins. And true, Kincaid and Vance are assholes, but they didn’t deserve that.



“Would you like to take my pack?” Dodge asked me.



“Naaaah.”



The mountains were beautiful, I had to give Dad that. As a last stage, it should have been a peaceful, friendly way to end things. Ancient pines stretched up around us, and the air was crisp and sharp with the scent of their needles. Birds called to each other from the trees, and occasionally fluttered among their branches. We saw a deer pretty early on, a lean doe that couldn’t have been very old. We got pictures of her grazing beside the path, and moved on.



The path was an old one, and we walked around a lot of thick branches barring the way. It wasn’t bad going, though. The earth was dry, and the threat of rain seemed to have abated, at least in the early hours. Occasionally we could hear a stream in the distance at first, but I knew from studying the map we would leave it behind in a couple hours, and when we did, that was when I had to set my plan in motion.



We crossed an old wood bridge over the stream, stopping to take in the view of the greenish waters as they burbled gently down the mountains. “Dad sure picked them as far as views,” I said.



“No kidding,” Vivian said. “It’s gorgeous.” She turned and eyed Dodge, who was starting to build up a mild sheen of sweat. “You okay? You need some water?”



“I don’t want to waste it,” he said. I tried not to smile to myself when her eyes narrowed just a hair.



“Smart,” I said mildly. “Might be out here a while.”



We carried on another half an hour before we came to another split in the trail. One might have been a deer trail. The other was the real trail. I stopped to pull out the map I bought, and squinted at it, then my compass. “I think we go this way,” I said, pointing in the wrong direction, up the mountain. “Yeah.”



They followed along. This was dangerous too. I was deliberately taking us off the right path, and while I had a really strong sense of direction and a good idea how to course correct once this popped off, there was no guarantee there weren’t some wild critters up here hungry or territorial enough to take a bit out of us. But I needed this trip to take a while, and maybe more importantly, I needed Vivian confident she wouldn’t get caught if she went homicidal on us. That could only happen well away from people.



We walked, and walked, and walked. We crested a hill, came down the other side, and started climbing a mountain, stone starting to overtake the trees. Dodge called for a stop, and we sat on a rock as he fished out his sports bottle and gulped from it. Vivian smiled, and didn’t bother to hide it.



“You all right?” she asked. “Need a few?”



“Just a few,” Dodge said, and patted the sweat away from his forehead with a handkerchief.



I dug out some jerky and offered them each a piece. We ate, and sipped a little more water, and I stared up the mountainside. “I’m not sure we’re going the right way.”



“Oh Lord,” Dodge said. “Please don’t tell me we have to backtrack.”



“Let me see,” Vivian said. She took my map and compass. Oh, she was good. She stood up, sucked her teeth, walked around like she was getting her bearings. Then finally she folded up the map and passed it back to me. “I think we’re good, guys. Captain Liam, steering us true. Feeling okay, Dodge? Ready to press on?”



He grunted and stood up. I said, “I’ll catch up in a second. Nature and all that.”



They walked on without me. I turned away from them and dug out my radio. I didn’t speak, but gave the transmission button two beeps, hoping Aniela was still in range. A moment later, I had my answer in two beeps back. I switched on the voice activated option, hoping it would carry Dodge and Vivian’s voices. Almost time. That radio I stuffed into one of the many pockets of my jacket. It was slim and fit like a cell phone. I hoped that’s what it looked like, anyways. Another radio, bigger and more garish, hung on my belt. The decoy radio.



I caught up to my partners and we continued on. We weren’t lost. I knew the route we came and I knew how we could get back. But were we off the beaten path? Oh yeah. By hours now, and we were so far up in the mountains I wasn’t sure I could explain how to get to us if we needed help.



Vivian kept eyeing Dodge, waiting, waiting. I played ignorance, my only tell a glance at the sports watch I bought.
 Twenty minutes after I beep you,
 I told Aniela the day before,
 be ready to record
 .



“Are you sure you’re okay?” Vivian asked Dodge.



“I’m fine,” Dodge said. “Little tired, but I’m fine.”



Irritation. Confusion. I’m not sure if I really saw either or if it was my imagination, but she asked the question another ten minutes in, and now I knew I heard a note of anger. The path took us up a sharp slope, next to a tremendous fall, maybe two stories straight onto rocks and boulders. The trees were sparser up here, and in the distance was a meadow, untouched save for a sea of soft blue flowers and an old abandoned cabin. A crude cross stuck out from a pile of rocks, and I hoped I wasn’t about to join whoever was buried there. Dodge too, I supposed.



“Li-” the radio on my belt squelched. Aniela.



We stopped walking, and Dodge dug out his water bottle again, looking with morbid fascination at the drop off the side of the wide bend we were on. “We are definitely lost,” he muttered.



I plucked at my decoy radio and depressed the talk button.. “I’m here. I think we’re lost.”



“-isten to me… are… one? I repeat… one?” I tried not to smile. She was reading the script perfectly.
 Are you alone? I repeat, are you alone?
 “- ound omething in… ai.”



“Sorry, say that again?” I asked. Vivian stared at Dodge, her jaw clenched. I reached forward and pulled at the straps of his overalls. He looked back at me, annoyed. “Dude, you’re making me nervous,” I said, but it wasn’t him. It was Vivian. It would have been all too easy for her to push him off the side.



“Found something in Dubai!” Aniela said. “Are you alone? You were… ight. Need to be careful.”



Vivian turned towards me, then looked at Dodge, then back at me. She came towards me, and plucked the radio from my hand. “What are you…?”



She threw the radio as hard as she could over the side and silently I thanked Pamela. She thought Vivian might break the radio somehow once she found out and came up with the plan to have a second one in play.



“How did you know?” she asked me.



“What’s going on?” Dodge asked.



“Stay away from her,” I said.



Vivian grinned, a hard, ugly thing. Quick as a snake, she dropped. When she came back up, she was holding a small pistol in her hand. Oh fuck me. That, I did not anticipate.



She aimed it at me, and repeated herself, “How did you know?”



“Put the gun down,” I said,



“Tell me how you knew,” Vivian said yet again, her voice dull, her eyes bright.



“You?” Dodge asked, dumbfounded. She motioned with the gun for him to stand beside me, and he did, his eyes huge.



I spoke slowly, calmly, my heart pounding. I couldn’t stop staring at the gun. “I didn’t. Not for certain until last night. I had some hunches, though. Strong ones. I figured whoever was doing this had to be a woman. I couldn’t think of any opportunity any of us guys would have had to get to your ski gear, so it probably had to happen in the women’s dressing area, where you had it stowed. Then I thought back to Sestneau, and everyone who was standing around the tables when the twins were loading up their plates. But the real kicker was when you tried to turn me on Octavio. Of course his company was being investigated. It’s an investment company. They get investigated. It happens.”



“I could have told you that,” Dodge said petulantly.



I ignored him. “Then in Dubai, we went to look at the cars after the wreck. That’s when the pieces started coming together. There was no trace of what you did. None. But you said it yourself. The cars could be accessed by running a diagnostics mode remotely. And I kept thinking to myself, who would know that? The answer I kept coming back to was you. You fed us exactly the information we needed that would have pointed us at you to make yourself seem innocent. After all, you would be the most suspected person, so what smarter play than to make yourself the most obvious target and point it out? And if you were covering your tracks then, I started to wonder, could you have hurt yourself in Switzerland? You were a fantastic skier. You could have controlled the fall, known what to do to keep the injuries to a minimum.”



“And Dodge’s water?” she asked.



“My what?” he squawked, and fumbled for his water bottle.



“Relax,” I said, and gripped his arm. “You’re okay. I was in the woods last night, watching the camp. I figured whoever was doing this, even if I was wrong about who, was going to set something in motion last night. And I saw Vivian come out of her tent, unlock your car somehow, and dose your water with something. What was it, by the way?”



“An emetic,” she said faintly. “He would have… have vomited a few minutes after he drank, and… and you or I would have helped him to… to get better, or to get him to Antonio’s estate, and we would have won, Liam.” She laughed, a desperate, terrible thing. “Oh my God, oh no, no no no.”



“Why didn’t you ever go after me?” I asked.



“Because I didn’t know you were Joe fucking Hardy!” she yelled.  “I got close to you so if my plan didn’t work, I could ask you for a loan. Fifteen, twenty million and my company would be in the clear for a decade. I could pay back my publishers and hire back my programmers. I was going to use you because you were so… so… naive, but you, you… you offered me a ride.”



“What?” I asked.



“You were kind to me, Liam. You were always so kind to everyone… and… and…” She broke, sobbing into her free hand before wiping at the tears in her eyes. “I found out from Fedir you weren’t going to inherit any of the prize money and I respected that, I loved you best for that.”



“You tried to kill Octavio,” Dodge said with wonder in his voice.



“No,” she gasped. “No, I swear. The fob was supposed to kill his engine off the line, but the trigger didn’t work, not right away. I thought he would be okay, and if he won, I think he would have helped me too, but I had to try to p-p-put Liam in the best spot and then it all went wrong and he nearly d-died.”



“Jesus,” I said.



She swung the gun towards Dodge, and all the world froze. “I can kill him and we can hide the body,” Vivian whispered. She hiccupped, and I hoped to God her finger was nowhere near the trigger if she did it again. “Bury it… or… or… there were caves. We could take him into one, block the entrance with some… some… some branches and rocks, and we could still win, Liam, we could still win.”



“Put the gun down,” I said, my voice quavering. “Please, Vivian. If you really care for me, for our friendship, put it down.”



“I’m sorry, Dodge. I n-need this too much,” she said.



I moved. I didn’t think about it, I just did it. I grabbed at the gun, yanked it towards me just as her finger slid against the trigger and pulled. I was surprised at how soft the sound was. Then I felt the pain.



Dodge fell on his ass. “Jesus!” he shouted.



“No,” Vivian said, and I remember her tone perfectly. It was conversational, but broke in slow motion, like the last of her sanity was crumbling as she stared at the blood. The gun fell from her hand and into the dirt, forgotten about. “Not you. Not you. Liam, I’m sorry. No. No. No, I… I…”



I stared down at the slice of red across the side of my breast. “It’s okay, I’m…”



“I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I’m so sorry. I loved you best of all.”



Vivian turned towards the trail’s edge. And she jumped.



* * *



“No!” I roared, grasping at the air behind her.



I heard something crack as she hit the rocks below. I thought for a horrible second it was over for Vivian, but then she screamed. Her foot, something was wrong with her foot. I stared down at her, then looked around for a way down. I’d have to backtrack, then come around the base. Before I did, I yanked the radio from my jacket pocket, flicked off the talk feature, and shoved the radio at Dodge as he stood up.



“Take this and the compass,” I said, digging that out too. “We stayed north, northwest. You go south, southeast. When you hit the stream, you follow it back to our campsite. Call this in and there will be someone to meet you there. I need a medical helicopter here. Think you can direct them to that field with the cabin?”



“Y-yes,” Dodge said. “The… the field with the abandoned cabin. My God, you saved my life. Are you okay?”



“Just a scratch. Go. I have to get to her.”



“She tried to kill me. She probably would have killed you too.”



“Yeah. But she’s family.”



* * *



I scrambled down the hardscrabble where I judged it was safe, causing little landslides of dirt and pebbles. I had to be careful zig-zagging my way back up to Vivian. It wasn’t as sharp an incline as up top, but the rocks were loose and came off the mountain easily. Twice I slipped and nearly fell, but finally I got to Vivian.



She was crying softly. “Hey,” I said. She didn’t respond. “It’s all right. You’re all right.”



“I can’t even die the right way,” she finally said, wiping at her eyes. “Think I broke my leg for real this time.”



I glanced down and winced. “Yeah.”



Then she caught sight of the blood on my shirt again. “Oh God, I shot you, I shot you.”



“I was trying to tell you, you barely grazed me.”



“But I shot you, I… I…”



I lifted my shirt and showed her. There was a lot of blood, but the groove wasn’t deep. I shrugged out of my pack and dug out some gauze and an alligator clip. She howled when I tended to her most grievous wounds, but I thought she was okay, all things considered. I took care of my own wound, cleaning it with some water and bandaging it.



“Stopped bleeding already,” I said, and Vivian chuckled desperately.



I set about setting up a fire, not for warmth, but as a signal. Then, I asked Vivian, “How much? To bail your company out?”



“What?” she asked.



“I’m serious. How much to dig you out of your hole?”



“We both know I’m going to prison for a very long time.”



“Maybe,” I said, shrugging. “But not forever. When you get out, we’ll talk.”



Vivian stared at me. “You really are serious, aren’t you?”



“Yeah. I am. This doesn’t stop us from being family, Vivian.”



She cried then, long and hard, until there was nothing left in the tank. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she finally sputtered.



I tossed my pack aside and rested back on the stony surface of the mountainside. “Me too. I wish you’d have come to me first.”



“I know.”



I’m going to tell you something very bizarre. We spent nearly two hours out there before the helicopter found us, and those two hours, aside from the pain of getting shot? They were kind of great. I had a phone game that didn’t need a connection. We played that, when she could concentrate on anything but the pain. We gorged ourselves on beef jerky, and I gave her the candy bars I packed. We talked about her next idea for a game – an unrequited love story between a squid who falls in love with a fisherman and follows him everywhere causing sweet, innocent mayhem. I talked to her about my book, and she told me to make a fictionalized version of her as the villain.



“No,” I said. “Not as the villain. A tragic side character, maybe. I don’t know if this book is going to have any villains. Maybe it’ll just have brothers and sisters who think there are villains among them, but they’re all really just ready to be kids again, playing cops and robbers.”



Vivian nestled her head against my shoulder. “It sounds perfect.”



“I wish we could have been that.”



“Yeah. Me too.”









Chapter 27



 



In the hospital, again. Aniela and Pamela rushed to me first ahead of the pack, but my brothers and sisters weren’t far behind.  They fanned out around me, hugging me, asking about Vivian. The doctors thought she would be all right, but much like Octavio, she was going to need surgeries. The police talked to her, then me. There would be more questions from more police, there and elsewhere.



We spent that night at Dad’s mountainside retreat, a gorgeous A-frame with two big guest houses. I sat out on the deck, smoking a cigar with Fedir, drinking too much scotch. Octavio called and I filled him in. He was silent, then finally said, “If you see her again, hug her for me.”



He understood. Just like I did. Just like most of us did. Whatever impression I’ve given you about my siblings up to this point, whatever Vivian did, they still cared. That meant something.



Fedir waited for me to put my phone away again, and said softly, “You won.”



I sighed. “I don’t want the prize. I gave up the rights to it anyways. Give them the money or the shares or whatever. Make sure Vivian gets part of it when she gets out. I don’t want a penny.”



“You don’t understand what the prize is. And you didn’t waive it away. Read the fine print.”



“So what is it then?” I asked.



“Answers,” he said simply. “Aniela will make your arrangements.”



* * *



I flew alone with a silent Fedir in a small, private jet to an airfield in the middle of nowhere. Two mountain ranges in the distance were pretty enough, but nothing compared to the spectacular views of the mountain cabin, Switzerland, or Sestneau. Two cars waited for us at the airport. Two men leaned against one of them and greeted Fedir with big hugs. They introduced themselves as friends of the family and I was greeted warmly too. They took off together in one of the cars, and Fedir and I climbed into the other. He drove. I said nothing.



The town was a tiny thing, maybe five or six thousand people strong. It was Fedir and Antonio’s childhood hometown, a bedroom community to a much larger city in Vineport on the East Coast. Not an unpleasant little place but I still didn’t understand why I was here.



Now we stood in front of our small hotel, the car at the curb. Fedir handed me the keys and told me an address, then gave me instructions on how to get there. It wasn’t hard. The town wasn’t that big.



“You’re not coming?” I asked.



“Not at first. This is for you to do alone,” he said. “I’ll come by in a while. Check in.”



“All right,” I said, wildly confused.



I missed Aniela and Pamela, but they were returning home to take care of their own lives. We were still debating on where we wanted to live. The truth was, I didn’t care. They could pick. Jason flew back to New York, though his stay was going to be as long as it took to arrange for movers. I hoped him and Mom would be happy.



I drove. The address was for a two-story house, not anything particularly fancy in itself, but well kept. I parked in the driveway and sat there for a while, my hands trembling. I had an idea that if this town was Fedir and Dad’s hometown, then this was their actual childhood home. I stepped out. The keys Fedir gave me included one for the front door, and I stepped inside.



Like the exterior, the interior was well kept and smelled faintly of apple cinnamon, a chemical tang to it. One of those twist-top air fresheners sat on a bland coffee table in front of a black leather couch that looked relatively new. Pictures hung on the wall, most featuring a certain blue-eyed heartthrob as a child along with a bigger, more rotund boy that must have been Fedir. In some of them too were my grandparents. My grandfather was a severe man, with Dad’s cold intensity and none of his good looks. My grandmother was more of a classical beauty, tall and thin with dark curls that made me reach for my own hair.



Hm.



What was this?



I halfway expected someone to step out and surprise me, but no one was home. Someone kept this place, but there was no trace of anyone living here. No food on the counters, no heat coming from the radiators despite the chill. The only thing of real note was a computer in a tiny working nook near the kitchen table. A notecard was propped against it. Written on it, in Fedir’s neat handwriting, were instructions on how to access it. The password was my birthday and the name of my first cat.



I wondered how Fedir would know that. Probably he called Mom.



I sat down at the computer, feeling ill and not sure why. Answers, Fedir told me, and it was answers I wanted. So despite my urge to run, I booted up the computer, typed in my password, and waited for it to do its thing.



On the desktop were only a handful of items. A browser, an email client, and a folder marked simply LIAM.



A knot in my throat jumped. I double clicked the folder, and it opened to a long, long list of more file folders. Every one of my siblings had one. Every single one of them. But the folder at the very top was titled OPEN ME FIRST. I did.



Inside were six video files, all between five to ten minutes apiece. They were labeled with dates first, then names after them. A Boston-New York ballgame was the first. I moved the mouse over it with trembling fingers, then double clicked.



A video came up of a baseball park. The seats were nearly empty, and in the seats in front of the person holding the camera were two boys, only the backs of their heads visible. They weren’t watching the game, but talking animatedly to each other.



“It’s like… this really big sword, and the robot swooshes it around,” the slimmer of the boys said. He was maybe six or seven, and cut his hand through the air like he was swinging the sword himself. “It’s super cool.”



“Come on now, boys, we’re almost at bat,” a man said. The camera swung and there was my grandfather, lean, hard, looking like he ate a lemon dipped in cyanide. “One more out and then we got one last inning. We gotta be ready to cheer.”



“Can I have another hot dog?” the boy not talking about the sword asked. He was bigger, and when he twisted, I could see it was Fedir. So young.



“Jesus Christ,” my grandfather said. “A third one? How fat do you fucking want to get?”



“Let’s not fight,” my grandmother said. She fumbled with the camera. I think she meant to shut it off but it came to rest on her knee, still on. “Please. We’re having a good time.”



“He’s had nachos, two hot dogs, and about four sodas,” my grandfather snapped.



“Oh my God,” I whispered. I knew what I was looking at. I knew what Dad wanted me to see.



Fedir started crying. Dad – the boy version of him, anyways – wrapped an arm around Fedir’s shoulder and glared back at his grandfather. Without warning, my grandfather reached out and swatted the back of his head. Fedir’s tears turned to bawls, and my grandmother said hastily, “Okay, it’s okay-”



The video cut out.



The next was worse. My father and my uncle were a little older, and it was Christmas, or around that time, anyways. The four of them were gathered around the kitchen table, a board game between them. Again, my grandmother was the one holding the camera, and my grandfather had a beer in front of him. Dread filled me, and I nearly clicked away from the video, but like the first video, I had a morbid need to see this through.



They played, my grandmother, Fedir, and Dad happily making moves. My grandfather got up for another beer. Dad said glumly, “I wish he wouldn’t drink on the holidays.”



My grandmother shushed him, and my grandfather took a seat. “What’d I miss?” he asked.



“Nothing,” my grandmother said with well-practiced good cheer. “Antonio was just irritated he rolled a two.” Dad glanced up at her, hurt in his eyes, but he said nothing. My grandfather rolled, laughed, and plonked his piece right down on Fedir’s.



Dad said quietly, “You moved a spot too far.”



“What?” his father asked.



“You should have landed here,” Dad said, and tapped the board.



“Can you count, dummy?” Grandfather asked. He jabbed at the board. “One. Two. Three. Four. Five.”



“But your last turn started here,” Dad said.



Quick as a rattlesnake, the gameboard went flying, my grandmother flinching away instinctually. My grandfather got up, and it was easy to see the sway to him. Drunk. Belligerent. Screaming obscenities at the top of his lungs. Calling his sons horrific names. My grandmother didn’t fumble the camera this time but it did take her a full three seconds to turn it off, and in that time I saw the pain and anger in my dad’s eyes.



I sat back. I raised trembling hands to my face and sobbed into them. I didn’t want to watch this.



But I did anyways.



* * *



The rest of the older videos were much like those. Flashes of my grandfather’s temper and my grandmother’s fear and forced cheer. The last one, though, was not of my grandfather, but of Dad and Fedir, and they were older, maybe in their twenties. A girl tottered into the frame, all legs, no torso, and with a start, I realized who I was looking at.



Claudia. Or Octavio, before he transitioned.



She tugged at Dad’s pants leg. He reached a hand out absently, rubbing her shoulder. “Daddy. Daddy.”



“Hang on, hon,” Dad said. “So I was thinking, I don’t know, maybe I give it a shot. What’s the worst that could happen?”



“Daddy!” Claudia said.



“What?” Dad asked her, exasperated.



“Do you know what?”



“I…” He blanked and sighed. “Do I know what?”



“Ginny has a big dog. It’s got a tail that goes like-”



Claudia waved a hand out and knocked over Dad’s cocktail. He shouted, “Goddamn it, Claudia! What were you fucking thinking?” Claudia started to bawl.



“No,” I whispered.



“Hey, whoa,” Fedir said, “It’s all right. We’ll get it cleaned up.”



“She knows goddamn better!”



“I’m sorry, Daddy, I didn’t mean to!”



“Go to your room.”



“But I want to see Unker Fedir and-”



He shot to his feet and roared, “I said go to your goddamn room!” Claudia – Octavio – ran away, bawling.



“Is that worth it?” the woman holding the camera said.



Dad stared after Claudia, chest rising and falling. Then, like he came out of a dream, his hand rose to his mouth. “Oh God. Oh shit, Claudia. Claudia, honey…”



He walked towards her bedroom, teetering like he might collapse. Fedir said quietly, “Like father, like son.”



And the video ended.



I stood up and locked my trembling hands behind my head. I cried. I mean I fucking bawled as hard as Octavio in that video. And when I couldn’t cry any more, I turned and started kicking the wall, once, twice, and on the third time, my foot went through cheap drywalling.



“You could have tried!” I shouted at the monitor. “You had plenty of opportunities!”



But my father, wherever he was, couldn’t respond.



All he could do was leave me with one last gift. And it wasn’t enough, but it was the best he could do, and soon I understood that.



I looked through the file folders. Double clicked my name. There were hundreds of pictures, some older, taken at a distance, most of which were outdoors. Mom walking me in a stroller. Mom playing with me on a jungle gym, or pushing me on the swings. As I got older, a lot of the pictures came from school functions, the kinds of things that probably would have been on my school’s website and later social media, when that took off. Me, beaming with pride in a gourd costume for a school Thanksgiving play. Me, kicking a soccer ball. Me, receiving student of the month honorifics. He even had a digital copy of my winning story in my state’s youth writing competition.



And of course, there were the pictures of us. More than I’d ever seen, bad angles, someone’s finger over the lens, a few blurred shots. He kept all of them.



Every file folder of his children was like that. Full of pictures, videos, anything he could glean of them. I looked through every single one of them. There was an unopened USB drive beside the computer. I ripped the packaging open, plugged it in, and I downloaded everything.



When that was done, I sank my head into my hands. I don’t know how long I sat there like that, but I only looked up when he stumped inside. “I didn’t know,” I said. “Fedir, I’m so goddamned sorry.”



“So was he,” Fedir said softly. He laid a hand on my shoulder. “And he knew it wouldn’t make up for anything. For not being there. And he knew he was a coward, not telling you all this when you asked to go with him.”



“You knew about that?”



Fedir smiled. “Yes. Even before the cancer, we talked about nothing so much as we talked about all of you.” He pressed a hand to his breast. “I swear to you, that’s true.”



“If he told us all this, Vivian…”



“I know. And I am complicit too, playing my part in his game. But he was my brother, and I love him still and forever very dearly. Without him, I think I would have wound up the quiet monster our father was. I would have done anything for him. You understand that. It’s why he knew you would win.”



I blinked and turned to face him completely. “Wait, what?”



“I didn’t pick that password for the computer,” Fedir said gently. “Your father did at the start of all this, when he began to plan the games. He knew you would understand the true purpose of the games. I saw that right away in New Orleans.”



“The people we delivered groceries to. They all loved him so much.”



“Yes. Of all your siblings, you and Octavio were the only ones to see that. Every step of the journey was meant not just to bring you and your siblings closer, but to show you that he was human, that he was sorry, and that he had faith in you.”



“But what if he was wrong? What if I turned out to be a horrible person? What if I lost?”



“Ah, backup plans,” Fedir said, and I couldn’t help smile at his chuckle. “I would have sent Octavio and Dodge these files, and whoever won would have gotten more shares of something. But his confidence in you never wavered. The backup plans were my idea.”



“I still wish he would have tried. I wish… I wish I could have known him,” I said.



“Would you believe me if I say he wished for nothing more than the very same things?”



I studied my uncle, and smiled. “Yeah. I think I would.”



“You know,” Fedir said, and chuckled again, as though marveling at something. “I just realized something. He picked Aniela for you.”



“What?”



“It’s true. Of all the assistants that have helped him from her firm, he wanted her specifically for you. And I don’t believe I saw him hit on her. Not once.”



“That’s…” I blinked. “He set us up?”



“He did.”



“Amazing,” I looked around. “What are you going to do with this place?”



“Ah,” Fedir said. “About ten seconds after we leave here, I’m going to call a construction company I’ve contracted, and I’m going to raze this house to the ground and piss on the foundation.” I laughed, and his smile was a mirror image of my father’s Genuinely Entertained Smile. “The one thing I requested from Antonio.”



“Want company?”



He squeezed my shoulder. “No. Go home. Honor his memory. Be a good man. Be a good father.”









Chapter 28



 



Home again, and wasn’t that strange?



I felt like a new man, scrubbed clean of my residual anger towards Dad. I didn’t agree with what he did, leaving us all in his wake, but I understood it and I forgave him. The sins of the father are a terrible thing to overcome.



I sent the files to the other siblings with a warning about the content of the older videos. I was especially apologetic to Octavio, who bore the phone conversation with as much grace as he always showed.



“I don’t remember that part of him,” he said finally. “Or maybe I’m choosing not to. So I’m not going to watch it. Or look through my files.”



“You came on this journey because you were curious,” I said.



“Yes. But I fought for so long to close the book on that chapter of my lie. I found what I needed to, in you and our brothers and sisters. That is enough for me. I can say goodbye to Father peacefully without reopening old wounds.”



“I understand,” I said. “But if you ever change your mind, I’ll have the files.”



“Thank you, Liam.” A pause, then a soft, “I love you, little brother. What he felt for Fedir, that protectiveness… I always felt that for Dodge, but now I feel that for you too.”



“Love you too,” I said, closing my eyes. “Can’t wait for Thanksgiving.”



“Yes, by the way, thank you for inviting all our siblings and their loved ones. Like this trip wasn’t nightmarish enough.”



I laughed. “You love the idea of a big family gathering again and you know it.”



“I truly do. Talk soon.”



And we would. Five, ten minutes a day, nearly every day. I loved those talks.



Now, though, I was home, and exhausted, and feeling good about my future. I was not Dad. I broke that curse. I would start a family with Pamela and Aniela, wherever we wound up. I missed them. I ached to be with them. Already I was making plans to ditch my apartment, much as I might love the place, and travel between their cities until we decided to be together somewhere permanently.



I came off onto my floor yawning. My bed was going to feel so good. My tub even better. I was going to soak for a week. And my couch! Oh, my lovely couch!



Except… my couch was gone. Everything was gone.



“My couch,” I said flatly.



In the kitchen on a counter was a key and a keycard. I knew the keycard, had seen some of the residents use them before. The cards allowed access on the elevators to the penthouse condos, the best in the building. I frowned and pocketed the keys. There was a notecard, too, with Fedir’s neat scrawl.



 



Maybe you waived your rights to the prizes, but you didn’t waive the right to an uncle giving his nephew a gift. Enjoy the new place. It has been an honor and a pleasure to get to know you. Antonio was and is proud. As am I.



 



-Fedir



* * *



 I brought my bags into the short foyer before my new place. I was gobsmacked at the gift. My views before were great. Up here, what were they going to be like?



As it turns out?
 Spectacular
 .



But even better than the view, when I walked in, there were two gorgeous, wonderful women waiting for me, arguing about whose things were going to go where. They pointedly ignored me, my Pamela, my Aniela, and I leaned against the doorframe, watching them, grinning.



A family.
 My
 family.



 



* * * * *



 



Thanks very much for reading!



 



Find me on Twitter at
 
www.twitter.com/IanSnowWriter
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