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Chapter One

The Final Words

Isaac understood he was the only person on the plane who wasn’t excited about visiting Maui. It’d be strange if he wasn’t alone in that feeling. Maui was a veritable paradise, ready to fight for its place among the upper echelons of any vacation ranking list. It knew what it was. It knew that bored office workers and pent-up schoolteachers dreamed about an all-expenses-paid visit to one of its luxury resorts or laid-back beach towns. That it represented the quintessential version of a tropical paradise. Understanding its appeal, Maui strutted its stuff for swathes of visitors each year.

Home to sparkling beaches, lush rainforests, and towering mountaintops, all presided over by fantastic weather, Maui’s vistas were world-class. And with those vistas came the experiences. Waves worth surfing, trails worth trekking, and heights worth scaling. There was never a wrong day to pick a sight that caught your eye and head that way.

And there was still more to enjoy: a unique culture to engage with, plenty of fantastic food, plenty of amazing people. Offering its best welcome to visitors, Maui possessed some of the nicest resorts that could be found, well, anywhere. They were pricey, but for those who could afford them, they woke up to sights that were every bit as enviable as the postcards made them out to be.

So, anyone who got the chance to visit Maui should be thrilled. In fact, of the two and a half million people who visited the island each year, the odds were high that most departed only because they had to. Who wouldn’t want to stay for a week or two longer?

Despite all of that, fidgeting in 16C of a plane fast approaching this idyllic destination, Isaac remained the lone dissenting opinion aboard his plane. Among the other hundred and fifty passengers, he was the only one who wasn't excited that they were nearly there. About going at all.

Not that he had something against the island paradise. It wasn’t its fault that he felt the way he did. Regardless, anxiety churned his gut like a maelstrom as he drew closer to the island.

Because this trip wasn't about soaking in sunlight on beautiful beaches or deep thrusts into the rainforest on well-walked paths. It wasn't about meeting one of the gorgeous women on those beaches, starting up an island fling, nor was it about making memories while snapping pictures of waterfalls. It wasn’t even about seeing someone who had dominated his adolescent fantasies, who now waited at the airport to welcome him to her home of the past few years.

This trip was the worst thing that could have ever happened to him. Because his coming here was because of tragedy: a pair of sudden and unexpected deaths. Even a month later, Isaac barely believed it. July felt like a bad dream because of it. If he could have stayed away from Maui for the rest of his life, he would have.

Only for one of them to leave him something that would force his hand. A promise dangled before him. A promise of answers.

That was why he sat on this plane, teeth clenched, focusing on his breathing, not the turbulence of the past hour. He wasn’t here for what the island could offer him. Neither the sights nor the experiences pulled him in, as they did for so many others. He’d come for one thing, and only one thing.

Answers.

Intercom buzzing in its half-distorted fashion, the plane’s captain provided most of his passengers with some good news. Kahului Airport was only fifteen minutes out. More good news followed, louder than the surge of satisfied whispers filling the passenger cabin. The storm they had spent the better part of an hour skirting would harass them no longer, having finally given up on denying them a good first impression of their destination. The morning awaiting them in Maui would be pleasant, breezy, and welcoming. With a cherry send-off, the captain promised that all would be perfect as they arrived at one of the most idyllic places in the world.

While the rest of the cabin oozed satisfaction, a different flavor of tar reclaimed Isaac. Not even the chance to stretch his legs after six hours of anxious fidgeting could dissolve it. Dread churned through him, thick and suffocating. He tasted its rancor on the back of his tongue, in his throat, down into his soul.

He needed to breathe. Just… breathe. Stay calm, center himself, banish the bad thoughts. Close, he was close. Almost there, almost to the place where it had happened. Answers. Within reaching distance. Right. Right. He was here for answers. Which meant no going back now. For answers. That was why he’d boarded this plane and flown to this paradise.

Because stepping foot on Maui would cement a reality that he had already accepted but somehow still felt surreal.

His father and sister were dead.

It’d been a month since the soul-wrenching news had hurled his life into disarray. Even with all that time in between, he could still hear that gentle, familiar voice explaining to him what had transpired five thousand miles away from their home in Tampa. Via a phone call, one he’d received in the late hours of the night from a voice he was usually thrilled to hear. A good night. Until then. Heading back from a party at a friend’s house, walking home with a satisfied step, unbothered by the rain tapping on his head.

He had been six time zones away from where it had happened. On the ground, walking on pavement. His father and sister had been in the air—until they weren’t. Flying in a helicopter, his father’s ever-steady hands on the cyclic and the throttle, until a steady hand and thirty years of flying experience hadn’t mattered before the riled-up tempest that had smashed them into the ocean.

He still didn’t know why the hell they’d been flying in such a storm. He barely even knew why they’d been in Maui, though that was hardly out of the ordinary. They were always bouncing around this hemisphere or that, in Brazil one year, in Indonesia for much of the next. Researching. That was the word for it. What kind of research? The hell if Isaac knew. But that was why he was finally coming to Maui. Not to stare at the place in the ocean where they might have gone down. Not for the sights, not for the weather, not for the amenities.

For answers. Why the fuck had they died?

Isaac forced himself to take a steadying breath. Oozing out, a month-old agony wriggled deep down in the pit of his stomach, still alive, still eager to reclaim him. He fought it. With every fiber of his being, he fought it.

He wouldn’t feel like he had this past month any longer. He had endured that agonizing clench, as if vindictive hands squeezed his heart, for too long. He had forced his way through the funeral and its aftermath—the second most miserable day of his life. Staring straight ahead, avoiding looking at the caskets for too long. Closed, of course. Even though the Coast Guard had found the wreck within a day, one day at the bottom of the ocean did more damage than even the most skilled mortician could repair.

Then the meetings with his father’s executor, where he’d received his inheritance: a large one, though with an oddity or two in there. But what else would Isaac expect from the kind of man Christopher Matthews had been?

His father’s will stipulated the sale of both the family house and the vacation home in Maine. Isaac would receive two large payouts soon enough, but other families would call those places home. That process was still ongoing, with Isaac receiving the occasional update from his father’s realtor.

But he hadn’t received everything. Unlike in the movies, there hadn’t been a gathering of all the beneficiaries, where Isaac found out who else—a secret family, close friends, relatives he didn’t even know—would receive something. But he suspected that there had been others. His father hadn’t left him either of his planes, the restored P51 relic or the more contemporary seaplane that he’d loved to take out into the gulf at least once a month. During the time he was actually home.

Isaac had known better than to ask about the fate of those planes. That wasn’t how things went, and he didn’t really care what happened to them. Fighting for ownership over two pieces of aircraft was about the last thing he wanted to do, then or now. He had no desire to take to the skies. Certainly not now.

Isaac knew his father would scoff at such an illogical phobia. At how Isaac gripped the arms of his chair, knuckles white, whenever turbulence shook their plane. Planes were many magnitudes safer than cars, yet Isaac didn’t grit his teeth every time he went out to get groceries or see a friend. Christopher Mathews hadn’t been one for irrational sentiment.

That was part of why Isaac, cruel as it was to admit, had only mourned his father for some of the past month. He respected the man, maybe even loved him, but it was in that way you loved something distant yet impressive. His father had been both those things. Always. Even when he’d been sitting right beside Isaac, clicking his teeth in disapproval when his only son didn’t see things in the way that he and Alyssa both could.

Isaac was smart. Brilliant, maybe. His grades reflected a simple truth of the household he had grown up in: if you wanted to change Christopher Matthews’ disinterest into disdain, bring home an essay or test marked with the alphabet’s second letter. Or even just lacking a plus.

So, with no choice in the matter, he had excelled. Fortunately, he had an older sister who gladly offered him her time and aid. Preferring Alyssa’s preventative method to his father’s symptomatic judgement, he never turned her down. Success followed, as did the bombardment of letters from colleges and universities across the country.

But he wasn’t a genius. Not like his father had been. Not like his sister had been.

Had been. Those two words—he hated them so much.

The genius hadn’t made its way to him. He didn’t mind much. Not anymore, at least. It had made its way to Alyssa, or maybe she’d just hoarded it all up, as was her right as the older sister. Somehow, and this must have come from their late mother’s side of the gene pool, she’d also inherited a boundless kindness.

Over a decade older than him, she’d also possessed the fortitude to suffer the loss of their mother a few years after he was born, then take up the role of raising him, all while meeting every academic demand put upon her by their father. More than that, in fact. She hadn’t just met those demands; she’d exceeded each and every one of them.

She’d been his actual parent, mentor, and confidant. The one who’d read him bedtime stories that didn’t involve quizzes at the end, the one who’d helped him learn how to swim, the one who’d advised him during his awkward years of adolescence. The one who’d been there. The one who’d cared.

He had mourned his father. He was still mourning his sister.

She was the real reason he didn’t want to come to Maui, where it had happened. And yet, she was now the reason he approached it.

Her last words—written, not spoken—were why he now braved a flight over the Pacific Ocean. In a letter that she’d set up to only make its way to him if she died, received alongside the few physical things she had left him, he hadn’t been willing to open it for three weeks. It’d just… sat there, collecting dust on his kitchen counter, as untouchable as molten metal.

Because within were her final words to him. The last bits of advice, love, and guidance that he would ever receive from her. And so, he’d left it sitting there. Three weeks. The worst three weeks of his life. But like she’d always done for him, she helped make things a little better.

He wasn’t sure why he had opened it when he did. Could be that he finally picked himself up enough to think he could handle what waited inside. More likely, he just hoped that Alyssa’s last message to him would somehow help him heal a little quicker.

Regardless, unclear motives led to the same action. Opening the letter on a night where sleep wouldn’t come, squinting at the handwritten final words of as wonderful a sister as anyone could ever hope for, Isaac had discovered further heartbreak in the gentle outpouring of love, confidence, and hope for his future that Alyssa had left him. All of that, yes, but also a reason to reforge himself. A purpose, found in the final paragraphs left behind by the one person he wished wouldn’t have gone ahead.

I know it’s long bothered you, not knowing what Father and I do. What we’re researching, what we’re involved in. Selfishly, I want it to stay that way. I want you to stay away from all of it. That’s always been my hope. I was glad he never tried to drag you into it. I know how much pain our secrets caused you, yet I was happy still. Because it’s better this way. If you don’t get involved, you’ll be so much happier, even if it doesn’t feel that way right now.

But I won’t tell you what you must or mustn’t do. I’m not our father, and you’re now an adult. You deserve the right to decide what your future will look like. If it is both of us who are gone, I’m certain Dr. Grantham will contact you, if he hasn’t already done so by the time you read this. Even if it’s only me who is gone, you still may have an easier time of getting answers from him over Father. He is a colleague of ours, and he’s long viewed your exclusion from our “work” as wasteful. I forbade him from approaching you, and I hope he’ll have the decency to keep to my wishes after I’m gone. He’s not exactly the most… consistent fellow, but if you reach out to him through the number I’ll post at the bottom of this letter, you can finally learn about our secrets.

I hope you won’t. Truly. I hope you stay where you are and live a happy, wonderful life. You deserve it, and I only wish that I could be there to see it. But if you must, I understand. If you do end up contacting Dr. Grantham, please also contact Morgan. If you remember, she’s been living in Maui for a while. She has some involvement in our work, though her knowledge will be more limited than Dr. Grantham’s. You can trust her. If there is anything I am certain of, it is that.

There was more to read, but Alyssa had returned to words of love and hopefulness, not of intrigue and secrets. Until he reached the last one: the endpoint of his relationship with his sister. A goodbye, or the closest approximation of one that he’d ever get.

Through these words, Isaac had found purpose. Because he couldn’t let it go, as she wanted. He’d spent his whole life wondering about the secrecy in the work she and their father shared. Why they kept him in the dark, why they never brought him along when they went gallivanting across the globe. This purpose had pulled him from his grief and aimed him like an arrow toward Maui.

Yet, he knew he was preparing to open Pandora’s Box. Alyssa’s letter summoned a storm of questions within him, each a bolt of lightning more blinding than the next.

It wasn’t just that this colleague of theirs, a man Isaac had first met at the funeral, thought he should know about their research, but that he’d “long viewed” Isaac as someone who should be a part of it.

What did that mean? When he finally discovered what his father and sister had been up to for all these years, how would it change the direction of his life?

He had last seen Alyssa—and only Alyssa, of course—two months ago. Even when a world apart, she tried to see him as often as she could. Two weeks here, a week there. A long flight back, rough on her to be sure, but she never abandoned him. Even if she could only stay for a few days, she never let more than a month or two go by without returning home to check on him.

In ways, it was wonderful. In ways, it was torment.

Why couldn’t he swing by Maui, where they’d been busy with their “work” for almost a year? It was summer break! Why did they keep him at arm’s length? Why did she keep him at arm’s length?

He was in college now, an adult. He was old enough to deserve an answer. So why did she continue to dodge his questions, pain in her eyes, whenever he grew temperamental about her and their father’s secrets?

Dodging one cliché that would have otherwise torn him apart, they hadn’t argued the last time he’d seen her. Two pleasant weeks together, no big arguments, no wounded feelings. If he’d known they would be the last, he would have treasured them even more.

But how could he? Even she, genius or not, couldn’t see the future. So, hugging him tight and promising another visit before his sophomore semester at Duke began, she headed back. To whatever secretive work she and their father were up to. Leaving behind the only Matthews who wasn’t privy to them.

But he hadn’t known it would be their last time. So, he’d turned his focus back toward enjoying himself before school started up again. Now, with August rolling into its second week, he was on his way to Hawaii, and who knew when he’d leave it? He was about as far away from home as he could get without needing a passport. He’d at least had the wherewithal to formally drop out before this trip, letting his college friends know that he likely wouldn’t see them for a while. His situation and good grades had earned him several remarks from his college advisor about returning when he was ready. He’d smiled wanly and promised to consider it.

He didn’t think he would, though. Not until he got the answer to a crucial question that Alyssa’s letter had immediately planted in his mind.

Why did it sound like you expected that you both might die, Alyssa?

This sentiment riddled her letter: that he might need to contact a total stranger, this Doctor Grantham, if something happened to her and their father. That the chance wasn’t just there but might even be the more likely event. It was by far the most unnerving part of the letter.

What were you two doing? Isaac thought.

And then there was her mention of Morgan. Of trust. By specifically mentioning that he could trust her best friend, which seemed an unneeded addition, did that not imply there were others he couldn’t? Like this Doctor Grantham? Or others, unnamed but involved in what they’d been up to for all these years? What kind of mess was he heading into?

Isaac’s attention drifted to the window on his right. His backpack rested on the seat directly to his left, while a quiet, middle-aged woman occupied the aisle seat. He hadn’t been so lucky on the first part of his continental—and more—flight. Flying out from Tampa to Denver, he’d ended up seated next to a chatty world traveler type.

Thankfully, those were in rare supply on this last leg of the journey. They’d left Denver at an ungodly hour, so plenty of people—people who weren’t dealing with the trauma that came from two loved ones dying in an airborne crash into the ocean—had slept for most of the flight. It’d been one nice thing about the trip. Not enough to cancel the anxiety caused by the storm, but it had helped.

It also helped that they were finally getting through it. In fact, as Isaac looked through the window, the last of the ominous clouds streamed by. At long last, he witnessed a glimmer of dawn and an ocean that was ready to sparkle. In a few more minutes, he’d see land for the first time in six hours. That, at least, would offer him a little relief. To finally be out of the sky.

Yes, being unhappy about coming to Maui made him the odd one out. He’d have been fine if he’d never had any reason to come here. If his father and sister were still alive, the latter having contacted him to let him know the time when he should pick her up from the airport, he’d have been far, far happier.

It wasn’t to be, and now he was here. And now that he was, he wouldn’t leave this island until he knew why he no longer had a father and a sister.

As Isaac brought his focus back into the plane, left hand reaching for his backpack, he found himself looking directly at two individuals sitting across from him.


Chapter Two

Contacts and Contracts

The uncanniness of facing anything but the back of a headrest froze him in place. Like he was watching someone drizzle hot sauce onto their sundae, his mind refused what it saw. A series of blinks followed. When that didn’t fix things, one more, a long one, eyes squeezed tightly shut. Still no. The strangeness didn’t clear up. The seats stayed facing the wrong way. And so, two people sitting in those seats stared right at him.

What the hell?

He had barely finished thinking those words when he had to repeat them. Because he finally noticed the bizarre characteristics of the man sitting directly across from him.

The… “man” possessed the likeness of a person, in so far that he had a humanoid shape that a sharply tailored suit outlined neatly. His jacket and pants were a strikingly vivid navy, dark yet bold, not a wrinkle in sight. In a way, they conjured memories of the storm clouds they’d only just finished flying through. The shirt underneath was outright black. His tie was as dark as the rest of his outfit, and the outfit’s only splotch of color belonged to a burgundy pocket square.

In keeping with those midnight colors, he wore tight black gloves, fingers interlocked as they rested on his lap. The suit fit how only a perfectly tailored suit could. Of course, Isaac didn’t really focus on that.

Because the man didn’t have a face.

He only kind of had a head. The outline of one was there, the general shape, but not the needed features. Instead, a storm raged above the man’s neat collar. Miniaturized and contained, rain fell from animated, shifting clouds, with frequent flashes of lightning brightening things enough for Isaac to see through to the headrest behind. The lightning wasn’t so fierce as to be blinding, and the thunder was barely audible, as though this storm, small as it was, occurred a hundred miles away, not four feet in front of him.

There seemed to be a set of eyes in that cloudy expanse, two azure lights that were more centralized, about where eyes ought to be. They were consistent, neither brightening nor dimming alongside the other lively effects occurring before Isaac’s eyes. Eyes that could hardly believe what they were seeing. And yet, his brain, seeking normalcy, decided these must be the thing’s eyes.

“Hello,” a man with no mouth said, voice far calmer and less tempestuous than Isaac’s expectations.

Expectations? he thought. I was expecting to pass out and suddenly dream about a man without a face?

Where had this sudden onset of fatigue even come from? Although he’d only snuck in a few winks of sleep before boarding his first flight almost ten hours ago, he’d been anything but tired. Revitalized wasn’t the right word either, but he’d at least been eager to get off this plane. And anxious. Also about getting off the plane. With everything going on in his head, sleep had seemed like a foreign construct to him.

Or so he’d assumed. Apparently, his anxiety had prevented him from realizing that he was on the brink of collapse. Apparently, even once he passed out, said anxiety would stay with him, manifesting this blatant embodiment of it. A storm that he had to look right at, speak with, and confront.

“Hi,” Isaac said back to the man-who-was-also-a-storm. He glanced up and down, scrutinizing the entity before him. The only part of him that was visible was his “head.” The suit, gloves, and fine dress shoes covered everything else.

As bizarre a figure as Isaac had ever dreamed up turned his lights-that-were-eyes toward his companion. “Not even a single shout. He is taking this rather in stride.”

“That’s because he thinks it’s a dream,” a calm voice said.

Though it was poor form to leer, even in a dream, Isaac allowed himself to get away with it. Because, holy hell, the woman sitting beside his personified anxiety was fucking gorgeous.

So, that was it then. His frayed imagination had conjured up two creatures who couldn’t possibly exist, but for vastly different reasons. The presence of the first at least made sense. As of a month ago, he now had plenty of unresolved issues involving flying near storms. The “man’s” appearance in this unusual dream fit. Isaac couldn’t quite come up with a reason he’d dreamed up this woman, though. Not that he was complaining.

She was far too perfect to be real. Her face possessed a foxlike sleekness, heart-shaped, fair-skinned, and all too alluring. Shaped like a character from a cautionary fable, one where the hero would lose their soul if they succumbed to their desires, Isaac suspected many men would happily accept that fate for a night with her.

She boasted an incredible figure, slender but not without her weapons, wearing dark clothes that merrily clung to these perfect curves. Except for missing a pair of gloves, her outfit was a feminine match to the one beside it. And so, Isaac spotted that even her nails were immaculate. There could be no blemish on this woman. She sat with a straight back and serene blue eyes, at ease yet poised. Perfect. Just perfect.

Her hair was silver, though. Which was kind of odd. Fine ends passed her shoulders, each strand glistening whenever lightning flashed in her companion’s face. It was certainly striking. Lustrous and beautiful, but still odd. He didn’t really think he had a thing for women with silver hair, nor could he think of anything that might have caused him to dream up a woman like this perfect specimen. Now, if she’d been a bit bustier and a brunette, then he might have understood.

Regardless, her unique hair helped accentuate the sheer blueness of her eyes, which almost possessed a radiance of their own. Somehow, even when compared to the strange glowing “eyes” of the man beside her, hers seemed equally fantastical.

“Ah, that makes far more sense,” the man-who-was-also-a-storm said.

The woman-who-was-too-perfect-to-be-real nodded, yet her eyes remained fixed on him, as if capable of penetrating his skin and glimpsing his soul’s contents.

Hopefully, she forgave him for his lurid thoughts about her.

“This is not a dream, Isaac Matthews,” the man-who-was-also-a-storm said. “We are not figments of your imagination, though it is understandable that your mind would leap to such a conclusion. You are something of a skeptic, after all.”

With some effort, as if there were a gravitational force around her, Isaac tore his eyes away from the beautiful woman. He met the “stare” of her companion. How to respond?

Lucid dreams didn’t come to him often, and this one was already starting off strangely. A lucid dream where he was told he wasn’t dreaming? That was just plain odd. He almost wanted to play along, to test the dream’s boundaries. A glance to his left let him see that the rest of the cabin was still there, still normal, just with no passengers. So, only the row of seats directly before him had changed. And obtained new occupants.

“Your proof?” he asked. “I don’t have narcolepsy, so that’s a point in your side of things, I guess. But then again, your face is a storm. And you're sitting next to a woman who’s almost even more unbelievable than you are.”

Quiet thunder rumbled for a moment as the man considered his response. How did his shoulders avoid getting wet? The more Isaac focused on him, the more he saw that the containment field that was the man’s head wasn’t as strict as he’d first believed. Lightning passed beyond the limit he’d first assumed, and the rain…

It vanishes within inches of his shoulders, Isaac mused, squinting in the dim light, most of which came from the tiny streaks of lightning. Only some of the most distant cabin lights were on, and—

An absent glance toward his window stabbed him with dread. His dream had placed him back at the storm’s edge. No, not just at the edge. Darkness enveloped the plane’s exterior, thick and suffocating, yet it took on a violet cast, not sheer black. They were deep within this storm his agitated mind had conjured, and what now roiled outside his window had seemingly also grown a little extra uncanny.

Just a dream, he told his accelerating heartbeat. Just a dream.

Transfixed by the unpleasant darkness, he found a silver lining in the absence of lightning flashes or thunderclaps, near or far. A quiet, smothering storm, then. Slightly better than the alternative.

The man-who-was-also-a-storm finally spoke. “You have the mind of a realist, one seated deeply in logical deduction and introspection. Much of the evidence I might offer you, you would dismiss as too fanciful. Were I to mention things that only you know, speak aloud thoughts buried deep in your subconscious, you would naturally assume that, because I am a part of your subconscious, of course I should know these things.”

“Seems logical,” Isaac agreed, smirking. “If you’re my dream, then anything you might say is coming out of my head.”

The man-who-was-also-a-storm nodded. Quite the formal speaker, this one. The woman too. Did he talk like that, or was it that he conflated debate with this kind of speech?

“And so, I will not engage you in this way,” the man-who-was-also-a-storm said. “Instead, I will thrust straight to the purpose behind this meeting. We have come before you hoping to strike an accord. One that will aid you in your goal of discovering what truly befell your father and sister.”

Isaac’s relaxed mood evaporated. He’d been willing to entertain a bit of back and forth with the creations he’d dreamed up. Now, that willingness wilted and died.

He was no expert on dreams, their mechanics, or how to control the lucid ones. But he was pretty sure that pinching himself wasn’t actually the right way to wake up. Frowning, he still considered it. Didn’t lucid dreams let a person dictate how they went, even end them? Shouldn’t he be in control?

“You will not be able to leave this place until I send you back,” the man-who-was-also-a-storm said. “It’s not a dream.”

Hands flexing into fists, Isaac narrowed his eyes. Had he just read his thoughts? Wait, no, idiot, it was a dream! These two were from his thoughts.

“This is not a dream,” the man-who-was-also-a-storm said again, calmer than someone with lightning dancing within his approximation of a skull ought to be. “You have been called here, conscious and of a clear mind, so that we might speak. It is more or less impossible for me to step foot into your world, so my companion has created a sort of neutral ground, a foot in yours, a foot in ours, to allow this meeting. In this place, time flows differently from what you are accustomed to. You were thirteen minutes and forty-three seconds away from landing when you were called here, and you will find not much time has passed when you return.”

The man-who-was-also-a-storm finished and grew quiet, waiting. Beside him, the woman-who-was-too-perfect-to-be-real stayed similarly silent.

In that moment, many paths opened up to Isaac. He could have let his mind work on a verbal counter; there were so many sensible refutations available to pick from. It was also probably the sanest route. This was nonsense; it had to be.

Going down a more petulant road, he could simply squeeze his eyes shut and plug his fingers into his ears, acting like a child who wanted to pretend the world wasn’t real. Even that might be saner than the alternative.

But where would that honestly get him? Even now, as he tried to banish the figures, exit the dream, or just change it in any appreciable way, nothing happened. He wasn’t in control, or if he was, he had no idea what he was doing. And on the infinitesimally unlikely chance that everything he had just been told was true, maybe he wouldn’t need to wait to land in Maui to get some answers.

“Fine,” he said, bitterness like acid dripping off every word. “My sister and father’s death, yeah, I’m super happy to chat about that some more. What do you have to say about it? You’re a month late for the funeral, by the way. At least you wore dark colors.”

The-man-who-was-also-a-storm cocked his head to one side, causing the rain to fall at an angle. The rumble that emerged from deep within the dark clouds swirling above his shoulders seemed almost… questioning.

Coming to his rescue, the gorgeous woman leaned over, whispering something that Isaac couldn’t make out. The next rumble seemed almost… exasperated? Yes, it did. Somehow, Isaac could tell.

“Ah, I see,” the man who was a storm said. “Human sarcasm remains difficult for me to parse.”

“Head too in the clouds?” Isaac asked drolly.

Giving him a flat look, the woman repeated herself.

God, this is so bizarre, Isaac thought. He chuckled internally. Well, maybe you are God, and you don’t do things via burning bushes any longer?

Could that be what he was doing? Constructing a deity with the answers his subconscious was desperately in search of? Why was he now alone in the world? Why had his father and sister died? Why had Alyssa left him that cryptic letter? What the fuck was he supposed to do with his life, now?

“I see,” the man-who-was-also-a-storm said to the woman, then looked back to Isaac. “For the sake of your grief, I will be straight and to the point, so as not to overstay my welcome.”

Contrary to the man’s stated intentions, Isaac felt his jaw clench, anger flaring. However, he forced himself to stay silent, very much wanting this strange interaction to reach its conclusion. Unfortunately for the man, it had already overstayed its welcome.

“In short order, you will meet a man: Doctor Raymond Grantham. He will provide you with insights into things that, like this conversation, will strain your credulity. Given how you have responded to us, it seems likely that you will be skeptical of him. Fortunately, he will have the means to convince you of this quite effectively. Most importantly, you will learn from him about a second world, one that overlaps with yours. Sometimes too much.”

“Then why are you here?” Isaac demanded, resisting an urge to grind his teeth. This was so ridiculous. “If it’s already going to happen, and I’m going to find out that there’s an entire race of people with storms for heads in off-brand Narnia, why are you doing it? Wanted to steal the good doctor’s thunder?”

“No.”

Isaac frowned. The strange man spoke so earnestly, and the woman didn’t even have the decency to reveal this sarcastic barb to him. Only the realization that he was undercutting his own goal of getting things over quickly by being so petulant prevented him from throwing another out. He was acting like a pouting child who didn’t want to get dressed for the first day of school, and so did everything he could to thrust delay after delay into his morning.

“Then why?” Isaac said again, forcing himself to reopen his hands. Palms on his thighs, he breathed out. “What are we doing here? What am I doing here?”

“We believe you are suitably motivated, decisive, and capable enough to warrant working together,” the-man-who-was-also-a-storm said. “You have a desire: to understand what happened to your father and sister. We have a desire: to prevent a growing connection between our two worlds. We see in you a way to achieve our goal, and our aid will certainly prove useful to your goals of discovery.”

Isaac sighed. “Is this the royal ‘we,’ or do you mean you two?”

“The desire is mine,” the man-who-was-also-a-storm said. “Aria, my assistant in this matter, will ensure that we uphold our part of the bargain.”

“Aria,” Isaac said, directing his focus to the silver-haired woman. “That’s your name?”

“It is.” She lifted an elegant hand, using it to refer to her companion. “And this is Jin. He often forgets to introduce himself.”

“As in djinn?” Isaac asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No.”

She said nothing more. Nor did “Jin,” who waited only a moment before continuing.

Upon meeting Raymond Grantham, you will be presented with a decision. Given your reason for coming to these islands, it is our belief that you choose to aid him in his work—in the work your departed father and sister were involved in. Naturally, Grantham and his colleagues will offer you their support. Should you agree to work with us, we will provide additional support—of a kind that no human could ever offer. Jin beckoned toward Aria. “Specifically, Aria shall provide these things. She is uniquely suited for such a task. Communication like this is far less cumbersome for her than it is for me.”

“So, why didn’t you just go with that from the beginning? Without all this strangeness, I’d have been more likely to believe what you want me to believe at the start. If she’d just sat down next to me on the plane and started mentioning all this stuff, things would have gone smoother.”

Probably.

“That level of transition is impossible, even for her. It will always be something like this, I’m afraid. But I am the ultimate will behind this contract. At least once, I wished to meet with you. I am placing grand hopes upon your shoulders.”

Reasonable enough, I guess, Isaac thought.

“Explain a little more about those hopes, and this world you’re saying you come from. Overlapping? Like in a healthy way, or a ‘two boulders slamming into each other at a high velocity’ sort of way?”

“In an exceedingly complex way,” Jin said. “There is a symbiosis to it, to an extent. However, too much overlap can be disastrous.”

“And that’s what’s happening on Maui? Too much overlap?”

Jin nodded. “Yes. Raymond Grantham will explain this as well when you meet him in a few days.”

“A few days?” Isaac frowned. “You’re saying he’s not in Maui right now?”

“Jin, there isn’t much purpose to this line of discussion,” Aria said, this time speaking loud enough for him to overhear. “He will not keep his memories of this conversation, remember?”

WHAT?!

“And why is that?” Isaac demanded through gritted teeth, refraining from a full-blown eruption by only the tiniest sliver of self-control.

“It will smooth over the explanation you receive from Raymond Grantham,” Jin said. “And allow you a few more days of normalcy. As such, should you agree to a contract with us, you will forget this conversation until such a time as you agree to aid Raymond Grantham in his work.”

“And if I tell you two to shove off?”

Jin held a hand up as Aria leaned in again. This, it seemed, was a saying he understood. The context, at least. “Then it will be as if this conversation never occurred. You will never regain your memories of these few minutes.”

Isaac clicked his teeth in annoyance, then felt foolish for it. Somehow, he’d let himself start believing what he was being told. Somehow, after nineteen years of leading a life based on logic and reality, a single bizarre conversation in a dreamlike environment was all it took to make him ready to go leaping inside a wardrobe.

Damnit, he thought, feeling baited by the whole situation. Part of him realized that, ludicrous or not, he’d cast himself too far out into the sea to reel himself back in. They’d caught him.

But that doesn’t mean they’re benevolent or even telling you the truth, he reminded himself. Human myths were rife with stories of unwitting fools accepting contracts from strange entities, only for it to end very poorly for the fool.

“Explain what you’re looking for from me, what this contract stipulates. What will I have to do? What will you have to do? What happens if I break it? Are you going to manifest a glowing, floating piece of parchment and ask me to sign it in blood?”

“It is a verbal contract only,” Jin said, annoying Isaac again with how he seemed to glide right by his snippy remarks. As long as your actions align with our objectives, Aria will continue to provide her assistance. If either party ever wishes to break the contract, it ends. The contract forces nothing, coerces nothing, and no punitive actions will occur should you decide at any point to conclude it, for any reason.

“Sounds too good to be true.”

“Yes, I would expect a human to feel that way,” Jin said. “I have reviewed human legal systems and precedent across the ages. Verbal agreements appear to hold negligible weight in most modern-day courts, and so often do humans break them.”

Across the ages? So, you’re ancient?

Of all that had occurred here, it seemed the least noteworthy revelation of the lot.

“Always get it in writing,” Isaac said, nodding. “How it is.”

Thunder rumbled deep within Jin. Not just in his face, Isaac realized, but throughout all of him. So, was there a storm underneath that fine suit? Was this one of those “I’ve shifted myself into a form you can comprehend” situations?

“Not so with this contract,” Jin said.

He and the silver-haired beauty, whose situation he didn’t quite comprehend, as she looked inhumanly beautiful but still like a human woman, waited for his response. Would he accept or decline? Isaac wasn’t yet sure.

There were so many questions he wanted to ask, but which ones were worth asking? With him poised to lose his memories, was there even a point? They had promised that Raymond Grantham would answer the burning questions that Isaac had been carrying for years, so there was that. Of course, this whole situation was all well and good, so long as he was willing to trust that this wasn’t some grand deception—that they would make good on their promises.

And, yeah, that he wasn’t in the middle of a psychotic breakdown on an airplane, babbling like a madman about storms and beautiful women.

I’ll forget anything they tell me, anyway, assuming it’s all true. So, I won’t be able to make any use of the information I get now. Not until I get my memories back.

The mere act of treating that ludicrous idea as if it were truly possible made his head hurt. This felt like the kind of thing that would have caused his father to roll his eyes at him, like when he’d still believed in Santa—Alyssa’s doing, certainly not his father’s—at five years old. And yet, by virtue of Doctor Grantham’s involvement, these two beings were also claiming that his father and sister had been involved in all of this. Somehow.

Well, whatever, he eventually decided, sighing loudly. Everyone who’d say ignorance isn’t actually bliss died on me, so why don’t I live in some for a little while?

“If I agree to this, I forget all about you all, this weird place, and what you want of me until… when, exactly? Right until Raymond Grantham reveals the same stuff you’ve been mentioning here?”

“Shortly thereafter,” Jin said. “Possibly the night of. Possibly the night after. It depends on his order of operations.”

Figuring Jin wasn’t trying to annoy him or sound ominous, Isaac swallowed one last acerbic response. Fine. His answer loaded, a question—apparently useless to ask, and in more ways than one—still forced its way out of his throat first.

“You both know how my father and sister died, right?”

They almost let their silence go on long enough to confirm it. For a talkative storm-person-thing, Jin’s was the most damning. They did. Yes, they did.

“Yes,” he eventually confirmed. “As does Raymond Grantham.” He looked toward Aria in what Isaac assumed was a prompting manner.

“He’ll tell you what you need to know,” Aria said. “About the circumstances behind their deaths, about what they have been doing all these years. Then he’ll invite you to become part of it. We’re certain of that.”

“But you could tell me. Right now.”

“To what end?”

“To what end are you removing my memories?” he growled. “A few days of normalcy? Really? What do you think I’m going to do these next few days? Watch the tide come in at sunset, go snap pictures of a waterfall?”

“You might,” Jin said, almost sounding hopeful.

“I won’t.” God, it took everything within him not to ridicule this… whatever he was. “I’m here for one reason, and it’s getting the answers that you’re saying you have. But won’t share. Yet you want to work with me? This is your brilliant pitch?”

“We want to help you, yes,” Jin said with infuriating calmness. “However, if you only wish to learn about the circumstances behind your family’s tragic deaths, you do not need us. Raymond Grantham will give you the answer you seek, regardless of the choice you make here.

“What we offer, Isaac, is support for what comes after. You are intelligent enough to connect that we are beings from this overlapping world I spoke of. That your father and sister were very involved in its study, and possibly much more. That the reason for their many trips was to bring them to locations of overlap. You know this, and you can likely surmise a great deal on your own, even with only a short time to consider our offer.

“Raymond Grantham wishes to recruit you. You know this too. That he wishes to involve you in the work that was your father’s and sister’s lifework. Will you say no to that? Will you turn away, return home, and forget the things he will show you on the day of your meeting?”

The storm roiled within Jin’s head. Yet those two blue lights, like beacons of salvation or devastation for the tiny boat battling toward them, only able to hope it was the latter, stayed constant. Twin lighthouses, twin horrors out in the storm? Isaac didn’t know.

Case in point: Jin was telling the truth or lying. Simple as that, complex as that. All of it was the truth, some of it was the truth. All of it was a lie, some of it was a lie.

Could Isaac tell? Nope.

But part of him wanted to believe. A keener part of himself recognized how Jin had weakened his own hand. Maybe intentionally.

Raymond had the answers Isaac sought. Isaac didn’t need this deal for that. Well, he’d known that already. Alyssa’s letter confirmed it.

But in reiterating that fact, by admitting that Issac didn’t need him for that one thing, Jin moved the needle. Slightly, and it didn’t magically convince Isaac that he could trust him completely. But it was enough.

Perhaps that made him a fool. Blind to the obvious perils of inking deals with ancient beings of inscrutable origins. The fatigue that had suffocated his every waking thought for the past month could be to blame. If there was a time to strike, now was certainly it.

But as far as he could tell, there weren’t any loopholes to this deal. Of course, he had barely any information to go off and was no lawyer. This talk of blending worlds and strange beings was far more than he could wrap his head around.

And yet…

“Fine,” Isaac said, half-expecting to hear maniacal laughter in the very next second. It didn’t interrupt him, so that was good. Right? “Let’s work together. I accept your offer. So long as it is exactly as you say it is.”

For the very first time, the twin lights that made up Jin’s eyes seemed to brighten.

Please be lighthouses, Isaac thought, resisting an urge to swallow.

“Very good. This is good. See, Aria, it has all worked out. He has listened.”

The most beautiful woman Isaac had ever laid eyes on slid her paralyzing gaze from him to her companion. “It seems so.”

Isaac couldn’t help but hear a “for now” in there, though no one addressed it.

“Aria shall now send you back,” Jin said. “As promised, you will have your memories returned to you at the proper time. It should not be more than a few days. If you have more questions at that time, Aria will provide them. Alas, meetings where I am present will be rare.”

Isaac nodded, looking at the gorgeous woman with silver hair. She met his eyes, holding his stare. He didn’t feel like there was anything else for him to do. He’d made the plunge. Was he the world’s biggest moron, stark raving mad, or—

Isaac looked out of the window beside his seat, probably one of many who now did so. He saw faint daylight shimmering off the ocean below him, wispy clouds in the distance. No land just yet.

He looked away from the window and saw the back of the chair in front of him. The person in it was still sleeping, snoring just quietly enough not to be annoying. They’d need to change that soon, though.

Because in just thirteen minutes and thirty-five seconds, they would land.


Chapter Three

Aloha, Maui

Unhappy about coming to Maui or not, knowing a beautiful woman would be there to pick him up from the airport helped. Or would have. Had he ended up getting the one he’d been expecting. Rather than receiving a welcoming smile from a stunning woman a good decade older than him, he approached a woman his age who did little to conceal her boredom and annoyance. Still incredibly beautiful. Just rather heavy on the scowls.

He’d learned of this last-minute change only a few minutes ago, when he’d gone to fiddle with his phone as the descent into Maui finally began. According to a text she’d sent thirty minutes before, Morgan wouldn’t be able to make it to the airport in time. Something about an older neighbor who had fallen hard while jogging but refused to visit the hospital, even while moaning in constant pain. A poor start to that guy’s day—and now he made it Isaac’s problem too. Not even on the ground yet, but already things were going wrong.

But don’t worry, I’ve sent you an escort, the end of her message had said. And she’s not nearly as acerbic as she might first seem.

Isaac wasn’t so sure about that. As soon as he broke from the crowd, having also received a picture of his new chauffeur from Morgan, the hand he lifted in greeting didn’t receive one in return. Instead, in a response that was surely undeserved, her eyes narrowed. The saying about brown eyes, hers a rich caramel color, always looking warm and friendly didn’t survive contact with this woman. Sharp as a shard of glass, she didn’t stab him so much as want to cut something off of him. Something he’d only just received.

His attention dropped to the colorful lei hanging around his neck. Formed from purple and white orchids, a smiling welcome committee had offered every passenger on Isaac’s plane one as they disembarked.

So, he was hardly unique in sporting one of the iconic flower necklaces. Just in being the one who had to approach this woman.

“Nice to meet you,” Isaac said, trying to move past whatever gaffe she felt he’d made by accepting the gift. “I’m Isaac. Thanks for helping me out.”

“Morgan is a friend,” the woman said tersely. “She needed help.”

Yeah? How do you know her? Do you two get along well? Does she have blackmail on you? Is that why you’re here against your wishes?

Isaac considered his response a little more carefully than usual. A part of him very much wanted to say the right thing to move past the frosty first impression. Specifically, the part of him staggered by this woman's gorgeous figure.

Scowling or not—and hey, some people were into that sort of thing—she was a stunner. Of obvious Hawaiian descent, with tan skin and wavy, windswept black hair, she ticked quite a few boxes. One of Isaac’s favorites, too. Like recognized like. This woman was an athlete, and a serious one.

She had the build, the visible definition of muscle with no need to flex to show it. Lean, so not a bodybuilder or anything, here was a woman whose weekly regimen involved more than just hours in a gym. Of someone who used those muscles for more than just looking hot. A build with purpose. Was she a swimmer, like Isaac, or maybe a surfer? Those were certainly common here. The more Isaac admired her physique, the more he tilted toward the latter. She possessed curves that countless hours of swimming laps typically transformed into leanness, especially at the waist and hips.

If anything, she had the build of someone who was ready to compete against other top athletes, but who ended up capturing the world's attention at the Olympics or the World Cup with how good she looked on camera. And then came the photoshoots, magazine covers, and high-paying modeling gigs.

Gigs that Isaac wouldn’t mind her taking on. Wearing a sleeveless shirt and shorts that stopped mid-thigh, her curvaceous figure shone through like a spotlight. She had wide hips and an incredibly shapely butt, and she was reasonably busty, though not as busty as…

Isaac’s eyebrows knitted together as he found himself unable to complete the comparison. Who had he been thinking of? Not Morgan, who was clearly the winner in a contest of buxomness.

“Well, thanks for coming to my rescue,” Isaac said, banishing the odd feeling. “Know it was probably last minute.”

“Yeah.” After that curt response, the beautiful Hawaiian exhaled, shutting her eyes momentarily. When they opened, her frown was just slightly less pronounced. A seven, when it had started at a nine.

“I’m Lei,” she said. “Have all your stuff?”

Without meaning to, Isaac idly fingered his lei in response. Immediately, Lei’s sourness resurfaced. Nine-point-five, now.

“All accounted for,” Isaac quickly said as he dropped his hand, wincing internally. Best to just pretend not to notice and move on.

Before they departed, he rechecked his limited luggage. A satchel with a laptop and some other electronics on one shoulder, a backpack with toiletries, some clothes that wouldn’t fit in his suitcase, and a few other effects on the other. His suitcase carried most of his clothes, as well as a pillow and a few other things he thought he might need for his stay of indeterminate length in Maui.

“Good. This is yours.”

Lei produced something from her left pocket. Without giving him any time to recognize what it was, she tossed it toward him. It glinted as it rotated through the air, with Isaac catching it smoothly enough. Cool to the touch, upon opening his hand, he found a small key resting on his palm.

“This is for Morgan’s house?”

“Think it’d be for mine?”

Isaac shrugged lightly. “Could have been. We’ve really been kicking things off, don’t you think?”

His witticism earned him a dry look. Spinning on her heel, Lei started walking—prowling, honestly—toward the parking lot. For a few moments, Isaac almost wondered if she intended to leave him there, having only come to hand off Morgan’s spare house key. The mouthy outsider that he was, he could find his own way across the island.

A moment later, Lei threw up a hand, then snapped it forward, ordering him to follow. That was all she did. Without even looking to see what he did, she kept going. Not wanting to find out if she really would leave without him, Isaac set himself after her.

He took his first true inhale of Hawaiian air sixty steps later. Having caught up with Lei, who was practically power walking on her way out of the airport, he stopped long enough to look around.

Kahului Airport’s architects had laid things out with a simple idea in mind—and a common one across the island. Here, at one of the many resorts dotting the coastlines, or at the top of one of its volcanoes, this idea persisted.

Look, see, marvel.

Isaac let himself do all three. Everything opened up as he stepped out of the airport. Sightlines in all directions, it was only a matter of picking which one to start with. An ocean to the north, glittering in the morning sunlight. Vast swaths of farmable flatlands to the south, cut cleanly by a narrow highway. And to the east and west, two distinct volcanoes, those responsible for this island’s existence and habitability.

He started with the closer of those. Some seven or eight miles west of where he stood, the uncreatively named West Maui Mountains knifed the low-hovering clouds gathering around their modest peaks. Extinct, eroded, and covered in trees, the many ridged peaks resembled rows of green shark teeth. The tallest of those, Pu’u Kukui, made it up close to six thousand feet. That put it just over half the height of the titan dwelling far to the southeast.

Twice as far away, twice as tall, and several times as wide, Haleakala dominated the horizon like a beefy bouncer blocking your view into the club you so desperately wanted to steal a glimpse of. It made the eastern half of Maui much less a half, and more like seventy-five to eighty percent of the island. Unlike its smaller, eroded sibling, it was also still an active volcano, though it’d been centuries since its last eruption.

As one of Maui’s marquee experiences, you could find just about every type of climate there. Rainforests to trek through, volcanic deserts to skid across, and even sometimes ice at the top. Tours up the volcano, trails down it. Most agreed that the hour-long drive to the top was a small price to pay for the experiences it offered.

Except Isaac, of course, who remained resistant to the breathtaking views granted to him by the island paradise he now walked upon.

Well, mostly.

Following Lei, they soon reached a packed parking lot. Showing even less interest in the sights, eyes straight ahead, she stalked toward her car. That made them the odd ones out. Most of the other new arrivals did as Isaac had done, only for far longer. More than a few snapped pictures, pointed at the distant vistas, and chatted with friends and family about which they should visit first. Not so for Isaac and his native escort.

Upon reaching her car, a well-worn Toyota RAV4, Isaac spotted a pair of surfboards attached to the roof. So, he’d guessed right. He almost asked his beautiful but unfriendly chaperone about her interest in the sport, though he hesitated. Would that set her back to scowling too? He wasn’t sure.

His hesitation cost him a chance to find out, but it gained him another breathtaking view. This one was mobile. Alive. And coming closer.

“Leilani,” an amused voice called. “What are you up to, babe?”

Lei—Leilani, in full—snapped her focus toward the voice. And frowned so quickly that it seemed preloaded. So, Isaac had probably been right to hold back his questions about her surfboards.

Looking back on his first day in Maui, perhaps Isaac should have let himself be a little more awed and interested in one of the most idyllic paradises on the planet. Maybe he should have seen the natural beauty of Maui for what it was. So many people who came here came back with stories of feeling rejuvenated and refreshed by the sights, weather, and culture of this chain of islands. There was no other place like it in America.

Of course, there was also a lot to be said for finding healing in the embrace of a spectacularly beautiful woman. As was appropriate for a nineteen-year-old man, he would have picked one over seeing a jaw-dropping view more often than not. And that—making two in total that he’d so far encountered in his first twenty minutes on the island—was very much who approached them now.

She was also smiling, which started things off on a far friendlier note. And not to be outdone by Lei or any aforementioned vistas, the woman was a smoke show. Although not Hawaiian, she had such a gorgeous tan that she seemed ready for the call to star alongside Megan Fox in the first Transformers movie. Just a look into her eyes, dazzling green, did more to brighten his day than the sun could.

Everything about the aura she exuded seemed to flow in the opposite direction of Lelaini. Friendly, warm, welcoming. And so, so curvaceous. That was one thing she had in common with the frowning Hawaiian.

Thanks to her outfit, hers were better displayed. Tight denim shorts that confined—with envious difficulty—an incredible ass. A shirt that hugged her upper half, which she’d tied into a knot above her navel, allowing more visibility of her stunning hourglass shape. She was bustier than Leilani, so maybe Isaac’s earlier strange comparison had been some manner of foresight? He’d somehow known that beautiful women came in twos here on Maui?

She was simply stunning. In an inviting, approachable way. She didn’t show a hint of annoyance—the opposite, in fact—when she caught him staring. Winking lightly, she set her hands on those attractive hips and cocked an eyebrow at her… uh, friend?

“What are you doing here?” Leilani demanded. “You said you had an early shift today.”

“Which I swapped with a coworker, so I could let you get out there on the water. Don’t want to keep those overpaying haoles waiting for their lessons, do we? I texted you all this half an hour ago. I’m guessing you missed it?”

Leilani frowned again as she stuck a hand in her pocket. As she opened her texts, the new arrival swung her eyes back to Isaac.

“Hi, I’m Adria,” she said, sticking out a hand. “Your actual tour guide for the day.”

“Isaac,” he replied, accepting the handshake. Yeah, so different from Leilani. “So, what’s going on, exactly?”

Adria threw a thumb toward her… friend. If they had each other’s numbers, then probably? Kind of?

“Our girl here teaches tourists how to surf down in Wailea. She’s got a class lined up for nine.” Adria turned her voice toward Leilani. “And she was complaining about being pressed for time because she needed to swing up to Kahului. So, I worked some magic and got myself a shift change. But I’m guessing a certain someone—in a bad mood because she hates feeling rushed—didn’t check her phone before wasting both time and gas rushing on up here. Oops.”

Leilani’s frown deepened as she finished reading whatever text she had failed to notice. Her dark eyes snapped up.

“Well, fuck me, I guess,” she growled. “And it’s too late for me to have not wasted my time and gas coming up here.”

Adria shrugged. “I can still take over for you.”

“And save me two minutes? Morgan’s house is literally on my way back.”

“Sure, but now there’s someone here who can give Isaac a proper welcome tour of the island he’s going to be staying on.” Her green eyes slid toward him. “Assuming you’re interested in spending a couple of hours meandering about with me? If you want, one of us can drop you off at Morgan’s house, I guess, let you sit around there all day.”

In a swift turn of events, Isaac’s apathy toward Maui’s sights faded. It didn’t altogether vanish, but Adria’s beaming smile helped push back the tide of disinterest. Mainly because he was more interested in her. Again, nineteen.

Really, is that all it takes? a part of him accused. A pretty girl, and now you’re all better?

Well, no, he wasn’t. This was a distraction, but one that a part of him craved. He’d spent so much of the last month suffocating in utter misery. This wouldn’t fix him, yet…

Yet, another part of him wanted to live in the sunshine again. To feel warm again, to breathe in and not choke on unending grief. Just for a few hours, he wanted to trade crushing despair for at least mild contentment. In his current state, joy was probably a little too far off. At least for a little while, maybe Adria’s warm smiles and affable personality could let him do so.

Oh, how little he knew.


Chapter Four

Tour Guide Aria

As soon as Isaac accepted Adria’s offer, she grinned. His original chauffeur didn’t attempt to change his mind, but why would she? At least he now understood her impatience a bit better. Well, now she was free to get going.

Unfortunately, she first needed to merge with the outgoing airport traffic, which stalled things here like it did everywhere else. Stuck in place as she tried to escape alongside Maui’s newest arrivals, Isaac saw Leilani smack her forehead against her steering wheel, a disgruntled groan escaping her lips. Standing next to him, Adria tossed her friend—he finally assumed that they were at least friends—a wave and a shout.

“Don’t worry, Lei, I’m sure you’ll get there in time!”

With her window down, Lei definitely heard her. A second later, a middle finger emerged from the window.

Chortling to herself, Adria spun back to Isaac.

“Right, let’s get that luggage of yours to my Jeep. I had to park a little farther away. Busy airport and all.”

Isaac nodded and reached for his suitcase. Adria, however, snatched it first. Winking, she sauntered off with most of his clothes. Isaac shrugged and followed, trying not to stare too much at her phenomenal ass.

“So, you know where Morgan lives, right?” Adria asked, glancing over her shoulder—and yes, catching his eyes where they shouldn’t be. Again, she didn’t seem to mind.

“In Kihei,” Isaac said, holding back a blush.

“Correct. So do I, as it stands. Now, our dearest doctor lives on the border between it and Wailea. If you’ve never looked at a map of Maui before, these two ‘towns’ are basically smashed right on top of each other. Kihei’s the more relaxing place. Nice beaches, great food, not as many big resorts and condos blocking your view of the horizon. Wailea’s got more shopping opportunities, more grandeur, I guess you could call it.”

Isaac nodded. Although he’d researched some of this stuff over the past few days, he was happy to hear Adria go on. She had an upbeat voice, pure and smooth. It went along well with her regularly scheduled smiles, which showed off pearly white teeth, and the bounce in her step. Compared to Lei, it was like moving from a glacier to, well, Maui.

“If you miss any mainland brands or whatever, Wailea’s got plenty of that too,” Adria continued. “So does Kahului. A Costco, plenty of fast-food places, stuff like that. So, if you get homesick for a taste of the States, now you’ve got two decent options.”

Isaac nodded once more, listening quietly as they reached Adria’s Jeep. All black and missing its driver and passenger doors, he and Adria stowed his luggage in the back seats. Swinging around, Adria hopped into the driver’s seat, then patted the only one remaining for him. A few seconds later, Isaac settled down beside the gorgeous woman.

Thankfully, much of the traffic had flowed away by the time Adria backed them out of their parking space. They merged with the remaining cars and soon exited Kahului Airport. Heading south, they passed the aforementioned Costco, strategically placed to be seen by newly arrived tourists. Then a Walmart, several fast-food places, and several other familiar sights that dwelled within Maui’s largest city.

And by large, he meant small. And by city, he meant town. According to Adria, who was spitting out every fact she thought he might be interested in, Kahului had fewer than thirty thousand residents. And it was the island's largest city, home to almost a fifth of its population. Having lived in Tampa for most of his life, he found it amusing to realize that a single city vastly outdid all of Maui in population.

Exiting Kahului, they headed south along Maui Veterans Highway, which was also only a “highway” in name. Most of the time, it allowed only two cars per side. Farmland kept pace with them on both sides, as the nearby terrain was about as flat as what Isaac was used to in his home state. Occasionally, they’d pass some structure or other, and Adria would fill him in on what it was.

“That’s a packing plant, that’s a library, there’s a racetrack. Yeah, we’ve actually got one of those. Small one, but if you like that sort of thing, we’ve got it.”

“Not really my style,” Isaac admitted.

“No?” Adria’s eyes sparkled with interest as she glanced his way. “What sorts of things do interest you?”

It seemed a loaded question, given how many times she’d caught him eyeing her. Of course, she’d also spent a fair bit of time looking his way, hadn’t she? Sure, it could be just to catch him staring. With a body like that, Isaac expected she knew the effect she had on men. Still…

“I do like the water,” Isaac said. “I grew up on the Gulf, so I’m familiar with oceans.”

“Yeah? Know how to surf?”

He shook his head.

“Pity. That’d make Lei like you more. It’s one of the few things she’s actually happy to talk about.”

“Speaking of that,” Isaac said, finally remembering the lei around his neck. He pulled it off, holding it between his knees, so the wind didn’t rip it away. “When I first met her, her eyes went straight to this. The displeasure followed. Know why? Does she dislike the tradition, dislike outsiders wearing them?”

Adria pursed her lips thoughtfully. After a few thoughtful seconds, she shook her head.

“I shouldn’t gossip about a friend. All I’ll say is this: Lei has a few things that she does not like to talk about, even to natives or people like me, who’ve lived here basically their whole lives. So, I wouldn’t press her on the topic.” Adria tilted her head from side to side. “Morgan knows why, if you must get an answer, though.”

Isaac was curious, but the way Adria said it, it seemed like Lei would probably hate it if she found out that he’d been snooping about whatever hangup she had with this flower necklace. So, at least for now, Isaac dropped the topic and decided he wouldn’t bother Morgan with questions about the original chauffeur she’d sent his way.

He wondered why she had opted for Lei rather than Adria, who was a far better—and more willing—tour guide. Indeed, Adria continued to be an excellent conversationalist, educating him with facts about her home. Indeed, she was good enough to make Isaac, who’d been anything but talkative this past month, speak more during this brief car ride than he probably had all week.

They spent about ten minutes cruising along the highway before hitting an intersection just north of Kihei. The town was a surfboard on the water’s edge, far longer than it was wide, with one fortunate side right up on the waves. Two main roads glided from tip to tip, like rail lines on the board. If this had been Lei’s car, he suspected she would have driven straight ahead, favoring the quickest route over the one with the best sights.

Instead, he was fortunate enough to have an escort who wanted her home to make a good first impression. Hooking them out toward the ocean for only a few hundred feet, Adria wheeled them onto South Kihei Road. Only one lane per side of the road now.

Rather than the town on his left, Isaac focused on what glittered to his right. At times less than fifty feet away, he saw a brilliant blue ocean stretching into eternity. The water dazzled him nearly as much as Adria’s smile, gleaming under a fast-rising morning sun. People were already out and about in the water, swimming, snorkeling, surfing. Others relaxed on various stretches of beach, sitting to admire the view or walking up and down the sand.

He also saw two islands out in the water, one to the northwest and one to the southwest. Far smaller than Maui, but still full islands, he wondered aloud if anyone lived on them.

“Lanai,” Adria said, pointing across Isaac’s body toward the northwestern and larger of the two islands. “A few thousand people call it home. Not a terrible place to spend a day.” She smiled flirtatiously. “Assuming you’re going with the right person.”

Next, she pointed to the southwestern island, which was closer to Maui—at least, the part of Maui they were currently at. “That’s Kaho’olawe. Uninhabited, rocky, oh, and the navy blasted it all to hell during World War II for training purposes. There are even some unexploded bombs still there, which never got fully cleaned up. So, yeah, we don’t go there. Not even with the right person.”

“Sounds like it could make for a pretty explosive experience, at least,” Isaac remarked dryly.

“If you want to have your world rocked, you can look elsewhere,” Adria said. “Much closer by.”

So, Isaac looked much closer by. That earned him an approving smile. His charming tour guide turned them into one of the angled parking spots that overlooked the narrow beach below.

“Good eye,” Adria said, then unbuckled herself. “Goes along with that handsome face.”

Like he sat under the intense scrutiny of half a dozen red-hot lamps, heat gathered at multiple points in his body. Things grew exponentially hotter as Adria moved out of her seat—but didn’t climb out of her Jeep.

“May I?” she asked as she repositioned herself, going slow enough to give him a chance to shut this down.

Yeah, like that was going to happen.

“Yeah,” Isaac said, breathless but brimming with excitement as Adria straddled him in the passenger seat. But he needed to breathe, so he forced himself to inhale deeply. Hints of vanilla tickled his nostrils as he did so. Now as close to him as she could get, he smelled it clearly.

“I didn’t make it too obvious that I really wanted to be the one who drove you out of that airport, did I?” Adria asked, eyes glinting with amusement. “Did you pick up on it? Do you think Lei did?”

“I don’t think so,” Isaac said, enthralled by what was transpiring.

“We’re kind of out in the open,” Adria said, eyes flicking toward the cars passing by on the road behind them. And there were plenty of people on the beach, though most of them focused on the ocean, not the cars parked twenty feet behind. “Kind of an issue with Maui. So many tourists.” She sighed. “But I figured a beachfront make out session would be a good way to give you a proper aloha.”

Isaac almost thrust his mouth upon hers right then and there. He held back… barely. Too much time being himself formed a question in his mind, and his lips couldn’t get to that more enviable activity until they asked it.

“I might be about to ruin the mood,” he admitted. “I need to ask you something.”

“Oh? Right now?”

He nodded. It was almost painful to do so.

Adria continued looking amused. “Alright, ask away.”

“Is this because of me, or because I’m a tourist?”

Adria chuckled, so at least she didn’t take his question the wrong way. Brushing aside a few dark strands of hair that had fallen over one of her eyes, she smiled and brought her forehead to his. That placed her lips dangerously close. Isaac forced his hands into fists, holding down a shiver.

“It’s the first one. You’re good-looking, and I like to be upfront and work quickly when I’m interested in someone. That’s not a turnoff for you, is it?”

“No. It’s not.”

“And you believe me when I say that I don’t straddle just every guy who I pick up from the airport?”

“How often do you pick up guys from the airport?”

Adria laughed, eyes shimmering. “Almost never. If Morgan hadn’t shown me a picture of you before you arrived, I might not have offered to help Lei out. That might make me a bad friend.”

“Okay,” Isaac said, unclenching his fists. His hands flew to a place where they’d much rather be: on Adria’s curvaceous hips. “Now we can make out.”

“Well, thank you, sir,” Adria said, rolling her eyes.

She kissed him all the same.

Her lips proved as soft as he’d figured they would be. As pleasurable to kiss, too. Adria shut her eyes, leaning into him. Her breasts, her lips, her hands, which she set on his shoulders, all enhanced the experience.

The kiss battered away the last remnants of his bad mood, at least for as long as Adria remained on his lap. Their lips moved in tandem, blessedly warm. It was like a scouring flame, removing all that was twisted and dead inside, making room for a new, vibrant forest to take root.

Isaac shivered, actually shivered, as the kiss ended and Adria opened her eyes. Those stunning, amazing eyes. Adria smiled deeply, apparently liking his response.

“So,” she said, “you said you lived near the Gulf? But that doesn’t exactly narrow it down all that much, so where exactly are you from?”

Isaac instinctively cocked an eyebrow. “Is this really the time for questions like that?”

“I’m an unorthodox gal,” Adria said. “I kind of skipped getting to know you so that I could immediately start making out with you. But I figure, why not do both? You give me an answer, I'll give you a kiss. We stop when I run out of questions. By then, hopefully you’ll have mesmerized me into wanting to keep kissing you, regardless.”

Unorthodox, indeed, Isaac thought. A moment later, however, he gave her the answer she was looking for.

“I lived in Tampa, pretty much right on the water too.”

“Lived? No longer?”

“Well…” How to broach the topic of how he was technically now homeless. If a way to kill the mood existed, it involved bringing up what had happened to his family.

Adria set a finger on his lips, shaking her head. “This is your one freebie. You’ve got to keep me honest. What did I say, Isaac? A question, a kiss. You haven’t gotten your next kiss yet.”

“Fair enough,” Isaac said, then banished the creeping misery in the back of his mind by thrusting his mouth forward and kissing a gorgeous woman for a second time.

His assertiveness earned him a full minute of undiluted passion.

“Okay, now answer the question. You don’t live there anymore? So, where do you live?”

“Well, for the time being, here,” Isaac said, selecting his words carefully. “Morgan’s offered me a place to stay for as long as I’m in Maui.”

“And why are you here in Maui?”

Isaac eyed her, then moved his hand to the back of her head. She grinned as he pushed her lips back onto his.

Another minute passed. Isaac then answered her question, still phrasing things carefully.

“Maybe you could say that a job opportunity came up. With someone Morgan knows. I’ll be meeting him here in Hawaii.”

“Interesting. Morgan’s a brainy lady, so I’d guess this mystery employer is too. So, that must mean you’re rather smart. Got a job up on Haleakala, maybe? Working at the observatory? You a star watcher?” She looked him up and down. “I could see you as an astronomer-to-be. A pretty hot one. Upping the average.”

She grinned as he rolled his eyes, ignored all three of her questions and drew her in for another invigorating kiss. God, but did it feel good kissing this woman! She gave as much as she received, mixing things up each time. Sometimes, she came on strong, practically sealing her lips to his, so that they both came away breathless. Sometimes, she peppered his lips with a quick flurry of kisses, playful and buoyant, as if she might float away if he didn’t keep a hand on her hip, holding her down on his lap.

“No,” Isaac said, then needed a moment to catch his breath. This most recent kiss had been of the former variety. “I’m not here for a job at any observatory.”

I think.

Surely, his father and sister were far too overqualified to work at an observatory, and why would they keep him as far away from their work as possible if that was all it was? No, it couldn’t be anything so conventional.

“Okay, well, I’ll see if I want to swing back to asking work-related questions in a bit—or another time entirely, maybe.”

She smiled and pecked him on the lips. Another freebie.

Liar, Isaac thought, but smiled all the same.

“What about you?” he asked. “You’re not Hawaiian, but you said you’ve lived here most of your life. But not all your life?”

“A good listener,” Adria purred, running her hand along the side of his neck. Her eyes lingered on a place she hadn’t kissed yet. He wouldn’t mind if she changed that. “Madrid is my place of origin, though my family flew out here when I was small. Ever since then, I’ve been living here in Maui.”

“How’d that happen? I assume your mom or dad also got a job opportunity here? Perhaps at a certain observatory?”

Adria chuckled but didn’t let him pull a fast one over her. She came in for her reward for answering his question.

This kiss went on the longest, with Isaac’s hands aching to move. Adria raised herself on her knees, eyes shimmering as she thrust her lips down onto his. He’d needed to shut his eyes to save them from the brightening light of a morning that was going far, far better than he would ever have imagined.

The kiss kept going. Isaac’s hands moved.

To a place they’d wanted to visit, vacation, and maybe take up residence from the moment he’d seen Adria. His hands practically raced to become the first to latch onto the amazing shape, softness, and heft of her phenomenal ass.

His proactivity earned a hum of approval. Emboldened by her response, his hands stayed where they were, committed to quantifying how perfect this woman's body was. It had to be as perfect as…

Isaac scrunched his closed eyes a little tighter. As… Lei’s? That was the only other amazing figure he’d seen today, though he knew his day would involve at least one more. Yet… why did he keep making these comparisons? At least this time, he could make a comparison, rather than intuiting that he’d meet someone else with a crazy figure, as he’d somehow done with Adria.

Shaking away such thoughts, he refocused on kissing the hottest woman that he’d ever kissed in his entire life. That he might ever kiss in his whole life. He’d had a pretty good time of things back home, especially as spring break always brought down a lot of girls who were ready to make out with a local, but Adria put into him a memory that surpassed all the others. She’d done so a good half-dozen times already.

“So, what do you do for fun?” Adria asked once their kiss ended. “Other than going to the beach, which is readily available around here, and making out with beautiful women whom you’ve just met? They’re also pretty readily available around here.”

“Well, I like good food,” Isaac said. “Especially when a beautiful woman takes me to her favorite place.”

Adria’s eyes shone. “See, you’re going to regret baiting me like that.”


Chapter Five

Instant Regret

In fact, the regret started immediately. Because Adria was willing to take him to her favorite local place. Right now. Which meant she had to climb off Isaac’s lap, buckle back up, and focus on driving.

Damn thoughtless mouth, Isaac thought, frowning.

Adria spotted his scowl and laughed. As she waited for a good chance to pull back onto the road, she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

“There’ll be more. Questions, at least. Up to you if you answer them and seize the reward.”

He wanted to seize quite a lot of the gorgeous brunette. Even after glutting themselves on her fine figure, his hands already ached for another go at her incredible butt. And there were other places they would happily go. He suspected Adria might just be happy to let them go there, too.

But for now, backing up, going forward, a turn here, a turn there, and a vibrant, verdant destination awaited.

Delivering them to a parking lot shaded by palm trees and leafy ferns, Adria swung out of her jeep and beckoned him to keep up. He did so, taking his first steps in Kihei. Once more, he let himself look around. This time, without worrying about being left behind.

As Maui’s most centralized beach town, Kihei showed off all its benefits to even a casual eye. The quickest one most people noticed was the weather. Protected by Haleakala in a way that the northern towns weren’t, today’s mild morning, sunny but not scorching, was common fare. But then, Wailea was right there, just to the south, claiming the same thing—and offering enormous resorts built for luxury and relaxation.

If you shelled out, of course. Supply and demand. Among the most sought-after vacation destinations in the world, those resorts knew they could demand a hefty price. With no interest in demolition and construction of their own mega-resort, Kihei offered a cheaper alternative—and plenty of people just wanted a peaceful, walkable town.

Kihei gave that to them—and to Isaac, who didn’t have strong feelings either way. Still, he enjoyed the narrow roads, the palm trees and walls of foliage that directed the flow of foot traffic. Kihei was a place for strolls, not sprints. For closing your eyes and tilting your head back to listen to the murmur of waves that were never far off, breathing in the tang of saltiness gliding within the breeze.

Rather than reclining by a master-planned swimming pool, where you’d get a pristine but sanitized view of South Maui, Kihei asked its arrivals to walk around and see what they might stumble across. Come discover something, even if that something was less than perfectly planned by a team of architects. A local shop run by the same family for generations, hidden among palm trees. A quiet market with colorful signs painted by hand over every stall.

If you were going to come to Maui, then come to Maui. See more than just the idealized, commercialized part.

Catching up to his beautiful tour guide, they soon walked through a large gate into a wide-open space that drastically ratcheted up the number of palm trees and enormous, leafy shrubs. Gravel crunched under Isaac’s feet, and he spotted a nursery where potted plants were being sold.

“This is the South Maui Gardens,” Adria said, spinning around and walking backward. “If you like variety, you’ll be swinging by here a lot.”

As she guided him around the area, she pointed to a few food trucks, most of which were less mobile than their name implied. Only a few of them still had wheels. It seemed these were as permanent as a proper restaurant, of which there were a few in the vicinity. Most of them weren’t all that much bigger than the food trucks. Most had patios with benches and tables for outdoor eating. Adria informed him that there were about two-dozen places to pick from in the Gardens.

With each brightly colored truck or restaurant they saw, Adria passed around her opinion on it. Unsurprisingly, several specialized in Hawaiian fare, though she pointed out Mexican, Indian, and even mainland American places. There was even a tiny Tim Hortons squeezed in here. There was a wing place Adria recommended, though a wall of purposefully cultivated rainforest blocked it from view.

Yet… wasn’t there something missing? Something rather necessary if they were to fill their bellies here.

“But you told me to take you to my favorite place, so that’s why we’re stopping here,” Adria said once they’d finally reached their destination.

Turning to the side, she threw one arm high and one arm low, framing the food truck sitting five paces behind her. Named by a wooden sign nailed above the serving window as Shio Maui, it sat within a stone plaza that was hemmed in by shrubs and palm trees. It also wasn’t alone in this space; eight total food trucks came together and formed a ring in this spot. An oasis for grub, found easily by those with hungry stomachs.

It was also closed. They were also closed. Every single truck in the ring, and all they’d passed in coming here. He saw some movement inside a few unopened trucks, but they were obviously prepping to open, not actually ready to serve food.

Isaac delivered Adria a flat look. Completely unabashed, she grinned and popped out of her showy stance.

“Yeah, they don’t open for another hour and a half. It’s still kind of early in the day. But when I do bring you here, believe me, they have the best bento you’ll ever eat.”

“Great,” he responded dryly.

Remaining mightily amused by her prank, Adria waved him on. “Don’t worry, we parked right by the actual place where I plan to feed you. Come on.”

So, they reversed course, spending a few minutes walking back to the parking lot with her Jeep in it. From there, they crossed the road north of them and entered Trey’s Bar and Grill, which was both open and serving lunch.

Once settled at a table on a connecting outdoor patio, Adria made a few recommendations for a first meal in Maui. He was used to eating fish, though Atlantic and Pacific palates might not align as much as he assumed, so he went in for the chimichurri grilled salmon. Among those that Adria had suggested, it proved why after only a single bite.

As outstanding flavor mingled on his tastebuds, it also soothed his concern about it being the second most expensive thing on the menu. It also helped that there was a lot on his plate: four full cuts of salmon, coconut shrimp, and a few lime slices surrounding them. Green chimichurri sauce—and so the name—coated every length of salmon.

“Welcome to Hawaiian culture,” Adria said, grinning. “Not every place loads up your plate, but I know the ones that do.”

“I’m not complaining,” Isaac said. “I really haven’t eaten since, well, yesterday, technically.”

“Get your protein,” Adria said, hefting what she’d gotten: a kalua pork quesadilla. “If you want, I can drive you around a few other places after this. We’re not too far from Morgan’s house, so even walking, it’s easy to make it back up here.”

“You won’t be my chauffeur every day?”

“Girl’s gotta work,” Adria said, taking her first bite. “But when I’m free, you can call me up.”

“I’ll need your number to do that.”

One cheek bulging with pork, Adria smirked and began forming numbers with her fingers.

A short while later, after scrambling to get his phone out, Isaac had enough digits to call or text one of the most beautiful women he’d ever met. Hiding a smile, he sent his phone back toward his pocket, only for it to buzz in his hand.

Hey! How has everything been going? Have you made it to my house yet?

No, he sent back to Morgan. Things got a little strange. I’m with a woman named Adria; she seems to know you. She’s been giving me a small tour around Kihei. We’re eating at Trey’s Bar and Grill right now. So, close to where you live, according to her.

It took Morgan a few moments for her texting bubbles to reappear.

Did something happen with Leilani?

She had lessons to get to, so Adria had apparently offered to take her place, but Leilani didn’t see that message in time. So, I met them both at the airport, and then we let Leilani go. I’m having a good time with Adria.

Better than that, honestly. He glanced up at the vivacious, stunning woman. She cocked an eyebrow, smiling.

“Telling Morgan about our strange first meeting,” Isaac explained.

“Ah. Tell her I said hi.”

Isaac nodded, eyes dropping in time to see Morgan’s next message come in.

Okay. She’s been living here far longer than I have, so she’ll know the best places. My day finishes around 4, so I hope to see you then. Don’t let Adria keep you away.

I’ll make sure I’m there waiting for you, Isaac sent back, and he very much meant it. If there’d been one beautiful woman he’d known he wanted to see on this island, it was Morgan.

“By the way,” Isaac said, realizing what he’d never asked either Morgan or Adria, “where is Morgan’s clinic?”

“It’s actually real nearby,” Adria said, thumbing to the east. “Maybe a mile away. It’s off Liloa Drive, so not far at all. Want to swing by it, bother Morgan while she saves lives?”

“Maybe another time. Wouldn’t want to add a third wheel to our date.”

“It’s a date, is it?” Adria asked, grinning.

“Yeah, it is.”

The two of them bantered a little more, finding time for bites in between. Part of him didn’t want to bring Adria and Morgan together, simply because, well, he had an absolutely enormous crush on his sister’s best friend. And had had such a crush for much of his life.

It was completely illogical, but a part of him didn’t want Morgan to see him flirting with Adria. Almost as if he worried it would upset Morgan, ludicrous as that sounded. And as he was enjoying flirting with Adria quite a bit, he wasn’t yet ready for that to end.

“Any additional questions you want to ask?” Isaac said.

“While my breath tastes like pork and yours tastes like salmon?” Adria said. “I think I can hold back my curiosity for a little while.”

Isaac shrugged but smiled. After finishing their meals, Adria swiped away his attempts to pay. He tried to inform her he had plenty of spending money, but she wouldn’t hear it.

“If I brought you on this date, then I can pay out. Just this once. I’ve got a bit of spending money to burn.”

“Where do you work?” Isaac asked as he relented. He tipped, though. He forced a twenty-dollar bill onto the table, and Adria didn’t fight him on it.

“Oh, I’m a slave to the mega resorts like a lot of us are. I work at the same place as Lei, actually. We both call the Wailea Golden Shores Resort our taskmaster. Honestly, Wailea’s a net that drags a bunch of us down to it. It’s where all the master-planned communities and resorts are. It’s where this meal would be twice as expensive, too, so keep that in mind if you visit our southern neighbor.”

Isaac nodded. From the maps he’d checked out on his phone, Kihei and Wailea didn’t really seem to have any actual cutoff between them. If you went far enough south while in Kihei, you simply entered Wailea at a certain point. A point that didn’t officially exist.

Alongside Makena, which was Wailea’s southern neighbor, they stretched along what was considered South Maui, even though it was pretty centrally located geographically—especially Kihei. The three locations claimed a roughly twelve-mile stretch of vertical beachfront.

“So, she teaches tourists how to surf?”

“On some of the meekest waves around,” Adria said. “She’s so bored by it, but she’s also really good and really hot, so who wouldn’t want to sign up for her classes? So, even without knowing what a smile is, she makes a killing. If she had her way, she’d be up north every day. You get better waves up there.”

“What about you? Are you a surfing instructor as well?”

“No, but my work is nearly as wet. I’m a bartender-slash-server-slash-backup-luau dancer. Whatever is needed of me, really.”

“A backup luau dancer?”

“I’m not Hawaiian, so even if I’m also really good and really hot, the managers at the resort think it ‘messes’ with the theme. So, I’m sometimes asked to fill in for rehearsals, but they’ve never put me on stage.” Adria waved a hand through the air. “And I’m fine with that. Those coconut bikini tops are uncomfortable as hell, and I’m not exactly modestly proportioned.”

Isaac’s eyes couldn’t help but momentarily drop to Adria’s breasts. No, she very much wasn’t. Unsurprisingly, he found her smirking once he was done with his most recent review of her killer body.

“Anyway, there is a luau tomorrow night. If you want to see me in my element, you could swing by. Maybe I’ll have a few more questions on the tip of my tongue by then.”

“Aren’t those things booked in advance by, like, weeks?”

Adria rolled her eyes. “Like I don’t know how to sneak someone in.”

“As long as you don’t think you could get into trouble, sure,” Isaac said. “Send me the details.”

Adria smiled and promised to do so. For now, however, they returned to exploring. They walked around the rest of Kalama Village, the location in which Trey’s Bar and Grill sat. Adria continued pointing out all the best places to eat, the right times to come if he wanted to dodge a crowd, and more.

With midday creeping closer, he was far from the only tourist around. In singles, pairs, and small groups, he counted them by the dozens. And this was in Kihei, the laid-back portion of South Maui. How busy would Wailea be?

Eager to get their days started, they mingled with the locals, entering shops and coming out of them laden with souvenirs, heading for food trucks and restaurants, or discussing which beach they should visit. They all looked to be having a good time. However, Isaac had one thing that the rest of them didn’t.

Even without trying to do so, Adria drew stares. Whenever they walked, so long as they passed by someone with a pulse, she received furtive looks or outright gapes. Adria paid them no heed, staying focused on calling out this place’s overpriced coffee or that place’s solid deals on massages.

If she had been telling the truth about rarely picking up guys from the airport, then Isaac was as lucky as they came. Even if she did, he still was. Beside her, getting to stay there, not just pass her by. He didn’t have to crane his head for a second look, nor wince as his destination carried him out of sight.

Yeah, he would definitely make time for that luau tomorrow, even if he had to walk all the way there.

“You said you live in Kihei, too, right?” Isaac asked as they wandered around a small shopping center, one of the last places Adria considered within walking distance of where they’d parked.

Eyes like sparkling emeralds turned toward him. “Already trying to get my address, too?”

“Just curious. You know where I’m going to be living, after all.”

“True enough. I live in a prohibitively expensive apartment on Kauhaa Street, but since I’m displaced and all, and the owner is a friend, I got a really nice deal.”

“Displaced?” Isaac said, frowning.

Adria pointed northward. “I’m originally from Lahaina. Or, well, my family moved to Lahaina when we came to Maui all those years ago. My family home is cinders, unfortunately. Two years almost to the day, actually.”

“The fires,” Isaac said, realizing immediately what she was referring to.

Adria nodded. “I could show you the spot where I grew up, but not much else. By the by, if you decide you want to see Lahaina, ask me or someone else who’s local to go with you. You wouldn’t be in danger or anything, but enough tourists swing by to gawk at the aftermath—and it doesn’t make them very popular with the people who actually lived through the event.”

Isaac knew a little about the devastation to Maui’s cultural center. It hadn’t just been buildings that had suffered the brunt of the raging wildfire, but—

Adria must have seen the concern crusting in his eyes, for she shook her head. “Only the house. Parents and siblings are alive and well. Even the dog made it out with only a few singed hairs. Bit too early for me to introduce you to them, though.”

Isaac exhaled his relief. Well, at least there wasn’t any risk of them trauma-bonding over dead family members. Yet, if she’d grown up there, and if Lahaina was anything as close-knit as Kihei…

“I’ll keep all that in mind,” Isaac said. “I was never planning to go up for that kind of visit, anyway.”

“That’s good. Would immediately ruin what we’ve got going here.”

Isaac smiled softly, and the two of them resumed their exploration of this section of Kihei. Not long after, they headed back to her Jeep.

“You said you grew up on the ocean, right?” Adria asked as she slid back into the driver’s seat.

“Pretty much as close to it as we are now,” Isaac confirmed.

“Then let’s make that the last portion of my tour. I’ll drive you all the way down to Makena, let you see all the beaches and resorts between here and there, then I can drop you off at Morgan’s house.”

That worked for him, as it gave him a little longer to enjoy himself. Even though he knew he’d love seeing Morgan again, that meeting would lead to the next. Where Raymond Grantham owed him a long-awaited explanation.

Adria angled them back to the waterfront, then toward southern Kihei they went. Along the leisurely trip, Adria counted the beaches off one by one.

Once more, as Maui liked to do, it surrounded him with its beauty.

At his back, the clouds around the West Maui Mountains had disembarked from the peaks, letting him see verdant knives stabbing the cloudless sky. On his left, Haleakala continued to reign supreme over the entire eastern portion of the island. The ocean shimmered on his right, interrupted only by the two smaller islands he’d learned about a little while ago. And then palm trees, a beachfront town, and resorts in the distance filled the space ahead.

The last of those became more prominent as they unofficially entered Wailea, in which uniformity awaited. The resorts were sprawling behemoths, one and all, standing on hills that overlooked the ocean, with enormous lawns that were neatly cut and too many swimming pools, tennis courts, and solar panels to count.

He'd seen a lot of solar panels even in Kihei, which made sense. Maui received little rain, and this was one of the driest swathes of the island. Here, gleaming blue-white panels absorbed energy from the warm, doting sun all over. A sun that was probably melting pavement back in Isaac’s home state, unless another raucous storm had shoved its way in. This was the month for it, when the rain clouds repeated their yearly attempt to drown them all.

“Eight hundred a night,” Adria whispered to him as they passed the Wailea Golden Shores Resort, northernmost of Wailea’s mighty resorts. “For a room that doesn’t even look out toward the ocean.”

“The big resort-spa combos where I’m from go for about half that,” Isaac said.

“Four hundred a night can go places in Kihei. Not in Wailea, though.”

Continuing their journey, they passed other resorts and multiple master-planned residential areas. The homes here were far more uniform than those back in Kihei, which had maintained a sense of rustic freedom. That was not the case in Wailea. This place had certainly gotten its money’s worth from the architects who had designed it.

“That there is Molokini Crater,” Adria soon said, pointing across his body.

Out in the water, he could see a crescent-shaped island sitting between Maui and Lanai. It was far smaller than even the latter, sitting close to Maui, maybe only three or four miles out.

“Can we visit that one, or are there landmines there too?”

“Visitable and popular,” Adria said. “Not a bad day trip for a snorkeler or scuba diver. Any experience with those?”

“Some,” Isaac said. “You?”

“Some. Could go for more, though.”

Isaac nodded, filing away that obvious hint for the future. Yet, then he paused, thoughts momentarily drowning out Adria’s voice.

The future? What future? He wasn’t here to stay, be a tourist, flirt, and have fun with a local. He was here for answers about what had happened to his father and sister. That was all.

Where did that dour mood of yours go? a judgmental part of himself asked. All it takes is one good-looking woman to make you forget?

Isaac stewed in that self-realization for a time, but he couldn’t stay there. Whether or not he was a hypocrite, he didn’t want to turn into a miserable mess while still with Adria. He owed her that much. If she hadn’t come to that airport, he imagined he’d be sitting in Morgan’s house right now, the only gloomy man in all of Maui. For at least a little longer, he could pretend that everything was okay.

With a population of two hundred, if Wailea welcomed those with money to burn figuratively, then Makena was for those who could do it literally. Opulent mansions, either on the waterfront or in small clusters near it, appeared before them, and they didn’t stop. Save for a single resort and its attached golf course, the southernmost part of South Maui belonged to the homes of the rich.

“Safe to say that there aren’t too many locals living down here,” Adria remarked.

“Yeah.”

They stopped at the last of these waterfront mansions, where Adria explained that there wasn’t much more to show off if they kept going. A natural reserve, but nothing in terms of civilization for miles.  

“If we kept going, we’d hit bumpy, unpaved mountain roads,” she explained. “There’s not really anything on the southern bottom of the island. So, this is kind of the end of our southward tour.”

Isaac nodded, turning away from the mansions and the ocean. He found plenty to enjoy right beside him. Eyes that gleamed brighter than where the sunlight hit the ocean, an attractively luscious set of lips, and an intention they shared for him to kiss them again.

If the person who owned this final mansion had security cameras, which they surely would, then they had the means to watch as Isaac and Adria spent a good twenty minutes making out near their home. Both their seat belts came unbuckled, but Adria again climbed on top of him. She seemed to like that position a lot. Isaac was getting pretty comfortable with it too.

He wouldn’t say he was getting “comfortable” with how amazing Adria’s ass felt in his hands, as that didn’t seem possible to do, but he definitely loved it. Humming agreeably as he felt her up, time was on their side. Their lips tangled again and again, leaving them short of breath, their hearts racing. He could literally feel it, thanks to Adria keeping her breasts pressed tightly against his chest.

Lust simmered through him, hotter than the Jeep’s black frame. It built itself up successively, piling onto the misery he’d been feeling for the past month until it nearly vanished. That it had been a month since the worst day of his life helped, of course. If this had been the day after, the week after, not even Adria’s full, enticing lips would have worked. A month was enough. Just barely.

He ached to feel her breasts with his hands, to check if they were as large as they felt when pinned against him. However, having the freedom to feel up her butt didn’t guarantee that he could move his hands higher. Adria had described herself as unorthodox. That muddied things more, not less.

“I’m sensing a mind that’s thinking about things other than the present,” Adria said, suddenly pulling away her lips from his. Her bright eyes felt like they could see right through him. “What’s distracting you from our fun?”

“You,” Isaac admitted. “All of you.”

That resulted in a raised eyebrow. “Go on.”

He would, but maybe with a little more tact than outright stating that he wanted to feel up her tits. Compiling his words, he shrugged and tried to kiss her to buy time. She didn’t allow it, leaning her head back, smiling.

“I was just imagining how you might look in a bikini, that’s all,” Isaac said. While his mouth remained separated from where it wanted to be, his hands didn’t. He kept feeling Adria up, and she kept letting him.

“I happen to think pretty good,” Adria said, chuckling. “Why, were you thinking otherwise?”

“No, we agree there,” Isaac said.

Adria gave him a knowing look. Her eyes dropped a second later to where her shirt showed plenty of midriff, but not a lot of cleavage. Her mouth pulled to one side, considering.

“You will come to the luau tomorrow, right?” she said, spearing him with a sharp look. “And not make me into some dumbass who gets ghosted after putting out too much on the very first date?”

Who would ever ghost you? Isaac thought.

“A hurricane couldn’t keep me away,” he promised.

“Been a long time since we got hit with one of those, so don’t you bring one of those with you, Florida boy,” Adria said.

Leaning forward, she kissed him one final time, as if to seal the promise he’d made. Next, she undid the knot keeping her shirt so nice and snug against her beguiling figure. Isaac watched with barely controlled glee as she tugged it off and tossed it over to the driver’s seat.

A delirious amount of tan skin greeted hungry eyes. Her beauty was nearly blinding, and Isaac’s heart battered against his ribcage like a prisoner trying to punch his way through the bars. He needed a drink. He needed several. His throat felt parched as, knowing what he wanted, Adria didn’t just stop with her shirt.

“No flash photography,” she cooed as she slipped out of her sports bra.

Her breasts bounced a little as they escaped the bra that had kept them all to itself for most of the morning. No longer. Now, the sunlight, the wind, and Isaac got their turn.

They looked heavy, soft, and damn, they looked fine. They had the same tan as the rest of her, which resulted in him imagining her sunbathing topless, with areolae and nipples a shade darker. Near or far, his opinion wouldn’t have changed, but he sure loved having them right there in front of him. Within touching distance.

“May I?” he asked.

“This isn’t a museum, Isaac,” Adria whispered, desire poured into every word. “You’re supposed to put your hands all over the exhibits in this car.”

So, that was exactly what he did. He lifted his hands along her sides, tracing her phenomenal hourglass, then let them drift inward. Moments later, he scooped up her breasts, gentle but eager, experiencing how hefty they were. Very.

“You’re from a spring break state, right?” Adria asked, rubbing her thumb along his upper arm. “So, I’m guessing these aren’t anything special, are they? You’re used to these kinds of sights.”

Isaac almost snorted. Instead, he drew his eyes away from her breasts, meeting hers. “That’s a pretty clumsy way to fish for a compliment, Adria.”

She shrugged playfully. “It can’t all be my best material.”

“They’re amazing,” he declared, though it seemed totally unnecessary—and underselling things all at the same time. “From head to toe, you’re amazing. You’ve been amazing me again and again since the second I heard your voice. My first day in Maui is already better than any day I was expecting to have here—and that’s one hundred percent because of you.”

Adria’s eyes glowed with pleasure, though she looked away to hide it. “Fine, fine,” she said, acting like he was intentionally laying it on too thick for an ulterior motive. “You can suck on them too.”

Isaac inhaled sharply, gaze rushing back to the large, soft objects in his hands. Mouth practically watering at what he got to bring his mouth closer to, his lips landed on smooth skin. He planted his first gentle kiss on the outer side of her right breast.

As he’d first smelled on her skin when she’d first straddled him, he now tasted it. Vanilla notes. He breathed it in too, strong as ever. Obviously from lotion or something, if she claimed it was just her natural scent, he doubted he could have argued back. He was in a mood to believe just about anything she wanted him to.

Transit across her right breast required a dozen kisses, each a station in the railway he built toward her nipple. Each one improved what was already a better day than any he’d experienced in the past month. Longer, in fact. He’d had a few girlfriends during his freshman year of college, the longest of which had lasted for about five months. It had been a good time, until it hadn’t. Such was usually the case.

Right now, all that occurred in this car resulted in a very good time. With her breasts in his hands and touched by his lips, he could easily stay focused on the present. Moving his mouth nearer to her nipple, he brimmed with pride when he brushed his lips over it. Yep, stiff as stone.

He danced around it with his lips, kissing every spot his lips could reach, laying new tracks. Adria’s breathing hitched as he glided pursed lips around it, skirting along her areola.

“You’re going to make me stay here until midnight, aren’t you?” she whispered, more to herself than him.

The thought of it still left him crackling with desire. If this was how she was during the day, how would things go at night? He might find out tomorrow.

“Morgan would probably blow up my phone if I’m missing that long,” he whispered, tongue leaving a gleam of saliva over her nipple as he finally did more than just skirt it.

“Oh, right. Yeah, and she’s scary when she gets mad.”

Isaac raised an eyebrow. In all the time he had known Morgan, he had only a few memories of her being angry. Most of those came from when he was in elementary school, back when she and Alyssa had been dealing with high school drama.

“What? She is.”

“Have you made her mad a few times?” he asked, kissing Adria’s nipple. It took everything in him to resist sucking on it. He would soon.

“Once or twice,” Adria said, shrugging. “I have my own way of doing things, and sometimes she doesn’t agree with it.”

“An unorthodox way. I remember.”

Adria smirked, then caressed the backs of his hands with her fingertips. “Exactly.”

Finally, Isaac took her moistened nipple into his mouth. The moment coiled around them both. Adria let out a soft sigh, then let his skill—a soft amount of sucking, an occasional bit of pressure from his teeth—transform it into a purr.

“I knew I was right to get out of bed early,” Adria whispered into his hair.

Isaac stopped just long enough to respond. “Didn’t you have a shift this morning?”

“Hush. Suck.”

He did. With all the skill he could muster, he treated Adria’s breasts like the luxuries they were. Maui was a better place for having them. Isaac’s mood was too. That made two women he would always be happy to see. And because of that, he didn’t stop kissing, petting, and sucking on Adria’s tits until she trembled, hissed his name, and then ground her pelvis into his, climaxing with his name being repeated on her tongue.

She breathed heavily afterward, arms wrapped around his head, having lifted her nipples away from his mouth. Recuperating, momentarily overstimulated, she eventually let go. She looked at him, mouth askew, then laughed with unbridled pleasure and purity.

“I don’t know if this is an embarrassing thing to admit or not, but I didn’t know I could do that.”

“I had a girlfriend who could, so I always like to check early on,” Isaac said proudly.

“Glad you talked me into taking off my shirt, then,” Adria said, face flushed. She thrust her mouth back to his, kissing him deeply. “Fuck, this has been going better than I imagined.”

“I needed you to stay happy about having picked me up.”

“It’s cemented. Said aloud, written on the paper, chiseled onto the stone.”

“Is the hand doing all that writing and chiseling still okay for more?”

“Depends. What do you have in mind?”

“Well, do you want to see if it was just a fluke?” he baited. “Can’t be sure it wasn’t just a one-off.”

Adria chomped down as if his words were her favorite thing from that food truck she loved.

“Absolutely.”


Chapter Six

Doctor Morgan Reynolds

They made it with just three minutes to spare. 3:57. Cutting it close, but not really. So long as Morgan got out of work at four, they were fine. They confirmed it upon arriving at her house. Her incredible house.

152 Ponana Street didn’t sprawl—it was only a single story, which was typical for Maui—yet it oozed modern luxury from the driveway in. From before even that.

Enviably positioned near the southern end of what most people considered Kihei, Wailea’s premier shopping experiences were less than a mile away. At the same time, there was enough distance to avoid having your view dominated by towering resorts. Indeed, the view was magnificent.

The street itself ran east to west, sloping up a smooth, gradual incline as you moved away from the ocean. Morgan’s home was closer to the top of the slope than the bottom, high enough that it provided a spectacular view of the ocean and islands off Maui’s western shore.

All that for the price of a minute or two more to make it to said shore. From her front door, you were never more than a five-minute walk from stepping onto a sandy beach. If Isaac stayed for more than a few days, he’d probably undertake that journey. The water had always been a source of solace for him.

Morgan’s house didn’t come with much of a front yard. That was typical of this neighborhood. However, like long green sideburns, strips of grass connected front yard to back, building Morgan’s home a verdant moat. It was also some of the greenest grass that Isaac had ever laid eyes on.

A short driveway led up to a glass garage door, which confirmed that Morgan hadn’t made it home yet. As Adria turned them in, they passed between a stout tan wall that circled the property. Not quite tall enough to generate much shade, the palm trees filled in where they could.

And there were plenty of those, fifteen feet tall and still growing, fronds swaying in the wind. A few for the front yard, many for the side yard—especially the ocean-facing side, where a precisely planted row of fifteen flowed with the wall’s slight bends like perfect afterimages of the first.

That was the first of two distinct styles of privacy barriers flanking Morgan’s home. On this side, the stone wall sufficed. Because of a larger than normal jump in elevation between houses, there was no way for her neighbor to see what Morgan was up to in her backyard, barring scaling a ladder to steal a peek.

Said neighbor’s narrow driveway resembled a trench because of the wall towering above it. It was one of the few houses he’d seen on this street that had a driveway that made its way into its backyard.

On the eastern side, where things continued sloping up, a narrow slice of rainforest less than fifteen feet across separated Morgan’s property from that of her other neighbor. He’d actually seen this feature a few times already. Whether for Feng Shui or because of a plague of nosey neighbors, an obvious benefit shone through.

With everything as it was, Morgan’s house came with a lot of privacy. Some that Isaac and Adria were about to make use of.

“Nice place to live, isn’t it?” Adria said as she parked them in the driveway.

“Expensive place to live,” was his pragmatic response.

“Yeah, you’ve got that right. You don’t live in this part of Kihei unless you’ve done alright by yourself. Which our town’s loveliest doctor has certainly done.”

Isaac nodded and unbuckled. Adria did the same. Together, they grabbed his luggage and hauled it to the porch, where a large overhang offered them shade.

“You can leave all that there,” Isaac said. “I’m not going inside just yet.”

“Oh?”

“I think I’ll meet Morgan on the porch, let her give me the tour.”

Adria chuckled. “Remember to always take your shoes off. That’s big in Hawaii.”

Isaac nodded again.

“Suppose I should head out, huh?” said a woman who was looking for an excuse to do the opposite.

“You could stay a little longer. It’s nice and shady under here.”

“Yeah, but that,” Adria said, nodding toward a doorbell camera that he’d missed.

Easily fixed, Isaac thought.

He backpedaled toward the driveway, grabbing the hand of the hottest local around as he did so. Adria grinned and let him pull her with him. They passed the garage door, wrapping toward that less visible-from-the-road area in the ocean-facing side yard. Pushing through an impeding gate, they found their privacy.

Isaac and Adria spent the next fifteen minutes making out on Morgan’s property. Adria happily let him lift her, legs wrapped around his waist, as he pushed her into the house’s wall. From the corner of his eye, Isaac made note of an outdoor shower sticking out of the wall farther down, near where Isaac could see a portion of a long, narrow pool in the backyard.

If Morgan used both those things regularly, he would be a very fortunate man.

“So, how close are you and Morgan?” Isaac asked, still eyeing that swimming pool. “Do you get invited over for barbecues and swimming?”

“Eager to see me in my bikini?”

“I hope you have more than just the one.”

“I’ve got a couple,” Adria said, grinning. She ran her hands through his hair, delaying the rest of what she had to say with another long kiss. “You can always try to convince me to hit the beach, too. But to answer your question, Morgan hosts something here and now, and I’ve been known to grace this pretty house with my pretty body.”

Isaac smiled and rewarded the tan-skinned beauty with several kisses along the parts of that pretty body that weren’t covered by clothes. He almost asked if she’d take off her shirt again—maybe just the shirt, this time. There was plenty they could make happen like that. However, the sound of an electric engine purring as it neared grabbed his attention.

Adria quickly tapped him on the shoulder, making a playfully exasperated face at the noise. He set her down, and she spent the next few seconds fixing her ruffled clothing. Her shirt stayed on. Alas.

“Say I was showing you the exterior of her house,” Adria said as she took the lead, rushing through the open gate.

She didn’t see Isaac’s nod, too busy smiling and tossing a wave to the stunning woman pulling up next to her black Jeep in a spotless white Audi e-tron GT. So, yeah, at just over thirty, Morgan had done rather well by herself.

As she climbed out of her car, Adria walked up to her, already explaining why they’d come from around her house. Yet, Isaac couldn’t keep doing the same. He ended up stopping dead in his tracks at the gate, as awestruck as ever by the incredible woman who filled his vision.

She’d… dyed her hair. Isaac blinked in surprise, taking in that detail first. In most of his memories of Morgan Reynolds, she was a brunette. In a few, she’d tried out blonde. Today, however, only a month since he’d seen her with her natural hair color at his father and sister’s joint funeral, she presented him with a new color.

Her hair was now a vivid copper-red, bright and vibrant on this cloudless day. She didn’t have Adria’s tan, though she lived in Maui, so she was anything but pale. She’d always been a woman of warm undertones and bright, pearly smiles.

His appearance earned one of the latter—but only one. It was quick, arriving as she noticed him standing there like an idiot with cement shoes. Then she refocused on Adria, who was finishing her tall tale. Nevertheless, that smile still nearly melted his heart.

His heart had belonged to her from the day he’d traded out his opinion that all girls were icky. She had shaped his preferences more than anyone else—no model or movie star could claim to have a larger impact on him. Morgan was it. The very zenith of womanly beauty, charm, and wonderfulness.

Taller than Adria by a few inches, she was slightly bustier and just as curvaceous. They made a delirious pair to look at, especially with him getting plenty of Adria’s backside to admire at the same time as he let Morgan awe him yet again.

She always did. Each time he went more than a couple of weeks without seeing her, the first visual reminder of her jaw-dropping figure hit him like a pile of bricks. His memories and imagination couldn’t do her justice. The fantasy behind closed eyes paled next to the real thing.

Even as they formed a frown, proving that Morgan wasn’t buying the tale Adria was selling, her lips remained full and alluring. She had a defined jawline and smooth features; her heart-shaped face belonged in the annals of history.

Her body’s only indecision involved her eyes: soft blue right now, as was always the case on sunny days. Yet, when twilight and then nighttime hit, Isaac expected them to ebb toward green.

Maybe Isaac was overselling things, but he could never admonish himself when he grew overly complimentary of Morgan. He fawned over her. It was true. He couldn’t help it. He never could.

If she possessed one feature that deserved unanimous praise, it was her legs. She was tall, but plenty of women were tall. She was fit, toned, and curvaceous, but so were plenty of other women. It was that appealing combination that made men drink her up as if they were dying of thirst.

She knew that. So, she liked to show them off.

Today, that meant a pair of cotton shorts that hugged her hips and amazing butt, then relaxed their clinging at mid-thigh level. If this was her work outfit, her clinic was a relaxed one—but hey, she owned half of it, so she could set the dress code.

Tan, long legs, toned calves, so much smooth, flawless skin. It was enough to force Isaac to shut his eyes; that was the only way he could stop himself from leering. With them shut, he spent a few painful seconds receding from boiling to simmering.

Yes, he was deeply in love with his late sister’s best friend. Yes, he’d now begin living alongside her in her incredible home on an incredible island for the foreseeable future.

But there was something else there too. Because for the second time in his life, Isaac experienced more than just lust and desire when he looked at Morgan.

He was used to seeing her with Alyssa. Typically, if she was around, so was his sister. While Morgan had always treated him well, they didn’t have that many one-on-one interactions. She’d been living in Maui for a few years now, and with Alyssa rarely home herself, Isaac’s drought had been a long one. And then he’d seen her a month ago, the one time in his life he wished he hadn’t had a reason to do so.

Isaac opened his eyes, sobered by tragedy. Going forward, he would see her every day that he was here, however long that ended up being. He’d have killed for such a chance a month ago. Today, unfortunately, grief weighed him down. Hopefully, things would get better. Hopefully, the time he spent with Morgan would help him heal, not just pick at wounds that hadn’t even started scabbing over yet. Would help them heal.

He'd lost a sister. She’d lost a best friend.

“So, you’ve been showing him around my yard for how many hours, Adria?” Morgan said, folding her arms under her breasts. She nodded toward Isaac’s luggage, which clearly indicated that they hadn’t stepped inside. The locked door would prove that theory in short order. “You usually tell better lies than this.”

“Hey, don’t say it like that. It makes me sound like I’m some sort of untrustworthy troublemaker.”

“Aren’t you?”

“Hey! I provided your new live-in with a grand tour of Kihei and even Wailea. I don’t think I deserve all this suspicion. Or the insults.”

“I asked Leilani to do it.”

“And I helped my dear friend out so that she wouldn’t be late to her job,” Adria protested. “So far, no one has thanked me for being so willing to help.”

Morgan pressed her tongue against the inside of her cheek, eyeing the younger woman. Yet, before she opened her mouth, she glanced at Isaac. She released a labored sigh instead.

“Thank you, Adria, for showing Isaac around.”

Her body language clashed with her words, especially her eyes. Those narrowed in on Adria, stating plainly that she didn’t buy their haphazard cover story.

Would it really have been so bad if Morgan knew the truth? Well, maybe not the full truth, but why was Adria so nervous about Morgan knowing that they’d made out beside her house? He should be the one who was anxious about that, not the free-spirited brunette who’d welcomed him to Maui with her lips.

“You are welcome,” Adria said, nodding curtly. She threw a bright green look toward him, an expectant eyebrow going up alongside it.

Finally remembering how to work his legs, he walked up to Morgan and Adria, where the temperature leaped several degrees. The woman he’d pined after since he’d started finding girls something other than strange and confusing, and the woman he’d known for all of a single afternoon. Both were astoundingly beautiful.

When he didn’t repeat Morgan’s words, Adria cleared her throat.

Isaac smiled at her, though hadn’t he already thanked her quite a bit earlier—in more ways than just with words? “Thank you, Adria, for introducing me to Maui. I’m glad you were the one to show me around.”

“Yeah, about that,” Adria said. “What were you thinking, Morgan? I’d never badmouth a good friend, but Leilani was your first pick to be Isaac’s chauffeur? His first foray to our islands, and you pick the girl who doesn’t like it here?”

“I wasn’t looking for a full-day chauffeur,” Morgan responded calmly, “but someone who could pick Isaac up and bring him here.”

“And that would have sucked for him!” Adria protested. “He’d have spent six or seven hours sitting alone in your house. How’s that a good first impression?”

“I’d have made it up to him when I got home,” Morgan said. “With dinner and a drive. But I guess you handled one of those two things already.”

Adria smirked. “Sure did. Showed him all the best places. He knows about Shio Maui, Kalama Village, and I drove him past the resorts. Don’t you take him to my food truck, though. I get those rights.”

“I wasn’t planning to take him to your favorite place to eat, Adria,” Morgan said, shaking her head. Still, she let a small smile sprout, her frown evaporating within the playful atmosphere that Adria created.

“I’m not against an evening drive,” Isaac pointed out. “I got to see the morning and early afternoon versions of Kihei and Wailea. What about how it looks later in the day?”

“I’ll think it over,” Morgan said. Then, she inhaled deeply. Her eyes revealed some of what he’d been feeling upon seeing her. Affection and anguish. Happiness to see him, sadness over the reason for his visit. She stowed away most of the pain in her eyes a few seconds later.

“Also, aloha, Isaac. Welcome to Maui, welcome to Kihei, and welcome to my home. I wanted to be the first person to say that, but I suppose I’m third.”

“Come on, second,” Adria said with a snort. “Like Leilani actually welcomed him like that.”

Isaac nodded slowly, feeling increasingly warm as he stared into Morgan’s eyes. “Thanks for having me.”

He was expecting a few more moments of saccharine silence, maybe ended by a quip from Adria or even one from him—just so they could avoid an awkward silence.

Instead, his brain turned to mush and his body stiffened as Morgan pulled him into a deep embrace. His face turned red as he saw Adria raise an eyebrow, having noted his drastic response. At least he hadn’t yelped or anything.

After overcoming his surprise, Isaac hugged her back. He buried his head into her hair, and they held one another. There wasn’t anything raunchy or improper about it, even if Isaac’s heart did race a little faster as he breathed in her floral scent. It was one more step in the healing process they were both going through. This helped. It seemed to help Morgan quite a lot, as she was misty-eyed when she pulled back.

Thankfully, other than that one raised eyebrow, Adria didn’t crack a joke or interrupt. It was possible she knew about his sister, though she hadn’t asked him any personal questions about his family, so she might not realize who he was just yet. But if she knew Morgan as well as she claimed, it was likely that she’d at least heard of Isaac’s sister, maybe even met her. Barring a few visits back home, Alyssa and his father had effectively been living in Maui since last August, and they’d died in an accident here, so even if she’d never met either of them, it seemed sensible to assume that she knew something about those events.

Was she putting the pieces together now, after seeing how strongly Morgan responded to his presence? Or had she known all along, aware of it because Morgan had mentioned who he was when she’d shown her that picture of him—the one that made Adria interested? That seemed likely, in which case his appreciation of Adria and the day she’d given him grew even greater.

Yeah, it was odd how she’d never broached the topic of his family, even though he’d heard some about hers. Wouldn’t you naturally be curious about a nineteen-year-old who flew into Maui on his own, no friends or family in sight? Surely, a question or two would make sense. And they both knew she’d asked a lot of questions today.

No more, however. Instead, after spending another few minutes with them, she gleaned that now was the right time to make herself scarce. As she fired up her Jeep, she whistled to catch his attention.

“Enjoy your evening ride and dinner with the island’s most sought-after doctor. If you don’t believe me, check when her next appointment opening is.” She pointed toward the south. “Make sure you remember where you need to be tomorrow evening, yeah?”

“I’ll be there,” he promised. “See you tomorrow, Adria.”

Adria grinned and departed. Once she was gone, Isaac noticed Morgan scrutinizing him.

“What?” he said. “She’s really friendly.”

“Oh, I know,” Morgan said. “And I am happy that things worked out as they did. It’s good to see you smile. But don’t think I’m buying her story about what you two were doing in my yard.”

Just the sort of thing I’d really like to do with you, Isaac thought, though he buried that thought behind a lighthearted smile.

“So, are you taking over in full for Alyssa, then? You know, she didn’t really chaperone me all that much. She was always the one pushing me to go out and take my shot at girls I liked.”

Morgan snorted. “And I didn’t? You know me better than that. I’m hardly suited for being that motherly—or big-sisterly. In that sort of overbearing, controlling sort of way, at least.”

“So, are you saying I can rely on you as an ear I can share all the sordid details about my day with Adria with?”

“Sordid details? You two just met this morning.”

“I work fast,” Isaac said, shrugging playfully. If Adria had still been around, he knew she’d have planted her hands on her hips and forced him to tell the truth. Even if he’d only known her for less than a day, he could already hear her command.

“Don’t take credit for other people’s efforts. I did all the work, and you know it.”

Though, based on how she’d also worked so hard to keep Morgan from learning about what Isaac now shared, maybe not.

“That’s not the boy I remember,” Morgan said teasingly, heading for her car door. Popping it open, she held his gaze as she tapped a garage door opener with two fingers.

“Yeah, and at what age are you remembering me?” Isaac said, moving out of the way. “Because I’m nineteen now, and you weren’t around nearly as much during my high school years.”

Morgan grinned and climbed into her car. It hummed awake at the press of a button. The gorgeous redhead—man, he would need to get used to seeing her like that—rolled down her window and leaned out to look at him. And that specific color. There was something familiar about it, but he couldn’t yet put his finger on it.

“Twelve.”

She pulled into her garage, which had room for a second car, though things were slightly messy in there. Morgan had never been incredibly orderly. She wasn’t quite a slob, but next to Alyssa’s immaculate cleanliness, she might as well have been.

Curiously, she then triggered her garage door to fall. Isaac didn’t run in before it shut, though he easily could have. Through the glass he watched as Morgan climbed out of her car and headed into her home. She didn’t so much as glance back as she vanished.

“But you’re welcome to revise my incorrect assumptions about your Casanova-ness,” Morgan called just fifteen seconds later, having opened her front door wide.

Rolling his eyes, he smiled and trotted toward her and his luggage, which she helped bring inside.

The interior of her house was as sleek and modern as the exterior; everything looked brand new. When had they built this house, last year?

Deciding that secrets were totally overrated, the house showed everything it could from the doorway in. With no interruption but the living room couch, he could look through the entire house, from the front door all the way to the sliding doors that led to the backyard—and the swimming pool that he was eager to make use of. On his left, two steps in, stood a bathroom positioned like a referee keeping two heated boxers—bedrooms—from charging each other. They had to settle for glaring at one another across the way, just a body’s length away from slamming their doors into one another.

Morgan piled his luggage here, then waved for him to follow. Strolling down the short hallway, they reached the living room… and the kitchen… and the dining room.

An all-in-one central space, where walls were taboo. Kitchen to the left, where a stainless-steel stove hood presided like a sun-come-too-close over a wooden-topped island. Dining room on the right—and Isaac would bet money that the Morgan he knew rarely used it. Dinners on the couch or at the island, if she was still the woman he remembered.

“Like what you see?”

Feeling bolder after their playful comments outside, Isaac looked right at her and smiled. “You? Yeah, I suppose I do like what I see. A good twirl could go a long way too.”

“Hmm, I see now how you and Adria kicked things off so well. You’re now her doppelgänger.”

“That’d make what we did together a little too narcissistic for my tastes,” Isaac said.

Morgan snorted and swept her hand in a hundred-and-eighty-degree arc. “I mean my home, not its owner. You can bury me in compliments later. Do you like where you’ll be living?”

He did. The wide-open spaces suited his preferences. He especially liked how the living room couch, which faced a humongous mounted TV, sat only a few feet from the doors to the backyard. From here, he could examine the pool pretty well. Long and narrow, it looked wide enough for two swimmers—if they were conscious of the other—to use it in tandem. How often did Morgan use it? He hoped often. Was she keeping up her figure with laps in the morning or evening? Could he join her?

He held off on pressing her for answers, looking around a little more. The ceiling was high, with multiple recessed spots above the different “rooms.” With no walls or doors in the way, that seemed to be how the architect marked the separation between these central rooms.

“We passed your bedroom options already,” Morgan said, thumbing back toward the entry hallway. “But I figured I’d show off what I get to wake up to each day before I got you thinking about which one you wanted.”

Popping up from her stool, she disappeared through an open doorway just to the right of the backdoors. With not much else to do but let her show off, Isaac followed.

He stepped into a master bedroom that wasn’t huge, but it didn’t need to be. The queen-sized bed, taking up much of the space, looked comfortable, and the attached bathroom had nice tiling. Great. That wasn’t why Morgan had brought him here.

Nor was the other thing that caught his eye. An ornament on her dresser, perplexing in that it was… well, ugly as sin.

It was a vase. Yes, it was clearly in distress, quietly begging for someone to put it out of its misery, but it was a vase nonetheless.

Lumpy all over, it was too thin at the bottom, too thick in the middle, and choked as if by an unseen noose at the top. One side bulged like a distended gut, causing it to balance precariously if budged even an inch. Metallic bronze, sky-blue, and tangerine orange blended like soup—or psychedelic-induced vomit—across its body, as unevenly distributed as everything else. And what even were those color combinations?

Nothing about the vase looked good. And it was dubious if it could even hold anything without tipping over. Ugly and impractical?

Didn’t matter.

Morgan followed his eyes to Maui’s ugliest vase. Raw emotion formed a lump in both their throats.

“Who’d have guessed that pottery was where she’d falter on us?” Morgan said, shaking her head. “It was all a sham. Can’t believe we thought she really might be perfect.”

Snorting, Isaac “admired” the truly terrible piece of art.

“All it took was a ton of alcohol,” Morgan continued. “The truth comes out. Always does.”

With its maker no longer able to defend herself, a dutiful little brother rose to the task. “Yeah, all it took to rip down the façade was her best friend’s betrayal. I’ve heard the full story. The true one.”

“Betrayal? It was my birthday. I deserved to have my fun.”

“Mmhmm. All at your best friend’s expense.”

“Oh, that’s total BS, Isaac. She had as good a time as I did. Drunk pottery is always a fun time.”

Arms crossed, he met Morgan’s eyes.

“About as good a time as I did,” she corrected. “The parts she can remember. Your sister was kind of a lightweight.”

“No kind of about it, seeing as she never drank. Unless tempted to by a problematic best friend.”

“I did nothing of the sort! She agreed to the class. No arms were twisted. Now, that vase?” Morgan leaned to one side, looking for a more flattering angle. “Can’t say the same for it.”

“Whose birthday was it again?”

“Oh, come off it.”

Snickering, Isaac bumped Morgan with his elbow, and she bumped him back. They spent a good while longer “admiring” Alyssa’s hand at drunk vase-making.

“You should have at least interfered when she started picking those colors.”

“And mess with her artistic vision? You can’t do that, Isaac; she was an artist that night. An incredibly drunk one, but still.”

Rolling his eyes, he turned away from the vase. Regardless of how misshapen and bloated it was, he loved it as much as Morgan did.

Together, they reoriented toward her backyard. Toward a single set of sliding doors and the windows flanking them. They understood their assignment, and why their blinds so rarely covered them They understood what any person living in this room wanted to see whenever they looked this way: a swimming pool, tranquil waters glittering beneath sun or moonlight—it didn’t matter which—just ten feet away.

“Do you still swim? I know Alyssa mentioned you didn’t want to swim in college, but have you kept up your stamina?”

A goal coalesced out of the vapors of several years of adolescent desire right on the spot. “I could show you right now. Want me to back out so you can change?”

Morgan chuckled. “Guess I walked right into that. I have been underestimating you.”

“So, are we going to ‘test’ my stamina?” Isaac asked.

The older woman smiled but shook her head. “No, I want to take you out to dinner, remember? If you’re as good as you were when I was ‘coaching’ you, I’ll be too exhausted to do anything more than order a pizza by the time we’re done.”

Heat ignited across Isaac’s face, turning it visibly redder than Morgan’s new hair.

She grinned. Of course she did. She knew what she was doing by phrasing it like that. Reclaiming the “point” she’d ceded to him mere seconds ago. The same old Morgan, then. Good. Isaac liked that Morgan.

“We can go for a swim, though,” Morgan said, and Isaac knew his eyes must have widened. “In the evening, after dinner.”

I’ll fucking take it, Isaac thought.

“Works for me. And I have kept up my stamina. There’s your warning.”

“Good, because so have I. It’s a daily habit for me, swimming laps. Has been since I moved in. Helps me feel good about myself on the days I’m too lazy to go to the gym or Pilates.”

“Do I have an open invitation to join you in that daily ritual?” Isaac asked.

Morgan smiled. “It’s your rent, actually. If you refused to swim with me, I wouldn’t be able to believe you were the Isaac Matthews I knew. You can become as good with women as you want, but you’re not allowed to dislike the water. That’s written into your DNA.”

“I’m still me,” he promised. “Gills and all.”

It was a legacy he didn’t mind keeping up. Part of the same neighborhood team until Morgan and Alyssa had aged out, after which they helped as assistant coaches for a couple of years, Isaac had nothing but fond memories of those times. Together, the three of them had thousands upon thousands of hours spent in pools, the ocean, and lakes. Yeah, he likely comprised fifty or sixty percent of that time, but neither his sister nor her best friend had ever stopped loving the water.

In a way that thawed the icy grip on his heart, continuing to swim almost felt like a way of honoring his sister’s memory. Even if Alyssa no longer could, her brother and best friend could keep upping the counter. His sister would have liked that sentiment.


Chapter Seven

Once More into Kihei

Although he would have preferred pizza, as it would have sped up how quickly they entered the water, Isaac couldn’t bemoan his fate too much. After all, it made his morning and evening a matching pair. Adria for the first, Morgan for the second. Who could complain about that?

“I hope you’ve got a big appetite,” Morgan said. “The place I have in mind isn’t my number one place to eat on Maui, but it’s a solid introduction to Hawaiian cuisine. You’ll get your value there, too.”

“I am pretty hungry after all that walking that Adria and I got up to,” Isaac said.

Morgan eyed him flatly. “I could make you walk to the restaurant, really up your appetite.”

Isaac held up his hands in mock surrender. Morgan nodded sharply, then grinned. Her garage door hummed questioningly as it lifted itself, clearing the path for them to depart. Hadn’t it just done this forty minutes ago?

Isaac had spent two-thirds of that time unpacking and squaring away his room. He’d picked the one on his right when facing the bathroom door, whose windows faced the small band of forest beside the house. It might not have a door that led straight to a swimming pool and sunken hot tub, but beautiful sights still sat outside his room.

Of course, he didn’t need to leave the house to find those. It was already sinking in that he would be staying in the same house as Morgan. For a while, potentially. It all depended on…

Right. Don’t forget about that.

So, before he let himself get too wrapped up in an evening spent with the woman of his fantasies, he reminded himself that he’d come to Maui for business, not pleasure. It might risk dragging them both into melancholy, but he needed to ask.

“What’s the plan with Doctor Grantham?” he asked.

Morgan immediately winced, which informed him of the bad news—as well as why she’d been acting so peppy. To distract him. For how long, though? A few hours, a day?

Longer.

“He’s… away,” she eventually said. “Off the island.”

This unpleasant surprise tightened Isaac’s jaw. And yet, it almost didn’t surprise him. It… it was as though a part of him had been expecting a delay like this. Because it would make things too straightforward if Raymond were ready and available to meet?

“What? Why? He’s the one who invited me here.”

“He’ll be back in a few days,” Morgan said. “I got confirmation yesterday. I just didn’t want to bring it up until you were on the island.”

Actually, it looked like she didn’t want to bring it up at all. In fact, the more he reviewed the past hour, it almost felt like she’d been hoping he’d somehow forget about Raymond Grantham altogether.

What do you know? he wondered, reminded of how Alyssa had implored him to forget about her and their father’s work in her letter.

“A few days,” he repeated.

“Yes. I promise.”

“Okay,” was all Isaac said, burying his frustration as best he could. A few days. He could make it that long. Only that long. Not one hour more.

Morgan’s relief at his acceptance of this one last delay renewed her smile. Still, it had a slightly forced edge to it, which Isaac could now recognize. His love-struck eyes had finally acclimated.

They merged with the traffic—Maui’s meager version—bustling along South Kihei Road. There might have been fifty or sixty cars in sight at any given time, and only if Isaac looked forward and back. Compared to what he was used to back home, it was almost quaint.

He knew that Honolulu, over on O’ahu, was closer in size to Tampa and famous for its bumper-to-bumper traffic jams. But he had no intention of comparing the two. Not unless he discovered that whatever work his father and Alyssa had been involved in required a visit. Was it Maui only, or all of Hawaii?

Just don’t think about it, Isaac thought, knowing it’d drive him up a wall if he formed even more questions that he couldn’t yet ask.

“So, Kihei and Wailea have a decent nightlife, though Maui as a whole isn’t the best for that sort of thing,” Morgan explained as they headed north along South Kihei Road. “Of course, you’re not old enough to go barhopping, anyway.”

“Not quite,” Isaac said, glancing toward his right. They passed the lot where Adria had started their day together. With people off work and everything open for the dinner rush, the area was teeming with foot traffic. The next couple of hours were prime time, including at Trey’s Bar and Grill.

“Still, it’s beautiful as the sun is setting and all the town’s lights are on. If you like stargazing, there are great spots for that too.”

“How about in your swimming pool? Is that a good spot?”

“You’ll see in a few hours,” Morgan promised, a knowing smile on her lips. Both knew he was far more interested in her body than the celestial ones.

Glancing to her right as they passed a crowded intersection, she nodded. “Do you like shaved ice? We’ve got loads of options. It’s always the season, always very popular.”

“Sure, I like it,” Isaac said. Now that he’d identified that Morgan was trying a little too hard to keep his mind off Alyssa, his father, and the frustratingly absent Doctor Grantham, he couldn’t help but notice it repeatedly.

Take a breath, he told himself. Enjoy the night. How often did you dream about spending an evening with Morgan?

Too, too often. And sure, this night wasn’t likely to end up going as far as some of his fantasies had, but he would enjoy this. He could do as much for at least a day, finishing what Adria had started in the right way.

“Do you have a place you recommend?” he asked, bringing his eyes back to her.

“A couple. There’s one near the place we’ll be eating, so we can walk to it after dinner.”

“Sounds good to me,” Isaac said, making himself smile.

That seemed the right thing to do, as Morgan smiled back. Some of the obvious tension in her face ebbed.

He spent the rest of their slow drive up South Kihei Road inquiring about what else she liked about Maui. Anything to fill the silence, and her answers confirmed what he’d already known: she really loved it here. Isaac was happy for her. She deserved it.

Morgan brought them to a restaurant in Azeka Shopping Center. It was a little larger than Kalama Village, with maybe sixty total shops and restaurants to peruse. On its eastern side was another gaggle of food trucks. They really congregated in Kihei like migratory birds.

The restaurant, The Plate, was packed. Isaac saw Morgan sigh, as if she’d been expecting this.

“The only good time to come here is at 2:30 in the afternoon on a weekday,” she said as they headed toward a line whose tail stuck out of the restaurant. “Otherwise, it’s always packed.”

They joined those waiting to be seated. After a quick conversation with the hostess, a woman who seemed to know Morgan, she came back to him.

“With it just being us two, it might only be thirty minutes,” she said, nodding toward a group of outdoor high tops that were designed for pairs. “Does that work?”

“Sure,” he said.

While they waited in line, there wasn’t as much time for them to talk as he would have liked. That was because every other person who glanced in their direction seemed to know Morgan. Almost all of them said hello, and plenty more struck up brief conversations.

Since they were also locals, his identity—and why he was accompanying the island’s most beautiful doctor—was a common topic. By the time the hostess called their names, he must have introduced him to a good fifteen people. And when it came up that this was his first day in Maui, the following question came up half a dozen times.

“Are you going to have him try The Plate?”

“That’s the plan,” Morgan said with a smile.

Once in motion, heading to their table and its tall stools, Isaac asked the obvious question.

“It’s the restaurant’s namesake, obviously,” Morgan said, pulling a menu off a rack in the middle of their circular table. She turned it toward him and pointed to where “The Plate” took up a third of the laminated page.

Described as a “one-plate experience of everything you need to know about Hawaiian cuisine,” it consisted of a dizzying number of entrees, including kalua pork, teriyaki chicken, spam musubi, poke, poi, and more. All, of course, to be presented on a single enormous plate—or a platter, more likely. For sixty dollars.

“You won’t finish it all tonight,” Morgan said, reading the expression he pointed at her. “Even when I help pick at it some. We’ll have leftovers for the rest of the week.”

“If you say I should try it, I’ll try it. I’ll get in at least one bite of each portion.”

“I knew you wouldn’t let me down,” Morgan said, beaming at him.

Soon after, as Morgan hoped he would, he ordered the largest single course—if it could really be called that—that he’d ever purchased. Meanwhile, his fine-figured guide settled for a Caesar salad. Well, she settled with a Caesar salad and whatever she would pilfer from his plate. On the lookout for if anyone else ordered the behemoth of a meal, he’d seen a server bring one to another table from the corner of his eye. It was gargantuan, with enough food on it to feed a family of four.

“Is this how it usually is?” Isaac asked. “Eating out as much as possible?”

“For tourists, yeah,” Morgan said. “Depending on how long you’re here, I could show off my skills in the kitchen too. I’ve upped my cooking game these past few years.”

“And then we can burn those carbs off in the pool,” Isaac said.

One corner of Morgan’s mouth curved upward. “Yes, Isaac, lots of time in the pool. You’re welcome to come to the gym with me tomorrow morning, too. I prefer to fit it in before heading to work.”

“I’ll see if I can wake up on time,” Isaac said, though he knew he would. He didn’t love the gym, but he’d love it if he were there with Morgan.

As they waited for their food, Isaac tracked the sun’s path. It was on its path toward sunset, but they had another hour or two of daylight. Even with no impediments to the west to cut twilight short, days ended early this close to the equator. Even in August. So, unless they zoomed through dinner and the shaved ice dessert, they should get to see it.

A first sunset in Maui. With Morgan Reynolds. It sounded nice.

His eyes drifted back to Morgan, who was in the process of waving hello to a pair of newly arrived women at the bar. Isaac idly noticed one nod toward him and mouth something, though he couldn’t register what. Morgan nodded and smiled, and the woman gave her a thumbs-up.

“That’s Emily and Kalani,” Morgan said, pointing them out a few moments later. “They work for me at the clinic.”

“The famous clinic,” he said. “Adria let me know where it is, but we didn’t pass it when we were driving around. She said it’s in a good location, though.”

“Fortunately, yes,” Morgan said, smiling. “Iolana and I were tremendously lucky to get the location—and at the time we did. Prices have skyrocketed over the past couple of years. If you want to stick with me after our gym time tomorrow, you’re welcome to visit. Just don’t flirt too much with my girls.”

Isaac shot a glance toward Emily and Kalani. They were both attractive women, likely closer in age to Morgan than to him. Emily was a slender blonde with a bright smile, and Kalani was several shades darker than Leilani and had short hair. Emily had an engagement ring on her finger, too.

“Why would that be what you bring up?” Isaac asked lightly.

“Yes, I wonder,” Morgan said, tapping her fingernails on the table. “Could it be because you were bragging about how quickly you made moves on Adria? Or maybe it’s because of how you’ve also been pretty flirty with me? How many times now have you rechecked to make sure I’ll go swimming with you tonight?”

Isaac had the decency to blush. Not to look away, though. He met Morgan’s gorgeous eyes, still blue at the current hour. Sure, she knew he had a crush on her. It was hardly a state secret. All things considered, she’d probably known for years, based on how she would sometimes tease him.

Yet wasn’t she sort of flirting back? At the very least, she was being equally playful, seeming openly amused by his behavior, not just suffering it. He hoped that was what it was. He really, really hoped she was enjoying today’s dynamic, and that this wasn’t an act she was putting on to keep him from sliding into melancholy again.

No, you’re overthinking things, Isaac told himself. She wasn’t there. Sure, she might know you’ve been grieving for the past month, but she didn’t actually see how bad it got.

Morgan couldn’t know how close to the brink Isaac had gotten over the past month. Of course, she could say the same about herself. He didn’t know how she’d spent the past month either.

So far, she seemed to be doing relatively okay—and he hoped his presence helped more than it hurt. She’d smiled a lot, and he wanted to believe that some of those were earnest. It’d been a month, and the last thing Isaac wanted was for her to have spent all of it feeling like he had.

“Okay, I suppose I can’t argue with that,” Isaac said. “So, I won’t be too flirty with your employees. Got it.”

He intentionally said nothing about flirting with her, which he knew Morgan immediately picked up on.

Indeed, the gorgeous woman cocked an eyebrow. “I run a very professional clinic, Isaac. Sure, there’s hardly a dress code, and sure, we order out pretty much every day for lunch, but my building has standards.”

After that, she made him wait. He sensed there was more coming, knew her well enough to suspect she was building things up for dramatic effect. Holding her stare, he waited—and received a compliment that unleashed a boisterous horde of butterflies in his stomach.

“Fortunately for you, you happen to meet those standards. So, I won’t ban you from my work if you want to throw a compliment or two my way when you see how professional and amazing I look while wearing a lab coat and stethoscope. I might put you to work as payment for seeing me dressed like that, though.”

Isaac grinned like a lovelorn fool, which he supposed he was. “That suits me just fine. I need some stuff to do around here. I’m sure a new, beautiful woman won’t appear before me every day.”

Morgan snorted. “You might be surprised. Maui has them in spades.”

Their meals arrived shortly thereafter. As he’d known it would, his plate was a full-blown platter, covered in steaming-hot shredded pork, spheres of rice planted by scoopers as big as his fist, teriyaki chicken slathered in brown sauce, and more. As he placed it before him, their server also offered him a lei of golden flowers.

“Leilani’s not around, is she?” Isaac asked.

Curiously, it was the server who answered, not Morgan.

“No, she’ll be helping her uncle out at his place,” the man said, chuckling. “You’re safe from her glares.”

Isaac blinked with surprise, then chuckled wryly. So, Leilani was more well-known than he’d first guessed. Her disdain toward leis, too.

Accepting the flower gift, he then turned it around on Morgan, who’d hidden a smile behind her hand upon seeing his shocked expression.

“Here you go,” he said. “For the most beautiful doctor on the island. That’s not even a title I gave to you; someone else told me it was what you were.”

“I can’t imagine who it could have been,” Morgan said dryly, accepting his gift all the same. Once worn, her thumb rubbed against the bottom petals as she waited for him to take his first bite.

Yet, Isaac found himself imagining slipping his head into the lei with her, leaving hardly any room between their lips. If Morgan could read his thoughts, she didn’t tell. Instead, she hoisted the metal tin with her dressing like a shot glass.

“Let’s eat,” she declared.

Forty-five minutes later, Isaac knew he needed to stop eating. It wasn’t a request from his body but an order.

It hasn’t been that long since you ate lunch, his full stomach reminded him. And that had been a sizeable portion too.

It’d been a sizeable portion of one thing, not eight. Regardless, he had done his best. With Morgan cheering him on, he carved a path through nearly half—only half—of his enormous platter. No more. He had to stop. Half was his limit.

In truth, that was also a lie. Morgan had helped him pick at the enormous amount of food sitting on their table. She’d snacked on her salad, watching and asking what he thought with each new thing he tried. Once he’d fulfilled his promise to try every unique item and offered his reviews, she’d gladly picked at the teriyaki chicken on his plate.

But no more. Isaac simply couldn’t take another bite. He leaned against the back of his chair, head tilting back, and shut his eyes as he exhaled.

“We’ll walk this off when we go for dessert,” Morgan said, sounding terribly amused.

“Dessert?” Isaac asked, nearly wincing.

“Some delectable shaved ice, remember? Don’t worry, we can hang out here a bit, let you digest.”

Eyes still shut, he nodded.

A short time into his digestive break, Emily and Kalani both came over to say hello to their boss and her stuffed companion. They hung around for about fifteen minutes, and Isaac happily let them snatch a bite or two off his plate. Still suffering from an overstuffed stomach, he didn’t have an eye for how flirty Emily was.

Once the ladies headed off, Morgan reiterated her point about the engaged woman, so she must have noticed something he didn’t. Afterward, she settled their bill. His protests earned him a dismissive wave of the hand.

“If you want to even things up a little, you can buy the shaved ice.”

“It’s shaved ice. How expensive can it be?”

Morgan apparently found his naivete plenty amusing. “Oh, you’ll soon see, Isaac.”

Not so soon, though. He needed a little longer to digest. During that time, they piled away The Plate’s leftovers into two separate to-go containers. Once that was done, he was good to go.

So, the two of them bustled out of the busy restaurant, which showed no signs of slowing down. During their departure, people who knew Morgan stopped her only three more times. All were blessedly brief.

Rather than heading to her car, Morgan turned them northward. The place she had in mind, Sunshine Ice, was just across and up the road. Visible from The Plate’s parking lot, it was another of those not-going-anywhere food trucks that were so popular in Kihei.

Under twilight’s rapidly departing cloak, Isaac and Morgan waited for their time to cross the road. Its duty done, the sun melted into the horizon, tugging along with it those final hues of vibrant orange, pink, and gold. By the minute, its light receded from the sky and the ocean, like a wide tapestry narrowing into a line as an unseen hand dragged it away.

“Not a terrible sight, is it?” Morgan asked, bumping him with her shoulder.

He exchanged the sight of a mesmerizing sunset for a mesmerizing woman. “I don’t hate it, that’s for sure.”

“If you want to order, I’ll snag us a table,” Morgan said once they crossed the road, waving a hand toward the dozen picnic tables—half in use—sitting before the rainbow-colored food truck. A line of six people going up a small wooden ramp that ran parallel to the serving window stood before Isaac and that task.

Without even waiting for him to agree, Morgan collected the to-go boxes in his hands, then wandered toward the tables.

“Hey, wait! What do you want? What’s good?”

The beautiful redhead shrugged. “It’s just shaved ice, right? You can’t mess that sort of thing up.”

He scowled but let her saunter off—whereupon another person who knew her greeted her with a friendly aloha.

Entering the line, he focused on a massive board beside the ordering window. It answered the questions that one impish doctor hadn’t. He looked at the place’s flavors, prices for the different sizes, and most importantly, explained to him that shaved ice in Hawaii was not just shaved ice.

Not even a little. Whenever he put those two words together, his mind conjured an image of snow cones. A paper holder, a chunk of ice in a spherical shape, and some colorful, flavored food coloring drizzled on top. The board corrected his mistaken belief.

Well, it still was ice, flavor, and color. It was just more than that. In large part because you might need both hands for the bowl it came in, as the person who received their order at the front of the line showed. The colorful sphere of ice he carried away, shaved so fine that it was almost like a powder, was as large as a newborn’s head. Isaac’s eyes immediately went back to the board.

That was the nui—Hawaiian for large or great—size, apparently, which started at eight dollars before any additional toppings.

Isaac bit the inside of his cheek, then glanced toward Morgan, who’d found them a spot to sit. She saw him, then waved, but made no effort to approach and help him decide what they should get. He glared at her again.

Fortunately, the board noted a few flavor combinations as particularly popular. One immediately caught his eye. Called Sunset Beach, which certainly felt fitting, it combined passion fruit, mango, and guava. Now, did the fact that the board listed it as “best for couples” influence his selection? He’d plead the Fifth.

When it was his turn at the window, he bought one nui Sunset Beach, waited on the enormous offering to be placed before him, then jammed two spoons into it, one on each side. Next, he tromped down the ramp and reconvened with a woman who immediately lifted an eyebrow.

“Didn’t want anything,” she asked, “or are you punishing me for not helping you order?”

“Neither,” Isaac said, sitting across from her. “I figured we’d share this one.”

Saying nothing more, he deposited the hefty offering of pink-and-orange shaved ice on the table between them.

Morgan looked at the colors staining the incredibly fine ice in silence. Her eyes finally looked more green than blue. Still beautiful. No matter what color changes took place in her hair or eyes, that was as constant as the waves.

“So, you want to share the couple’s flavor?” Morgan finally said. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were the local, and I was the new arrival.”

Isaac frowned, confused. “Because of some shaved ice?”

“Because this exact same situation happened to me when I first arrived in Maui,” Morgan explained. “A guy who lives here brought me to this place and bought the couple’s flavor—and like you, only the one bowl, so we had to share.”

Isaac’s frown evolved from confused to annoyed. Precisely as the cruel woman across from him had hoped.

Grinning, Morgan seized one of the two small spoons buried in the ice. It fled the ice’s powdery consistency easily. Next, she stuck it into a section of passion fruit, scooped out a bite-sized portion, and brought it to her lips.

“Yum,” she said a moment after setting it onto her tongue and letting the heat inside her mouth dissolve it, eyes sparkling with amusement.

“It better be,” Isaac grunted, grabbing his first spoonful: mango. It was delicious. Far less syrupy than he was used to, the sweetness was more refined, and it didn’t glue itself to the roof of his mouth like some cheap sweeteners did. It melted across his taste buds, enticing him to take another bite right away. Okay, so he understood why it cost so much. It was better than any shaved ice he’d ever eaten.

Much, much better.

“Don’t get all sullen on me,” Morgan said, lazily wagging her spoon at him. “Just because I said you’re not the first guy to pull this tactic on me.”

He grunted again. “I like to be original. Sue me.”

“You’ll have to get very creative to offer me a first experience of the flirting variety,” Morgan said, which didn’t improve his mood at all. Okay, she’d made her point. He was way too late to the party to surprise her.

“But,” Morgan said, scooping off her first bite of mango from right beside his first dent, “that guy didn’t get to go swimming with me afterward. Have you considered that?”

His grunting habit ended with just one more. “I feel a little better hearing that.”

A speck of cunning shone in Morgan’s eyes. “Because you’ll get to swim with me or because the other guy didn’t?”

“Both.”

Morgan laughed and moved around to get her first bite of guava. As she savored it, she set an elbow on the table and laid her cheek on her palm.

“What?” he asked.

“I’m just considering if I’m being a little too permissive. Back in the day, whenever I’d tease you, you’d clam up and get all red in the face. Now, not so much. So, this is a little more like… normal flirting. Between a man and a woman.”

“It’s not like anything’s happened,” Isaac quickly said. “I don’t think this is all that salacious a thing. Sharing some shaved ice isn’t exactly a gateway drug to us banging in your car on the ride home.”

But if only it were, Isaac thought.

“Smaller first steps have led to bigger leaps,” Morgan said, causing Isaac’s heart to do a flip. “But that, right there, the way you’re being so… cavalier. I guess I’m not sure how to feel about it. It’s messing with my mind a little. I remember being there when you were learning how to swim. Now, you’re kissing girls you’ve just met and making eyes at me like you want me to be next.”

Isaac held his expression in check. She wasn’t mincing words, and he didn’t hate it. Her directness was something he’d always appreciated. She’d never treated him like he was some dumb kid, incapable of keeping up with the topic of discussion, out of his depth around her and Alyssa—even if he often was.

Compared to being ignored by his father and coddled by his sister—who always apologized and corrected her behavior when he pointed it out—something as small as a “So, what’s your take on this?” had always meant a lot. Treated like an equal, even when he knew he wasn’t. Brilliant or not, an eleven-year-old didn’t have a whole lot to add to discussions between two women—also brilliant, one a verified genius—in their twenties.

He had found it refreshing all the same. Soothing, even. Effective against the rough patches of inadequacy and worthlessness that had scored his skin like pockmarks throughout his childhood and adolescence. And probably still there, just less noticeable.

And I’m putting that one on you, Dad, Isaac thought.

“I suppose I’m not sure if I’m flattered, amused, or put off by it,” Morgan admitted. “Maybe a little of all three.”

Returning to the present, her words crashed into his spine like ice picks. That was… reasonable. He hadn’t planned to be so flirty with her on the plane ride over. He had intended to be none of those things with anyone. From the moment he’d set foot on Maui, today had run askew from the path he’d expected.

“I guess things have been different,” he eventually said. “I’ve been a little tuned up, and I know it’d be easy to blame Adria, but…”

A breath, a deep one. The reasons came next. The difficult-to-admit one and the obvious pair. She wouldn’t look down on him for it. He could say it, even those parts that made him feel pathetic.

“I wasn’t doing well on the plane ride. I haven’t been doing well for an entire month. Probably not surprising, but yeah. It’s been bad. The worst it’s ever been.”

Another inhale. Deeper into the well, where dark waters revealed themselves to be sludge.

“And I didn’t really expect things to be any different over here. Honestly, I thought I’d get off the plane, see you, and then you’d take me to Doctor Grantham, where I’d finally get some answers about what Alyssa and Christopher were doing all these years. I spent the entire plane ride over telling myself that I would not let myself get distracted by Maui.”

Or you. But he didn’t think he needed to say that. It was implied.

Isaac swallowed, wishing he could take a big bite out of the shaved ice and let it melt in his mouth, then soothe his dry throat. He held off. He wanted to say it all in one go.

“That’s kind of it. No plans beyond that. If I’d made it to your house with Lei, yeah, I’d have sat there and stewed in all this. I know that probably sounds pretty pathetic. Adria getting involved stopped that. And, uh, that sort of got the ball rolling, I guess. I started feeling better. A lot better. I had a good day today.

“And then I got to see you. I got to see you while I wasn’t all gloomy and mopey. By the time I got to see you, my mood was far, far improved, so I kind of got carried away, transitioning the way I was acting around Adria to you. And when smiled and laughed a few times, it was nice. I wanted to keep it going. But I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable. I really don’t. So, I can rein myself in a little, without going back to being a miserable wretch. And I am not trying to guilt-trip you by saying all this. I just wanted to go through it all. I know I’m kind of rambling now.”

He exhaled softly as he reached that inelegant finish. He had managed to look Morgan in the eye for most of it, only dropping them there near the very end. They couldn’t stay there. Not if he wanted to sound truthful about not trying to manipulate her by acting forlorn. Fighting the waves of churning discomfort in his gut, he forced himself to look up from the table.

Morgan’s eyes brimmed with tears.

Oh, no.

Mouth snapping open to try… something—anything—to keep them from spilling, Isaac didn’t get a word out; Morgan silenced him with a raised hand. Swallowing the lump in her throat, mouth wavering as misery beset itself upon her, she drew in a few breaths. Another shake of the head kept him quiet.

Closing her eyes, Morgan brought a forearm to her eyes. As she wiped away the wetness, Isaac didn’t breathe. He’d made Morgan cry. It was the last thing he’d ever wanted to do. He—

A moment before she set down her arm, Morgan smiled. Yes, there was pain in it—and understanding too. They were anything but strangers to those emotions.

And yet there was something akin to pride—or relief, maybe—in there too. In her eyes as well, which were not free of tears, but the risk of any spilling was gone.

“Now, there is the Isaac Matthews I remember,” she said. “You always were scarily good at self-introspection.”

Isaac shrugged, unsure if he should feel proud or abashed.

Burying her spoon into the ball of ice between them, Morgan left it there. Her eyes grew a little fiercer, her own misery banished with efficient effort. She lifted a finger.

“First things first, you weren’t being mopey. There’s no reason for you to be that harsh with yourself, and don’t say you’re not. I know you pick your words carefully. You’re grieving. When someone loses what you did, they don’t just rebuild themselves in a month, like clearing up a bellyache with a good burp. And believe me, I’ve literally witnessed that happen before—many, many times. From patients who were sure they were gravely ill, arguing with me about it. Yes, it was as ridiculous as it sounds.”

Another finger went up, soon to be followed by a third. “Second, I am so happy that you’re feeling better. Even if I’ll deny it forever if you tell Adria this, I’m glad that she did what she usually does, which is take matters into her own hands. If she improved your day, which she obviously did, then I have nothing but gratitude for her.

“Last and certainly not least, we have a lot of history. It’s a long one, too, primarily surrounding someone we both dearly miss. And knowing how protective of you she always was, Alyssa might very well haunt me if I’m a little too… free-spirited around you.” Morgan smiled fondly, mist reappearing in her eyes. “And we’ve got quite an age gap, though it scratches a weird part of my brain when I remind myself that you’re thirteen years younger than me, not something like three. Because of how mature you are, that just feels wrong. You Matthews like to make my head hurt like that.”

“We tend to inflict headaches on ourselves, too,” Isaac said. “At least I do.”

Morgan smiled, nodded, and then snatched her buried spoon out of the ice. She grabbed another spoonful of guava, then looked at the pink-colored clump of ice and sweet syrup. Her eyes came up.

“Well, here, shaved ice helps with headaches. So do I, the most beautiful doctor on the island, proclaim.”

Her spoon crossed over the table, passing over the bowl at its center. Beyond the border, into Isaac’s territory, stopping about a foot away from his mouth.

Badump, badump.

Isaac stared at it for a good five seconds. He forgot to blink during that entire time.

“If you don’t agree that I deserve that title, I suppose I can’t make you take your medicine,” Morgan said lightly.

That shook him from his stupor. Heart thudding like someone was trying to chop down a tree with the flat side of an axe, Isaac quickly brought his mouth to Morgan’s spoon. It became the sweetest experience of his life.

Until the next bite, which also came from Morgan’s spoon. Or when she let him return the favor to her. Slowly but surely, they chipped away at the enormous ball of ice sitting between them. And Morgan was so, so right, yet she still underestimated her prescribed remedy. Each delicious bite soothed far more than just his head.


Chapter Eight

Blue to Green

Darkness swathed the island of Maui as Isaac and Morgan made it home. Once more, Morgan took the stacked to-go boxes from him, then pointed toward her driveway. This time, she didn’t shut the garage door on him.

As soon as he stepped out of the garage, he lifted his eyes. Overhead, an afterimage of the past blazed. The lights he admired, spilled in dazzling vibrance across the tapestry of night with wild strokes of the brush, were old stories. By a few years or a few thousand years, from Proxima Centauri to Polaris, they were all out of date. Their updates trickled in slowly, night by night. As they had before his time, and as they would continue to do after it.

These, Sol’s nearest neighbors, were just the ones close enough to be seen by the visible eye. Far more distant stars, ones many billions of light years away, requiring something like the observatory up on Haleakala, told the grandest lies. Long since dead, yet their light streamed across the universe, sharing a final moment that would last far longer than the lives of a thousand generations.

On a rock that felt so large to its inhabitants, yet could not even claim to be a pinprick of a pinprick in the greater universe, Isaac admired eternity. Coupled with a moon that was waning but still brilliant, Maui shone under the guardianship of these ancient celestial bodies. It presided over him, this driveway, the house behind.

And if all those things were true, what about a little farther back? Did radiant light set a pool aglow? Was it not finally time to check?

Knowing what wouldn’t be there when he turned, Isaac did so all the same. Mouth skewing into a smile as he found a parked car without its owner in sight, Isaac reclaimed the focus that he had spread into the deep recesses of the universe. From vast eternity to a single location upon that pinprick of a pinprick that he called home.

Tapping the button to bring the garage door down, he hurried inside. Morgan didn’t wait for him here either. A few steps deeper in revealed a shut bedroom door, the lei he’d gifted to Morgan hanging on the doorknob. That was all he needed to see. Utilizing a comical level of haste, he raced into his bedroom and snatched the first pair of swimming trunks he found.

Raised in a house where leaving clothing on the floor was tantamount to an armed felony, Isaac slowed himself long enough to unfold the small hamper in his suitcase. Dumping his clothes into it, he practically hopped out of his new bedroom, sticking his legs through the holes in his trunks.

Somehow, he made it out back before Morgan did. As she’d intended? She’d drawn the curtains to those doors shut, preventing him from seeing into her room.

Lame, he thought.

While he waited, he meandered to the pool’s edge. Having spent more of his life than most in the water, he paced it, counting off his steps. Forty or forty-five feet long, then. And shallow, maybe four feet deep? It didn’t slope at one end, maintaining the same depth from one end to the other.

Arriving at one end, he stopped to admire a far smaller body of water. Distracted as he had been by Adria, he hadn’t appreciated it as much as he should have. The possibilities here were just as great as the longer pool it sat beside.

Buried in the stone like the pool, square rather than rectangle, Morgan’s hot tub was big enough for four conscientious individuals to use, so long as they didn’t kick out their legs. It’d be tight, though. Two would be better. Much better.

Yet another reason to want to live in this backyard, he thought.

The sound of a door sliding open nearby was another.

He spun quickly, a little too quickly. Enough so that the woman stepping outside smiled because of it. Heat singed his cheeks. And then his entire face. His whole body. Everything grew hotter as one of the sexiest women on the planet gave him a show.

Morgan wore a purple bikini that would be no good at all for swimming laps. It wasn’t designed for that at all. Instead, it created heat. In his entire face, in his whole body. Before this captivating sight, what could Isaac do?

As it had always been, Morgan’s figure was dangerous. It incited thoughts that Isaac barely contained. An urge for action, to say things, to do things. The sight of her unraveled him. Tonight was no different. Or… maybe it was.

Tonight was about intent, not accident. No one else was around. If she’d wanted to reduce the temperature, she would have picked something less revealing.

Tonight, she wanted to draw his attention.

To an incredibly defined hourglass—God, she had such mouthwatering curves—to long, perfect legs, to wide hips and a butt that he wanted to hold in his hands all night.

Like he’d done with Adria. And as he’d done with Adria, he so badly wanted to remove Morgan’s top and see, touch, and kiss her breasts. They were heavy and full, supported by a top that drew in his gaze like a current pushing him from behind. He drew in a deep breath, needing as much oxygen as possible to restart his brain.

Morgan’s lips curled further. Amusement and approval shone in her eyes, which now looked a little greener than they had during the day.

“This is a PG-13 backyard tonight,” Morgan said. “So, temper your compliments as such.”

Isaac considered for a moment, then struggled not to grin as he said, “Fuck, Morgan, you look stunning.”

The gorgeous woman gave him a flat look. “I suppose I didn’t think far enough ahead with that one.” She pointed at him. “But now that you’ve used up our one allotted F-bomb, that’s it. So, all I can say is that it looks like you were telling the truth when you said you’ve kept up your swimming regimen.”

Spoken playfully or not, her compliment sent his heart into a furious sprint. He grinned, shrugged, and waited for her to walk closer.

“I also see that you’ve forgotten to bring out a towel for yourself,” Morgan noted, lifting her left arm, which had an orange and purple pool towel draped over it. “Are you thinking we’ll share this too? I have nice floors, and I’d like to keep them that way, so don’t go bringing water in with you whenever you swim.”

“I can run back inside and get one,” Isaac said.

Morgan smiled but shook her head, tossing the towel onto a nearby table. She spent a moment admiring the stars, then walked over to a small set of dials on the back wall of her house. Turning one awakened the lights running along the pool’s walls.

“So, does the night’s plan involve that hot tub too?” Isaac said.

“It may. Perhaps we can try it out after some time cooling off in the pool.”

“Do we need to cool off?”

Morgan eyed him as she approached the lip of the pool, then sat on the edge. Her feet and calves sank into the water, creating ripples.

“I’m going to say yes,” the beautiful redhead said lightly. “Between your rampant horniness and my inability to be a mature, responsible adult around you right now, things are warmer than they probably should be.”

Isaac shrugged and imitated her. The water was cool and welcoming, treating his legs nicely as he let them sink in. Neither of them shoved off the ledge just yet.

“You run a whole clinic. That sounds pretty mature and responsible to me.”

“You know that’s not what I’m referring to,” Morgan said. She looked up again, eyes absorbing light from the stars themselves. “Alyssa was always the one who reined me in, and I’m sure she did similar things for you, horny boy. Admonishing you for being too bold isn’t in my nature, even if I tried to be an adult when we shared that shaved ice. My natural inclination is to grin and throw back just as much as you give, escalating what we’re saying to one another until Alyssa clicks her tongue on the roof of her mouth and glares at me.”

“That would be nice,” Isaac said, and the two of them shared a moment of melancholy. He knew they’d both take that option over their reality. One in which his sister would never again chide them for their behavior.

“Strange that I miss that so much,” Morgan said, leaning back until she lay flat on her back. “Being told that I’m being improper and childish.” She turned her stunning eyes toward him. “I must have heard her say those words a thousand times in my twenties. She was always the one telling me I shouldn’t have just one more shot, spend just one more hour at the club. Fortunately, I usually listened to her. My liver’s decent health is probably thanks to her. Saved my ass from being grabbed as much, too.”

Smiling wanly, Morgan hugged herself. “Looking back on it, I think I actually liked when she came in and ‘ruined’ my fun. I’d always tell her to loosen up and live a little, yet I was never truly angry when she got her way, and I didn’t. Still, it’s difficult for me to take up her mantle. Unnatural.”

“Why do you need to?” Isaac asked solemnly, staring into her eyes. “You’re still you, even if she’s gone. Why do you need to become her now?”

“You’re her precious brother, Isaac. And you lost her and your father. Yeah, I know better than most that there wasn’t much paternal love and guidance coming from Christopher Matthews, but still. Aren’t I what’s left? Shouldn’t I try to be there for you? I think that’s what Alyssa would want.”

“You can be there for me without putting on a wig and a fake personality,” Isaac said. “And you have been there for me—you, not… Morlyssa.”

Morgan snorted. “I’ve been doing a good job, then?”

“Yeah. Today was amazing.”

“Because of the fun you had with me or the fun you had with Adria?”

“Both.” He poked her in the arm when she rolled her eyes. “It’s true. Even if you don’t flash me tonight, I had just as much fun with you as I did Adria.”

Morgan snorted again but smiled. Fifteen seconds of silence followed. The women he loved never took her eyes off him.

That didn’t mean they stayed on his face the whole time, however. Drifting like seaweed on the waves, her gaze admired his shoulders, his chest, his arms. Down, down, down. To a place they couldn’t properly judge with his swimming trunks on.

She turned her head away, looking back at the night sky. But then she also glided her hands up her torso, stopping them right beneath the alluring swell of her breasts. On purpose, of course. Isaac couldn’t resist stealing a long, wishful look.

“And did Adria do such a thing for you, Isaac?” she asked, parodying a disapproving mother with how she spoke.

“She might have,” he said with a shrug—and a grin, of course. “She might not have. She might have let me do more than look, even.”

Morgan pursed her lips, momentarily flicking her eyes in a direction that he assumed led toward Adria’s apartment. She shook her head, then met his eyes.

“Well, lucky you. A lot of men on this island would kill to be so fortunate. Perhaps you can take her to Sunshine Ice and try your little tactic again with her.”

“Maybe I will. But maybe not. It didn’t seem to be as successful with you as I was hoping.”

Morgan poked him in the side. “I shared a delicious dessert with you. What more could you have wanted? A public make out session?”

“Do you honestly believe I’m going to say I wouldn’t have wanted that?”

Morgan shrugged. “You know, I actually have a respectable enough reputation here in Kihei. People view me as an upstanding doctor.”

“Yeah? So, a lot of men on this island wouldn’t also kill to get a chance at being where I am right now?”

“No, they would,” Morgan said, grinning. “But I haven’t let it happen nearly as often as I did back in Florida. Ergo, the respectable reputation.”

“I’m counting my blessings,” Isaac teased, though he genuinely meant it.

“With a day spent with Adria and me, you’d better. Even if I don’t flash my tits at you.”

Isaac wasn’t sure if she’d meant to leave the implication hanging there, but he seized it with reckless abandon.

“So, you’re considering it?”

Morgan eyed him. “I remember a time when you weren’t so unrepentantly horny all the time. When you were a cute little boy who just wanted to swim with his big sister, whom he loved so dearly, and her best friend.”

Swallowing his nervousness, Isaac shrugged. “It’s been a long time since Alyssa was the primary reason that I always wanted to go swimming with you two.”

“Yeah, we knew. It was hardly a state secret, Isaac, when you went from enjoying swimming with us to practically needing to be at the pool or ocean every single time I’d also be there.” Morgan chuckled and poked him again. “Women can tell where men’s eyes are pointed. You lot aren’t terribly subtle. Least of all when there’s drool pooling at the corners of your mouths.”

Her stare dared him to claim otherwise. He didn’t. Instead, Isaac hurled his eyes in a complete sweep of Morgan’s alluring body. She snorted with laughter and changed things up, flicking him this time.

“You missed your calling as an Olympic swimmer,” Morgan said. “Then you’d be surrounded by hot athletes who wanted to fuck as much as you do.”

“I would never have made it to the Olympics,” Isaac scoffed.

“No, probably not,” Morgan said, smiling. “Your best 100 freestyle time was…?”

He knew she was baiting him, yet he couldn’t resist latching onto the hook like a mindless bass. “Fifty-four-point-one-six. In a long-course pool. That was my absolute best time, and I was usually half a second slower. I’d have needed to shave off over two seconds of my best swim ever to even belong at the trials.”

Morgan’s eyes gleamed with amusement. She knew Alyssa had tried to get him to consider focusing on swimming—like, really, really focusing—back in high school. He hadn’t been willing to do so. Not to the degree required for him to see if he could make it to the trials. The year-round requirements to be in such a class of swimmer had already begun weighing on him by then. He’d stopped being part of his year-round team his senior year, only swimming for his neighborhood team during the summer. It’d now been over a year since he had officially competed.

Alyssa had been the one who’d driven him to all those out-of-state meets when he’d been younger, bringing him to and picking him up from private lessons and winter practices. She’d always cheered him on—of course, that was true in every pursuit of his life—so he had felt guilty about wanting to stop. But although she’d been disappointed, she’d fully supported that it was his decision to make. Pursuits like trying to make the Olympics were for people who were insatiably driven, and Isaac hadn’t been so.

“That’s still staggeringly fast,” Morgan said. “At my best, I’d need a twenty-second head start to have a chance against you.”

“Unfortunately, you’re not nearly streamlined enough to have had it easy as a swimmer.”

Morgan knew what he meant, and in another of her so-called escalations, she cupped her own large breasts from beneath. “Yeah, they come with some pros, but the cons are plentiful too.”

Isaac couldn’t see any such cons. Nor any reason to stop admiring them. He both hated and envied the men who had gotten chances to feel her up at clubs back in the day. If only he’d been Alyssa’s twin, or just a year or two behind. Another thing he was sure he could blame his father for.

Morgan sighed theatrically. “We’ll just assume the flat-chested version of me, out there somewhere in an alternate dimension, holds the world record in multiple strokes.”

“And the version of me who really focused on swimming?”

“Sure, him too. He’s got all the world records and ladies he could want.”

“Hopefully, the you from that universe isn’t one of the flat-chested ones.”

Morgan snorted and finally did more than poke or flick him. She planted a hand on his lower back, then shoved.

Offering no resistance, Isaac exhaled as cool water rushed up his legs, waist, and lower torso. His feet hit smooth stone, stopping the water’s climb, and he spun around, feigning annoyance with the busty redhead, who sat back up.

“You needed to cool off,” she said. “I’m being a responsible woman at the moment.”

“And the next?” Isaac asked, shifting until he was in front of her knees, though he didn’t come in too close.

“It varies from moment to moment.”

Isaac hoped it would. Really, he hoped she’d arrive at a specific spot on the dial, then maybe stop there for a little while. Or forever.

Letting her get away with being taller than him for a few more moments, Isaac looked into Morgan’s eyes. From blue to green, then back to blue in the morning. Eyes that couldn’t decide which suited their owner more.

Either color suited her, truth be told, in the same way that clouds suited the sky. Whether they were sparse wisps or thick, raging storm clouds, both belonged.

“I really like your new hair, by the way,” Isaac said. “It suits you. Just realized I forgot to say that earlier.”

“I’m happy you do,” Morgan said, bouncing a few ends with her palm. “Never been a redhead, so I wanted to give it a shot. I’d actually been talking about it with Alyssa for months.”

Aware of what went unsaid, Isaac smiled softly. She had had her normal light brunette hair at the funeral. This change was quite new, weeks at the most. And too late. She had delayed things for too long. Her best friend would never get to agree that the color suited her.

Despite that, this wasn’t a sign of mourning. In a way, Morgan saw this as keeping a promise to his sister. A minor one, but if it helped her heal, then it was completely worth it.

“I’m sure Alyssa would have agreed with me,” Isaac said.

“Me too,” Alyssa said. “Now, take a step back.”

“Finally getting in?”

“If you’ll let me.”

Isaac looked around, acting confused. “I don’t see how I’m stopping you from getting wet.”

“Funny,” Morgan said.

Then she propelled herself into the water before he could take that step back.

Waves rippled out from where she dropped herself in, crashing into Isaac’s stomach. So did Morgan’s hands, which she put up to keep her breasts from pushing into his chest. So, instead of soft and squishy, he got soft and smooth. A second later, she straightened herself. However, unless he was misjudging things, her hands lingered a few moments longer than necessary.

“Cooler than I thought it’d be,” Morgan complained.

“I thought that was the idea. Cooling us down before we start something up that would make you out to be an irresponsible and amoral bad girl.”

“I said nothing about it being amoral,” Morgan said, “even if that’s probably true.”

Wet fingers circling the water between them, Morgan eyed his chest. A moment trapped in amber cut them off from the rest of the world. Only the movement of her hand and the water’s rippling showed that they weren’t stuck in stasis.

Morgan removed her fingertips, extended her forefinger, and tapped the glistening end against his chest. More than tapped it. Her fingertip swirled across his skin, almost as if she were marking him with a watery symbol.

“Strangely, I don’t think Alyssa would find the idea of us trauma bonding by wrapping our arms around one another all that appropriate.” And yet her fingertip stayed in motion.

“I don’t know,” Isaac said, falling victim to such a simple yet ardent gesture. Wherever her fingertip trailed, his skin tingled. “Alyssa always hyped me up when I was feeling down because of girl problems. She said I was the kind of guy any woman would be lucky to have.”

“Yes, well, doting sisters aren’t exactly known for their impartiality.”

“You’re saying it’s not true?”

Morgan shrugged playfully. “Maybe it is, but I just don’t know if Alyssa was thinking about you dating women her age when she was hyping you up. She’d have been referring to women like Adria, who, in your attempts to make me jealous, seems plenty interested in you. You are luau-bound, after all.”

“She’s in her twenties,” Isaac said, which drew Morgan’s eyebrow up. “So, what about when I want a slightly more mature partner?”

Morgan snorted at his question. “That’s usually the right age for a nineteen-year-old.”

“I thought you said I didn’t act like I was nineteen.”

“It’s also typically a better age for the things you’re interested in,” Morgan added, disregarding his counterpoint completely.

Isaac folded his arms and stared her right in the eye. “So, thirty-two and already done with the opposite sex? Doctor Morgan Reynolds, spinster?”

“Hardly,” Morgan scoffed. “But when it’s my dead best friend’s younger brother, who I’ve seen grow up and who’s been crushing hard on me for six or seven years?”

“Sounds like we’re familiar with each other, then.”

“A little too familiar, perhaps. But don’t you next accuse me of being prudish, Isaac Matthews. I’ve been dancing on the edge with you pretty much all day. If she were here, Alyssa would have slapped me on the back of the head and told me to knock it off a good dozen times by now.”

That was true. And it wasn’t the playful flirting of days gone by, when sure, she’d known how badly he was crushing on her, but she’d never really considered him as anything more than her best friend’s little brother. She hadn’t called him cute all day. He’d always had mixed feelings about her compliments.

Yes, it had made his stomach dance with butterflies each time she’d thrown him a lighthearted wink and a compliment about what a lady-killer he’d grow up to be. Yes, he’d loved having an excuse—that of a teen boy who didn’t want to be teased without giving as good as he got—to retort that she’d better watch out when that day came.

Sure, he had always known he shouldn’t read more into her compliments. And as she’d rather bluntly noted, she’d known all along that he really, really liked her. Alyssa’s cute, precocious little brother. That was all he had been.

But that was then. And “then” felt like a century ago. This last month had aged him in more ways than he could yet account for. No, he did not feel nineteen any longer. That was part of what emboldened him.

No matter how hard they wished otherwise, Alyssa was no longer here. Nothing would change that. Whether an inch or a mile separated them, whether they wore their entire closets or nothing at all, they would hear no familiar sigh or clearing of the throat. No one would interrupt. It was just them. It would only ever just be them, forevermore.

“Yeah,” Isaac said, “but why? If nothing’s going to happen, if this is too much, why are you letting me be so brazen?”

Morgan frowned. It wasn’t a self-questioning sort of frown, where his question resulted in realizations that she hadn’t been aware of until now. Nor did it seem entirely directed at him, as though he’d finally gone a bit too far by all but demanding an answer from her. Maybe she just didn’t like that she couldn’t come up with a suitable response as quickly as she would have liked.

Eventually, that frown changed into a dry, unamused sort of look. Morgan lightly jabbed him with her nail.

“I’m just… pacing things—or trying to. It was never my strong suit, as I’ve pointed out all day.”

But you are interested, Isaac thought. The realization was his, not hers. One that was kind of obvious, given how the day had played out. That didn’t make its impact any less profound.

Morgan Reynolds was into him. He nearly whooped with glee. He nearly spontaneously combusted in her pool. Or disintegrated into bubbles that spilled into the night sky. So potent was the effervescence parading through him.

It took everything he had to avoid openly celebrating, on the off chance it ruined the mood. His eyes must have practically glowed, however, for Morgan smiled knowingly.

“And I’m the only one who’s been doing so,” Morgan accused. “Before anything else in this pool happens, you’re going to tell me how far you went with Adria. It’ll stay between us, of course, but if you went and got your dick wet, I’m not about to feel bad telling you to shove your libido down into the barrel and keep it there.”

“I’m not that fast,” Isaac said. “None of my clothes even came off today.”

“And how many of hers did?”

“Just her shirt,” Isaac said. “And the sports bra under it.”

Morgan smirked. “Killed, like I said. All sorts of men. They’d tie you up and throw you out to sea, so green with envy that they could pass for sea turtles.”

Somehow, even with his hands submerged in cool water, they felt sweaty. Patches of heat peppered his skin from heel to forehead, as if he were being targeted by sunlight filtered through a hundred different magnifying glasses, all searing his skin with a sun that was no longer visible. He pushed through the surge of anxiety threatening to slow him down and said what he felt was the right thing to say. For what he wanted with Morgan Reynolds, at least.

“Wait until they hear about what you did for me.”

Her eyes sparked with… something. Annoyance, desire, amusement—Isaac couldn’t tell. And she made him wait a few seconds to find out. His price for what came next.

“Yeah, that’s pretty much rule number one,” Morgan said, finally dropping her hand back to the water. “No kissing and telling, Isaac. I’d like to maintain my semi-respectable public reputation.”

“Only semi-respectable, now?” Isaac asked, struggling against coming apart at the seams with excitement. “Were you lying about your rep?”

Morgan rolled her eyes but smiled. “Correction: my very respectable public reputation. I’ll have it stay that way, understand?”

“I do.”

“Good.” Morgan’s hands moved slowly, gliding through the water. “And if the ghost of my best friend reappears and starts haunting me for being too much of a slut to be respectable with her younger brother in private, you’ll be understanding when I have to end things.”

Heart in his throat, Isaac dipped his chin. But not his eyes. Those were stuck in place.

Morgan’s hands disappeared behind her back. Her arms shifted, promising that motion was still occurring.

“You also won’t be too pushy about getting more than I’m willing to give. Even if you’ve been waiting for me to look your way for years, you’ll be good and patient. Tonight is not the start of us dating, Isaac. It’s the start of me being willing to see you as a man, to consider something like that as a possibility, and this is my way of showing you I mean it. This is my way of releasing a little steam in a valve that I know has been too tight for a long, long time.”

It had been. This would help, but not enough. Those pipes were seriously clogged.

He still nodded. Even if he’d been of a mind to barter for more, he couldn’t form the thoughts needed to speak the words. Even then, his tongue felt drier than a desert stone.

Morgan finished undoing the hook keeping her bikini top nice and snug. A release of tension occurred at the thin shoulder straps, revealing this. Isaac couldn’t look away, couldn’t blink, couldn’t think.

The stunning brunette-turned-redhead rolled her shoulders and escaped those straps. They fell lazily down her slender arms, landing in the crooks of her elbows. She’d put her hands up to hold her top in place, keeping her breasts from being revealed.

For one moment, and then a second. But then no longer.

In a situation that had only existed within his fantasies a short time ago, Morgan Reynolds bared her breasts to him.

He’d judged correctly that Adria’s weren’t quite as large, but of course he had. He’d been throwing furtive glances—and not so furtive ones—at Morgan’s breasts for years.

They fell only a little as she stopped supporting them with her hands. Enough that the surface of the water could tickle their bottoms. Lucky. They were so damn smooth and—

“No tan lines,” Isaac noted.

“They’re there, but I’m proud to say they’re very slight,” Morgan said, tracing one that she apparently could see—but Isaac sure couldn’t. “But yes, I spend plenty of time back here sunbathing topless. I’d like to keep being able to do that. Maybe that’s why I wanted to flash you so quickly. So you’ll get used to seeing me without a top on.”

“Hard to get used to perfection,” Isaac whispered, knowing it wasn’t a terribly polished compliment.

Morgan still smiled. Or, he thought she smiled. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from her breasts, large, round, with areolae and nipples that were a little lighter in color than Adria’s. He could only guess—and hope—that they were as sensitive.

“A look only,” Morgan said, reading the intentions behind his focused stare. “Women in their twenties hand out fondling passes on the first day. Women in their thirties do not.”

“Is that how that works?” Isaac asked, raising an eyebrow.

“It does in this house.”

“Which I’m now living in, so I’ll follow all your rules,” Isaac said, grinning.

Morgan smiled, eyes glinting with amusement. “I don’t have that kink, so I won’t be calling you ‘Young Man’ or ‘Son.’ Hope that’s not a deal breaker for you.”

“Maybe a woman in her forties will be more willing to go for that,” Isaac joked, only for Morgan to give him an interesting look.

“Yeah, they’re around,” she said. “You’ve got a lot of recently divorced women coming to Maui with their girlfriends to live it up. Alongside the newlyweds on honeymoons, the regulars who show up each season like clockwork, and the millionaires living in those shorefront mansions down in Wailea.”

“I saw those today, yeah,” Isaac said.

He also marveled at how quickly things had returned to, well, how they’d been before she’d exposed her amazing breasts. Relaxed and chatting lightly, as though the world-shattering event that had just occurred didn’t change things much at all.

It almost felt like those times when she’d teased and flirted lightly with him when he’d been younger. But it obviously wasn’t. And it relieved him immensely that Morgan didn’t seem to regret what she’d just done.

“By the way, are we in a new movie yet?” Isaac asked.

“Hmm?” the beautiful redhead asked.

“I need to know if I have another F-bomb to spend.”

Morgan’s lips curled at the corners. She glanced down at her own breasts, then shot a look at him.

“Sure, this is the sequel.”

“Your tits look so fucking good, Morgan.”

The blue-sometimes-green-eyed woman bit her lip. “And you’re thinking how good they’d feel if they were pressed up against your chest.”

It wasn’t a question, and she was right on the money, but there was more to it. Because Isaac knew she was also thinking about how good it’d feel.

“If only I could have been smoother than I was,” he said, “and earned touching privileges.”

“Guess you spent too much luck on getting your hands on Adria’s big tits. I hear it can take weeks or months for a person’s luck to fully recharge.”

“I think I’ll die if that’s true.”

Morgan pursed her lips disapprovingly.

“Oh,” Isaac said. “Uh, sorry. That was an awful choice of words.”

“Luckily, your first ones of the day. As shown by your chance to look at my amazing tits.” Like a car expo showgirl underlining an impressive feature of the vehicle she was standing with, she dragged her right hand underneath her breasts.

“I’m looking at them,” Isaac promised.

He’d never spoken a more earnest truth. Today, on this wonderful August night, he admired Morgan’s naked breasts. Admired, gawked at, and ogled. Every microsecond spent blinking felt like a waste. He felt dizzy, his mind half-broken by this wonderful situation. And the rush of blood that had departed for a southward region of his body a long time ago certainly didn’t help.

“You have my permission to fawn away,” Morgan said, turning ninety degrees and beginning to walk backward. “Now, perhaps we should get to the swimming part of our time in my swimming pool. A few lazy laps under the stars while topless seems like a good way to close a very… interesting day.”

“Don’t forget about the hot tub time,” Isaac said, moving to the pool’s other “lane,” though there weren’t any markers painted on the bottom of the pool to delineate things.

“I’m sure it won’t be,” Morgan said, dipping her head back. She began a slow, relaxed backstroke, heading away from him.

Not wanting to take his eyes off the sexy woman, Isaac opted for breaststroke. That kept the splashing to a minimum, and they could also chat during their laps. Isaac kept himself alongside Morgan as they swam, more buoyant now than on his best day when competing.

Adria had started it, but Morgan now finished it.

That didn’t mean he was suddenly healed; the pain from the losses he’d suffered last month—one greater than the other, harsh as that was to say—was still there. A fun time, though that was the understatement of the century, didn’t suddenly overwrite such loss.

Yet, he knew he’d spoiled in his misery this past month, sitting into it until, like rot overtaking a ripe fruit, he’d been barely a person. Fortunately, a person could recover in a way that a rotten apple could not. By spending time with a person he cared deeply for and by meeting someone new. Through these two ways, he began his recovery.

Sightseeing from Kahului to Kihei, visiting a food truck that wasn’t even open yet, the thrilling experiences that had happened in a Jeep. The embrace of a woman he’d had feelings for since he was old enough to have feelings like that, a dinner involving way too much food for him to finish in one sitting, the sharing of some unexpectedly delicious shaved ice. The conversations amid it all, the time on the edge of the pool, a moment he’d been fantasizing about for years.

It wasn’t one of these things, but all of them. Though their impacts varied, each one had played a role in bringing him back to life, returning the light to his eyes.

Morgan knew that, and if she had any need for such a thing, he hoped she was undergoing a similar rejuvenation. He saw her smiling at him several times while they swam laps, when they transitioned to the hot tub, and when they used that outdoor shower to rinse off. And yes, he saw more when they traded turns drying themselves with her lone towel. The flirting didn’t stop until they headed indoors.

Isaac didn’t push things too far. Not tonight. Overeager though he might be, he understood the importance of solidifying the comfort between them—and proving to Morgan that he wouldn’t overstep.

After all, her reasons for being apprehensive made complete sense. But she was willing to see how things went. That was fantastic. As was the fact that she never put her top back on. The poor thing stayed in her pool until the following morning.

Curiously, she poked and prodded him a few more times about Adria. She didn’t seem nearly as bothered by what he shared as she had when she’d only suspected that they’d been doing something when she’d found them in her yard. She also didn’t ask him to stop fooling around with the younger woman when he went to see her at the luau tomorrow. That was fantastic in a different sort of way.

“So, when was it for you?” Isaac eventually asked.

Morgan cocked an eyebrow, towel in motion across her stunning legs. It was nearly midnight, and pruned fingers were in vogue.

“When did you get the hots for me?” Isaac said. “No way you did all this out of pity. And surely it didn’t all spontaneously kick off today. I’m not that good.”

The corners of Morgan’s mouth lifted. She finished drying her right leg, then moved to the left. She kept him waiting for her response for several painful seconds.

“Do you want to know when I decided you were hot, or when I got the hots for you?”

“Those are at different times?”

“Of course they are. I knew you were good-looking before you were eighteen, but I sure as hell was not thinking about you in that way until you were eighteen.”

“So, the second of those was when I turned eighteen?”

“Nope.”

Isaac frowned. Lifting her eyes, which sparkled with amusement, Morgan tossed him the towel. He caught it and began drying his hair.

“I wasn’t there for your eighteenth birthday. I was back in Florida for a week at the start of the following summer, though, for Alyssa’s birthday. Remember, we swung over to Indian Rocks for a day at the beach? You came. Your shirt came off. I was a thirsty slut who needed to be told off by my best friend because she noticed the way I was staring at you a few times.”

Morgan held her hands out in a “what could I do” sort of way. On the flip-side, Isaac felt dizzy enough that he nearly looked for somewhere to sit down.

“You should have pounced,” he said. “We could have fucked that entire week.”

Morgan barked a laugh. “And that would be how I died, Isaac. Alyssa would have drowned me in the ocean if she found out I was banging her precious little brother on her birthday.” She popped a finger up. “And before you point out my hypocrisy, I’m just evening things out. We both get an insensitive joke about death tonight.”

Isaac didn’t chastise her. How could he when his head was still spinning? Had she really felt that way about him for over a year? The sun might be gone, hidden by the horizon for the next six or seven hours, but Isaac’s heart overflowed with sunlight.

“One per day, then?” he said, moving the towel to his shoulders.

“We’ll see. About a few things. Best to sleep on it. That alright with you?”

“Not sure how much sleep I’ll manage to find tonight, but sure,” he said, finishing with the towel.

“If you can’t…” Morgan’s lips curled as she sauntered toward the doors leading to her bedroom. “Well, I’m sure you’ll find a way to tire yourself out.”

She didn’t let him follow her. Instead, relegated to the living room doors, Isaac glared at Morgan, who stuck her head out of her bedroom door right after he entered.

“Sleep well,” she sang.

He grunted but couldn’t stave off a smile.

Like staring into a kaleidoscope’s swirling chaos for too long, what he’d seen tonight robbed him of any chance of quickly settling down. Sleep became a distant idea at the edge of his grasp, always an inch too far.

Throughout it all, in recounting his day and letting an overactive mind run amok, hardly any pessimism polluted his thoughts. Rather than fretting about tomorrow, he awaited it. Eagerly, wishing it would arrive in between blinks.

He found he wasn’t worried about Morgan refusing to meet his eyes in the morning, or her wanting to talk about a huge mistake they’d both made last night. Maybe if a lot of alcohol had been involved, or if they hadn’t spent nearly so much time relaxing together after Morgan’s top had come off, he would have.

Free of worry, his mind remained a buzzing hive of shock and anticipation well into the deepest hours of the night. Eventually, his thirst manifested in a less psychological way, so he threw off his covers and headed into the kitchen.

Padding on quiet feet, he popped open the fridge and grabbed Morgan’s Brita. Filling a tall glass, he chugged it down. He saw the leftovers from The Plate sitting there, and his stomach growled. They had eaten early, by now over eight hours ago.

With the help of Morgan’s microwave, he worked to settle that hunger. Then maybe he could get some shut-eye. Having left the lights off, his eyes meandered from shadow to shadow as he snacked on kalua pork.

Moonlight still painted the pool, visible through the screen doors. On his way in, he’d forgotten to draw shut their blinds. Had Morgan done so for her bedroom doors, or did she feel no need? Her house already protected her privacy in other ways.

A single yawn infiltrated his snack time, which he took as a good omen. Emptying his leftover’s leftovers into the trash, he rinsed off his plate and stowed it and the utensils into the dishwasher.

Attempt two incoming, he thought.

But before he could head back to his room, a noise reached his ears. It was faint, only standing out because very few things in Morgan’s house whined at this hour of night. Her AC was pleasantly soft, barely a hum as it kept things cool.

Isaac sourced the noise quickly. There, behind one of the few closed doors—one of the only doors at all—in the entire house.

It was a low hum, easily missed, at least where Isaac stood now. He had missed it as he heated and ate his food. Until he hadn’t. Until it was all he could hear.

The noise became clearer with each furtive step. The hum became a buzz. A semi-consistent one, though there was an occasional alternating tempo to it. Directly outside her door, Isaac heard a second sound, one that the buzzing had drowned out.

Moans.

Isaac inhaled sharply. His heart raced. He now knew, without a shadow of doubt, what was happening on the other side of the door.

But for how long? He’d tossed and turned in his bed for two whole hours before getting up. Surely not that long. As much as it swelled his ego, there was no way. Far more likely that Morgan had struggled as he had, then chosen this route over getting out of bed.

A very biased Isaac still hoped that it had been going on for a while. He imagined Morgan, proud of not immediately leaping on her new housemate, but also sexually frustrated about keeping his hands off her, giving herself a much-deserved reward with her vibrator. Once wasn’t enough. Twice, nope. Three, four, how high had Morgan reached since she’d started?

Those questions would haunt his mind for over an hour. Retreating with soft steps to his bedroom, knowing what he now knew, Isaac gave up on a full night’s rest. On her back, eyelashes fluttering, bare chest heaving, Morgan appeared in his thoughts each time he closed his eyes. And now he could hear her too.


Chapter Nine

Fraying Boundaries

After only a handful of hours of sleep, a soft hand began shaking Isaac’s shoulder just before dawn. Unsurprisingly, he resisted, scrunching his eyes more tightly shut. Every swimmer in the world knew this feeling: that resistance toward rolling out of bed, the following struggle to keep yourself awake as you walked or were driven to your neighborhood pool at an ungodly hour. Tired waves to friends, some out-of-the-water stretches, and then the first plunge into freezing cold water.

Having been free of all that for over a year, you had better believe Isaac resisted. With every fiber of his being, he stayed still. Maybe the voice cooing against his ear, asking if he really intended to skip out on their first “proper” day of swimming laps together, would just go away. Sure, that voice glided over his consciousness like ambrosia, and sure, it belonged to…

Wait…

Wait!

With more effectiveness than a drill sergeant’s bellowing as he stormed into a barrack, Isaac tore off his covers and leaped to his feet. A mirthful smile welcomed him to his second morning in Maui.

“I think I can bask in a little pride about that,” Morgan said, noting his burst of energy.

Up or not, he yawned repeatedly during breakfast. Before waking him, she’d thrown together two bowls of oats, Greek yogurt, and blueberries. She cracked open her pantry and pulled out a pair of protein bars as they sat down together.

“Still want to come to the gym with me afterward? I should have time to bring you back here if you don’t want to come to work with me. We should get you a bike. Or maybe just a car.”

“Yes, on the gym. For the car, are we talking renting or buying?”

“We could buy you a car,” Morgan said with a shrug. “My garage has room.”

Without realizing it, she’d let something significant slip. Isaac hid any outward response behind a big bite from his breakfast bowl.

She believes that I’ll be staying in Maui.

And well, because of last night, he didn’t exactly want to leave anytime soon. Yet, Isaac didn’t think last night had too much to do with it.

Far more likely, it involved what she knew about Alyssa and his father’s work. It had kept them here, so why wouldn’t it do the same for him? And she was involved too, he reminded himself. Somehow, in some way, though Isaac couldn’t do more than speculate on the reason behind it. Maybe just because she and his sister had been best friends. Someone to bounce ideas off, or have peer review her work?

He didn’t know. However, he did know that when Raymond Grantham returned in a few days, Isaac would get answers—or he’d consider throttling the eccentric man. Nevertheless, it was clear that Morgan already believed he would stick around.

Alongside the oats, berries, and sprinkled cinnamon in his mouth, Isaac chewed on that realization.

Afterward, he and Morgan discussed their preferences for protein shakes, decided on what berries they’d use in her blender to make smoothies before they headed to the gym, and then went out for their first morning swim together.

Because of the dominating presence of Haleakala, dawn meant little to the town of Kihei. Golden rays remained in reserve as the sun worked to crest the towering volcano, so Isaac and Morgan swam beneath a pale morning sky. Things would warm up soon, though not by a ton.

As any islander knew, the ocean was a tremendous heat sink. As such, even as close to the equator as it was, August days in Hawaii commonly petered out well before hitting ninety. Arizonan melt-the-pavement temperatures were rare here, and although humidity could tilt the scales, Isaac was from Florida. He was used to being violently mugged by humid, hot days. Hawaii, at least, didn’t get that hot.

A strange fact that seemed almost unbelievable: Hawaii and Alaska shared the gold medal for the lowest high temperatures in the United States, at 100 degrees Fahrenheit. Neither state had ever seen a hotter day than that.

So, confusion would strike him rather viciously when a portion of his day ended up feeling far hotter than that.

But not yet. After finishing a yawn-filled time swimming laps together, Isaac and Morgan sprayed themselves down with the outdoor shower and rushed to get dressed for the gym. They had stayed in the water too long, exhaustion pulling their eyelids shut as they floated as much as they swam. Not good for a doctor who had somewhere to be at eight.

“Well, technically, I don’t need to show up right at eight, as my first appointment isn’t until eight-fifteen, but a doctor should be punctual. Otherwise, Iolana, Kalani, and some others will think I was up drinking again. I’ve only just convinced them to get off my back about it.”

“Again?” Isaac asked, wiping himself off with a towel.

“I also had a pretty bad few weeks after what happened to Alyssa and your father,” Morgan said with a shrug. “A few nights were worse than others.”

“Some were,” Isaac agreed, reaching with one hand.

Tugging one corner of her mouth to form a skewed smile, Morgan interlaced her fingers with his. A simple but firm squeeze communicated everything else that needed to be said.

They reached Morgan’s gym less than ten minutes later. In Motion Fitness was a small, two-story building with equipment that looked almost as new as the appliances in Morgan’s house. The top floor held Pilates classes, one of which was about to begin, while the first was a more typical gym space.

As was apparently the case in any public setting, Morgan received warm hellos from employees and gymgoers alike. So did Isaac, who went through introductions with several people as he and Morgan prepared for a roughly forty-minute workout. That was the most she could spare. They had dawdled too much in the pool.

“Ready?” Morgan asked after a truncated warmup, setting down her protein shake. She had that, a small towel for wiping sweat off the benches, and far too sinfully sexy a body for Isaac to focus.

Now, to his credit, he hadn’t leered at her too much this morning. Even with her wearing some of the most form-fitting leggings he’d ever seen, her legs displaying themselves like the hands of a master had sculpted them, he had stayed strong. Mostly. At times. On occasion.

“You’ll never pull off hiding that you’re horribly attracted to me, so you’re welcome to look,” Morgan teased as they arrived at the gym’s leg press machine. “And even fantasize a little.”

“I’ve already been doing both those things for years,” Isaac said, suppressing a blush.

Morgan chuckled and threw some weights onto the sides of the machine. Isaac helped, though he mainly focused on admiring Morgan’s butt whenever she bent forward to slide another weight on. To his annoyance, one or two others in the vicinity did likewise.

“Okay, but you shouldn’t scowl like that,” Morgan said as she settled into the tilted seat. “It’s a warm, fun morning at the gym with a very pretty, ultra-charming doctor. That’s something to smile about.”

Isaac grunted and sidled into the way of the other guys’ views of Morgan’s stunning legs. She just found it terribly amusing.

“You’re going to have to be okay with that happening when we go places together,” Morgan said, grunting as she unlatched machine’s lock and put her legs to work. She maintained a smooth form throughout the set, hands gripping the rubber-covered bars near her waist.

“I know you spent a day walking around with Adria. I’m sure she attracted a ton of stares.”

“Yeah,” Isaac conceded.

“And I’m sure you did too. I’ll bet you a hundred dollars right now that my girls will gossip about you when I—or we—get to my clinic after this.”

“I get that I’m being illogical,” Isaac sighed.

“Not much room for logic in these leggings,” Morgan said with a wink. “If there were, I’d need to come here more often.”

After she finished her set, Isaac added slightly more weight and settled in. Because of how little time they had, they planned to hit only a handful of workouts. That suited Isaac fine, as he was still a little out of sorts after getting so little sleep. Nor did he want to end up so sore that he couldn’t walk around town some if he grew bored with sitting at the clinic.

After cycling through leg presses, they visited the squat rack. There, he acted as Morgan’s spotter, doing so with an appropriate level of professionalism. She, on the other hand, did not.

When it was his turn, he went down for the first squat of his first set. As he sat into the squat, back straight, eyes focused at a point on the ceiling, he felt her hand on his lower back, guiding him down.

“Good,” Morgan said.

Then his spotter decided she wanted to squeeze his butt.

Isaac blinked in shock, momentarily frozen. He glanced over his shoulder and found an unapologetic shine in Morgan’s eyes.

“Stay focused,” Morgan noted lightly. “You don’t need to worry about what’s going on back here.”

“The first one is free, but the rest have a cost,” Isaac said, reluctantly returning his eyes to the ceiling before propelling himself upright.

He dropped into his second squat, and Morgan gave his butt another light squeeze.

“I’ll pay,” she whispered into his ear. “Just let me know the price.”

Isaac grunted and focused on—as best as he could with a spotter who felt him up whenever she thought she could get away with it—completing his set. As no one around them gasped in surprise, he assumed Morgan was being appropriately stealthy. This part of the gym wasn’t all that busy, anyway, with most people who came in heading upstairs to join that Pilates class.

After finishing his set, they rotated, and Isaac got to stand behind Morgan yet again.

“Should I expect a few squeezes of your own?” Morgan asked as she set herself under the bar.

“A few,” Isaac said, hand tingling with anticipation.

“Is that the price?”

“Some of it.”

Morgan glanced at him. “It should be all of it. One-to-one.”

“You should have argued that point before agreeing to pay whatever price I had in mind.”

“Hmm. I suppose I should have.”

She didn’t sound all that torn up about it, and as she went down into her first squat, Isaac’s hand was waiting.

Even when at the deepest part of her squat, when her muscles extended and flattened, her butt still felt incredible. Firmer than it would be when he next felt the gorgeous doctor up, Isaac worked hard to keep a giddy expression off his face. He kept his palm mostly flat, his fingers straight, rather than curling them up to grab on.

“One,” Morgan said as she pushed back to a straightened position. She hadn’t counted aloud during her first set, so Isaac knew she wasn’t referring to the squat.

As she did so, having kept his hand on her butt throughout her rise, Isaac experienced the transformation from a firm, tensed glute to one that was so fucking soft that he wanted to use it as a pillow tonight. It was as full and round and willing to accept his eager grasp as Adria’s had been. Isaac had to grit his teeth to keep from pushing his hand in so deeply that it would unbalance Morgan.

“Two,” Morgan said.

Through a liberal counting method, she put him at twenty by the time she finished the set. Isaac would have called it thirteen, maybe fourteen.

It was fine; Isaac didn’t complain. He couldn’t. Not after he’d spent the past minute feeling up Morgan’s incredible ass, alternating which hand went after which cheek.

Hard, soft, deep, light—he touched her far more than she had him. With no one around this section of the gym, he had been free to run amok. And he had. Oh, he had.

Holy hell, had she really permitted him to do all that?

Yes, and it would continue into future sets. But first, Morgan gave as good as she’d got. At one point in his next set, she slipped her hand under his shirt, feeling his right side as he dropped into his squat.

“I guess today is all about touching, not just looking,” Isaac whispered, intoxicated by the sensation of her fingertips.

“A new day, a new experience,” Morgan whispered.

Finishing his set, he racked the bar, then turned to the woman of his dreams, eyes blue and clear today.

“It’s bound to happen sooner than later,” she whispered, understanding.

Nodding, Isaac restrained his budding impatience. After finishing their squats, they moved to another seated machine. In fact, their final three workouts kept them seated, which limited how much they could touch one another—or where, at least.

Leg extensions, leg curls, and calf raises—the final three. All handled quickly. Morgan glanced at her phone regularly, keeping tabs on how much time they had left.

They’d need to shower quickly, but they should make it. Perhaps there was even time for a little more.

“Careful,” Morgan warned lightly, noticing the way he looked at her. “Unfortunately, there isn’t time for what you’re wishing you could do to me.”

“You have no idea what I want to do to you.”

Morgan smirked. “I have every idea. You’re practically disintegrating my clothes with just a look.”

“I’d at least wait until we made it to the locker room to do that.”

Eyes glinting with a suggestive promise about her liking the idea, she still shook her head. While Isaac completed his final calf-focused set, Morgan hurried to the locker room. After he finished and wiped down his area, he needed to force himself to walk, not sprint, after her.

Entering a small central room with gender-segregated shower areas branching off to either side, Isaac found Morgan messing with the duffel bag that held their shampoo, body wash, and fresh clothes. She looked up at him, then held a finger up, wagging it warningly.

Isaac scowled with annoyance, which caused Morgan to laugh.

“Here, focus on sucking down some protein,” she said, tossing his smoothie toward him. He caught it and gulped it down. When he finished his, Morgan was only halfway done with hers. She glanced at him, terrible and cruel amusement in her eyes.

“We have somewhere to be in fifteen minutes,” Morgan said, interrupting her drink and pointing. “So, off you go.”

She was right, of course. When he and Morgan finally locked lips, they’d stay locked until a master locksmith was called. So, with a mighty effort and a clenched jaw, Isaac buried the desire to pin the beautiful woman against the nearest locker and kiss her until she was breathless.

The moment was coming. That was enough.

He and Morgan shared one more look, desire spreading through the room like twisting vines. It wasn’t just his. She was putting on a strong front, but he could tell she was considering what she might do if he disobeyed. What if he couldn’t bear to walk away from her right now? The answer was obvious.

If they didn’t head to their respective shower areas now, it wouldn’t happen at all. Bad for the respectable doctor, good for the lustful woman who had been interested in what her best friend’s younger brother tasted like for over a year.

Morgan’s eyes wavered, yet he saw her worries. Even though swimming with him topless all night seemed a step further than making out, Morgan wasn’t quite ready for the next step. She wanted a bit more time.

And so, he once again needed to be more mature than his nineteen years. Approaching Morgan, seeing the way her eyes widened ever so slightly, he grabbed her by the shoulders, causing her to start visibly, spun her around, and then slapped her on her ass, giving her enough momentum to take that first step toward her shower. After a moment of shock, she snorted but smiled, then hastily grabbed what she needed to shower and hurried away. She finished chugging her protein smoothie as she disappeared from his view.

I deserve a fucking medal for that, he thought to himself.

Ironically, Isaac spent the next eight minutes in his shower stall cooling down under warm water. Even when he cranked it up to its highest temperature as he lathered his skin with soap, getting rid of a morning’s worth of sweat and chlorine, it still felt cooler than the skin it cleansed. It didn’t help that he kept imagining what Morgan must look like right now, water streaming down her skin, hair slicked back, eyes shut, wondering if there was time still to change her mind.

Isaac stayed in the shower a few minutes longer than necessary, calming himself down before he shut off the water. Dressing quickly, he returned to the locker room, piled things back into the duffel bag, then waited. A minute later, dressed in her casual work style, minus the lab coat waiting at the clinic, hair wet and clinging to her head and neck, Morgan reappeared. She looked a little stressed.

“From now on, if we go to the gym, we don’t swim. If we swim, we don’t go to the gym. My mornings don’t need to be this hectic.”

Isaac smiled and lifted the duffel bag, holding it open so Morgan could dump in her towel and dirty clothes. “Do you usually have time for both?”

“Yes, when I’m not distracted a minute here and a minute there by my distractingly hot workout partner.”

Jogging out of the gym a moment later, Isaac was at serious risk of outright floating away.


Chapter Ten

Heatwave

They reached Kihei-Wailea Practitioners with three whole minutes to spare! Pulling into the parking lot, which would have been in sight of the gym had it been on a hilltop, Morgan sighed with relief. Finally relaxing, she guided them to a line of parking spots on the side of the modestly sized clinic. Theirs became the fifth car in this area. Curiously, even though the clinic wasn’t open yet, one car—with a person in it—sat in the front lot.

“That would be my eight-fifteen,” Morgan said, wearing a resigned expression. “I’m sure Hank’s been here for twenty minutes already.”

“Who and why?” Isaac asked.

“A hypochondriac, and a hypochondriac, and you will also never repeat this,” Morgan said, taking a moment to reset herself from the woman she’d been during the rush to make it here in time. “Iolana and I are private practice doctors. Our building stays our building because we’ve cultivated good relationships with our patients, so I won’t have you repeating any… cavalier statements I might make about them. Even the ones who don’t need to schedule an appointment every month.”

“Every month? That must be expensive.”

With Morgan settled, the two of them climbed out of her car. As they briskly rounded the building and approached the front doors, he threw Hank a glance. Slightly balding and maybe slightly overweight, though it was hard to see from this angle and distance, he didn’t look jaundiced or feeble.

“Prohibitively so. But he’s a property owner on three separate islands, so he’s not about to wince at my prices.”

“Suppose that’s beneficial for you, at least.”

“From a purely mercenary standpoint, yes. But I would dance a little jig if he cut down to quarterly appointments.”

Isaac chuckled, and the two of them headed inside.

The clinic’s lobby was pristine. Tiled granite floors clacked beneath Isaac and Morgan’s feet. The walls and roof blended gray, white, and off-white colors, and large windows let natural lighting do as much work as those in the ceiling. About as big as the central area of Morgan’s home, he counted a dozen places to sit and wait for your name to be called. Though with only two doctors, he doubted things ever got that backed up.

“Hello, Emily,” Morgan said, smiling at the pretty blonde woman behind the front desk. Behind her stood three long electronic screens, each as tall as Isaac, which cycled through various health-related infographics and suggestions for nutrition and lifestyle changes. Did you know that brown rice is way healthier than white rice?

“Welcome in, Doctor Reynolds,” Emily said, beaming at her employer. Her bright green eyes drifted quickly to Isaac. “Nice to see you again.”

Smiling back, he offered her his second hello in as many days. Morgan spent a few minutes chatting with Emily, primarily to check whether there had been any overnight messages that would affect who she was expecting to see today.

“No, but Hank’s already outside,” Emily said.

“We saw. Well, I’m going to give Isaac a quick tour of what we have here, then Kalani can get started with him—at eight-fifteen.”

“Okay. You’re welcome to hang out in the lobby with me once Doctor Reynolds is busy, Isaac.”

“Sure, if it’s not a bother,” Isaac replied, aware of the way Morgan glanced at him.

He waited until they were in the adjoining hallway to the reception area before raising an eyebrow at the beautiful doctor. In response, she sighed.

“You’ve noticed the engagement ring on her finger, yes?” Morgan asked quietly, pausing long enough to greet Kalani and one more nurse in the nursing station. “You know, the one I mentioned.”

“Sure, I haven’t forgotten.” He frowned. “I wasn’t being flirty with her, just friendly. You of all people should recognize that.”

“I’m aware. I’m also aware that Emily has been on and off that same engagement three times in the past sixteen months. Can you hazard a guess as to why?”

“So, you’re not the only woman here who wants to fuck me?” Isaac asked.

Morgan found his levity worth only a single snort. They passed a few patient rooms, currently empty, and soon reached a room with “Doctor Reynolds” inscribed on the door’s plaque. Morgan unlocked it with a key and ushered Isaac in.

Sitting down at a computer, Morgan quickly powered it on, logged in, and reviewed a few things. She also slipped on the lab coat hanging on the back of the chair.

“You look really good in that,” Isaac noted.

Morgan cast him a quick look. “I can wear it home from time to time.”

That was what he’d been hoping for, so he grinned.

“And as payment, I promise not to sleep with your staff.”

“Then I suppose I won’t need to tell you where the condoms in the office are,” Morgan said, tapping away on her keyboard.

“Well…”

Morgan scooped up a stress ball on her desk and side-tossed it at him. Isaac caught it deftly, giving it a few squeezes. Morgan glanced at him again, and he gave it a few more. Their minds were on the same track, reminiscing about some squeezing that had occurred at the gym. He grinned again.

But soon enough, Morgan’s workday began—though based on what she’d said about her first patient, there wouldn’t be much genuine work involved at the start. She advised him to behave one last time, but otherwise let him know he was welcome to do what he wished. If he wanted to go somewhere else, he was welcome to take her car, too.

Having nowhere pressing to be, not until later tonight, he gladly relaxed in an air-conditioned clinic. More because of curiosity than anything else, he spent some time in the reception area, chatting with Emily for a bit. And, uh, yeah, Morgan was right. This girl was thirsty. For him specifically or just in general, he wasn’t totally sure. But she seemed to find all his jokes hilarious, leaning into him, brushing his arm, batting long eyelashes.

At ten, he met the clinic’s other doctor. As the primary catalyst behind Morgan leaving the Atlantic for the Pacific, Iolana Kiele didn’t know how much Isaac had resented her in his junior year of high school. It was her “fault,” after all, though that was a childish way of looking at things.

Having effectively done what Morgan had done, but in reverse, Iolana had left Maui in search of her MD. Meeting each other in med school and becoming fast friends, when she’d finalized her plans for opening a private practice in her hometown, Iolana had known who she wanted onboard.

“It’s been three great years since,” Iolana said, smiling fondly.

Isaac knew the greater story, of course. He’d been nothing short of distraught upon first hearing the news. Selfish, yes, childish, definitely, but…

“I’m happy it turned out so well for you both,” Isaac said, and he meant that. At long last, he could mean it when he said it.

Quite pretty, she was nearly as tall as Morgan, with strong Polynesian features and fine black hair. Slender and fit, she had an affable personality and a clear, soothing voice—perfect for someone who sometimes had to give you bad news. It didn’t take much imagination to understand how, in just three short years, Kihei-Wailea Practitioners had become so popular.

Fortunately, the time spent with Iolana bought him a slight respite from Emily’s advances, which he didn’t really dislike. Still, he didn’t want to upset Morgan by messing around with one of her employees. Specifically, one of her employees. She still didn’t seem bothered about his plans to attend a luau, where a very pretty, very forward young woman would be happy to see him.

If anything, Morgan acted outright supportive. In a break between patients, she asked him if he’d checked in with Adria. He had, spending some time over the past couple of hours texting the vivacious woman.

Yep, go here.

You’ll want to get there a little early, but not super early. Try to blend in with the first influx of resort guests. It’ll be fine.

Just approach the lovely ladies at the sign-in and say your name. That’s it. Just act confident and like you belong around anyone else.

She’d fed him a string of advice throughout the morning, letting him know the things he should do to avoid getting caught by the staff. The ones who’d care, anyway. It seemed like Adria had some helpers in her corner, and he could rely on them “sneak” in. Of course, her plan involved less sneaking than it did holding his chin high and acting like he was just another resort guest.

During his downtime, he also checked out the resort’s website. It promised a family-friendly exploration of Hawaiian culture that stretched into the night, capped off by a spectacle of fire dancing with the ocean as a backdrop. It sounded interesting, though Isaac’s bias tilted him toward fantasizing about Adria, not the traditional dinner service that accompanied the music, singing, and dancing.

Until it didn’t. When his stomach growled at 11:15, dinner became more pressing. Lunch, even more so. With the clinic’s assigned lunchtime forty-five minutes away, an idea sprang to mind.

“Want me to pick you up lunch?” he asked Morgan, waiting until she finished up with her most recent patient before doing so.

The beautiful redhead checked her smartwatch, then waffled for a moment. “Are you fine with getting us all something? You can use my car and card, naturally.”

“Sure. Happy to help.”

Finding him a pen and notepad, she sent him to find out where the majority wanted today’s lunch to come from. With Isaac and Morgan abstaining, Bone’s Barbecue initially collected three of the five available votes. Once Kalani persuaded Iolana to swap over her vote, there was no going back. Emily’s dream of midday sushi died. She didn’t take it too hard, though.

Jotting down orders and calling it in, he prepared to depart. Situated just south of Trey’s Bar and Grill, he’d probably seen it from the corner of his eye during his time with Adria. Well, at least he knew the area. Hopping into Morgan’s car, he promised the hungry clinic workers he’d be back soon.

He spent a grand total of two and a half minutes in that car, drawn back yet again to the oceanfront. Kihei would take some getting used to. Five minutes to everywhere, was it? Not that he was complaining.

But he was getting really hot.

Strangely so. Even with the AC blasting, those two minutes between Morgan’s clinic and the barbecue joint were brutal. He blinked, almost dizzy from the heat.

Things didn’t improve as he arrived and stepped out of the car. Sweat stained his brow, and when he swallowed, dryness stabbed him as if he’d thrown back a handful of needles.

Had it really gotten this hot this quickly? He glanced up at the sun. The white orb hovered high in the sky, approaching its zenith. With no clouds around, that apparently let it hurl its full ferocity upon an unsuspecting populace. He knew about days like this; he’d lived through plenty back home. But not here. Hawaii wasn’t supposed to get this hot.

Isaac breathed out. The unexpected heatwave didn’t relent. This intensity went beyond a muggy, humid afternoon. He didn’t even feel the humidity. It was just hot. In a place that was known for mild summers. It snuck into his skin like fiery ants, collecting sweat on his forehead, forearms, and armpits. His tongue felt like it was withering away, all its moisture gone.

He needed to be quick about this pickup, then stick his tongue up against one of the AC vents in Morgan’s car. Hopefully, Bone’s Barbecue was gunning its AC too.

Just before he scampered out of the sun, a much smaller location in the shopping center caught his attention.

Last night, he’d judged Maui’s shaved ice as better than anything he could remember having back home. Would the same be true for their ice cream?

A slender ice cream shop with tiki-themed tables out front supplanted his interest in barbecue. Back facing the ocean, it was one of many small shops along the left row of the shopping center.

But it was the only one of interest to a man burning up inside and out.

Sweet Sunrise, that was its name, and as Isaac drew closer, drawn away from his task by survival instinct, a paper hanging by the door stated that “it opened with the sunrise.” Regardless of whether that was true, Isaac was just happy that it was open right now. A bell chimed as he pushed inside, skin still a hairsbreadth from boiling. Licking cracked lips and brushing sweat out of his eyebrows, he hoped for immediate salvation.

It didn’t arrive. Things didn’t improve nearly as much as he’d been hoping as he stepped into a place that, by virtue of what it sold, needed to stay chilly all the time. But the sight of rows and rows of ice cream vats behind the counter helped a little, as did the air conditioning bombarding him from overhead. He approached quickly, receiving a smile from a stout, brawny Hawaiian man in an apron.

“Aloha awakea,” he said, dabbing at his forehead with a hand towel. So, apparently, it wasn’t just Isaac. “First-time visitor, yeah?”

Isaac only nodded, resisting an urge to press himself up against the cold glass windows separating them.

“Great! Then you get a second free scoop if you buy one. Know what you like?”

“One vanilla, one guava, in a cup,” he said. “I tried some shaved ice yesterday, so I might be on a guava kick.”

“Oh, where at?” the sturdy man asked, reaching for an ice cream scooper.

“Sunshine Ice.”

“Great pick! Did you stumble on it by chance, or did someone wise recommend it?”

“The latter.” Isaac nearly started sniffling as he spoke. The heat pounded on him like someone had set blowtorches on his skin. “But yeah, was super good. So far, every place I’ve been to has been great.”

“May that trend continue here,” the man said, beaming. “Ah, and I’m Kainoa. If you’re going to eat my ice cream, you should know who’s making it.”

“Isaac. Nice to meet you.”

Soon enough, he held a cup with two hearty scoops of ice cream in his hand. Cleaving through vanilla and guava with his spoon, he collected the largest first bite he could. Ignoring Kainoa’s raised eyebrow, he stuck it onto his tongue, then let soothing relief melt upon it.

It was good. Really freaking good. As soon as he’d confirmed that, he nodded, and the older man broke into another broad smile.

“The trend continues,” he announced.

“Glad for it,” Isaac said as he took another bite. It was helping… sort of, but not nearly as much as he had hoped.

“Are you from somewhere chilly?” Kainoa asked, glancing at the sweat turning Isaac’s forehead into a swamp. He’d been in swamps that felt less unbearable than this place.

“No, I’m from Florida. I’ll be fine, though. Just got a little hot on the ride over.”

“Heatstroke? Maybe you should sit down. I can grab you some water.”

“Can’t be. I was relaxing in an air-conditioned clinic not ten minutes ago.”

Mentioning a clinic seemed to be the wrong thing to say. Kainoa’s worry compounded, and Isaac realized that the man now probably assumed he was sick. Before he could explain that he hadn’t been a patient there, a figure walked out of the backroom.

She was captivatingly beautiful, with an athletic build, windswept black hair, and an incredibly shapely butt. Catlike grace, lean muscles, dark eyes. Oh, and perhaps most importantly, she wasn’t a stranger.

Well, kind of. He knew her only by her name and her scowl, which wasn’t currently present.

Leilani entered the front of the shop, saw Isaac, and then scowled.

“Uh, hi,” Isaac said, noting that she was also wearing an apron. Did she work here? A second job? Wait, no.

“Lei, don’t furrow your brow like that,” her uncle said. “You’re going to make Isaac think you’re scowling at him.”

She was. Deliberately and diligently. For several seconds.

“It’s nice to see you again,” Isaac said. It was by far his most obvious lie of the day.

Kainoa blinked, looking between them. “You two know each other?”

“He’s Alyssa’s brother,” Lei said. “The one Morgan had me pick up from the airport yesterday.”

So she knew. It shouldn’t surprise him, given that Morgan had trusted her enough to collect said brother. Even if she hadn’t ended up being the one he’d driven off with. Isaac didn’t mention that fact in front of Kainoa.

“Oh.” Sorrow immediately replaced sternness. “My condolences. Alyssa was such a wonderful person. She looked out for Lei quite a lot, actually. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Isaac’s stomach churned, and he momentarily forgot about the punishing heat. Not even it could compete against the queasiness he experienced when total strangers showered him in pity. A month’s worth hadn’t built up a tolerance—the opposite, in fact. But Kainoa didn’t deserve a scowl like Lei had thrown at him, so he buried his initial acerbic response.

“Thanks. I’m glad to hear that about her.”

Lei’s scowl finally receded. She went from looking annoyed that he was here to looking uncomfortable. Well, good. It wasn’t like he’d known she worked here. How could he have known that this was her uncle’s shop?

“So, no lessons today?” Isaac asked.

“Already done,” Lei said, and a little of that annoyance flared back up. Then, she squinted. Her eyes took in the same thing Kainoa had. That he looked like he’d splashed water all over his face before coming in. “You okay?”

“Fine. Just hot.”

Lei cocked her head to the side, looking at him. She said nothing, however. Next, she turned her gaze to an electronic thermometer on the wall, which showed how hot it was outside. Eighty-one degrees. That was it?! Impossible. Maybe it was eighty-one degrees in here.

Has to be broken, Isaac thought. He lived for days that were that warm. He was literally from a place that averaged that temperature in November! Eighty-one degrees was a paltry thing. It couldn’t do this to him.

“You really should sit down,” Kainoa said. “If need be, we can contact that clinic you just left. Morgan’s, I assume?”

“Could go cool off in our freezer,” Lei said, thumbing toward the area she’d just emerged from. “Feels nice in there. I would know.” She turned to her uncle. “By the way, we’re running low on macadamia nut, mango, vanilla, and pineapple.”

Even then, he remained under her scrutiny. Side-eyeing him like he was about to reach over the glass and steal something, there was something there. Something Isaac, suffering from his heatstroke-but-not, failed to focus on.

He failed to focus on anything, suffering as he did from—

And just like that, the unbearable heat receded. Like when a cartoon character who was on fire belly-flopped into a snowdrift, the burning sensation turned off immediately—and without a cloud of steam rising from a body-shaped hole. The sweltering pain, sticking beads of sweat to his skin, vanished in an instant. Isaac nearly spasmed from shock. The sweat on his body remained, so he knew it wasn’t psychosomatic.

What… the… hell?

It was as if he’d experienced some sort of magic trick, convinced by a hypnotist that he was bathing in lava. But no longer. With each passing second, things felt as they should in an ice cream shop, skin now accepting the environment he stood in.

All at once, he felt better. Fine. His discomfort was a memory, impossible though that seemed. It felt fine here. How could he think he had been hot?

Beyond confused, Isaac licked his lips. The ice cream cup in his hand left his fingertips and palm chilled. Tentatively, he took another bite. Sweet vanilla turned his tongue and the roof of his mouth cold as it melted on the former.

“Thanks for your concern, but I’m fine,” Isaac said, though he felt anything but fine. The bizarre situation—a hot flash by any other name, except he wasn’t a woman entering menopause—left him perplexed and unsettled.

Before either Kainoa or Leilani could say another thing, Isaac fled the shop.

Outside, it was nice. Warm, breezy. A perfect day. The sweat on his face felt like a foreign host upon his body. He dabbed it off with one of the napkins that had come with his ice cream, focused on finishing it quickly, and hurried over to Bone’s Barbecue.

The bizarre heat didn’t return.


Chapter Eleven

Luau

Still unsettled when he returned to Morgan’s clinic, he tried to forget the strange experience as he carried in to-go boxes by the piles. He’d made it back just minutes before noon, and quite a few beautiful women—and one male nurse—were pleased to see him with such gifts. One of them, Emily, helped carry things in. Together, they handed out slathered ribs, pulled pork on buns, and enough French fries to form a makeshift raft.

Signature scents of savory meat and smoky barbecue sauce flooded the clinic’s break room. Aware that he was the clinic’s new, shiny thing, Isaac accepted his fate. He spent far more time chatting than chewing, fielding as many questions as he could. After all, he could weigh in on what Morgan had been like back in the day.

Don’t worry, your highly respectable reputation is safe, Isaac thought, hiding a smile when the questions veered that way. Having stopped mid-chew, Morgan eyed him as he confirmed that she’d always been outgoing and popular, providing a few harmless stories as proof.

Unfortunately, he had to accept a few more condolences from people who hadn’t yet been aware of who he was. It wasn’t surprising in the least that Morgan’s employees knew his sister and had heard what had happened to her and their father. As he’d done at Sweet Sunrise, Isaac suffered through it with as much aplomb as he could manage.

After lunch, but before Morgan’s next patient was due, he caught her by the arm.

“Can I get a checkup?” he asked.

Morgan eyed him suspiciously. “Of what variety?”

Oh, right.

So disturbed by that odd hot flash was he that he didn’t even realize the double entendre of asking this doctor to give him a private checkup.

“A real one. Just want to know if I’m in good health.”

Morgan nodded. “Sure, come on.”

A short time later, Morgan cleared him as a totally healthy individual. That wasn’t surprising, or at least it shouldn’t be. He hadn’t been genuinely sick in years.

All of Morgan’s tests, quick and generic as they were, supported that. So, what the hell had happened to him earlier? And why had it stopped so suddenly? As time separated him from the event, it felt more and more like a hallucination—a fever dream with extra fever on top.

“Should I now say you’re in peak physical condition?” Morgan asked lightly.

“While running your hands up and down my muscles, sure,” Isaac retorted.

Lips curling upward, Morgan’s hand brushed across his shoulder as she opened the door leading back to the hallway. “Fine. Very, very fine.”

A far more normal surge of heat followed.

But nothing else. Wondering if there was a way to replicate what had happened to him, he took a few walks around the clinic during the hours until Morgan’s workday concluded. Nothing. Just the normal feeling of warmth that came from standing outside on a cloudless summer day in Maui. The breeze felt nice, soothing what heat there was.

He couldn’t comprehend what had befallen him. A freak event? If it happened again, he’d seek real medical tests, but for a onetime occurrence? No, he didn’t want to interrupt his second day in Maui by giving Morgan a reason to fret.

“Ready to go?” Morgan asked him at four. Her last patient seen to twenty minutes ago, she’d disappeared into her office to go over a few things on her computer.

Yes, absolutely, yes. Having fended off Emily’s questions about his evening plans for the past hour, he was ready to see Morgan’s home again. Even if he wouldn’t be staying too long.

“Sure am,” he said, smiling at a woman still wearing her lab coat. It was coming home with them, then?

Leaving Iolana to lock up, Morgan brisked through a walkthrough of her clinic—and kindly shooed her remaining employees out the door. Finally, it was their turn.

The car ride went as it should. The AC worked, Isaac’s skin stayed cool, and other than a general sense of wonder about staying at Morgan Reynolds’ home, nothing unusual transpired.

It must have been some freak event, he thought. That was it. Had to be.

And so, he put it out of his mind. That gave him an opportunity to focus on a doctor who looked damn fine in her lab coat.

“You look so good in it,” Isaac said as they climbed out of her car.

Morgan played with the seafoam-green fabric draped over her curvaceous figure, eyes glinting. “I think that’s a pretty popular opinion around these parts. Might explain why I have more male patients than female ones.”

A muscle in Isaac’s temple twitched, and Morgan grinned. Yes, she knew how easy it was to bait him. After seeing how he’d been at the gym, it was pretty clear Isaac had something of a possessive streak.

“How do you think I’d look in only the coat?” Morgan asked as she carried a gym bag full of dirty clothes toward her laundry room—which was more of a closet, though there was enough space to squeeze in with the machines. Maybe if he were smooth enough, she’d deposit more than just them into the washing machine.

“So damn good,” Isaac said, keeping up with her.

“I think so too,” Morgan said, pulling the doors apart. “Maybe I’ll check to see if I can pull it off once I have the house to myself.”

Isaac’s mouth formed a thin line. “You could do it now.”

“I could. I won’t, but I could.”

His glare bounced harmlessly off her. Filling the washer with their gym clothes, she also headed to her bedroom to grab clothes from her hamper, so a grumbling Isaac did the same. He also swapped into a fresh shirt, as the one he had on still carried sweat stains from his bizarre episode earlier in the day.

Curiously, Morgan had done the same thing. Actually, she changed her entire outfit. Gone were today’s work clothes, replaced by… well, an outfit that was basically the same. She still wore her lab coat, taunting him with each sashay of her attractive hips. He glared at her again.

“Do you need the world’s prettiest chauffeur to get you to Wailea?” Morgan asked as she started up the washing machine.

“If you’re okay with me using your car again, I’d like to be a big boy,” Isaac said dryly.

“Hmm. Well, I suppose that’s fine by me, so long as you don’t do anything reckless.”

“I don’t really drink,” Isaac said. “And I’m definitely not planning to do it tonight. So, if that’s your worry, I’ll be fine.”

Morgan beckoned him after her as she sauntered to the plush behemoth in her living room. Sinking down, Morgan tossed him a pillow as he joined her.

“Having been alcoholic… adjacent for some of the past month, good. I don’t mind if you use my car. You’re always welcome to take it out.”

“I appreciate that.”

After flipping on her TV, Morgan pursed her lips, eyes wandering away from the programming. Toward him. Before he could grow suspicious enough to worry, she acted. Rotating onto her back, she stretched her legs across the couch. Across the person sitting on said couch, too. Without asking if he minded, her calves took up residence on his lap.

Well, he didn’t mind. Far from it. Sensing the opportunity that Morgan had literally dropped into his lap, he focused on what to do. If he was okay with this, then what might she be fine with? Time to find out.

While half-watching the nature documentary that Morgan settled on, he placed a palm on her shin. She said nothing. So, he added another. No complaints, no attempt to shake him off.

One hand skirted up her leg, stopping short of her knee. The other shifted around her leg, feeling an impressively toned calf muscle, its twin.

“This’ll be your first luau, right?” Morgan asked, eyes on the TV.

“Yep. Have you been to any since you moved here?”

“A few. They’re fun and memorable. I’m sure Adria’s presence will make it even more so.”

He didn’t doubt that. Instead, he mostly wondered if he should broach the topic of his and Adria’s relationship—and where tonight might take things. At the same time, did he need to? He’d already shared most of the sordid details with Morgan. In response, nothing. Not even a casual remark to dissuade him from continuing to pursue her. She didn’t like the idea of him messing around with Emily, but she was fine if it was Adria?

Sure, only one of those women had an engagement ring on, and yeah, Adria didn’t work for Morgan. Was that why Morgan seemed okay with him and Adria fooling around?

Ultimately, he didn’t ask. Maybe he would on another night, but not this one. For the hour he spent on that couch with her, Morgan had every opportunity to bring the topic up. She never did. Not as he slid his hands along her legs, not as she idly rubbed the back of one calf over the erection that he eventually sprouted, and not when it was time for him to head out.

Morgan didn’t stop him. Instead, she helped him.

“I’ll be right back,” she said, launching herself off the couch.

Isaac could do nothing but watch as she vanished into her bedroom. No way. No way she was about to return with condoms, right? That—

That wasn’t what Morgan returned with, but Isaac wasn’t so far off as to deserve ridicule. In effect, what Morgan offered him should increase the likelihood of needing condoms.

“Tada,” she pronounced, swinging her arms around. A bottle of cologne—men’s cologne—stood upon each palm.

Mouth tugging to one side, Isaac stared at the bottles. One was half-full. So then…

“No, I don’t wear men’s cologne,” Morgan laughed. “But you do, don’t you? I’ve only got two options, but they’re both pretty solid.”

“Yeah, but why do you have any options?”

“Stole ‘em. Well, kind of. More like I just never gave them back to their original owner, who was a piece of work and left them here.”

Isaac raised his eyes. “These belong to one of your exes?”

“Sure did,” Morgan stressed. “Now they belong to me. Have for over two years. They felt too expensive to toss.” She shrugged. “Are you going to get weird about this, or are you going to give Adria one more good reason to snuggle up against you?”

Frowning, Isaac examined the bottles. Well, if Morgan liked the scents… there was that. But then, why would he want her to think of another guy when she smelled him?

Well, I guess Adria wouldn’t have that issue, he thought.

“How old are those? Are you sure they’re even good?”

Morgan opened her mouth, then shut it. Turning around the bottles, she squinted at their expiration dates.

“Nope, both are still good. So, do you want them? Hand-me-downs or not, they’re good colognes. I certainly like them.”

Knowing he needed to get going, Isaac decided two things about the two bottles. Yes, he would wear some cologne to the luau. The woodier, spicier one, which Morgan seconded as the superior one. But also, he was going to get himself his own cologne—and soon. His own scent, one that Morgan would love even more.

“Yes, thanks, Morgan,” he said, accepting both bottles. They were gifts. With baggage attached that he didn’t love, but still gifts. He could make himself see them in that way.

“Yeah, that’s good,” she said once he’d sprayed his wrists and neck with some of the half-full bottle. Grinning, she handed over her car’s fob. “Adria’s a lucky girl.”

Left wholly bemused by the past five minutes, Isaac took the fob. Next came his longest solo drive yet. It still wasn’t very far.

As Morgan lived on the southern edge of Kihei, and the Wailea Golden Shores Resort was the northernmost resort in Wailea, that left about a mile and a half between the two. Even amid the evening “traffic,” Isaac made it there in under ten minutes.

He found Adria’s resort at the end of a short corridor of banyan trees and leafy ferns. They surrounded him, blocking light, drawing his eyes toward the verdant tunnel’s end, where bright blue skies and open space awaited. With his window down, the scent of saltwater intensified as he progressed into a world of lavish relaxation.

The enormous resort waiting for him covered as much ground as a city block. More, actually. Turning into a roundabout that was plainly designed to give him a sense of awe-inspiring scale, he skirted a central plot of grass where enormous palm trees sprouted around an abstract sculpture that might have represented waves or the wind. The roundabout carried him toward a gazebo on the far side, where new arrivals could sit in the shade as friendly bellhops took care of their luggage.

Past the gazebo was an overlook, a place with couches and chairs for admiring a sunset from up high, with stairs for those who wanted to head down to walk alongside the ocean.

A six-story titan of a hotel vaulted into the sky on his right. Some of the rooms’ balconies faced the roundabout area. Probably those rooms Adria had mentioned as costing only eight hundred dollars a night. He wondered how pricey the ones overlooking the ocean got.

Directly left of the gazebo stood a single-story building, long as any he’d ever seen. For hundreds of feet, until a second hotel tower stopped it, it stretched across the resort grounds like a fallen log. He assumed it would house a bunch of the resort’s amenities, maybe some unique suites for those who didn’t want to hear footsteps on their ceiling.

Alright, Isaac thought as he circled toward a help desk set up at the gazebo’s beginning. A woman stood behind it. Let’s see if your advice works, Adria.

Stopping beside her, Isaac leaned out and smiled. “Hi, I’m here for the luau. Adria said I should name-drop her.”

“Isaac?” the woman asked.

He nodded.

The woman looked him over for a second, then one corner of her mouth curved upward. “Right. You’ll actually want to reverse a little, then hook onto the road that leads to Mau’u Tower—that one on your right. Go all the way down, ignoring the guest parking areas, and you’ll hit an employee parking lot. After that, you can come back here, then head down the steps to the walking path. And then just follow it south until you hit where we hold our luaus.”

“Thanks,” Isaac said.

“Sure. Adria’s always helping out. Treat her good. And compliment her hair, not just her eyes and ass. Every guy compliments her eyes and ass.”

Isaac lifted an eyebrow, but the woman was already waving for him to back up. However, he did as she said—and would continue taking her advice when he met up with Adria. In his experience, the right time to listen to a woman’s advice about another woman was just about every time.

After finding the aforementioned parking lot, he put his car—a really fucking nice car—beside ones that were of a more working-class variety. It was a little like sticking a martini next to a fast-food meal and hoping no one noticed the incongruity. There were a few nicer cars here, maybe those of managers, but Isaac intentionally stayed as far from those as he could. If anyone might threaten his plans, it would be some nosy middle manager.

Returning to the centralized area, the woman at the help desk pointed toward the nearest set of steps. Smiling, her eyes lingered on him until he disappeared from view.

Her interest was a curious but expected phenomenon. He’d experienced it before. During the times he’d had a girlfriend, other women seemed a little more interested in him than when he was single. Once or twice, it had resulted in women previously uninterested in dating him giving him a second review—a more positive one, usually—when they learned he was in a relationship. People could be weird.

As the adage went, the best way to get a job was to have one already. You could apply that concept to a lot of things in life.

The path he stepped onto flanked the ocean, separated by a narrow stretch of trimmed grass that bled into barriers of volcanic rock. Waves lapped into it, white surf rebuffed time and time again.

Most of the people on this path headed in the same direction as him, toward the luau at the southern end of the resort. As he walked, he saw couples holding hands, fathers with children on their shoulders, and a few resort employees. Some turned off the path toward a gargantuan pool complex that stretched nearly as long as the single-story building directly behind it.

Technically, there was only a single pool. Although the enormous area appeared to have five or six unique swimming pools of varying shapes, lengths, and depths, traversable waterways linked everything together. You never had to set your feet on dry land to move between them. A good seventy or eighty guests entertained themselves here, lounging, swimming, or visiting one of several tiki bars to get a colorful drink.

He passed this area, then passed a restaurant attached to the end of the single-story complex, and then came upon another, albeit smaller, pool area. Its claim to fame was a curling, tropical-themed slide that deposited gleeful children into the drink. By the time he stood beside the second hotel tower, he spotted where the resort held its luaus.

Either by clever scouting or, more likely, manmade interference, the entire area formed a level bluff that overlooked the ocean fifteen feet below. A terrace two feet high—definitely manmade—ringed the outer edge like a neck pillow.

Designed for sizeable crowds, he counted at least thirty tables in the middle of the grounds, the last of which were receiving their silverware as he walked up. Having made good time on the drive, he was a little early. Enough so that resort employees currently outnumbered guests.

Almost all among the former were of Hawaiian descent. The woman who’d helped him at the roundabout hadn’t been, nor most of those he’d seen on the walk down. Here, however, there was an intentional effort to keep things as “native” as possible. That included the band setting up to play in a side section of the taller terrace area.

Scanning the area, Isaac sought an oddity. In that she wasn’t Hawaiian, in that she was too beautiful to miss. Hadn’t Adria mentioned that she’d be bartending tonight?

Well, there were two bars that he could see. Adorned in flowers and hanging vines, the closest looked like it had been airlifted from one of the tiki-themed bars he’d seen at the pool. A team of three manned this one, all dressed in neat black uniforms. Liquor swirled, ice clinked, and slices of fruit adorned glass rims as they made drinks for early arriving guests who wanted to get a head start on chasing a pleasant buzz.

The other stood beyond the tables, within tossing distance of the band. This one’s counter ringed several cabinets of spirits at its center. Two women worked this one, setting things up, with no customers yet to serve.

Recognizing one, he smiled immediately.

However, he didn’t rush right over. There was one more hurdle for him to get past. Just off to the side of where the path led guests in, he spotted it: the sign-in table.

According to Adria, these things filled up quick—and almost always all the way. Even this one, which fell on a weekday, usually hit capacity. No wonder the place could charge over two hundred dollars per adult.

Now came the part where he truly tested if Adria was capable of “getting him in.” He was here, but it wouldn’t take much to get him out. As he watched, a family of four received wristbands from one of the three Hawaiian women sitting behind the long wooden table.

Doing his best to seem like belonged to everyone else, though these women would know the truth, he approached. Going off nothing other than vibes, he picked the leftmost one.

“Aloha,” she said with a dazzling smile. “Welcome to the Wailea Golden Shores Luau.”

She and the other two women here didn’t wear the black uniforms that the bartenders and other staff members did. Instead, they wore matching traditional Hawaiian dresses, each with their left shoulder bare. They wore their hair in twisted buns, and a bright white-orange flower above their right ears contrasted their sleek black locks.

“Thanks,” Isaac said. “I’m Isaac. Adria’s… friend.”

As soon as he said it, the other two women at the table glanced toward him. Sly smiles followed. The woman in front of him handed over a wristband, smiling in the same way.

“She’s been talking about you all day,” she said. “It’s good you showed up early. Things won’t get too busy for a little longer, so you can chat with her a little before she’s swamped for an hour or so. Also, be aware that you don’t actually have a table assigned to you, so maybe stay around the bars as much as you can when the food is being brought out.”

“Thanks for the advice,” Isaac said, collecting the wristband. Fitting it on, now he fitted in. Theoretically. So long as there wasn’t a traitor in the ranks, he should make it through the luau undetected.

With Adria still unaware of his presence, Isaac tried to get to the bar before that changed. He nearly made it, but a different kind of traitor did him in. The other bartender tapped her on the shoulder, then pointed him out, her mouth moving in what Isaac assumed was some variation of the following question.

“Hey, is that him?”

Adria turned her eyes, eyes worthy of every compliment he could pour from his mouth, in his direction. As vibrant a smile as he could handle lit her face.

With his stealth attempt thwarted by Adria’s well-meaning colleague, Isaac accepted that incredible smile as a worthy consolation prize and hurried to the bar. And everything else that came with it.

Black looked good on Adria. Sure, just about everything looked good on her, but the uniform was especially flattering for someone with her voluptuousness. The button-down stayed tight across her body, on the cusp of being truly formfitting. Her breasts were prominent under it, as were the sweeping curves of her sides. The pants did what almost every set of pants would do for her, which was show off why so many people thought to compliment her butt. She wore only a single accent of color: a red tie.

“Suit me?” she asked, stepping back to give him a good view from head to toe.

"I suppose I can forgive how pricey admission is if these are the kinds of sights they're promising."

Adria snorted but smiled. “I’m just the complimentary hors d’oeuvre.”

Isaac shook his head. “Not for me. You’re the only reason I’m here. I’m not here for the food, music, dancing, or anything else. Not even sure if I’ll be able to give them any attention tonight.”

Looking rather pleased by his compliment, Adria leaned far enough over the counter to peck him on the lips. As she did so, she breathed in. Her smile expanded, and that alone made the cologne worth it.

“You should. This is quite the show. Everyone works really hard to make this luau one of the best on the islands.”

“Just don’t distract me with too many sordid stares and flips of that sleek hair of yours, and I suppose I can glance at it here and there.”

Adria’s smile reached new heights of luminosity, though the real tell was how she reached back to feel the end of her ponytail. All the female bartenders he saw had them, so he assumed it was part of their uniform. He could also only spare them a glance. Adria was a bonfire beside dying candles in comparison. Isaac’s heart did a few flips as she beamed at him.

“Gotta do right by my Spanish heritage,” Adria said. “I have a grandmother who was a hairstylist for forty-five years. A judgmental one.”

“Well, I’d give you a perfect ten,” Isaac said.

“Ah, but you’re heavily biased by what we did yesterday.”

“Is your grandmother not biased in your favor?”

“I suppose.” Adria grinned, reminiscing. “Unless it comes to my weight. I am somehow always too thin whenever she sees me, so she practically shovels food down my throat whenever I visit. She’s an enemy to these nice curves I’ve worked so hard to cultivate.”

“I see we wouldn’t be able to get along, then,” Isaac said, happily admiring said curves.

“Oh, you’d be too thin, too. I think she’d only be happy if I introduced a big, beefy Samoan to her.”

“Yeah, I can’t see myself ever sizing up quite that large. Too much time swimming.”

“That’s good, because I happen to like your size quite a lot.” Adria pointedly dropped her eyes.

“In case you’re forgetting how things played out yesterday, you were the only one who took any clothes off, Adria.”

A light flashed in her verdant eyes as she shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. I was just imagining that you had a nice, big dick.”

Isaac nearly said the words that she’d guided him toward, but two guests chose that moment to approach the bar. He supposed he could only monopolize the most gorgeous bartender anyone had ever seen for so long.

“Your imagination’s right on the money,” Isaac said as Adria sidled over to take one of their orders.

“Thought so,” she said. “That’s a show I wouldn’t mind giving my full attention.”

Isaac swallowed dryly, discovering his own thirst right then and there. But he waited his turn, watching as Adria threw together a martini for the woman across from her. Finishing before Adria, her colleague spotted his raised hand and slid over. One Shirley Temple later, Isaac relieved his thirst. While Adria stirred her guest’s martini, he and the woman chatted lightly—until Adria playfully made her presence known by bumping her with her hip.

“Yeah, yeah,” Adria’s colleague said, flicking Adria on the back as she returned to her spot.

“So, how has your second day of paradise treated you so far?” Adria asked.

“Pretty well,” Isaac said. “Started the day with a visit to the gym.”

“If you’re not careful, Morgan will get you into Pilates. She did it to me.”

Having only a passing knowledge of it, the idea of sharing a class with Morgan and Adria was the exact opposite of a deterrent. “Would that be so bad, having me in the same class as you?”

“If I go, it’s only on the weekends. Depends on my schedule.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. I also saw her clinic and hung out there for most of the day. Got to meet her employees and the other doctor who owns it with her. That was pretty much it.”

Actually, no, it wasn’t. There’d been someone else he’d unexpectedly come across.

Before he could bring Leilani up, Adria and the other bartender, who was midway through the process of making a Mai Tai for a balding, big-bellied guest who looked straight out of Lilo and Stitch, shared a look.

“What?” he asked.

“Was Emily there?”

“Oh. Yeah, she was. I actually met her last night. She and Kalani were at The Plate, too. Morgan explained her, uh, situation. That… messiness isn’t really my kind of thing.”

Adria showed her approval with a nod, then began drifting over to another guest who wanted a drink made. “Wise beyond your years. You’ll get to save a lot of time that would otherwise go to cleaning up vomit off your lap and seats if you avoid letting her drag you out for a ‘night of fun.’ Keep that in mind when she asks.”

“So, does she do that with everyone?” he asked once Adria was back in front of him. “Just Gatling guns invitations like that to any guy she meets?”

“Not any guy, but you’re her type.”

Isaac raised an eyebrow. “What type is that?”

Adria smirked. “Well, my type, of course.”

With a steady influx of guests arriving, many in search of their first drink of the night, Isaac had to wait to mention his unexpected encounter with the unfriendliest person he’d so far met in Maui. While Adria handled guest after guest, the band took to the terrace. Jovial, slow-strummed Hawaiian tunes drifted over the luau grounds.

By now, a good forty people had arrived. Those who didn’t charge the bars mingled near their tables, chatting and laughing with other guests. Their kids scurried toward a table where they could get fake tattoos on their arms. And yeah, some employees passed out leis.

One such offer came his way, and as it seemed like very few people were declining, Isaac accepted his third flower necklace in just two days. Unless he met a third beautiful woman to give this one to, he supposed it was his to keep.

“Speaking of,” Isaac said, gesturing at his newest lei, “I had a pretty surprising run-in with someone when I was getting ice cream earlier today.”

“See her giving her uncle a hand?” Adria asked, chuckling. “I bet she hated that.”

“Oh, I think she did. I also think she’ll be unhappy to know that I really liked her uncle’s ice cream and want to go back.”

“Well, she only helps sometimes, so you can just peek through the windows and see if it’s safe to go in.”

“Unless she’s back in the freezer again. That’s how it happened this time. I ordered and everything, and then out she came, apron-clad and scowling away.”

“Lei? Scowling? No!”

In ten minutes, not one table was without its family—and for how much attending this event cost, no surprise there. Fortunately, there were a few empty chairs among them, so any nosey employees unaware of Adria’s scheme might assume he belonged to one but was just too thirsty to go sit down. For the bartender, not the spirits she provided.

Soon afterward, one of the band’s singers began welcoming the guests to the resort’s famous luau while gently strumming his guitar. He introduced himself and his bandmates, offered a few well-received jokes, and provided the context for what was happening in an area just off to the side of his raised platform—between him and Adria’s bar. It involved dinner, so everyone paid attention.

As explained by the lead singer, who guided all eyes to a pair of shirtless Hawaiian men wearing traditional lavalava skirts, topknots, and headbands, this was the imu ceremony, a traditional way of feeding entire villages in times long past. The two men approached a wide pit surrounded by gray bricks. In the center sat a rectangular cover of wood, cloth, and dried leaves, which the two men moved aside for the first time in hours.

That revealed a whole pig, slowly cooked by steam on hot coals for the better part of the afternoon. Red from all the heat it had soaked in during the day, the two men lifted it and the netting under it, then deposited it onto a slab that they’d carried out with them. Hefting it, they took the scenic route through the crowd, letting the guests see—and smell—dinner’s main course.

Once on their way to the kitchens, the lead singer promised a solution to hungry bellies would sit before them before too long. Next, he pointed out a few areas where kids could try some arts and crafts with the same three women who’d been checking people in earlier, and then the music returned.

“Gonna get in on that?” Adria asked, nodding toward the crafts table.

“Would you believe that my only B was in art class?” Isaac asked.

Adria snorted and shooed him away. He didn’t listen. Given a few minutes to flirt before their next interruption, when he begrudgingly let Adria get back to her actual job, Isaac spent most of that time smiling.

When dinner arrived, an army presented it. Thirty tables, sixty servers. Too many for every single one to be Hawaiian, but the synchronization at work quashed any room for complaint.

In a well-rehearsed tide of neatly dressed men and women carrying enormous platters laden with food, they glided in pairs to their assigned table, providing it with a small feast of fresh vegetables, salad, rice, rolls, and pork. Placed onto wooden turntables at the center of each table, guests wielding tongs, forks, and spoons soon scooped away at the generous servings, piling their plates high. Before the night was up, an army at half this one’s strength would deliver the desserts.

Everyone got something. Everyone who’d paid, anyway. Oh, well, what could he do? Him? Nothing. But Adria was a woman with a plan.

“Go around back,” she said. “Trust me.”

Wandering around the bar, he let the tall shelves of liquor hide him from view. If he wanted, there was an area that would hide him from anyone’s view, but he wanted to see some of the show, so he stayed in sight of the band.

Adria arrived a short time later, having left her partner to handle any dinnertime requests. Carrying a full plate of food, too.

“We always get some, but we’re supposed to duck away and hide while we eat,” Adria said, setting the plate down between them. “Can’t break the illusion.”

“That you’re human beings who need to eat?”

Adria chuckled. “Yeah, something like that. But hey, things will stay slow for a while, so we can hang out here for a bit. It’s our first intermission.”

She curled her forefinger, and Isaac gladly leaned over the counter and kissed the woman who’d brought him some food. The way to a man’s heart was food and all, or however that went.

“The next big one comes at the end, when the fire dancers go up. No one ever leaves their seats once the main event is underway.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, should I want to drag you off somewhere private later.”

Adria’s emerald eyes glinted. So, they were of similar minds. Isaac’s heart skipped a beat.

Safe from prying eyes, they picked at their meal with shared utensils. Unsurprisingly, the food was as good as any he’d so far eaten in Maui. When the event was dinner and a show, you rarely skimped on either of those two things.

As the band set the mood for a relaxing, pleasant dinner, evening tiptoed toward night. A breeze that was nearly as flirtatious as Adria tickled his skin, cooling all the places where Adria’s fingertips left him warm. Never satiated for very long, she bent her finger again and again. Each time, Isaac was all too happy to lean across the counter and kiss her.

Once they’d picked the plate clean, they pivoted back to the other side of the bar. Just in case a manager noticed a missing bartender.

Over the next hour, Isaac and the other guests witnessed various dance performances. Hula dancing, of course, though of a variety that was drastically better than when your drunk aunt started wanting to swing her hips around at a family gathering.

The post-dinner show began with a quick introduction from the lead singer about how varied hula dancing could be. While strumming their ukuleles and guitars, he and his band showed off a few beginner-level concepts, inviting everyone to dance along.

“I’m good,” Isaac said, aware of the impish grin pointed at him.

“Come on, I’m right here. I can give you one-on-one guidance.”

“Tempting. Almost tempting enough.”

Crossing her arms and puffing out a cheek, Adria swayed in motion to the relaxing rhythm sifting through the air. Even while pouting, she danced well.

Announcing that he’d be turning things over to the “professionals,” the lead singer extended his arm toward a set of three women who’d played several parts tonight. Done signing people in, done handling arts and crafts, the trio now showed off an intermediate form of hula dancing. Flowers in their hair, long skirts rustling, they flowed like water, arms rising, falling, and connecting as they presented their technique.

“Can you pull that off too?” Isaac asked quietly, glancing toward Adria.

“Of course. I can do almost all the dances you’ll see tonight.”

“Almost all?”

“I’m just a fill-in, so it’s not like I’m present at every rehearsal. I know them all, but I haven’t mastered them all.”

Returning his focus to the hula dancing, it wasn’t long—precisely timed for when the sun vanished and night properly introduced itself—before a more ostentatious set of dancers took to the raised grass terrace. Other employees scurried about lighting tiki torches, setting the area alight with boisterous flames.

“Ah, there are the coconut bikinis,” Isaac noted.

Adria snorted beside him.

Ten dancers, a mix of men and women, climbed onto the terrace. Wearing red and white grass skirts, the men were shirtless, and the women relied on the aforementioned coconut bikini tops to keep the show suitable for all audiences. They did not look terribly comfortable.

All ten dancers wore elaborate headdresses, also red and white, and white leis. A single male dancer, the apparent lead, wore a slightly thicker lei, mixing red and white flowers. He also carried an enormous, flat wooden stick, which was filed to a dull point at one end. Because of this, he was the only dancer not carrying two ʻuliʻuli, handheld gourds filled with beads and topped with red feathers. They reminded Isaac of pom-poms.

The dancing they provided was far more energetic than anything before, with hips slashing the air as the dancers showed what they could do. Chants and whoops joined the music, which now involved more drums and a far faster rhythm.

Isaac tossed a glance toward Adria.

“Yes, this one too,” she confirmed. “If you don’t believe me, go ask around.”

“I do, I do,” Isaac said, then refocused on the dancing.

It went on for minutes, with the dancers showing no signs of slowing down. This was their art form, requiring neither canvas nor brush. They were the art, expressing the countless hours put into a single task through bodies that flowed and bent and swayed.

“It’s impressive,” Isaac admitted.

“That it is,” Adria agreed. “It’s pretty common for kids to attend hula classes. I did. Made a lot of friends doing it growing up. One or two are on that stage right now.”

“Do you wish you could jump up there?” he asked. “Join in and show you’re as good.”

“Mmm, not really. I don’t have an urgent need to perform or anything. Especially not for crowds of tourists. But for the right guy, if he knows the right way to ask…”

“I’ll see if I can’t find the right words,” he promised.

Finishing their dance, the women on stage inclined their heads, staying still long enough to accept well-deserved applause. Isaac and Adria joined in.

“Okay, here comes the big finish—and then the fire dancing is after,” Adria said.

As soon as the terrace was clear, a new group of dancers charged onto it. These wore green and black. The women wore traditional dresses that didn’t cover their shoulders and only fell to their knees. They also carried spears. The men wore what Adria called malo, loincloths with wide strips of cloth for the front and back. Keeping things family-friendly, these were more like long, tight briefs with extra-wide flaps.

Their dance was more forceful, more about sharp, rapid motions than flowing grace. The dancers struck their thighs and shoulders, presenting a warrior’s dance for the audience. The music mimicked that change, almost entirely featuring thunderous drumbeats, like a charging cavalry bearing down on an enemy army. Isaac’s heart matched the fierce cadence, called into action by the drums’ thudding chant.

“Fire dancers are imminent,” Adria whispered after she returned to his side, having finished making her last drink of the night. “Best time for us to move to a second hiding spot I know about.”

“And do what?” Isaac asked, letting her words draw him away from the performance.

“Make a little music of our own?” Adria offered.

Isaac sighed theatrically. “I just can’t say no to you, can I?”

Adria’s reward, a smile to split the clouds of even the worst storm, proved why.

So, Isaac wasn’t around when the same men who’d carted off the cooked pig a while back climbed onto the stage a few minutes later. He didn’t see them light the oil-soaked ends of cloth attached to their batons. Nor the thrilling performance they put on, where flames rent the air and banished all shadow.

Oh well.

His attention followed the stunning woman who maneuvered around to the far side of her bar. Her coy smile drained him of all interest in anything else. It wrapped around his waist like silk, then tugged him forward.

As he drifted after her, Adria’s fellow bartender sighed and complained about all the “good ones” being taken.

A woman with a figure far hotter than flames awaited him. She’d hopped over the bar, standing outside of it for the first time since he’d arrived. That made it easier for Isaac to get his hands on her curvaceous hips, which happened right before they pushed themselves together and reunited their lips.

It was as if they were each other’s medicine. If not taken every day, things would become terminal. So, they kissed as if it was as essential as the air they breathed. Two days in a row. Along with swimming with Morgan, he would gladly make this another routine of his days spent in Maui.

Fires of their own forming where they touched one another, Isaac moved his hands around to Adria’s butt. Squeezing its extraordinary softness through her pants, he almost picked her up and set her on the bar. After that, maybe he could work on the buttons of her shirt—enough of them to give him some time repeating what they’d done in her Jeep yesterday.

However, Adria had another plan in mind. She’d had a plan in mind all day. And now was the right time for her to put it into action. So, she caught his wrists and pulled his hands off her phenomenal ass.

“Come on,” she whispered, tugging him away from the bar, the guests, and the fire dancers.

Like a fey creature—or the Hawaiian equivalent, if such a thing existed in their myths—she guided him away from civilization. Into the darkness, down toward the ocean, then alongside it. Thirty steps, that was all.

Keeping his hand in hers, Adria turned to walk backward. Smiling, she stopped when they stood again on level ground. As far as hidden domains went, fey Adria might need to shop around for a better location. This one left them as exposed as up above, just now in the dark. And down the hill. Less likely to be discovered.

Good enough, Isaac thought. Adria agreed.

“A new night, a new locale, a new activity,” she whispered, pushing in until her lips hovered scant centimeters from his. Her eyes shone with a light she stole from the stars as she sent one of her hands down to his shorts.

The drumbeat’s pounding cadence still reached his ears. That was how he knew his heart raced even faster.

Adria smiled and asked a foolish question. “Not against it, are you?”

“Hardly,” he growled lustily.

“Interesting word choice,” she teased, then sent her hand down to see just how hard he truly was.

Pretty damn hard, and the soft hand that infiltrated his shorts drastically sped the process up. As Adria’s warm fingertips brushed against the side of his cock, Isaac drew in another breath. Adria tilted her head up, eyes brimming with delight. He kissed her again, keeping her pressed close. Meanwhile, she spent the next several seconds measuring him with her fingers.

“A pretty nice haul,” she whispered as their kiss ended.

“The girls back home thought so.”

“The girls here do too.”

Isaac chuckled. “Do you speak for them?”

“Yes, and I’ll be sure to let all my female colleagues know that your dick is nice and big. Will that make you happy?”

“Not as happy as what you’re doing right now.”

Adria grinned. “Right answer.”

Fingers wrapping around his cock, she started with a few playful pumps. Her other hand tugged on his waistband, giving his manhood a bit of breathing room. Her deliriously enjoyable work then began.

Isaac held her close as she jerked him off, heady sensations building within him. At the zenith of each stroke, Adria rubbed her thumb over his cock’s opening, smearing the precum that emerged over his glans, smiling the whole time.

“Now, you just remember to keep this impressive tool a secret from Emily.”

“Is she really that likely to jump me?”

“She is definitively the girl who drunk texts multiple guys looking for some dick at 3 am, yes. You’re new and therefore deemed ‘fresh,’ so she’s going to want her ride.”

“Is that what attracted you to me, too?” he asked lightly. “My freshness?”

Adria snorted and gently dragged her nail along the underside of his cock. “Unlike Emily, I haven’t fucked a random guy in every beach, cove, or trail on the island. So, my interest in you isn’t solely because you’re new meat.”

“Interesting word choice,” Isaac echoed, glancing down at her hands. In their secluded spot, he couldn’t make them out very well, or the object held in one’s warm grasp.

“Intentional word choice,” Adria corrected. “I happen to know what I’m doing.”

It was hard to argue against that. Her hand rushed him toward a state of pure bliss. Much like the music had earlier, she built things up slowly. They had time; the drums still resounded up above. She didn’t need to make him erupt just yet.

“So, no Emily,” Isaac said, looping back. “Anyone else I should watch out for? Just so I know who not to kiss, if I want to keep kissing you.”

“Which you want to do?” Adria asked expectantly.

“Which I really want to do. For the duration of my stay.”

Adria beamed at him. “I’ll hold you to that. A promise in Hawaii is a big deal.”

Isaac kissed her, letting that be the signature that sealed the promise. Yes, she was his medicine. For his very soul. He felt better with each second spent with her, and not just because she knew what she was doing with her hands. Starting from the first moment at the airport, she had nudged him off a path of misery and depression. Bit by bit, but every inch mattered. He didn’t want it to stop. He viewed tonight as the start of something, not a conclusion.

“Now, I’ve got a few coworkers who I might consider Emily-adjacent,” Adria said. I’m sure everyone will bombard me with questions about you after the show, now that they’ve gotten a proper look at you. If you’re not careful, they’ll come after you too. So, better walk to your car quickly after the event’s over.”

Isaac chuckled. The way she said it, he envisioned a horror-style attack from the shadows. However, instead of a killer with a mask and a chainsaw, it’d be a bunch of beautiful women who wanted to put their hands all over him.

“They’d be breaking the coworker code if they did, though,” Adria added. “I very clearly have dibs.” She nodded downward, briefly drawing Isaac’s full focus to how good his cock was feeling.

“Got it,” Isaac said, beginning to lose focus on anything but the all-consuming source of pleasure building within his cock. “No Emily, none of your coworkers.”

“You’ve got it. But if you do fool around with anyone else, I could do with a courtesy hint or two. Just so I don’t bounce over to say hello when I see you out somewhere, only for your date to return as I’m rubbing my butt on your groin.”

“Well,” Isaac said, feeling his cock twitch as he neared his limit, “if you’re promising you’ll do that whenever you see me, then I don’t think I’d even want to go on dates with anyone else.”

Adria’s smile hurled away the shadows—literal and figurative. Thrusting her mouth to his, she pulled his shorts down enough for his cock to spring free. Two hands were usually better than one, and that stayed true here. She stroked him lovingly with her right, affection imbued within soft caresses. The left massaged his glans, teasing him, politely but firmly asking him to hand over what he was hiding. How could he say no? A world of pleasure consumed him.

Pleasure because of those hands, yes, but also the lips staying against his, the passion in Adria’s kiss. Adrenaline too. It became almost as if he could sense that the fire dancing was reaching its conclusion. He could only get a glimpse of dancing shadows high above them, but he imagined the twirling fire sticks were racing as fast as his heart. The drums stayed their course, matching the frenetic energy of an unseen performance down the hill.

“Close?” Adria asked, voice rife with yearning. She inhaled his two distinct scents: of musky sex and spicy cologne.

“Incredibly,” Isaac whispered, clenching his core and thighs to hold out a little longer.

“You meant what you said about only wanting to go on dates with me?”

In the situation they were in, it was impossible for Isaac to think about anyone else. For a brief time, even Morgan faded from his mind. He imagined she’d understand. With his cock thrumming with pleasure in Adria’s hands, Isaac could hardly remember that anyone else existed.

“Just let me know the next night you’re free,” he croaked. Beads of perspiration glittered across his body as he fought to stay sane for just a few… seconds… more.

“I will,” Adria cooed. “Maybe something this weekend. On my night off from these luaus, or early enough in the day that we can get some sun on a beach somewhere. Sound good?”

“Yesss,” Isaac whispered, slamming into his limit. He was going to explode!

Adria’s smile was radiant. Moving swiftly but smoothly, she dropped to her knees, removed her left hand from his cock, and delivered her lips to the tip of his cock. Cocooned in heat, no longer risking making a mess of white on a very black uniform, Isaac’s resistance dissolved in an instant.

He exploded. The pleasure came in, and the heat, stickiness, and a final ragged gasp rushed out.

His hips bucked forward, sliding his cock another couple of inches between a pair of sensual lips. Adria moved her hand down his shaft, allowing it. As he poured his seed into her mouth, she looked up at him, watching his face contort in pleasure. On his side of things, he was mostly just swept away, pushed against on all sides by bliss. He managed a groan that represented how good he was feeling, but that was the extent of what he could manage. Cock twitching as he emptied himself into Adria’s mouth with several potent spurts, he succumbed fully.

He panted in the aftermath, totally spent, throat dry—and air full of salt, no matter how free from pollution, didn’t help. Inhaling in gulps, he shivered as Adria pumped his cock with her hand, drawing out the rest of his cum.

Her lips drew back. Left soaked in saliva, his cock trembled as a breeze trailed by. Wet always meant colder. The swimmer in him remembered that better than almost anything.

Dropping his eyes, which had gone up toward the sky as he climaxed, he found Adria waiting for that moment. Still on her knees, she made it obvious when she swallowed what he’d spilled into her mouth.

A flirtatious smile framed her lips as she stood up, brushing grass off her knees. There might be a few stains on her pants, evidence of something sordid. But with their dark color and it being well into the night now, unless someone really squinted hard at her knees, it should be fine. Besides, Adria had so many other areas worth admiring.

“You gonna put that away, or leave it out? I don’t think we have time for a second round.”

Emerging from his fugue state, Isaac grunted but hurriedly stowed his cock back into his shorts. If he hadn’t, it might have voiced its belief that they should at least check.

But the risk wasn’t worth the reward. This was the kind of thing that got someone fired, so Isaac reined in his libido. Staring at Adria, he sought the right word to describe how amazing she’d made tonight. She could see it all over his face, of course, but he still planned to heap on the compliments.

At long last, it sounded like the fire dancing was through. Applause, the loudest yet, filled the air. Not one of them was as lucky to have witnessed their spectacle as Isaac was to have experienced his.

“Best luau I’ve ever been to,” Isaac said.

Adria cocked an eyebrow. “It’s your first.”

“And will probably always be the best,” Isaac immediately retorted.

Adria’s eyes gleamed. “Well, that remains to be seen, doesn’t it?”

Those compliments had to wait a little longer before they started making Adria beam at him. First, he needed to get back up to the bar and take a long drink to soothe the heat her look incited within him.


Chapter Twelve

His Purpose

Isaac made the drive back to Morgan’s house in a state of remarkable serenity. A successful infiltration, an amazing luau, and a clean getaway—everything had gone right tonight. And nothing said it couldn’t get a little better when he saw Morgan in just a few minutes.

For two days in a row, Maui healed him. Specifically, two women who called Maui home did most of the work, but the food, atmosphere, and spectacles all helped. Amid his unhurried drive back to Ponana Street, his mind lingered on Adria.

She was amazing, and he was several terraces above merely interested in her. No great epiphany there; one of the most beautiful, personable, and considerate people on the island was amazing. Whoa, who would have guessed?

Really, he only needed to wonder if he was treading a dangerous path by getting too interested in her. Now that he was no longer obsessing over how good her hands and lips felt against him, he remembered Morgan—the other woman responsible for his improvements over these past two days.

It was a new crush versus an old one. The old one was still just as potent in his mind, and a single thought of Morgan filled his stomach with butterflies. Things were happening between them, shocking as that was. After pining after her for years, it had taken just one day together. Desire had spilled between the cracks, and his impossible dream didn’t seem so far out of reach any longer.

Last night, she’d been willing to match a bit of what Adria had done earlier in the day. Would she repeat that act tonight? Would she want to hear about the sordid details, hear about his success? What was her role in his and Adria’s relationship? Confidant, proud mentor?

He supposed he’d see how in a few minutes. When he walked through her door, she’d see a man who couldn’t deny how good a time he’d had. Would she roll her eyes, smile, or frown? The last of those seemed unlikely, but people regretted their actions all the time. She’d never texted or called him during the luau, so if she had changed her mind, she was waiting to let him know when he made it back.

And how would Adria feel if she knew about the island’s most beautiful doctor flashing him and letting him feel up her ass? She was worried about Emily, one of Morgan’s employees, but what about the doctor herself?

Sooner than later, Isaac probably needed to figure that out. Otherwise, he might be what was discovered during the next imu ceremony.

Tomorrow, he’d put his mind to the task. Rather than sitting around the clinic all day, a walk around town sounded nice. Stretch his legs, enjoy the weather, think about two incredible women. Yeah, a real hard third day.

Reaching Ponana Street, Isaac prepared himself for whatever expression Morgan would greet him with. He hoped for a positive one. A teasing one, even. He could see it. Hear it, too.

“Home right after it ended? Oh, no, oh, no. How bad did you mess up?”

Letting Morgan prepare her witticisms by raising her garage door, he parked inside and set her car up to charge for the night. Then he pushed his way inside, wondering where he’d find her. Would they go swimming again tonight? Would her bikini top come off again, too?

He found Morgan immediately—right in front of him, in fact. Sitting at her kitchen island, so… a late dinner? No, not that. Instead of leftovers, a charcuterie board sat before her, a glass of wine beside it. Immediately, Isaac frowned, worrying that something was wrong—that something had shoved her back to those bad weeks she’d mentioned. But then, she’d had a drink when they’d gone out last night. She hadn’t gone overboard then.

Based on how full the wine bottle next to the glass still was, that held true tonight. As he walked in, Morgan cast clear, lucid eyes toward him. A warm smile drew him closer.

“So,” she asked, patting the tall, swiveling stool beside hers, “how was it?”

Isaac took it, unable to withhold his grin.

“That good, huh? The fire dancing is my favorite part. Was it your favorite, too?”

Deciding that he would test the waters, he shook his head. “Admittedly, I missed out on seeing the fire dancing. All of it, unfortunately.”

Morgan’s amusement didn’t dwindle. She took a sip of wine, eyeing him. “That’s a shame. That guy I told you about yesterday, the one who pulled that shaved ice stunt? He’s one of the fire dancers there. I figured you two might have psychically connected because of your shared brain cells and hit it off, or something.”

Isaac immediately flattened his smile, which only made Morgan’s grow.

“What, you can come in here, into my home, and brag about your current escapades, but if I even mention a guy I went out on two dates with three years ago, you get irritated? How’s that fair?”

Well, damn, Isaac thought, unable to come up with a good defense.

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” Morgan said, waving a permissive hand toward the cheeses arrayed on the board. She waited for him to select a piece before continuing. “I’ll even say I’m glad that Adria—assuming you treated her right—had a good time. After all, I’m nothing if not magnanimous when it comes to my late best friend’s younger brother’s blazingly fast love life.”

“That’s a mouthful,” he noted.

“So it is,” Morgan said, popping a morsel of cheese into her mouth.

“But don’t worry, we haven’t made plans to move in together just yet. So, you get to keep me here a while longer.”

Morgan eyed him, amusement flickering in her eyes—green thanks to dim kitchen lighting. “And I was just thinking about what I’d turn your bedroom into once you finally moved out.”

“You’ll have to wait a little longer.”

Morgan sipped her wine, eyes taking on a different cast. “You won’t.”

For a second, Isaac misread her intentions. For a second, he thought she was outright inviting him to abandon his bedroom and come to hers. It nearly transformed his spine into soup, causing him to fall into a puddle on the ground.

“W-What?” he croaked, knowing he shouldn’t read so much into just two words.

“Doctor Grantham messaged me while you were enjoying yourself tonight,” Morgan said, unintentionally freezing rather than melting him. “He’s managed to get ahead of his schedule. He’ll be back in Maui by tomorrow evening.”

Realizing that he had completely forgotten about the man behind his reason for visiting Maui, Isaac managed a single response to Morgan’s reveal.

Oh.


Chapter Thirteen

Dwindling Patience

The natural sense of calm that had settled upon him during the previous two days was unsurprisingly absent when Isaac woke up the following morning. Instead, he waged a war with anxiety and impatience. Answers. They were finally coming. Would he soon regret chasing them?

His sister’s letter entered his thoughts during the morning swim he shared with Morgan. Her wish for him to stay far away from such answers, but also her mention that he could trust Morgan. So far, he hadn’t pushed her much, but that would change if Raymond Grantham failed to provide the answers Isaac was looking for. One way or another, whether it led to misery or relief, he would learn what his father and sister had been doing—and maybe died doing—for all these years.

He just needed to be a little more patient. A morning, an afternoon, and some of an evening. According to Morgan, Doctor Grantham was due to arrive back in Maui late—in the evening at the earliest. So, the plan was to drive up to Kahului after Morgan got off work, then meet the man with all the answers.

As such, Isaac needed to survive another idyllic day in one of the most sought-after vacation spots on the entire planet. What a monumental task.

Yet, it was. Though he shouldn’t have put aside his plans to get out and see more of Kihei and Wailea during the day, that was what he did. And so, a day that was a lot like the days before he’d come to Maui followed.

First, he decided not to revisit Morgan’s clinic. Instead, he planned to stick around her house for the day. Sore from yesterday’s workout, his muscles approved of a day spent recuperating, even if that wasn’t the motive behind his plans—or lack thereof.

Though she must have recognized his signs of melancholy, she didn’t force him to change his plans. That didn’t keep her from asking a few helpful questions, however.

“Are you going to see if Adria’s available?” Morgan asked after she’d dressed for work. “I don’t mind her coming over.”

“I don’t think so,” Isaac said. “Not today, at least.”

He could see that Morgan had more to say, but he was glad when she didn’t. Wearing a troubled smile, she drew him into a long hug—and that briefly soothed the maelstrom roiling within his equally troubled thoughts.

“I’ll text you in between patients. If I get any updates, I’ll send those over too.”

Isaac nodded. “Thanks, Morgan. I’ll see you once you’re back.”

She wavered for a moment, hand on the door to her garage. But no, she needed to go. She had responsibilities elsewhere, and they forced her to make her garage door rise, then fall.

Just so, Isaac found himself alone. Once more. It was so familiar by now, even if the scenery was different. So, what did he do now?

A bit of everything. He plopped onto the couch, idly scrolling through Morgan’s streaming apps for a distraction. He managed bite-sized morsels out of three different shows, but ultimately lost interest each time. Then came thirty minutes of staring blankly at the ceiling. That was all, though. Not that. Not again.

To resist falling back into that miserable hobby, he forced himself outdoors, hoping that another balmy day might keep his listlessness at bay. At the very least, cloud gazing was a step up from ceiling staring.

He didn’t suffer another bizarre heat attack, so he hung around out back for an hour or so. No additional swimming, no soak in the hot tub—two things that might have worked. Instead, he scrolled through his phone, which he knew was counterproductive to the whole meditative process. His discipline pooled around him like his shadow, incorporeal and useless.

By noon, he found himself strewn out on the couch again, playing one game on his Switch, then another, then another. Like with the TV, he couldn’t make himself stick with anything. Every fifteen to twenty minutes, every distraction lost its efficacy.

Is that true? a voice in his mind challenged. Or are you avoiding the solution to your gloom?

He sure was. That phone he kept messing with? The answer was there. Maybe she was busy, but maybe she wasn’t. Until he asked, how could he know?

He wouldn’t deny that Adira could swat away the dreary cobwebs that were becoming thick as forest vines in his mind. Her smile, her charm, that body, she was like a cleansing wind to a foul odor—to a foul mood, in this instance. She’d proven she could keep the darkness at bay. Better than sunlight, more relaxing than a day at the beach.

He knew, and that was partly why he didn’t check whether she was free to meet up. Today, he was a wretch. Much like the one she’d picked up from the airport, but worse. Squeezed even deeper into its crevice. She still might have been able to yank him free with her bewitching smile and whatever plans she came up with, but he didn’t want to flip that coin. Not today.

There was a single benefit to being so glum. If all distractions failed, then there were two options. Mope all day or mope most of the day—and be productive for a little while. Summoning all his willpower, Isaac chose the latter.

Tonight, he would get answers. No matter how they hurt, he would have them all. However, some of those answers might require the right question. So, Isaac weaponized his misery into something useful.

What questions would he ask? Having next to no clue about what Alyssa and his father had been up to for all these years, he could only try to cover his bases. Contingences. Contingencies on top of contingencies.

Whether this was a private venture or somehow government-funded, whether this was civil, military, or fucking extraterrestrial, he lined up all his ducks in a row. He didn’t get a pen and paper out to go full noir detective, but he thoroughly filed his many questions into their proper rows.

But of course, he finished even that too early. It was barely pushing 2:15 by the time that he’d completed his exhaustive list of questions, forcing him to come up with something—again—to fill his schedule. Two more hours. Isaac smothered a groan.

He fiddled away fifteen minutes by finally eating lunch, then another ten agonizingly slow ones just sitting there. No! No, no, no! Shoving himself to his feet, Isaac set his jaw. Realizing that this house, nice as it was, meant little to him without Morgan in it, Isaac finally picked a path.

Literally. His answer was to go for a walk. As long a walk as he could stomach. It was time to listen to everyone’s advice and look around on his own.

Stuffing more ice than liquid into a water bottle, he set his feet on Morgan’s driveway. Taking a deep breath, Isaac turned on the part of his brain that enjoyed analyzing things and pretended to be a good forty years older than he was.

First, he walked down Ponana Street. If he ended up staying in Maui like Morgan assumed, these would be his neighbors, and this would be his neighborhood. Assuming Morgan continued putting him up with him, of course.

Before leaving for work, she’d suggested they go shopping this weekend. What for, if she didn’t think he’d be staying very long? Well, for things that could make his new room cozier, more his own.

Once could be a fluke, but twice? And on the day that he’d finally meet Raymond Grantham? No, it wasn’t a coincidence. Intentionally or not, Morgan signaled her belief that he would not be heading home anytime soon.

So, he let his new neighborhood introduce itself to him. Sure, he’d come up the road a few times already, but he was usually more focused on who was in the driver’s seat beside him than on how neat people’s yards were.

Today, he forced himself to show a little interest. First off, his side of the street didn’t have a sidewalk. The other side did. He wasn’t really sure why that was. The front yards on both sides were about the same size. Wider than were deep, even the biggest would make for a poor arena for front-yard football on Thanksgiving.

There was usually a clear separation between each yard: a short wall, a line of palm trees, a partition of hedges. Just about every house possessed a garden. Even Morgan had a simple vegetable garden, which sat in front of the window of the bedroom that Isaac hadn’t chosen. Some gardens were incredibly dense, using every inch of space the owner could shove a flower stem into. Others liked for you to know that there was soil underneath all that color.

Things flattened out two-thirds of the way toward the street’s end, and the yards got a little bigger. Reaching its end, he hooked north onto Wela Street, then took all of twenty steps before turning westward. From there, he was twice that many steps from South Kihei Road, and less than a thousand feet from Keawakapu Beach. Now at sea level, he could no longer see the ocean; a small resort and some condominiums blocked his view.

Still, it was right there, and this would make three days in Maui without having gone to a beach. That had to be some sort of dismal record for a newcomer.

Another day, Isaac told himself, then turned and headed the other way, continuing his mind-numbing task.

By the time Morgan made it home, Isaac could have sketched her neighborhood’s layout from memory. He’d put in at least four miles of walking, much of it uphill. So, his calves didn’t exactly thank him for the alternative he’d picked, but Isaac’s mind did. It had worked. He’d been able to stay focused on his task long enough to avoid descending into misery. And then he’d collapsed.

Long enough for Morgan to find him lying on his back beside her driveway, the back of one hand over his forehead, the other clutching an empty water bottle. Her window came down as she parked beside him, and one of her eyebrows went up.

“I went for a walk,” he explained. “A long one.”

“You’re not suffering from heatstroke, are you?”

“No, that was yesterday.”

He glanced over to find Morgan combining confusion with concern. Not wanting to get into yesterday’s unusual experience, Isaac propped himself up with his elbows.

“I’ll see you inside. Be right in.”

Nodding, Morgan headed into her garage, leaving the door open for Isaac to follow. He did so a couple of minutes later, finding Morgan checking the remaining leftovers.

“Nothing that we can really travel with,” she soon decided. “We’ll stock up in Kahului.”

“Stock up?” Isaac asked.

The stunning woman sent him an apologetic look. “Well… yes. We won’t exactly be meeting Raymond in Kahului.”

Storm clouds immediately gathered over Isaac’s head. “What do you mean? You said he’s flying in this evening.”

“He is,” Morgan said, then sighed. “Raymond is an eccentric sort. In his opinion, it will be best if you’re shown what it is we do. He thinks it will help you understand what our work is.”

“Meaning what, Morgan? When and where am I meeting this man?”

“Still tonight,” Morgan promised. “Where… well, at the place we do our work.”

Isaac frowned, but Morgan stymied subsequent complaints by raising her hand. Another sigh, but a straight answer finally followed. Yet, all it did was create even more questions.

“At the summit of Mount Haleakala.”


Chapter Fourteen

A Little More

Try as he might to yank away her secrets, Morgan clutched them tight. She wouldn’t explain too much more about why they needed to meet Raymond Grantham at Maui’s highest point. All she did was repeat that line about him being eccentric. Eccentric? Isaac had a better word for it.

Infuriating. The trip to Haleakala’s summit took over an hour and a half. During the day. When visibility was good. The drive would be longer at night, and according to Morgan, the plan was for them to reach their destination a little after sunset. This was also rather eccentric—read: infuriating. Most people wanted to be at the top for either sunrise or sunset. Not Raymond Grantham.

In a day of delays, here was one that made zero sense. At least he could spend these stupid hours with Morgan, though her presence was double-edged. She had the answers he wanted. At least some of them.

Grabbing a shower and changing into fresh clothes, Isaac pushed to head for Kahului sooner than later. He’d had enough of Ponana Street for one day.

So, they set out. Not for the airport; no, that would make too much sense. Instead, Morgan did what Adria had done for him in Kihei and Wailea, giving him the lowdown on Maui’s most populated city.

Isaac did all that he could to suppress his growing irritation as Morgan drove them past the golf course in Kahului, followed by the botanical gardens, and then the theater next to it. This wasn’t her fault, and she was doing what she could to occupy him.

He tried to keep that in mind, though he remained acutely aware that they stuck to the west and southern sides of the city. She didn’t take him anywhere near the airport.

“It’s quite possible that Lei is out there,” Morgan said as Kahului Harbor came into sight. Two dozen surfers caught the waves rolling in from the north.

“North side is usually better for it, right?” Isaac asked, forcing himself to keep the conversation alive.

“Generally, yes. If we drove eastward from here, we’d eventually get to Pe’ahi. Or Jaws. That’s its other name.”

“Nasty waves, then?”

“During the winter, if the waves are on, they’re on. It’s one of the most famous surf spots in the world, and it regularly claims the biggest wave of the year. So, you’ll find pros on the water whenever the swells, well, swell. Back in February, Alyssa and I watched Lei surf some gigantic waves. Made me queasy, and I was sure I’d soon be needed as a doctor, not just a spectator.”

Isaac spent a moment looking toward the surfers out in the harbor. The waves pushed through the entrance into the harbor from the bay, and that seemed to be where most of the surfers congregated. Was Lei out there? If she was, was she still scowling, finding the waves too meager for her liking? Or was the ocean the place where she rediscovered the ability to smile, or even just relax a little?

She looked fairly relaxed when you caught her in her uncle’s store, Isaac reminded himself. So, maybe it’s just around you.

That would be unfortunate, but he supposed he couldn’t be every beautiful woman’s favorite guy. Some just wouldn’t be interested in him. Although in Lei’s case, it seemed like she’d disliked him from the word go. Maybe on account of the lei he’d been wearing when they’d first met.

Speaking of being the favorite guy to several women, he finally went through his texts when Morgan turned them toward a good spot to grab dinner. Friends six time zones away, and he knew some of them were only just waking up. He sent responses during the first part of dinner, promising a few that he’d share some photos soon. That was something else he hadn’t really done on this trip. Well, why not start with the huge volcano that he’d soon scale?

Among his messages, two came from exes. One he was still cordial with, so it didn’t raise an eyebrow. Her message was a simple check-in, like so many others. Having known him since middle school, she knew his vaguely stated reason for visiting Maui. He wanted closure.

He couldn’t say the same for Elaine. They hadn’t parted on good terms. Quite the opposite, in fact, given that she’d keyed his car after she’d ended things. Oh, and she’d done that to get ahead of the fact that two of his friends had seen her with her hands down some guy’s pants at a party midway through the semester. How did she even know he was in Maui? Which of his friends had blabbed?

He must have made quite an expression, for Morgan cleared her throat, drawing his attention up from his screen.

“You look like you’ve just discovered that you’re the last one to realize that there’s a second moon in orbit.”

“I figure I’d be a little more incredulous if that were the case. This is just about a text I wasn’t expecting.”

“Oh? Is it from Adria?”

Isaac shook his head. “I wish. This is from someone I dated last year. She cheated, got caught, and then promptly turned my car door into abstract art with her key.”

“Sounds like a real winner,” Morgan remarked.

“Yeah, what I wouldn’t give to have you two swap places,” Isaac said dryly.

Morgan smiled. “So, what does this horrible woman want? Pictures?”

“I think she’s thinking, insane as it sounds, that I might be her ticket to Maui,” Isaac said, re-reading the rambling non-apology, which halfway through shuffled into waxing poetic about how wonderful Maui was and how it was Elaine’s dream to see it someday.

“My. Does she at least get points for boldness?”

“Sure. And then she loses them for having keyed my car.”

Morgan chuckled. “A one-word response might do.”

“Agreed.”

Nah, he texted Elaine, then blocked her. He should have done that ages ago.

Throughout dinner, Morgan must have checked her smartwatch twenty times. Usually, she only glanced at it, found nothing, and feigned innocence. That changed as they were considering ordering dessert.

“I assume he’s landed?” Isaac asked sourly, noting the way Morgan’s eyes lingered on the small piece of tech.

“And will head up shortly,” Morgan confirmed, wearing an odd expression of… reluctance. “So, our time to go is nearly there.”

“This is so bizarre,” Isaac said, sighing. “Effectively, we’re going to spend ninety minutes on this guy’s tail, both of us driving up a dark volcano, all so he can keep up the mystique of what you’re all involved in a little longer. Really, Morgan?”

“It’s not my preferred way of handling this, but he’s in charge… sort of. That’s also a little difficult to explain.”

So, yeah, Isaac once more attempted to avoid becoming annoyed at Morgan's vagueness.

He didn’t have to wait too long, at least. Wanting to give Raymond a fifteen-minute head start, Morgan ordered dessert—but that was her final delaying tactic. A little before 6:30, with the sun plummeting to the west, Isaac looked to the east.

Soaked in red, orange, and gold across one side, like blood, Haleakala dominated the horizon like a brutal gladiator standing above its beaten foe. Now, stoic and towering, it waited for the crowd’s decision about whether it should show its opponent mercy.

You better give me my damn answers, Isaac thought, glaring at the distant volcano.

According to Morgan, they’d hit a town roughly fifteen minutes up—and it would very much be up from here on out—the road from Kahului. That was where they’d stop to grab snacks. Then began Isaac’s first experience driving up a slumbering volcano. A long trip, made longer by Raymond Grantham.

“And… you’re sure you want to learn all this, Isaac?” Morgan asked as they reached her car. “It will change your life. Sure changed mine.”

It may very well have been the stupidest question that a woman of her intelligence ever asked, but Isaac dulled the sharpness of his retort. He met her eyes, saw a growing splinter of concern within them, and nodded.

“It’s why I came here, Morgan. Answers. I want them.”

He didn’t just want them. In order for him to keep going, to keep living, he needed the truth. Adria and Morgan might be the ventilators keeping him alive for now, but only understanding—finally understanding—what was happening on this island would save him. He needed to know.

“Alright,” Morgan said, accepting his resolve. “I’m sorry for asking.”

“It’s fine. Ready?”

She wasn’t. He could see it all over, from the way she nodded so slowly to how she winced as she unlocked her car doors. But she climbed inside all the same.

With twilight’s glow seeping away by the minute, Kahului began turning on its lights. However, Isaac would only see those in the rearview mirror. Making himself physically comfortable beside Morgan, if not mentally, Isaac prepared for a long drive to the top.

To answers. Utterly ridiculous ones.


Chapter Fifteen

Back and Forth

Hours before, when they’d first left Morgan’s house, she’d made sure he grabbed the single pair of sweatpants and hoodie in his suitcase. Ever since, the second of those two things waited in the back seat of her, snuggled up with Morgan’s jacket, a puffy thing that would have the gorgeous woman looking halfway ready to go skiing. But really, what did one expect from a Florida native who had moved to a tropical island? She hardly had a Minnesotan’s built-up resilience to the cold.

Isaac wasn’t much better, though no meager chill would hamper him. They were heading to a location ten thousand feet above sea level. They’d be passing clouds halfway through that journey. It would be cold. That was obvious. He was prepared to shiver a little.

“Let me know if you feel sick or anything,” Morgan said as they headed out of a popular stopover in Pukalani, the town she’d spoken of, laden with more than enough snacks and drinks for their there-and-back trip.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Isaac said.

“Altitude sickness can get bad. My first few times up the mountain, I needed multiple breaks along the way. Interesting fact for you: this is the quickest climb of ten thousand feet in the entire world.”

Something was interesting, yeah: another of Morgan’s slip-ups. Her first few times up the mountain. Meaning that she’d gotten used to it afterward. Meaning that she regularly made such a trip.

What is happening on this volcano? Isaac wondered. His father wasn’t a geologist. He wasn’t a volcanologist. And he wasn’t an astronomer. Isaac was sure of those three things. The answer couldn’t be that trite. It couldn’t be.

“If I feel ill, I’ll let you know,” Isaac lied. No more delays. If he had to lean out her window and leave a streak of vomit chasing behind like a comet’s tail, he would. This stop was the last he would permit.

Roughly a third the size of Kahului, Pukalani had an elevation of fifteen hundred feet and understood its purpose as a way stop for those scaling the volcano to its southeast. That included a lot of bikers. Because of Morgan’s earlier fact, pedaling to the top of Haleakala was a popular goal amongst serious ones.

“No, I wouldn’t make it a third of the way up,” Morgan said with a laugh when he asked if she’d ever undertaken the trial on her bike.

Departing Pukalani, Morgan’s GPS showed they were just under thirty miles from Haleakala’s peak. It also said they could be there in right under an hour, but it didn’t take long for Isaac to understand why that wouldn’t be the case.

Civilization more or less halted at Pukalani. While they’d pass a few rest stops and hotels in the coming miles, those also eventually vanished. Their replacements were an unusual sort.

Cows. Cows and wild chickens. Along their journey into the clouds, the former made regular appearances. Primarily as large lumps in the darkness, meandering or sleeping away from the road. They free-ranged on the mountainside, going where they pleased—and it wasn’t like there were any fences on the road to keep them off it, just foot-tall railings. He didn’t see any chickens, though Morgan assured him they were everywhere up here.

So, Morgan’s four primary worries on their trip up a volcano were other drivers, bikers, cows, and chickens.

With the night properly upon them, Isaac saw the switchbacks on Morgan’s GPS screen before he saw them in her headlights. Even if Haleakala wasn’t incredibly steep, there was no other way to get a car safely to the top. And so, the road weaved back and forth, back and forth. Like ultraviolet waves, short and close together, not stretched out like radio waves.

Morgan took each turn slowly, guiding her car smoothly every time. Like someone who’d admitted to having driven this path before. Thankfully, the other vehicles they encountered behaved similarly. They saw at least thirty other cars coming down the mountain, presumably people who’d reached the summit in time for the sunset and were now heading back to their homes and hotels. They saw only a handful of cyclists on the way up, as most were wise enough to do their pedaling during the day.

As they passed the highest gas station on Maui, Isaac realized he was staring at the GPS, watching the distance to the summit tick down a tenth of a mile at a time. Grimacing inwardly, he pushed himself to see if Morgan might offer a few hints about what was to come. He just needed to go about it in a slightly roundabout fashion.

“You seem like an expert at this climb,” Isaac noted.

“I’ve got more experience scaling this volcano than most,” Morgan admitted. “Twenty times, maybe? Most in the dark, unfortunately. The view during the day is incredible. You can see out for miles, really get a good look across our island. And it’s surreal and beautiful to drive side by side with the clouds, and sometimes through them.”

“Is there a reason you’re usually making the drive so late?”

“Secrecy,” Morgan said, piercing him with a knowing glance. “You’ll see. Fifty minutes. Maybe fifty-five.”

“If I don’t see in fifty-five minutes, then I will lose my damn mind. I can only stand having the plan changed on me so many times.”

“I am certain your answers will come,” Morgan said. “Just… try to have an open mind. That will carry you far tonight.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Back and forth, back and forth. Most of the time, they stayed on an upward trend, though there were stretches where the road flattened for a while, then sloped upward again at the next smooth turn. The weaving path felt like an amateur hand who’d made a mess while trying to sew a long slice in a shirt back together. They used far too much thread and made far too many swoops with the needle.

But they were making progress. Slow as it was, it was progress.

They briefly stayed level with wispy strands of stratus. These hung nearby, loitering half a mile off the volcano’s side. Perhaps they wondered why a car was driving up Haleakala at such an unusual hour. Didn’t they know that sunset was over and sunrise was ten hours away?

Well, they could wonder all they wanted. Progressing ever higher, Morgan and Isaac left them behind. There would be others, though. Sheet-like altocumulus ones awaited above, even closer to the road.

Once they were past the switchbacks, the road resembled a shoddy attempt at straightening a paper clip. Though the swooping turns mostly disappeared, they wobbled back and forth as they ascended. At a few points, Isaac looked down the mountainside and caught glimpses of Kahului after dark. All this effort, when they could have met Raymond down there.

At seven thousand feet up, having turned sharply to the south after meandering northeast along that wobbly path for three miles, Morgan’s headlights shone upon a small building planted in the middle of the road. A sign buried in the grass announced that Haleakala National Park lay just beyond.

Morgan quickly scavenged her visitor’s pass from her center console and showed it to the worker inside the tiny checkpoint. They didn’t seem at all surprised that Morgan was coming up at such a strange hour of the day, and the cheery fellow—and good for him, because this shift couldn’t be very interesting—waved them through. Isaac noted how bundled up the man was, and Morgan shivered as she rolled the window back up, stopping the cold from seeping in.

The final ten miles arrived. A thick blanket of clouds swaddled the mountainside on Isaac’s right, moonlight setting them aglow. So close. So high, too.

Now, reflective strips in the center of the road helped guide them forward. All the way to the top. Good, because the railing was gone. Apparently, there was only enough budget for one.

They hit a few more switchbacks, sharper and longer than the ones farther down the volcano. They started passing viewing areas and bathrooms, too. A family on its way down pulled in to use one of the latter.

It finally felt as if they were at the top of the volcano. Not quite the summit, but close. Long slopes flanked them on either side, like the kind that would make for a perfect snowboarding experience. You’d just need to remove all the rocks and shrubs, then add the snow. Easy.

“Can you see it?” Morgan asked, nodding ahead. “Haleakala Observatory. Do you see the domes?”

Squinting, Isaac thought he could. Maybe a mile off, peeking out from around a distant bend, he could see white-domed structures gathered on a flat stretch of stone. His heart rate immediately spiked.

“Is that where we’re going? To the observatory?”

“Close to it,” Morgan said. “Very close to it.”

They kept going. The visitor center, a small lookout built atop Haleakala’s “official” summit, appeared on their right. It stood above a parking lot with room for forty cars and half as many tour buses. Those using it now were amateur stargazers, pointing constellations out to one another as they leaned on the visitor center’s railing or stood apart, feet on volcanic stone. Isaac’s hands grew clammy. Anticipation surrounded him like arctic water held back by fracturing glass. And the pressure grew as…

They kept going. Passing the starting point of the Sliding Sands Trail, the most popular trail on the volcano. Isaac focused on his breathing, then went over his compiled questions. He didn’t know what he would find up here. Misery or joy, understanding or even greater confusion. Whatever it would be, he needed to find out.

They kept going. Not to Haleakala’s true summit, which they’d already passed, leaving it to ordinary visitors. Instead of joining them there, Morgan turned left. Toward Haleakala Observatory.

The road here narrowed enough for a single car; the soil and rock, rife with iron, glowed a muted red beneath the moonlight.

Morgan turned them left again. Isaac frowned. They veered away from the observatory, then passed it on their right. There were a few sensor towers and buildings on this road, but they passed those too. They kept going and going, traveling nearly one more mile.

At least he could see why. A car sat near a small ledge at the end of the road. It ended in a tiny lookout area, one that could fit three cars at most.

Morgan’s headlights illuminated the spindly man standing beside his vehicle. It took up one slot, and he took up another. Cupping ungloved hands before his mouth as he breathed into them, he squinted before Morgan’s headlights.

Isaac recognized him. He’d met the man only once, but he recognized him as well as he did Morgan.

From the moment Isaac had read Alyssa’s letter, he’d known there was only one road available to him. This one. The one that led him to stand before Raymond Grantham.


Chapter Sixteen

The Family Business

Isaac didn’t expel his own breath for over ten seconds. He didn’t move at all, becoming as still as stone. With the crucial answers right there, he froze. Unable to swallow, unable to blink, unable to think. By simply standing there, the willowy figure ten feet away robbed him of his ability to do anything but stare.

“It’ll be okay,” Morgan whispered, setting her hand atop his. “I’m here with you.”

Her warmth thawed Isaac out of his frozen state. He breathed out, blinked, and then headed for those answers.

At Morgan’s reminder, he waited long enough to grab his hoodie and her puffy jacket before stepping out onto what was effectively—give or take thirty feet compared to the lookout they’d passed—the highest point in Maui.

“We shouldn’t be here for too long, but if you start feeling any signs of altitude sickness, please say something,” the doctor beside him said.

“Yeah, I will,” Isaac said.

No, he wouldn’t.

Opening his car door, Isaac planted his feet on a volcano. Quite the jump for someone who hailed from a state like Florida. It barely had anything that qualified as a hill. Its highest point was barely a hundred meters above sea level.

Next, needing oxygen to demand answers, Isaac inhaled Maui’s chilliest air. On his exhale, he didn’t create a plume of white; even up here, it still wasn’t below freezing. Maybe in the low 40s? Maybe tickling 39. So, hoodie- and sweatpants-weather for two Florida natives.

The air was, of course, far thinner at ten thousand feet up than it was in Kihei. Significantly lower oxygen levels, too, and that he noticed. No fatigue or lightheadedness, however. Knowing she was watching him like a hawk, Isaac nodded. He was fine.

He was ready.

With Morgan by his side, Isaac approached the man standing a few feet away from a sloping ledge. The drop-off wasn’t terribly steep, though you could still tumble a pretty long way if you fell off with enough momentum. Uncertain how windy things got up here, Isaac stayed on the paved path as he walked. However, just so he could say he’d done it at least once, he stuck a foot out and put it on solid rock. Now, he could truly say that he’d stepped foot on a volcano, not just the pavement striping its road.

Standing still, Raymond waited for them at the edge. Heart hammering, Isaac looked him over.

He’d met the man only once, only briefly, but Isaac remembered him well. A reedy man of no great height, he needed to worry about violent winds more than Isaac did. He had a long face, a chin that slightly scooped up at the end, and wore a thin set of glasses. At the funeral, he’d wiped them with a cloth a good two-dozen times. He did so again now.

Probably a nervous or excited tic, Isaac judged. But which one? Both, perhaps? They enjoyed pairing up. Case in point, both roiled about in the pit of Isaac’s stomach.

Alongside wiping his glasses, Raymond did something else. He smiled. That helped clear things up a little. From that, Isaac saw excitement more than nervousness in his expression. Anticipation, the positive kind, flowed out of his smile.

“Isaac,” Raymond said, sticking out a hand. Outfitted more like Morgan than Isaac, he wore a thick jacket that swaddled more than fit his wiry frame and an orange scarf. “It’s so good to have you here—at long last. I’m sorry I couldn’t meet you on the day of your arrival.”

Distaste filled Isaac’s mouth at the idea of agreeing that it was “good” for him to be here, but he doubted Raymond meant any offense. Based on their brief conversation at the funeral, Raymond sorely missed them both. He’d come across as nothing if not sincere about how profoundly their loss affected him. It was just that he had been hoping to involve Isaac in whatever was happening up here for a while. That’s what Alyssa’s letter had said, at least.

And now he would get his chance.

“I’m just glad you could make it back sooner than later,” Isaac said, shaking the man’s hand.

So, what kept you?

Inquisitive—and annoyed—by his absence these past few days, he held off immediately turning the conversation into an interrogation. First, he wanted to see what the man would share of his own volition.

Raymond’s smile faded, and he drew in a long breath. Turning, he looked outward. Haleakala’s slopes tumbled for hundreds of feet, then disappeared behind clouds snuggling against it. Far off in the distance, Isaac thought he could see Lanai. Distant lights speckled Maui’s western neighbor. Homes and businesses that weren’t yet ready to sleep.

“It’s a majestic view, no?” Raymond said. “Haleakala comes in at third as Hawaiian summits go, but it still gives us quite a view when we come up here.”

“I hear that happens somewhat frequently,” Isaac said, eager to draw the man’s focus back to this summit.

“Yes, and that frequency has been going up, unfortunately. Our task here hasn’t gotten easier since we lost your father and sister.” Raymond’s eyes grew distant, glassy. “It was such a blow to our efforts. Two brilliant minds, lost on the same night.”

Again, Isaac didn’t think he was intending to come across as callous. Next to him, Morgan sighed softly. She heard it too, then.

“But you think I can help, right?” Isaac asked. “You’ve thought I could help? For a long while.”

Raymond nodded. “That’s right. I’ve been of the opinion that we should have involved you at the same time as Morgan became involved. Ten months ago. I understood Alyssa’s protectiveness, of course, but Raymond? Well, it seemed unusual that he would not see the merit in having you with us.”

Doesn’t seem unusual to me, Isaac thought bitterly, remembering how his father had waved off his many requests to know what he and Alyssa were doing when they went trotting around the globe month after month.

“He was going to school, Raymond,” Morgan said. “We’d have upended his life. It’s only because of a tragedy that he’s here now.”

Isaac glanced at the solemn woman standing beside him. Given how she’d acted all day, she aligned herself with Alyssa’s viewpoint. But unlike Alyssa, she was willing to treat him like an adult, not someone who needed to be kept away at all costs. She didn’t like that he was here; that was obvious. But the choice was his to make.

“It did not upend yours,” Raymond said.

Morgan snorted. “Oh, yes, it did. But I was already living here. I didn’t have to fly through six time zones to get here. I also already had my degrees and a stable job.”

“Education, Morgan?” Raymond said. “You know who his father and sister are. There is hardly a lack of education opportunities around such brilliant minds.”

“Brilliant minds who can’t hand over certified diplomas,” Morgan retorted. “Alyssa always wanted him to be the one in the family who could live a normal life. You know how furious she was when Christopher got me involved with all this.”

Okay, so maybe Morgan was a little more protective than he’d assumed. Strange that she hadn’t used these points on him. She’d had three whole days to dissuade him from meeting Doctor Grantham. This was a strange time, his foot right at the threshold leading to the secrets he had so long craved, to voice her reservations so loudly. He was not so fickle as to lose his nerve now.

But also…

“Wait, it wasn’t Alyssa who got you involved?”

Morgan looked at him. “No, it wasn’t Alyssa. Your father is the one who approached me. When Alyssa found out, she was livid. She threatened to leave the island and not come back.”

“Really? Would she have?”

“Probably not,” Morgan admitted. “Unless it was you. If anyone had ever brought you here, there would have been hell to pay.”

“Unfortunately,” Raymond said. “You would have been a great asset to our cause. And if you had been here all along? Perhaps—”

“Raymond,” Morgan barked. “Think about what you’re saying before you say it.”

The man appeared momentarily perplexed, then refocused on Isaac. When understanding finally dawned, he had the decency to wince at his poor choice of words.

“Yes, you’re right. I apologize, Isaac. I do not mean to imply what it seems I am implying.”

“It’s hard to parse what you’re implying,” Isaac admitted. “You’re both still obfuscating—intentionally or not—things with all this vague terminology. What cause? How would I have been an asset? What the hell are you all involved in?”

Raymond ran a hand through his hair. “Right, I apologize again. We’ve all grown so used to speaking clandestinely. Secrecy is a part of it, of course. I’m sure you are at least aware of that.”

“More than I’d like to be,” he said. “I’ve spent years being left out, kept in the dark. I’m ready for that to change. That’s why I’m here. It’s why I flew through those six time zones. For a proper explanation about what my family was involved in.”

Morgan wavered again, biting her lip. That was all she did, however, which Isaac saw as the best outcome. She could feel the way she did, but he wouldn’t stand to be denied—not here, not now. Raymond Grantham stood before him, and if he had to throttle the man’s thin neck, he would get some fucking answers.

Fortunately, things didn’t need to go that far. Raymond wanted to share the truth.

The spindly man grabbed something from the inside of his coat. Isaac raised an eyebrow as he produced a walkie-talkie.

No cell service up here, Isaac realized.

“You can come now,” Raymond said into the device, though no reply came back from whoever might be listening.

Okay, fine. He could put up with a little more secrecy, though Raymond then strained his patience to its absolute limit.

“It will be better—and much more believable—if we show you this, rather than simply standing here while I explain things.”

“Another drive?” Isaac asked, wondering where the hell else they could go. The road ended here. There was no further point.

“A short walk, actually,” Raymond said, then turned around.

Taking care not to stumble, the bespectacled man climbed down the slope. Sighing, Morgan waved Isaac on.

“Usually,” she said, fiddling with her smartwatch, “we just take the nearby trail.”

Uncertain about what destination the eccentric doctor could have in mind, as all Isaac saw under the moonlight was red volcanic rock and soil, he did so. Going over the edge, he leaned back as gravity tried to unbalance his feet and send him tumbling. The slope smoothed out quickly, though it didn’t fully flatten.

Thankfully, it was actually a short walk. He almost couldn’t believe it!

The trail that Morgan had mentioned stayed visible up and to his left, and yeah, it would have smoothed things out. Regardless, Raymond hiked on, throwing glances behind him to ensure they stayed close. The light reflecting in his eyes grew brighter each time.

Only a minute after his most recent glance, Raymond suddenly stopped. A few steps behind, Isaac and Morgan followed suit.

There’s something on the ground, Isaac realized, squinting. Some sort of marker stuck out of the ground. It had neither its own illumination nor any type of reflector for the moonlight, so he almost missed them. But once he saw one, he saw others. Little buried pieces of metal or plastic, relatively equidistant from one another, like the kind used to denote buried cables to anyone doing yard work.

“If you would do the honors, Morgan,” Raymond said eagerly.

Nodding, Morgan squatted and grabbed a small red rock. Next, she extended her other hand toward him.

“Hope you don’t mind holding hands,” she said, smiling lightly.

“I think I’m a little past blushing over that,” he said, confused but willing to play along one final time.

As soon as they laced their fingers, Morgan squeezed his hand tightly, then swung her arm up like a pendulum. The rock exited her palm, zooming straight up.

Yanking on his arm, Morgan rushed him forward before it reached its zenith, and Raymond did the same. Together, the three of them passed by the strange markers planted in the ground.

And absolutely nothing profound, interesting, or even noticeable followed.

Okay, Isaac thought, not really sure what he’d been expecting. Was he missing something? The way Morgan had rushed him past the markers reminded him of some whimsical moment of transportation in a children’s movie. But so far as he could see, nothing had changed. Red rock, distant clouds, lights on a nearby island shining in the distance—they were all still there. The air remained thin, the chill noticeable. So, why this moment of pageantry?

With her hand still clutching his, Morgan tugged on it, drawing his attention to her. Next, she turned them around and pointed up. Isaac followed the gesture.

The rock that Morgan had tossed into the air was floating in place.

No, Isaac’s brain whispered after a few seconds of jaw-wide-open gawking. It’s still moving upward.

Just incredibly slowly. Impossibly slowly. Yet as the seconds went by, the rock kept climbing toward its highest point, but at a snail’s pace. Instead of things should be, it looked like an invisible string was ever so carefully pulling it into the sky. It moved in centimeters and inches over the several seconds Isaac spent gaping at it, not feet.

“What the hell?” he said.

“Hazard a guess as to what just changed?” Raymond asked, sounding giddy.

A flurry of possibilities, many of them blatantly wrong after only a moment of additional thought, filled his mind. An optical illusion, a change in gravity, the space they were in slowed time down, or maybe Morgan just had magic powers. He blitzed through a good seven or eight theories, then let logic cut down almost all of them. Magic? Really?

So then why is that stone still rising so slowly, genius? a part of him asked.

Through great difficulty, he tore his eyes away from the red rock’s tepid rise. His eyes shifted from marker to marker, confirming that the rock was definitely outside their ring.

Isaac began to step back out and see how things looked from beyond the markers, but Morgan kept her grip on his hand. He stopped and looked at her.

“So, I can’t leave on my own?” he asked.

“No, you can now. Come and go, in fact. It’s not dangerous or jarring, either.”

Even after saying so, she didn’t let go of his hand. Okay… then he’d make his guess from in here.

Thankfully, she and Raymond let him pick up a rock that stood inside the markers. Giving it a quick toss, it moved at a normal speed as it sailed over the markers. It didn’t slow down at all. That ruled out his leading theory, so then—

The rock’s velocity slowed precipitously. Isaac blinked, looking down. Yes, it was well past the markers. Maybe a foot or two. However, it now moved just as slowly as the other rock, crawling away as if fighting an invisible current.

Isaac knit his eyebrows together, thoughtful. Morgan and Raymond stayed silent, waiting. Eventually, he gave his answer.

“Time in here is slowed.” He said it, he meant it, and he even kept a straight face. It sounded ridiculous, of course. That didn’t stop him from continuing. “By quite a hefty amount, based on the drop-off in velocity in those two stones.”

Morgan smiled softly, but Raymond positively beamed. However, Isaac wasn’t done.

“But the area is expanding. Your markers are out of date.”

“Yes, unfortunately,” Raymond confirmed. “Nearly two feet of growth since the start of the month. Would you believe me if I said that when we found this place a year ago, it was only a meter in diameter? Now, it’s nearly twenty.”

Frowning, Isaac bounced a few numbers around. “Then it’s inconsistent? Two feet of expansion every two weeks for a year wouldn’t give you twenty meters but fifteen.”

“Yes, correct! Six months ago, the diameter was only five meters. It’s neither exponential, nor cubic, nor linear. Sometimes, it doesn’t expand for weeks at a time. It doesn’t shrink, though. You can be certain of that.”

“How much slower are we moving in here?” Isaac asked, knowing that if he ended up lightheaded, it would be because of these revelations, not altitude sickness.

“This one’s dilation is remarkably well-aligned,” Raymond said. “A minute in here is a second out there.”

“So, not exactly a Hyperbolic Time Chamber, huh?” Isaac said glibly, earning bemused looks from both doctors. Really? Neither of them?

Regardless, that was a massive dilation. For every hour of normal time, two and a half days passed here.

How would that look? He assumed someone on the outside could see in, just as he could see out. Someone moving at sixty times normal speed? It’d be a disorienting mess, a total blur.

Being inside wasn’t much better. Overwhelmed, Isaac stayed silent for almost a full minute—so, all of a second, really. Sharing looks, Morgan and Raymond nodded and let him think. And why wouldn’t they? They had more time than they knew what to do with in here.

This was the answer? A place where time moved at a crawl, expanding outward week by week? A place like this existed in Maui? No, not just here. Places like this existed all over the world.

This was the work. This was what had sent Alyssa and Christopher Matthews to a dozen different countries during his childhood.

Yet, it couldn’t just be this, right? His brain shoved that thought to the forefront of his mind. Yes, it couldn’t just be this. While profoundly amazing and forcing him to reexamine everything he understood about chronometry, an expanding bubble of altered time didn’t explain why Alyssa had fought to keep him away. Nor did it explain why she’d been furious when their father had roped her best friend into their “cause,” whatever that was.

Now that he considered it, what a strange word to use. Why had Raymond used it over a word like study or observe? That was usually what scientists did. They studied, researched, and catalogued. Sure, a lot of that was in the name of a cause, like cancer research, technological improvements, and so on, but it remained an unusual way of describing things.

“What you all do,” Isaac said slowly, “is try to counteract the growth? Stop it entirely, get rid of this bizarre phenomenon altogether? Seems like it’d be a pretty bad thing if this covered all of Maui.”

“Technically, yes,” Raymond said. “That is our defining purpose, our end goal. We locate places like this one, develop countermeasures, and then seek to seal the portal before it becomes permanent.”

Portal. Another very odd word to use. Unless it wasn’t. Unless it was the exact correct word to use.

Isaac licked lips that were cold and dry. “You’re saying I’m standing in some sort of portal?”

Raymond nodded. Oddly, one wasn’t enough to truly make him believe, so he looked toward Morgan. A second later, she nodded too.

“To where?” he asked, heart in his throat.

“A place of subconscious impression,” Raymond said, sounding awed as he explained something he already knew. “One where mind, spirit, and even faith have coalesced into something real. It is a world, though this terminology is not strictly correct, that exists because humanity subconsciously willed it into existence. Through millennia of thought, belief, and superstition, we have created this place. And filled it with the incalculable denizens that call it home.”

Raymond was nearly shaking when he finished. His excitement was palpable, and his speech didn’t sound off the cuff. Some of that had been scripted in advance by a man who was clearly excited to share such a grand revelation. No longer restrained by his sister, he could say it all. He very much had.

His first time? Probably. Knowing how overbearing and controlling his father was, Isaac imagined he usually handled the onboarding process. So, how had he pitched it to Morgan? In the same way, by showing before explaining? It seemed the safest way to keep the listener from thinking you were batshit insane.

Given all the surrounding evidence, Isaac could only find Raymond’s words mildly insane. A world of… human subconscious and superstition certainly sounded more dangerous than a time bubble, that was for sure. Also—

“Did Alyssa and my father actually die in a helicopter crash?” Isaac suddenly blurted. “Or was it in this place you’re talking about, through this portal?”

Expression pained, Morgan wisely stepped in before Raymond could. “I’m sorry, Isaac, no. The official story is the story. It really was just an ordinary helicopter crash. This is the only place in Maui like this, and…”

“And they died over the ocean,” Isaac finished for her, feeling his heart drop. He wasn’t sure why. Would finding out that they’d died in another world have made him feel better? Somehow, yes. Somehow, at least their deaths would have had some understandable purpose. They were doing something heroic at the end. But no. It was just your run-of-the-mill tragedy. Even for two geniuses who knew about another world, sometimes, a storm decided you were just dead.

“I’m sorry,” Morgan said, squeezing his hand. She still hadn’t let go, as if afraid he might, what, vanish? Was that something he needed to actually worry? This was a portal, right? How did it work?

“The first time through, I have to come with someone who already knows about places like this, has already been here, or what?” Isaac asked.

Approval radiating behind his glasses, Raymond answered. “Yes, on your first visit, someone who has previously visited a Breakthrough—what we call these portals—needs to physically bring you through. If Morgan had not brought you in with her, you would have found yourself on the opposite side, having walked through in a sort of fugue state, with no memories of your time passing through.”

“Eerie,” Isaac noted.

“And dangerous, depending on where such Breakthroughs are located. Fortunately, for being on a volcano, it appeared in a safer spot than some.”

Isaac paused a beat. The follow-up question was obvious, but he needed a moment. To think it all over. He’d listened, and now he knew. Some of it. There was more, probably a lot more.

No going back now, he told himself. Not until you’ve heard it all.

He exhaled and met Raymond’s eyes. “Okay. So, how do we visit this other world?”

Raymond opened his mouth, then squinted. Past Isaac, not toward him. Up toward the trail. Upon doing the same, he saw the same. A small group of people marched toward them.


Chapter Seventeen

Colleagues All Along

Very, very slowly, of course. As Isaac watched, the figures, still a good sixty or seventy feet away, made no progress at all. They looked totally frozen, and they nearly were. Imagining that they were walking at a normal pace, with the time here moving at one-sixtieth of standard time, they had a while to wait.

“Let’s speed things up, why don’t we?” Morgan suggested.

No one disagreed, and so they walked back the way they’d come, reentering Earth’s normal time flow. A rock that had nearly come down during the minutes they’d conversed finally clattered onto the ground. The one he’d tossed spent a couple more seconds in the air before also tumbling down.

Most importantly, the three figures coming down the hill suddenly lurched into proper motion. What would have taken minutes now took seconds. The three figures arrived, resolving from dark silhouettes to detailed human beings.

In a situation that would normally never happen, Isaac saw two stunningly beautiful women and frowned.

“Hi, fancy meeting you up here,” a bundled-up Adria said.

Next to her, Lei stayed silent, which suited Isaac just fine. Jaw set, he folded his arms and glared at the woman who’d—

Who’d fucking mentioned Haleakala and its observatory on the day they’d met! Right eye twitching, his glare intensified. At the same time, he found himself appreciating her cunning. Both irritated and impressed. Two emotions that rarely went together.

She’d dropped piles of breadcrumbs all throughout their first day together, and only now did he know to pick them up. Her mention of this summit, how she’d known better not to ask about his family. Not simply because she knew who he was through Morgan, but because she’d known his sister and father. Worked with them. Known all about this place and the strangeness happening here—and that he would soon find out himself.

“I don’t think we can be friends anymore,” he growled.

Adria chuckled and threw gloved hands behind her head. “Don’t say that. We had such a good time together.”

“Pardon, but you two have already met?” Raymond asked.

“I took over for Lei at the airport,” Adria said. “So, I was the one who showed him around on his first day.”

“I wasn’t able to get to him for his flight,” Morgan explained. “So, Isaac has actually already met both Adria and Lei.”

“Make that three,” said the third individual who’d come down the hill. “About as chilly here as in my shop, eh?”

Isaac looked at Kainoa, Lei’s uncle. The large man smiled. He was the only person there not bundled up; he wore shorts and a shirt.

“Is it just you three, or will some of Morgan’s employees also pop up soon?” Isaac asked.

“Just us three,” Adria said. “Well, that are currently on the island.”

Isaac frowned but didn’t leap at this most recent breadcrumb.

A few steps away, Raymond cleared his throat. “Right, well, um, good to know that introductions aren’t strictly necessary. We should head back into the Breakthrough for the time being, so we don’t waste our window.”

Everyone but Isaac nodded and did so. As Adria passed him, Isaac caught her by the arm.

“I’m going to get you back.”

Adria grinned. “Only right that you do.”

He let go of her arm, then watched as she neared the markers. Hitting the newly expanded point where time warped, Isaac saw her body blur—and the same was true for everyone else.

Idiot, minutes are passing for them while you gawk, he reminded himself, then shoved himself in after them.

“I see,” Raymond said to Adria, nodding. She must have explained something over the minutes they’d had without him.

Interestingly, Isaac had heard nothing of what they’d said, so sound didn’t appear to pass through the barrier. Probably for the best. What else could he have heard but pure gibberish?

But now he was working on the same flow of time as the rest of them, he could ask his newest question.

“What do you mean by window?” he asked.

“This space won’t stay open for very long,” Raymond said. “It is not yet—thank goodness—a permanent fixture in our world. That is the scenario we are trying to prevent. Currently, it stays open—and the time dilation active—for roughly seven minutes on our side. Like the Breakthrough’s diameter, the time it stays open is also increasing.”

“So, we could spend seven hours in here?”

“Just about, though we wasted a fair bit of time when we exited it, of course. As things stand now, once it closes, it won’t reopen for around two weeks. This fluctuates in the same way as the portal’s growth. What was initially a monthly event now occurs roughly once every two weeks.”

“Sounds hectic,” Isaac noted.

Nearby, Adria nodded with large tilts of her head.

“Compared to some others, this Breakthrough’s growth has been relatively slow,” Raymond said. “That is part of why I wished we could have brought you on last year. As the Breakthrough is neither fast-growing nor overly dangerous, it has served us well as a suitable training ground.”

Isaac spared Adria, Lei, and Kainoa a look. “Did you all get on this ten months ago, too? Was there some kind of recruitment drive?”

All three shook their heads.

“Eight for me, right before the New Year,” Kainoa said, then threw a flat look toward his niece. “Seven for this practiced stalker.”

“And six for me,” Adria said. “You’re now the newbie of the group, not me.”

“Assuming he joins us,” Morgan said.

Don’t roll your eyes, don’t roll your eyes, he told himself.

“Am I supposed to just go to sleep tonight and forget about all this insanity? How can I not join up?”

“You still have the option of walking away,” Morgan said.

“And know this is all going on up here?” Isaac snorted. “Pretend I don’t know?”

“Just for a few months,” Adria said, which caused Raymond to frown.

Isaac sighed. “What now?”

“You aren’t yet a Bonded,” Morgan explained. “If you avoid entering the Breakthrough for a few months, your memories of it—of everything you’ve just experienced tonight—will seep away. Until there’s no memory of it at all.”

“Yes, that is true,” Raymond confirmed as Isaac looked at him, sounding exasperated. Almost as if he hadn’t wanted him to know about this possibility so soon. “For individuals such as myself and your late father, we need to visit Breakthroughs regularly. Otherwise, we would slowly lose our memories. Just this is enough, as well. We do not need to pass to the other side.”

“But not a ‘Bonded’ individual?” Isaac said. “What is that, exactly? And Alyssa was one?”

“She was,” Morgan said, smiling softly. “She was incredible.”

“And a real heavy hitter,” Adria added. “It was her and one other badass in the group at the start.”

“Who you’ve never met,” Lei said.

“So? Alyssa told me some stories.”

“And where is she?”

“Off being a badass somewhere else,” Adria said with a shrug.

“She and Alyssa were the original two Bonded who came to Maui,” Morgan said. “Including Raymond and your father, those four made up the initial team who knew about the Breakthrough. After a couple of months of reconnaissance, your father brought me into things. Next, a search for other suitable candidates who could become Bonded began. That led us to Kainoa… and then Lei and Adria.”

From the way she said it, as well as Kainoa’s earlier comment, Isaac could tell there was something more to Lei’s recruitment. However, it was the least of the questions wriggling like a pile of frustrated eels in his brain.

“With this Breakthrough seen as a less pressing threat, it was decided that we only needed a single chaperone. So, Cora—the other experienced Bonded—headed off to handle more pressing ones seven months ago. Like Raymond said, this Breakthrough has mostly been a place for training, as the rest of us are still rather new to our abilities. Alyssa oversaw that, keeping us safe when we ventured to the other side.”

“Abilities,” Isaac repeated. He’d known they’d get to this point, of course. As soon as they’d started throwing titles like “Bonded,” he’d known they were a hair's breadth away from revealing that they could fly or turn invisible.

“That’s right,” Morgan said. She looked toward Raymond for permission.

“It is better to wait a while longer,” Raymond decreed. “Until he is also a Bonded.”

“Shouldn’t he get a glimpse of what we can do first, so he can be sure he even wants to join us?”

“Morgan,” Isaac said, drawing her attention. “I’m not walking away from this. You know that.”

So, please. Stop.

The beautiful woman swallowed a bitter pill as she met his eyes—and found them brimming with resolve. Slowly, she nodded, arguing no further.

“Before that,” Kainoa said, “maybe we should finish explaining how Breakthroughs work. That way, Isaac will finally know why he was so uncomfortably hot when he came into my shop yesterday.”

A few eyes widened, including Lei’s. However, her expression quickly transformed into a glare.

“So, you knew?!”

“I certainly suspected,” Kainoa said, chuckling. “But it was fun listening to your suspicions once he left.”

“My heat flash?” Isaac asked. “It’s related to all this?”

“Our heat flash,” Kainoa said. “I was just as hot as you were; I’m just more used to it. Lei, not so much. Why she was kicking it in the freezer once it started kicking her.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Morgan said, frowning. “Isaac’s never visited a Breakthrough before. I’m sure Alyssa would have said if he had.”

“Slow down for a second,” Isaac said. “Explain this, please. So, you all felt that crazy heat yesterday morning? “

Every single person present but Raymond nodded.

“Sans Raymond, who was too far away at the time, we would have all been close enough to feel the signal that Haleakala’s Breakthrough was planning to open up,” Kainoa said. “Currently, for… reasons that I’m sure the good doctor will soon let you in on, that means seven minutes of blistering heat. Always the day before we can come back here. Never fun, not even for me.”

“Roughly seven minutes,” Isaac repeated. “The same length that it will be open the next day?”

“Correct,” Raymond said, studying Isaac. “On this preceding day, nearby individuals who have entered a Breakthrough before will experience some sort of phenomenon. For this one, it’s currently an unpleasant sensation of warmth.”

“Understatement of the year,” Adria said dryly.

“That’s our warning,” Raymond said. “That we can enter it the next day—but only the next day. This is consistent across Breakthroughs, though the reason why has always eluded us.”

“But you said the portal only opens for seven minutes,” Isaac said. “So, how do you know exactly when that will be?”

“Fortunately, we activate it,” Raymond said. “Like a preheated oven, I suppose. Until you enter your meal and start the timer, it’s ready to go but not technically in use. For all Breakthroughs, their respective windows of operation begin once someone capable of entering them—tonight, that would be Morgan and myself—enters our side of the Breakthrough.” He stroked his chin. “However, like Morgan, I am surprised that you have apparently entered one in the past. Perhaps Doctor Matthews brought you to one when you were young?”

“Nothing comes to mind,” Issac said honestly, though it obviously wouldn’t if he had just lost his memories years ago. “Everything you all are saying is totally new information to me. I didn’t really get to go along with them on their trips, either.”

Raymond continued stroking his chin. Eventually, he shrugged. “Well, it lends further credence to our truths, I suppose. You’ve experienced an additional supernatural experience firsthand.”

Hooray for me, Isaac thought dryly.

He wanted to get back to finding out about this Bonded thing, but another thought tickled his brain. One crucial thing remained unexplained.

“Why?” Isaac suddenly asked.

“Pardon?”

“Why is this happening?” Isaac said. “What’s the cause? Random chance? Divine ordinance? The folly of man, messing with powers we should have left alone a long time ago?”

Adria smiled. “Well, there is some folly going on, for sure.”

“That isn’t the cause,” Raymond said. “Isaac, I assume you’re at least somewhat aware of the devastating wildfires that struck Maui two years ago?”

Glancing at Adria, who shrugged, he nodded.

“It was a terrible tragedy,” Raymond continued. “Almost two years ago to the day, fire washed across Lahaina and its surrounding countryside. Elemental destruction, human suffering. When substantial enough, when combined just so, a sufficiently powerful being from the other world can use it to unravel the usually sturdy fabric between our worlds. They are its Creator, and they are our ultimate enemy. Before it becomes permanent, we must find and eliminate the responsible party behind its creation and growth.”

“A fire over in West Maui created a portal on Haleakala’s summit?” Isaac asked.

“Think about the power source you’re currently standing on,” Raymond said, beckoning toward the ground. “A dormant volcano makes for a superior source of elemental power than an extinct one. Fire and lava may be different, but the human mind perceives them similarly. That is likely also part of it. As well, if this entity has some connection to volcanoes or Maui itself, that could play a role. Once we identify who they are, we should be able to understand things better.”

Hardly knowledgeable enough to pick and prod at Raymond’s points, he didn’t argue further. No one else piped up with a contradiction, so if this was the professional researcher’s view, he could accept what he was being told. It was hardly the wildest statement that he’d accepted tonight.

“This world of subconscious impression,” Isaac said. “And an entity with a connection to Maui or volcanoes.”

“Or both,” Adria pointed out.

“Or both,” he conceded. He looked around the group, meeting every set of eyes. “If this entity is the creation of millennia of human thought, are we talking about a god? Over the scope of human history, that’s typically what people create in their minds. Deities. Piles of them. Violent ones. Hateful ones. Cleanse-it-all-by-fire ones.”

He’d grown a little sarcastic there at the end. Unfortunately, no one fired off any similar remarks. He saw signs of “well… maybe” in multiple sets of eyes.

“Oh, shit,” he said.

“We don’t know yet,” Morgan quickly said. “If it’s a god or not. Often, it’s not. At least… that’s what Alyssa said. Besides, even if it is, it doesn’t mean we have to face it.”

“But we have to eliminate the entity behind this Breakthrough. That’s what Raymond just said.”

“Someone has to,” Morgan said. “Every Breakthrough has a Creator, and yes, someone must stop them. However, if it proves too difficult for us, we’ll rely on people like Cora, who are far more experienced and powerful than we are. Remember, Alyssa, Christopher, and Raymond deemed this place safe for training new Bonded. That’s us. Compared to some, this one isn’t tremendously dangerous.”

That was… something, he supposed. Christopher Matthews was nothing if not painstakingly diligent. If he’d really spent months studying the Breakthrough before deciding they should start training new recruits—and they were all alive, months later—then it must be true.

Still, he felt queasy. What if it were a god? What the fuck did that even mean, up against what he’d learned tonight? Gods existed? Did they have power like human myths usually attributed to them? Was Ares or Thor going to smite him someday if he ended up in a Breakthrough that they’d created?

“Even if this Breakthrough’s Creator ends up being a deity, it does not make them all-powerful,” Raymond quickly added. “Remember, this world is one of human perception, as are its denizens. There are so many cultures, so many gods, heroes, and other candidates of human myth and memory. It is fairly likely that we’ve not even heard of this Creator before. They could be a deity whom an isolated culture worshipped three thousand years ago.”

“Or not a deity at all,” Morgan repeated.

“And besides, we could have some gods on our side,” Adria added. “Especially if your plan works out, Doc.”

“Yes,” Raymond said, licking his lips. He exuded that same brand of anticipation from earlier as he looked at Isaac. “If you remain willing, I have hopes you will join the others here in becoming Bonded. If you do, especially if you can find your sister’s eidolon, deities would be wary of you, not the other way around.”

His sister’s… eidolon? He’d heard the word before. Noun: an idealized person or thing. Noun: a specter or phantom. In some games he’d played, eidolons were mighty things that summoners called forth for brief moments, unleashing their terrible power upon their foes.

These are what they call them, he realized. The other world’s gods and monsters.

And he was supposed to bond with one?

“That’s what becoming a Bonded means?” he asked, needing confirmation. “Getting an eidolon? Like… a partner?”

“Forging a bond with one, yes,” Raymond said. “Being accepted by one.” He smiled broadly, finally at the crux of why he’d tried for so long to bring him into the fold. “Be it an unnamed hero from Mesopotamia, a world-famous deity from Norse legend, or an elemental being that was at some point revered, if it exists in the other world, the Great Beyond, we consider it to be an eidolon. The Creator we oppose is one. Any being we might meet on the other side of this Breakthrough would be one.

“Truth be told, we still know very little about how all this works. What I’ve provided you so far are the general rules and understandings we possess. Thankfully, we have some specific knowledge of this Breakthrough that we can share with you soon enough, but for now, let us finish discussing the basics.”

Isaac nodded. That suited him just fine. He was already doing his best to keep pace with the grand concepts Raymond and the others were presenting. Breakthroughs, Creators, Bonded, eidolons. No matter how many guesses Morgan might have given him this morning, he wouldn’t have ever said any of those four words.

Now, they were among the most important in his life.

“Breakthroughs are like pinpricks in the fabric of two pieces of paper that are overlaid atop one another,” Raymond explained. “Far as we know, they are our only avenue to visit this world of mind and memory, and so they provide us with our only chances to study it up close. Yet, they are always dangerous. If an eidolon forges a Breakthrough between our world and theirs, thus becoming a Creator, we must stop it. If left alone, its size, frequency, and duration will continue to grow. Eventually, this will lead to a point of stability—of semi-permanence. And that can be truly disastrous—and much more difficult to seal.

“Luckily, not every eidolon seeks to create a Breakthrough. In fact, most don’t. Most focus on living their eternal lives in their own world. They are not mindless; far from it. For the human mind itself ultimately created them. And many see us in a favorable light, or are simply good-natured and just, or see that permanent portals between our worlds would be disastrous for us all.”

“And those are willing to help us out?” Isaac asked. “Why not just leave us out of it and deal with these Creators themselves? They’re gods and heroes, aren’t they?”

“It would be much easier if that were the case,” Raymond said. “But the creation of a Breakthrough does something important on their side. We use the term Breakthrough to refer to the specific portal that allows us to move between worlds. And we do enter the Great Beyond, the world of the eidolons, upon utilizing it. However, what we enter is a separated piece of it—a Fragment—that is walled off from the rest of the Great Beyond. Safe from infiltration and attack. From their side.

“But not so from our side. For whatever reason, humans can traverse Breakthroughs even before they become permanent. Even I, an Unbonded, can do so.” Raymond shrugged. “Not that I’d survive for long in a fight with an eidolon. But for those who are Bonded, it is possible. It is more than possible. If you forge a bond with a willing eidolon tonight, you will begin a path of might and prowess that will allow you to stand against heroes of myth and deities of yore. Because you will effectively have one aiding you in that fight.”

“And we’ll be with you too,” Morgan said softly, voice barely a whisper. “All of us here are Bonded.”

Raymond nodded approvingly. He didn’t seem to hear the concern in Morgan’s voice. Isaac did, but he was far too submerged in all this to make it back to the surface. All he could do now was keep swimming downward and hope for a pocket of air.

“Okay,” Isaac said, the hairs on the back of his arm having risen. “So, what do I do to become one of these Bonded?”


Chapter Eighteen

Decision Point

Raymond grinned from ear to ear. Morgan’s solemn expression remained. Adria beamed at Isaac, also pleased by his willingness to take the dive. Kainoa offered a firm nod, a welcome of sorts. Lei didn’t scowl, but she didn’t smile either. She listened, as she’d done the entire time, except upon finding out that her uncle had also noticed that he’d suffered from a heat flash that he shouldn’t have experienced.

Isaac… Isaac just tried to stay grounded in the current moment. His mind felt pulled in a hundred different directions, stretched beyond its limit, and he still had so many questions dancing on the end of his tongue. If they had four or five hours left in this Breakthrough, he was sure he could burn through most of it.

For starters, how long had this been going on? Not just in the sense of when his father had learned about all this, but how long in the grand scope of human history? Was there some secret order that had been around for millennia, handling these Breakthroughs and Fragments and evil eidolons? Was he joining one of these? The only one, or were there competing groups?

But no, not yet. He wanted to see one of these eidolons for himself first. He wanted to find out if he could become a Bonded, like Morgan was, like Adria was, like his sister had been.

His sister…

“What did you mean, Adria, when you said Raymond was hoping I could bond with my sister’s eidolon? It’s still around?”

“They don’t really die, not like we can,” Adria said. “I think. It’s kind of screwy to think about.”

“No, you have the right of it,” Raymond said. “When tragedy befell Alyssa, her eidolon, Raijin, separated from her.”

“Raijin?” Isaac said, thinking for a moment. “That’s a Japanese god, isn’t it? Of… storms?”

“Yes,” Raymond said, failing to read the urgency in Isaac’s voice. “Quite a powerful eidolon, unsurprisingly. It was always somewhat remarkable that he was willing to bond with a human, as he’s so commonly depicted as an aggressive and hostile deity. Fortunately, there is lore that states he defended Japan from a Mongol invasion, using storms to batter their fleet. So, that seems to have been enough to shape him into a willing enough protector to bond with Alyssa.”

“That’s not what he’s asking, Raymond,” Morgan said, sighing. She met Isaac’s eyes, reflecting his pain with her own. “Our powers only work in Breakthroughs and Fragments. The moment any of us steps back into the real—erm, our—world, we’re just normal humans again. So was Alyssa when she died.”

Slowly, miserably, Isaac nodded.

“Ah,” Raymond said, clearing his throat awkwardly. “I see where the confusion may have arisen. I apologize, Isaac.”

“It’s fine. So, you think Raijin would bond with me? Just because I’m Alyssa’s brother?”

“Because you are likely as exceptional as she was,” Raymond said, his most dubious statement of the night.

You’ve met me twice, Isaac thought. My own father didn’t think I was exceptional enough to be of any help.

“You’ll be looking for a dancing mote of lightning, surrounded by rotating spheres,” Raymond said, causing Isaac to furrow his brow.

Morgan and Adria offered him a pair of commiserating looks. Yes, they were familiar with this too. The good doctor just said things as they were, forgetting that the person before lacked enough context to understand what he meant.

“When you get to where you’re about to go, the eidolons willing to bond with you won’t be standing there,” Morgan said. “They’ll be in strange forms, and it’ll be impossible to guess what hero or god or creature of myth they are.”

“Why would they do that?”

“We’re not sure if they’re doing anything, or that’s what Alyssa believed. It’s just how it has always been. But Alyssa, who bonded with Raijin years ago, could obviously pass down what Raijin’s form in the First Empire was. So, if he is there when you arrive, you’ll know. And he did enable Alyssa to do some awesome things. She showed off what she could do a few times. It was… intense.”

Where she stood, Adria made hand motions like bolts of lightning zipping in every direction. However, Isaac focused more on yet another proper noun that no one seemed to think anything of.

“Sorry, the First Empire?”

“Crazy name, right?” Adria said.

“Did we come up with it, or did they?”

“We did,” Raymond said. “Whenever a person seeks an eidolon bond, they always end up at the same place: standing before a massive ziggurat, like those constructed in the time of the ancient Mesopotamian city-states. This one is rather more impressive than what was being built in 2300 BCE, but the architectural design clearly hails from those cultures. And this one has a plinth waiting for you, which orders reverence and respect for Sargon of Akkad, the man famous for founding the Akkadian Empire, mankind’s first recorded empire. Thus, the name.”

“In English?” Isaac asked, amused.

“No, but we can read it anyway, for whatever reason. Things can be strange on the other side.”

“Another understatement of the year,” Adria loudly whispered to Lei.

“Okay,” Isaac said. “So, you want me to go to this place, see if Raijin is there, and if he is, that means he’s willing to bond me. And if he is, I should definitely do so?”

“It would almost certainly be the best choice,” Raymond said. “There are some other catalogued eidolons we can provide you with information on, but Raijin would shore up a glaring hole that now exists in our group’s composition.”

“Meaning?”

“None of us are all that offensively oriented,” Adria said, though he didn’t miss how she glanced at Lei. “For example, my eidolon is—”

“Later, Adria,” Morgan said, gentle but firm. “You can show off what you’re capable of once he’s back.”

Though she puffed out one cheek, she obeyed, and Isaac proceeded to listen as Raymond offered a good two-dozen alternatives—with suggestions about which of these he should consider most strongly—for if Raijin was not waiting for him in the First Empire. However, he seemed supremely confident that the Japanese deity would be there.

“So, about how many should there be?” Isaac asked.

“It depends on the person,” Raymond said. “For some, only a few. For some, dozens and dozens. Each eidolon who is willing to forge this bond judges your worthiness in their own way. If they are there, they have deemed you worthy of bonding with them.”

“Very rarely are there dozens,” Morgan said. “I had only eighteen options waiting for me.”

“I had seventeen,” Adria said. “Una menos.”

“Twenty-two for me,” Lei said.

“It’s not a competition, Lei,” Kainoa said. He then made himself a hypocrite by mouthing “Twenty-five,” a twinkle in his eye.

“And the First Empire may be empty, Isaac,” Morgan said. “Please keep that in mind. There is no shame in that.”

“There’s not?” Isaac remarked dryly.

“Unbonded have their role to play,” said the only other person without an eidolon bond.

Isaac withheld a wince. “So, did it play out that way for you? Or have you never visited?”

“No, I once visited,” Raymond said, growing wistful. “Strangely, your father always opposed seeking a bond. He claimed he wanted to remain Unbonded. For a while, I followed in his footsteps. However, many years back, I wished to see if I would be seen as… worthy. Blessedly, there were a handful of eidolons waiting for me there.”

“So, what happened? Why aren’t you Bonded?”

“I spent a great deal of time wondering how my life would change if I became Bonded,” Raymond said. “This was only about a year after Alyssa had bonded with Raijin—and so I’d seen firsthand as her role changed from one of research to one of combat and leadership. Admittedly, I found myself worried about ending up with an eidolon that would require me to follow suit. So, I left without forming a bond. That… is another option available to you, Isaac. If you find yourself unwilling.”

It was glaringly obvious that Raymond hoped Isaac wouldn’t follow in his footsteps. Deep down, Isaac knew he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. There was a momentum to what was now transpiring. He wouldn’t fight it.

“Okay, so how do I get to the First Empire?” Isaac asked. “I assume I can’t just walk there.”

“Envision it,” Raymond said eagerly. “Think about the ziggurat we have described, the inscription waiting for you, the stairs you will climb. Envision yourself appearing in this place—and you shall. You can come back to us in the same way, though if you forge a bond, you will immediately return afterward. It can help to shut your eyes too.”

Isaac would do all these things. In moments, he would shut his eyes and see the described ziggurat of Sargon of Akkad in his mind. But first he needed his eyes.

He found Morgan, tense and pensive, already expecting his glance. They were green right now, beautiful but full of concern. Her worries for him swirled within, bottomless as the sea.

Now he understood why.

A different world, myths come to life, and a life-or-death clash with both.

He was a part of it. Against Alyssa’s wishes, he was a part of it. And with Alyssa no longer here to fret over her younger brother’s safety, Morgan now took up that mantle. He didn’t expect that she would put it down easily.

“I’ll see you soon,” Isaac said, staring into those wonderfully beautiful eyes.

Morgan nodded. “I’ll be waiting.”

Isaac shut his eyes.


Chapter Nineteen

The First Empire

The temperature changed. That was the sign his senses picked up on. The change still sent a shock through Isaac’s system, as if his body couldn’t comprehend how suddenly things had changed. No longer on a chilly mountaintop, no longer with the others, now… now somewhere else. A place that existed because of mankind’s subconscious wishes and hopes? That was truly the answer?

Opening his eyes, Isaac examined one of mankind’s greatest works—and one almost no one in history even knew existed.

At least Raymond and the others had given him a solid description. So, he didn’t gape—much—as a gargantuan ziggurat filled his view. Far from an expert on ancient history, though he supposed he’d need to change that starting now, he still recognized the extraordinary effort that structures like these required.

Back in his world, pre-Iron Age civilizations had spent decades or longer to create architectural marvels like this one. Masterworks to serve as proof of humankind’s ingenuity and tenacity. And not just by a single, much more advanced civilization. From Egypt to Mesoamerica, from Greece to China, such triumphs existed all over the world.

And we built this one too, apparently, Isaac thought, amused by the thought. Without even knowing it.

He stood on solid ground, on a gray stone path that led toward the ziggurat’s central staircase. Built from millions of desert-orange bricks, it loomed above, and if Isaac’s goal required him to reach the palace-like building sitting atop its flat roof, his calves wouldn’t be happy.

Two other visible staircases approached from either flank, so one way or another, Isaac’s future involved a climb. All three ascended and then connected at a forward-facing platform roughly halfway up the climb, where a bronze and gold gatehouse without the requisite gate offered shade against the…

Against what?

Isaac tilted his head back, curious about what he might find. He found neither sun nor moon. Instead, fist-sized stars fought to outshine one another upon a night—or its approximation—sky that stretched from one endless horizon to the other. Far larger than even the North Star, they drenched this realm’s solitary structure—and its one human guest—in waves of teal, magenta, and auburn.

Fascinating, Isaac thought, then turned all the way around.

A little less fascination followed, replaced by a spike of unnerving panic. He immediately retreated a step.

Nothing awaited him six steps in the direction he now faced. The stone path simply ended, allowing a void to stretch for as far as Isaac could see. Calming himself, he sidled up to the edge, wanting a better look down. The starlight let him see a long way, but eventually darkness reigned.

So, definitely up, then.

Refocusing on the enormous ziggurat, he first examined a gold-plated inscription set upon a tilted plinth directly in front of the steps. No, he definitely didn’t know this language, and yet he found himself able to read each word, just as Raymond had promised.

STAND WITH REVERENCE BEFORE THE PALACE OF SARGON OF AKKAD, CREATOR OF THE FIRST EMPIRE OF MAN. OFFER RESPECT, ASCEND, AND FIND YOUR WORTH WITHIN.

Giving himself a few more seconds to admire the First Empire’s enormity, then a few more to wish his transportation here could have started him at the top and saved him some time, he began climbing hundreds of steps.

So, he had a lot of time to think.

About what Raymond had said, about his sister and father, about what this all meant for him. A little time to soak it all in. This world existed—that much was clear. No denying that, not unless he believed he was undergoing some sort of psychiatric break.

Stopping, Isaac pressed his foot’s weight on the next step up. It didn’t give, neither melting into a dreamlike substance nor vanishing altogether. This place was corporeal. Real. Holy shit.

So, then, so was the other place he would soon visit: Maui’s Fragment. Which existed because of the Lahaina Fires, the collective human suffering born from that tragedy, and a single eidolon’s wish to fuck everything up. But according to Raymond, these eidolons also existed because of humanity. So, one of their unintentional creations now sought to harm its makers?

Grim, Isaac thought, then continued his climb.

A climb that Morgan and the others must have also made. A climb his sister must have made. Each on their way toward forming bonds with myths and legends, ones created by the collective consciousness of mankind over millennia of veneration and worship. Isaac was about to join their ranks, assuming he didn’t find an empty room waiting for him up at the top.

What if that happened? The worry of being judged as unworthy rubbed over his skin like thorns. Everyone else mentioned having multiple options. Given how many different cultures existed in human history, each with different virtues and foibles, it was hard to qualify something as abstract as “worthiness.” A hundred eidolons might find noble stoicism worthy, while a hundred others might find the thirst for carnage and battle as a sign of worthiness. Raymond had mentioned being surprised and relieved that Raijin, who felt far closer aligned to the latter, had been willing to forge a bond to help protect humanity.

So, how many eidolons did that leave? Just the ones who were notable for their heroism and gallantry? Saints, heroes, protector gods? Raymond’s shortlist of eidolons who’d bonded with someone in the past included the likes of Samson, Apollo, and Jacques de Molay. All fit with the above traits.

But what happened if he accidentally bonded with some bloodthirsty eidolon? Human history was rife with tyrants and warlords. Genghis Khan, Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great. If they existed as eidolons, and they probably did if the final grandmaster of the Knights Templar did, it seemed to Isaac that they’d be much more likely to be the eidolons who created Breakthroughs, wanting to continue their conquests.

Just be there and make things easier on me, Raijin, Isaac thought.

If not him, then one of those Raymond had earmarked as a good choice. Based on how the others had acted while within the Breakthrough, it didn’t seem like their bonded eidolon changed or overwrote their personalities, but who could say what teaming up with an egomaniac warlord might do to him?

Isaac grew more stressed, not less, as he examined all the ways in which things could go very, very wrong. Using the same tactic he’d used earlier that day, he forced himself to examine the First Empire in greater detail. Every so often, including when he reached the not-guardhouse, he reached another tier of the ziggurat. Smaller staircases led down to these flat areas, where gardens ran along the smooth edges, their vibrant greens and violets juxtaposing the sunburnt-colored bricks.

Up he went, alone in a way that was profound. As of right now, excluding any mythic heroes waiting at the top, he was in a place where other humans had trod, but none did now. There was something sobering in realizing that. He was truly alone. It was just him. Not alone in a house, not alone in a park, not alone on a tiny island in the middle of nowhere. Truly alone.

No wind, Isaac then recognized. No sounds at all. Just my footsteps.

To prove it, he stopped. A silence unlike any he had ever experienced, as all-consuming as the void behind him, hemmed him in. Closer it crept, like shadowy tendrils rushing toward a single flame, eager to snuff it out and—

And we’re moving again! Isaac decided, resuming his climb. Nope, he was ready to get through this part and make it back to the others.

He didn’t stop again, ignoring his strained legs. If he’d known he had such a climb ahead of him, he wouldn’t have walked so damn much earlier.

Curiously, the palace at the top wasn’t much of a palace. He supposed that made sense, as the ziggurat’s available space shrank with each step toward the narrower top. Of course, the building still gleamed with gold plating, and its single visible entrance stood fifteen feet high, but still. Unlike the guardhouse, this one had gates, six inches thick and similarly gold, so he was relieved to find them already open.

The starlight pouring across the First Empire painted the path forward, revealing a circular plinth in the center of the room. A barren room. There was nothing else inside.

Isaac’s breath hitched, panic sprouting like bile in his throat. He forced himself to calm down and enter the room, looking around. His initial assumption was wrong. There was something in the room. Braziers. And as he stepped inside, four of them, hanging from long chains attached to the room’s high roof, burst alight. Azure flames with a heart of violet scattered the shadows, shoving them into the room’s corners.

With that, Isaac saw reliefs sculpted into the walls, depicting what he assumed was the history of Sargon of Akkad, or maybe the entire empire. Some showed battles, others showed the construction of ziggurats like this one, and a few were too abstract for Isaac to comprehend.

It was all very interesting, sure, but it wasn’t why he was here. He still saw nothing close to a gilded sword hovering above the ground, or a writhing bolt of lightning surrounded by floating spheres, or anything mystical outside of those burning braziers. Where were the eidolons?

Anxiety flaring, Isaac bit the inside of his cheek. Maybe… maybe there was another part to this? His eyes locked onto the plinth. Moving closer, he spotted a slight separation between it and the ground, a crack that he could have snuck a finger through. Could it be some form of button, or an elevator to the ziggurat’s bowels?

Please, don’t make me go back empty-handed, Isaac thought as he tested his theories.

He climbed onto the plinth, holding his breath, waiting for his weight to do something. Stepping onto the center, he heard a rumbling click, and the plinth began descending. It went down the eight inches needed to become even with the room’s floor.

Nothing happened.

No.

He waited a few moments. Still, nothing happened.

No. No, no, no.

Isaac set a hand to his head, feeling a pounding within. Not one? Not one saw him as worthy?!

Of course not, a voice in his head whispered. Why do you think your father never included you? It only makes sense. Alyssa wanted to keep you safe from this, not from the dangers she faced. From this pitiful realization.

Isaac bared his teeth at those thoughts, forming fists. He wanted to punch something, yet there wasn’t anything to punch. Empty. The First Empire was both his first and last step toward becoming like Morgan and Alyssa.

He—

A small blue line formed in the air in front of him. Thin and straight, it floated parallel to the ground, one end pointing right at his forehead. Isaac blinked, then saw another two lines leap out from the same end. It formed a pointing arrow.

At him?

No.

Slowly, Isaac turned around.

His way out of the palace that wasn’t much of a palace was gone. Replaced. By a seemingly endless hallway, still in the same style as the First Empire. Small pedestals lined themselves against both interior walls, forming two similarly endless rows.

His worthiness floated above them.


Chapter Twenty

Worthiness

Isaac’s eyes widened. Panic evaporated, and awe seized the reins. Because he didn’t just see a dozen abstract representations of willing eidolons floating, standing, or lying on the many pedestals lining the walls. A quick estimation, as he could only see so far down the hall, put the number at over a hundred. More, maybe. Every pedestal he could see had something on or over it.

The eidolons on the first two couldn’t have been more different. The one on his left resembled a silver-plated Rubik’s Cube, though it was as big as his head. Floating there, the smaller cubes that made up the larger one routinely popped out in sets of up to a dozen, then zoomed around the body and placed themselves in one of the vacant spots.

The one on his right was simply a bronze shield. Maybe one from the time of Greek antiquity, but again, Isaac was no historian. It resembled the kind he was used to seeing in movies or history books.

His eyes raced beyond these first two, looking at other usual and unusual—the split was relatively even—objects in his path. The weirdest one was math. Literally, it was math. Floating algebraic equations popped in and out of existence like silver mist. That was all he could see.

“These all find me worthy?” Isaac wondered aloud.

The blue line answered.

“Yes.”

Isaac started. The word hovered for a few seconds, then slowly vanished. There was something here, something that could hear and respond to him. An eidolon? A guide? Raymond and the others had mentioned nothing like this.

“Who are you?” Isaac asked.

In response, his memories came back.

They arrived in a flood, piling onto themselves in their urgency to fill the gaps in his memory. Ones he hadn’t realized he’d had, because they’d happened in a place where time didn’t flow normally. Jin, Aria, the deal he’d made.

Isaac brought a hand to his head, blinking rapidly. He needed a few seconds to accept it all, then reckon with what they’d done to him. And why.

Okay, so they’d been right; he had found it much easier to accept supernatural truths from Raymond and Morgan.

Isaac stared at the place in the air where he’d seen the blue word.

“Who is speaking to me?” he asked, rephrasing his earlier question.

An answer formed from flowing blue lines.

“Aria.”

“Is Jin there too?”

“He is not. It is just me.”

“Why don’t you appear before me like you did on the plane? It’d be a lot easier—and less jarring—to talk that way.”

“Only one willing to be bonded can appear in the Hall. I am not, and so this will be how we communicate while you are here.”

“You’re an eidolon, then?”

“Yes.”

“Jin, too?”

Oddly, though she gave the same answer, it didn’t appear right away. A few seconds passed, then the three letters he had just seen reappeared.

“Yes.”

So, why the delay? Isaac wondered.

“Is everything I heard from Raymond, Morgan, and—”

He frowned, falling silent because of a ridiculous thought. It couldn’t be, and he knew he didn’t need to ask, but he felt like the itch wouldn’t go away unless he got clarification.

“You’re not Adria, right? In a human form, having given me a bunch of hints about what I’d find up here tonight, so I’d find it more believable?”

This response also didn’t come immediately. A part of him knew it was because Aria was laughing.

“No, I am not Adria Velasco. She is human.”

“Okay,” Isaac said, feeling foolish for having needed that answer. “So, what Raymond, Morgan, and the others said. Did you hear all that? And is it all true?”

“I did, and it is true.”

“And is Raijin here?” Isaac asked. “Among these eidolons?”

“Yes.”

So, he was worthy. Like his sister had been. Relief and melancholy mingled within him, tasting strange. How would it feel to be bonded to the same eidolon as his sister? Would they be able to communicate, as he and Aria did now, so he could learn about all those years he’d missed? Would Raijin have been there during his sister’s final moments, aware but powerless to help?

Curiously, Aria had more to say. His eyes tracked the flow of blue forming in the air, which pulled him from his contemplations. He was glad; they weren’t particularly pleasant ones.

“But I recommend against bonding Raijin.”

“What?” Isaac demanded. “Why not?”

“There is another eidolon in the Hall that would better serve your goals. I recommend you bond them, not Alyssa’s former partner.”

“Even if that’s not what Raymond and the others think I should do?”

“It is your choice; I am merely a guide.”

“One with way more knowledge and experience than anyone on the other side, I’m sure,” Isaac said. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

“I wasn’t. I knew you would make that connection.”

Isaac scowled at the floating words, though it was awkward to do so. In the information age that humanity was in, he was used to long conversations via text. Nevertheless, there was something unnerving about this manner of communication.

“Will this always be how we communicate?”

“No. In other situations, I will draw you into my personal Fragment, allowing us to speak as we did in our first meeting.”

“You have a Fragment? So, you have a Breakthrough in the world somewhere?”

“A Fragment does not necessarily require a Breakthrough.”

“You said everything that Raymond and the others said was true.”

“They did not say that a Fragment could only be formed via a Breakthrough. The First Empire is a Fragment, but it does not have a singular Breakthrough.”

She was correct, and the worst kind: technically correct. Given all that she knew, given that she was probably ancient, he suspected she could provide him with so much. Context and explanations that would make Raymond’s eyes glow. But would she provide them? What did their deal really entail?

“Now that my memories are back, am I allowed to speak of you to Raymond and the others?”

“I ask that you not.”

“Why?”

“For our shared purposes.”

“That’s pretty vague.”

Another brief delay followed. Arms folded, Isaac tapped his foot. It was as bad as seeing those stupid bubbles appear and then disappear when texting someone.

“I ask for your trust in this matter.”

Isaac mulled over her response. How far did he want to trust her? How far could he push her for answers and knowledge? Per their deal, there were no binding terms to this partnership. It was barely more than a handshake agreement to work together. Dare he risk losing her help?

Assuming she is helping you right now, not manipulating you. Great.

Withholding a sigh, Isaac asked, “Who would you like me to bond with?”

“This way.”

Isaac watched as the y’s tail flowed longer than it should have, then began trailing down the hall. It stayed roughly a foot long, with its end fading inch by inch as it leisurely glided away. With nothing else to do, he followed it.

He passed dozens upon dozens of eidolons, reminding him of how many the others had mentioned encountering in their times in the First Empire.

“Why do I have so many?” he asked, glancing toward an enormous crimson sword, easily six feet long, that was planted point-first into its pedestal.

The words flowed out, and Isaac stopped long enough to read them. “Jin’s faith in you inspires many of us to be open to a bond.”

Isaac frowned. He almost didn’t like that, hearing that it was Jin who had caused so many eidolons to see him as worthy. Yet, if they all respected Jin enough to do such a thing, and Jin believed in Isaac, he supposed he shouldn’t feel that way. The transitive property of worthiness, was it?

“Who is Jin, and why does he have so much sway in your world?”

“This I will not answer.”

“Why not? I now know that you’re all historically significant figures in human history. With enough time researching storm gods and the like, I’m pretty sure I could make an educated guess who he is.”

“Jin has no relationship to storms.”

“That’s a pretty blatant lie, don’t you think? His body—or essence, I guess—was literally a storm.”

“Only because there was a storm near your world, which I used in the establishment of my Fragment. More specifically, your anxiety toward storms. In bringing him into it, his guise was affected.”

“Okay,” he said dubiously, changing topics—away from his anxiety toward storms. “So, how many eidolons are here? We’ve passed at least sixty.”

“Six thousand four hundred and eighty-nine.”

Wow. Stopping, he stared down the hall, no end in sight. With five feet between each pair of pedestals, this might take a while. He hadn’t imagined that a mystical place between worlds would require so much walking.

Hoping the eidolon she wanted him to bond with wasn’t at the end, Isaac wordlessly followed his guiding line. Now that he knew there were so many, he didn’t pay as much attention to them as he passed. Otherwise, he might be here for hours.

Such a large number. Thousands, when Morgan and the others had only seen a dozen or two. How many had Alyssa seen? He stopped and asked, but Aria informed him she didn’t know.

“I’m only able to see into this place right now because of our bond,” she explained.

After passing at least a thousand eidolons, Isaac stopped yet again. This time, it wasn’t because he had a question for Aria.

Isaac stared at a pedestal five or six up from those flanking him. Like all the others, there was an eidolon’s spirit or essence or concept above it. This one, like many others, floated. And like a few others, it pulsed with electricity.

An opaque bolt of violet lightning flickered and forked above the pedestal, and eight orbs of the same color rotated around it. Raijin. His sister’s eidolon.

Isaac’s breath hitched. Feeling as if an invisible hand squeezed his heart, merciless, intending to pop it, Isaac set his hand on his chest.

Breathe, he told himself.

He did so, glancing at Aria’s blue line. It hovered in the air, waiting for him. It was difficult to judge any form of impatience or empathy from a line. Based on his meeting with her on the plane, she seemed a little stiff and stoic, but she hadn’t felt inhuman. He wondered who she had been, in life or in myth.

“You don’t want me to pick Raijin, right?” Isaac asked.

“Yes, there is a better choice.”

“If I picked him, would you stop working with me?”

“No.”

“But you believe it will make it more difficult for us to complete our goals?”

Goals that remained somewhat up in the air. His sister had died in an accident, a totally normal accident. There was nothing for him to do about that. No justice to be sought, no mystery to uncover. But he now knew what she and his father had been up to all these years. So… his goal was now to finish what they’d started. That meant closing this Breakthrough, which he assumed Adria and Jin were also after.

“Why me?” he asked.

“You are driven,” Aria said, understanding his question.

“Alyssa was driven,” he snapped.

“Yes, she was. But things were well in hand before the accident.”

“So, I’m the backup plan, then?”

Aria didn’t mince words.

“In a sense, yes. Jin and I wish to see things with this Fragment go smoothly. That is why we are offering our help.”

Chewing on her words, he arrived at a new question. “Do you know who the Maui Fragment’s Creator is?”

“Yes.” Without any pause at all.

“But you won’t tell me,” Isaac said, reading the text that didn’t appear in blue.

“I apologize.”

He stared at her response. Well, that was something, he supposed. He mulled things over for a few seconds, during which his eyes continuously drifted toward the purple lightning bolt up ahead. His sister’s eidolon. He wanted to bond with it so badly. It was a connection to Alyssa, no matter how slight.

Eventually, he forced himself to stop staring. He nodded wordlessly, and the blue line resumed its path forward. Isaac followed, passing Alyssa’s eidolon. Fists formed, neck like steel, he didn’t let himself look back.

“Aria, distract me with something ridiculous,” he soon said.

“In what way?”

“Santa Claus, there are people—well, kids—who believe in him. And have for who knows how long. So, yeah, is he an eidolon?”

“Yes.”

“Really?” he scoffed. “Is he, I don’t know, like how children perceive him? Jolly and generous? What does he do all day?”

“We’ve never met,” Aria said, and Isaac wasn’t sure if he believed her or not. Regardless, the humor of finding out that, yes, kids, Santa Claus is real, pushed away morose thoughts about the eidolon he was walking away from.

“What about…?”

No fun at all, Aria refused to confirm if the Easter Bunny and Tooth Fairy were also real. For the sheer hilarity of envisioning his father, the rational-minded Christopher Matthws, researching their origins, he liked to think they were. So long as he didn’t end up accidentally making a bond with one of them.

After what felt like an eternity to his aching legs, the blue line finally altered its direction. Instead of endlessly flowing straight, it bent like a stream snaking around a boulder, turning Isaac’s attention toward an upcoming pedestal on his left.

A gentle flame hovered above it. He’d seen quite a few flame-based eidolons already, and of every imaginable color. So, it was almost quaint to see a simple red and orange flame with a white center. Spread along the pedestal was a pile of hearty yellow straw, and though the flame’s base hovered just inches above it, it didn’t burn or blacken.

“This one?” Isaac asked, somewhat needlessly.

“Yes.”

“Will you tell me who or what I’m about to forge a bond with?”

“In time, they will provide the answer.”

Isaac set his jaw. Well, who was he to deny this mysterious god, hero, or entity the opportunity for a dramatic revelation about who they were? He glared at the spot where Aria’s words faded, nonetheless. She hadn’t exactly been all that helpful with clearing up the questions plaguing his mind. Really, the only noteworthy one involved yesterday’s heat flash. His time in her Fragment was why he’d been susceptible to the one connected to Maui.

“Right after I bond this eidolon, I’m going to end up back with the others, right? And, uh, how do I do it? I realize I forgot to ask.”

“All you need do is extend your hand. The connection will follow.”

“Okay,” Isaac said. “Well, let’s mark the date for our next conversation. When will we next see—emphasis on see—each other? Soon, I hope.”

“Before your first true foray into Maui’s Fragment,” Aria wrote.

“Which will happen in the next two weeks.”

“Roughly,” Aria wrote.

Isaac drew his lips to a line. “Do you know when the next day will be?”

“August 29th,” Aria wrote.

He almost couldn’t believe that she’d given him a straight answer.

“That’s… sixteen days,” Isaac mused. A Friday. Well, at least it’d lead into a weekend. Hopefully. Unless he died on his first day of supernatural investigation.

Hopefully, you’re going to help me avoid that, Isaac thought, looking back at the hovering ball of flame. If Aria and Jin, who apparently had an eidolon’s version of superstar-level pull in his world, thought this was the right choice, who was he to argue with their combined wisdom? Regardless, given what had created Maui’s Breakthrough, it still felt a little… insensitive for him to rock back up with a fire-themed eidolon.

Alright, Isaac thought, clenching and unclenching his right hand. Here we go.

He didn’t know the eidolon’s name. He didn’t know why it was willing to bond with him. If it had goals of its own, he did not know. But he was about to forge a bond with this entity, and it with him. He needed its power. He needed to be able to protect himself, Morgan, and the others. And he needed to be useful in defeating this unknown Creator.

Well, just unknown to us, Isaac thought dryly, glancing toward the spot where Aria’s previous messages had appeared.

His days of being useful started now, right here. As much as Morgan might wish it, there was no way he reappeared before her without an eidolon of his own.

And so, Isaac extended his hand.

As soon as his palm came within six inches of the dancing flame, its roiling form froze entirely, like it had just become a piece of art depicting fire, not a living fire itself. An instant later, the straw underneath it finally burned. They crackled as they burned, shrinking and curling into misshapen, black cinders. Dry-mouthed and honestly pretty damn terrified, Isaac kept his hand where it was.

The hovering ball of flame pulsed in waves, rising from the base to the tip, red into orange, orange into red. Isaac could hear his heartbeat attune to the rhythm of those upward sweeps, which gave no sound—so his body offered its services up to help.

Midway through its tenth pulse, red and orange rejoined, and the flame changed its shape. Slowly, as if it were instead a flower, red petals unfurled, splitting apart into six distinct strips, tied together at the fire’s base. Those flowing tendrils turned like the heads of snakes toward his hand. It took everything in Isaac not to rip his hand away.

Fiery tendrils glided between the gaps in his fingers. Bizarrely, though he felt the immense heat, much like he had yesterday, he felt no pain. There wasn’t even any discomfort. His skin didn’t mimic the burned straw. No pain, no discoloration, no burning. The fiery serpents glided up to his wrist, then began wrapping themselves around it, his fingers, and his palm.

A handshake agreement. A proper one.

Once made, a feminine voice, gentle but compelling, spoke within his mind in a language he didn’t know. Yet he understood. As if they were being imprinted onto his very soul, a thing he now might also need to consider the existence of, he felt the words as much as he heard them.

“This bond shall be made, an oath of protection and duty. First, know a gentle flame.”

The fire wrapping around his right hand brightened, brightened, and then brightened some more. It became too much, and Isaac squeezed his eyes shut.

The surrounding air grew chilly. Once more, without even needing to open his eyes, he knew he was now somewhere else.


Chapter Twenty-One

Supernatural Show-and-Tell

Like last time, Isaac didn’t open his eyes right away. Instead, he focused on calming his thundering heartbeat, which felt like a natural response to what had just transpired. His focus moved to his right hand. No burns, no pain. Yet, there was something there—and it was spreading. A heat, but distant, like a tiny flame flickering in the pit of a deep cave. It seemed a pitiful thing compared to the blazing heat that he’d experienced just seconds before.

Someone shuffled nearby. He knew five people were waiting for him to open his eyes and deliver the good news—or bad news, he supposed, when it came to Morgan. Still, he spent a few more seconds compiling his thoughts and calming his racing heart. Then he opened his eyes.

“Well?!” Adria said, gesticulating wildly with her hands when he finally did so. “Yay or nay on becoming a Bonded?”

“Yay,” he confirmed.

He was one of them. Like Alyssa had been.

“Is it Raijin?” Raymond asked, seeming nearly as eager as Adria.

He’d known the question was coming. It was part of why he’d spent a few seconds collecting himself. Although he found it distasteful, the simplest solution seemed the best one. If Aria didn’t want him to reveal her existence, and so he didn’t seem like a reckless, uncaring idiot, it was really the only way.

“No, he wasn’t there,” Isaac lied. “I had to bond a different eidolon.”

Raymond’s expression plummeted from Haleakala’s summit to the Mariana Trench. “Ah. Well… was it one of those on our known list?”

“No, afraid not. I only had eighteen choices, and none of them matched the descriptions you gave me. I just had to go with my gut.”

Nearby, Adria kicked a rock. Isaac sent her an amused look. Had she been secretly hoping that he’d end up with fewer options than her, so she was no longer the one who’d had the least?

“It was super surreal,” Isaac said, adding space between his lies. “No one mentioned I needed to stand on that plinth, so I panicked there for a second. Thought not a single eidolon wanted to bond with me.”

“Yes, we realized it soon after you left,” Morgan said. “As well as how to bond an eidolon. You seem to have worked it out, regardless.”

Isaac scrutinized the gorgeous woman. She looked slightly resigned, causing her to stand out among the others and their excitement like a splotch of blood on a white shirt.

“It did,” Isaac said. “Now I can help.”

“Starting with showing off your new abilities,” Adria said. “Gonna give us a little show?”

“If I can, sure. I don’t really know what I’m doing. I heard a few words from my eidolon when we bonded, but I haven’t had time for a lesson or anything.”

As he said this, he also turned his mind inward. So, how did this bond work? Could he telepathically speak with his eidolon? He tried, calling out a few greetings in his head. No response was forthcoming.

“It should be pretty instinctive,” Adria said. “That’s what Alyssa said to me.”

“And me,” Kainoa said. “It was more like remembering a skill I used to have but had forgotten than learning something completely new.” He scratched his head. “Hope that makes sense.”

“Well, I can give it a shot,” Isaac said, knowing where he’d start.

Holding up his right hand, looking at his palm, he focused on that tiny feeling of heat under the surface. Now, he got a response.

“No need is present,” the same voice he’d heard when he’d forged the bond said.

“So, we can communicate?” Isaac sent, latching onto a new connection—one between minds. Strange as it was, it also felt natural.

He received no reply then, nor when he spoke the words aloud. No response was forthcoming. Isaac’s sigh was, however.

“I was told that there isn’t currently a need,” he eventually explained.

“Oh, so you got one of those eidolons,” Adria said, amused. “First of the group.”

He looked around. “One of those?”

“Alyssa mentioned some eidolons are less willing to… show off,” Morgan said. “Cora’s, for example, refused to ‘perform parlor tricks,’ so I didn’t see what she could do until we were inside the Fragment. So, technically, you’re not the first among us to have a difficult eidolon.”

“Well,” Isaac said, scratching the back of his head, “what now?”

“The rest of us can still show off a little,” Adria said. “I guess you get to hold on to your secrets until a more dramatic moment.”

“I guess,” Isaac agreed through his frustration. When he and Aria met up, this would be a topic they discussed.

“You can go first, Adria,” Morgan said, glancing at a clearly eager Spaniard. “We know you’ve been waiting.”

In more ways than one, as Isaac would soon find out.

Grinning, Adria spun her captivating stare toward the least likely person there to volunteer to be a magician’s assistant. “Lei, be my guinea pig.”

“Why me?”

“Because it’s cathartic to throw rocks at you.”

Scowling, Lei still stepped forward. Beaming, Adria bounded over to her, then stuck out her hand. Lei looked at it for a few seconds, sighed, and then grudgingly shook it. As that happened, Adria spoke in a clear voice.

“In your time of need, know the blessing of the protector saint, maiden and defender of the virtuous.”

Nothing visible transpired, causing Isaac to arch an eyebrow as the handshake ended. Unperturbed, Adria jaunted over to his side. Grinning as she scooped up a fist-sized rock, she tossed it to him.

“Alrighty, give it a good throw. And don’t just toss it at her. It needs to be a full pitch, like you’re trying to get a runner out before he slides into second.”

“Come again?” Isaac said, glancing at Leilani. Nothing about her appeared changed, including her overt disinterest in these proceedings. Nor did she react as Adria told him to plug her with a rock.

“Throw the rock. At her. Hard.”

He frowned. “Maybe you first want to explain what you’ve done to her.”

“I mean, I just said it. ‘In your time of need,’ so on, so on.”

“In rather flowery, unexplanatory language, sure.”

“It’ll be fine,” Kainoa said, chuckling. “You have my blessing to throw a rock at my niece.”

The woman in question slid her scowl over to her uncle but voiced no opposition.

Well, fine, Isaac thought. It certainly wasn’t the strangest event of his night.

Turning to the side, Isaac sighted Leilani dead center, reared back his arm, and let the stone fly. He was hardly going to make a late sprint into joining a collegiate baseball team, but his aim was true, and there was force enough behind the stone for it to really hurt if it hit someone. As such, it zipped through the air, thinking it was about to bruise the left shoulder of one of the prettiest women on the island.

Instead, it never even touched her. Centimeters before impact, a light to make the stars envious erupted into existence. Despite himself, Isaac turned his head away, squeezing one eye shut. Foiled entirely, the stone ricocheted away, clattering onto the ground in front of Lei. Before the light faded away a few seconds later, Isaac jerked his head back around and examined it.

Roughly spherical and slightly larger than the stone that he’d thrown, it hovered right on top of Lei’s clothing. Intricate threads of white-gold energy comprised its body, staggeringly bright, then quickly dimming and completely fading away. Soon enough, it was as if it had never been there, save for the red splotches Isaac now saw when he blinked.

“My ability,” Adria announced. “Thanks to my bond with Jeanne d’Arc.”

Isaac knew the name, of course, though it was usually Joan of Arc in English-speaking countries. Regardless, you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone in a Western country who didn’t know the name of the French patron saint. Still, even though he’d been told that his sister had bonded a Japanese storm god, he raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“She thinks it’s Joan of Arc,” Morgan said.

“How could it not be? Do you hear what I have to say each time I hand out this shield?”

“I’m only pointing out that your eidolon hasn’t confirmed her identity.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Adria said, then turned back to Isaac. “So, pretty cool, right? It’s also way stronger than you might think. Pretty sure Lei could take a tank shell to the chest, and my shield would still have some juice left in it.”

“We’re not trying that out,” Lei said flatly.

“Only because it’d be super hard to get a tank up here,” Adria said, grinning.

“So, it’s a protective barrier?” Isaac asked. “It responds when the wearer is in danger?”

“Yep, and yep,” Adria said. “I can give out multiple too, so I shake a lot of hands whenever I visit Haleakala. It’s not even that tiring anymore. It’s kind of risky to test just how strong the shield is, and it varies from person to person for some reason, but I can give out quite a few without ending up exhausted nowadays.”

“Its strength varies between people? How can you tell?”

“I just have a weird sense of how strong or weak the barrier is,” Adria said, shrugging. “Helpful for me knowing if I should replenish it, though. It’s all or nothing, that. I don’t refill the shield; I completely swap it out for a new one.”

“Fascinating,” Isaac admitted.

Adria beamed at him, clearly appreciating his response. “Want to try it? You will feel it, sort of, though you won’t be able to judge how much is left in the tank. Only I can.”

“Sure,” Isaac said, holding his hand out.

Adria took it, then repeated the same phrase she’d used when granting Lei her protection. However, she also added a little extra at the end.

“…And defender of the virtuous,” Adria finished.

Next, she climbed onto her toes and kissed him.

Compared to the other times they’d locked lips, this kiss was as mild as they came. It lasted only a couple of seconds. Adria still left him stunned stupid.

Withdrawing her lips from his, Adria’s eyes shimmered with hope. And then Isaac felt what Adria had intimated he would. A deep well of power flourished within him, expanding throughout his body, then settling into a single, barely noticeable feeling deep within. So, a lot like how his ability felt. There was even a sense of warmth and comfort to it, but also a watchful feeling. It was ready in case danger came his way.

It also felt walled off. This wasn’t his to grab hold of, but a gift. And it would decide when he needed its protection.

Fascinated by the experience, Isaac found his awe clashing with Adria’s frustration. After the kiss, she rocked back onto her heels and knitted her eyebrows together. And then, even though she’d kissed him, she frowned deeply.

“It didn’t work,” she muttered. “Come on, damnit.”

“Uh, I think I did,” Isaac said, confused by multiple of the things she’d just done in the past few seconds. “I can feel it inside of me.”

“Yeah, that worked,” Adria sighed. “But it’s way weaker than the one I gave to Lei. It feels around the same as the ones I give Morgan and Kainoa.”

Nearby, a redhead shook her head. “Why did you think it would work that way, Adria? We all told you your theory didn’t make sense.”

Adria scowled, more in a general sense than directly at Morgan. “It was a good theory.”

“How?” Lei snorted. “If Joan of Arc really is your eidolon, how would kissing a guy make the protection you give stronger? She’s literally famous for her virginity.”

“I dunno,” Adria said, sounding increasingly displeased by her failure. “It made sense to me. I figured the stronger the connection between me and the other person, the more protection I can give. When I first got my eidolon, the shield I gave you was always enormous, but for Morgan and Alyssa, theirs were smaller at the beginning, then got bigger as we got to know each other.”

“It’s not a horrible theory, but there are clear flaws,” Raymond said, appearing bemused by what he’d just witnessed. “It seems likely there is some correlation between the strength of the shield given and the relationship you have with the recipient, but I agree with Morgan: Jeanne d’Arc has next to no historical connection to romance.”

Adria grumbled to herself, downcast and unaware of the unintended consequences of her actions.

Because Isaac’s mind now re-contextualized just about every single interaction they’d had over the past three days. Her eagerness to replace Lei as the one who’d show him around on his first day, the exceptionally hasty way in which she’d started coming onto him. He found an asterisk sitting behind every conversation and interaction they’d had since meeting.

Isaac’s stunned expression morphed into one of displeasure. Adria noticed, glancing his way. Unlike hers, his scowl wasn’t just generally placed. It pointed right at her.

The cogs in Adria’s mind turned, and her eyes widened. She opened her mouth, only to think better of saying something while the others were in earshot. She gave him a little shake of the head, but Isaac couldn’t decide what it meant.

“What about the rest of you?” Isaac asked, sharply turning away from Adria.

Kainoa patted himself on the shoulder. “Unlike everyone else here, I actually know who my eidolon is.” He glanced at Morgan. “And I’m pretty sure I can trust what mine has said, unlike some others. My eidolon is Captain Ahab, the doomed captain of the Pequod. You know, I’d never actually read Moby Dick until I found myself teamed up with him. A fictional storybook character, not even a god or creature of ancient myth. It was a wild experience getting used to hearing his voice in my head. And he has some pipes on him, believe me.”

Because of his father’s insistence that his children read all the “classics,” Isaac had suffered through the dense novel as a kid. Now, he had an idea why.

“So, what does the grim captain let you do?” Isaac asked.

“It’s got a kind of unpleasant feeling when you first experience it, so I’ll just explain it. Like Adria, I’ve got some help to give. I can produce these lengths of fishing line and attach them to people’s wrists. While it’s on, I’ll have a good idea of where you’re at, which is handy enough. But it gets better! If you ever tug on the line and snap it, it’ll drag you back to me in an instant. Not so useful in a fight, but useful in getting out of one that’s going pear-shaped, yeah?”

Isaac nodded. It indeed sounded tremendously useful. Combined with Adria’s shield, assuming the things they were coming into conflict with didn’t hit harder than a tank shell, there was a strong safety net in place for this group.

However, he grasped why Raymond had wished for him to return with Raijin, described as a powerhouse. So far, they were lacking in offensive capabilities. That didn’t change when Morgan explained what she could do.

“I have no idea who my eidolon is,” she said. “Even though we’ve been bonded for ten months. Not because they won’t offer me a name, like Adria’s, but because they’ve given me roughly twenty of them at this point. My eidolon seems quite amused with keeping me guessing who they are. Worse, they can change their voice so drastically that I can’t tell if they’re male or female. I basically talk to a new individual each time. It’s been a total pain trying to narrow down who they might be.”

As if her eidolon had been waiting for her to say such a thing, Morgan glanced slightly upward, then frowned. She then proceeded to roll her eyes.

“Sounds like most of us have things kind of rough,” Isaac remarked. This wasn’t playing out as cleanly as he’d expected, where he’d imagined righteous heroes providing their gifts and aid without issue.

“On my end, they’ve at least given me some useful abilities, so they aren’t withholding those,” Morgan said. “My power lets me enact something akin to—but much more potent than—a chameleon’s camouflage. When I first became a Bonded, I could only do it to myself. Eventually, I could do it to myself and anyone I was touching. The ability kept getting stronger, too, and nowadays, it works well even if we’re moving quickly, seamlessly keeping up with terrain changes.”

As Morgan grew silent, she received looks from the others. Adria cleared her throat meaningfully.

“And… there’s this,” Morgan said, turning up her hand.

Before Isaac’s eyes, the very shadows themselves coalesced into flowing streams that gathered into Morgan’s palm. It was a matte void, entirely resistant to light, swirling and shifting into…

A pure black dagger—a Japanese kunai—appeared in Morgan’s hand. Its edges didn’t glint in the starlight, maintaining that matte darkness, though it looked remarkably sharp.

“This is somewhat new. It’s… well, if I strike an eidolon down with this, it eats the body.”

Isaac cocked an eyebrow. “Define ‘eats.’”

“It’s super creepy,” Adria said, and even Lei nodded. “Shadowy tendrils rip out of the blade, surround whatever she’s just killed, and then, poof, no more body.”

“At least we know eidolons don’t actually die,” Morgan said with a sigh. “That keeps the Hippocratic oath safe, I guess. Part of it.”

Hand opening, she let the dagger fall away. It plummeted toward the ground, tip first, and then vanished in a puff of shadowy smoke a moment before impact.

“Eerie,” Isaac agreed.

“Its shape is different every time, too,” Morgan said. “So, don’t assume my eidolon has a relationship with Japan.”

Isaac nodded, mainly surprised to learn that Morgan had killed things. He supposed he shouldn’t be. This was what they were here to do, ultimately. Kill a specific eidolon.

It was what Alyssa had been doing for years, and now him. Besides, alongside what Morgan had just said about death being nonpermanent, it was hardly the same thing as killing a person… right? An eidolon wasn’t a living, breathing person.

Aria seemed as much a person as I am, Isaac thought. Jin… not so much.

“How about you, Lei?” Isaac asked the taciturn Hawaiian.

The woman scowled at him. Again! For what?!

“I should know what everyone can do, right? We’re going to be working together in dangerous situations, so it only makes sense.”

“I’m aware,” Lei growled. Her luscious mouth flattened, no longer a scowl, and she seemed to consider what else to say.

“If you’re uncomfortable with a presentation,” Raymond said diplomatically, “perhaps an explanation will suffice?”

“I can pull off a presentation,” Lei snapped, then immediately blanched. “It’ll be fine, I mean.”

“I’m sure it will,” Morgan said, though she immediately glanced at Adria.

The Spanish beauty nodded and lurched into action, passing out her protection to Morgan, Kainoa, and Raymond. That seemed to agitate Lei further, but she kept any issues to herself. Instead, she marched away from them, deeper into the center of the Breakthrough. When she stopped, she was a shadowy silhouette.

“I’ll provide the scientific explanation,” Raymond said, standing beside Isaac.

A few moments passed with nothing occurring. Lei stood perfectly still, hands raised in front of her. And then, like but unlike Adria’s presentation, there was light.

Blue, white. A violent flare of both appeared in the space between Lei’s fingertips, illuminating a face furrowed with concentration. Not a flame, not lightning, almost liquid, what Lei created roiled in a sphere-like form, some sides flaring out, some sides flattening in. The shape didn’t seem easily maintained, and Lei gritted her teeth.

“That,” Raymond whispered, staring ahead, “is super-heated plasma.”

Isaac tossed him a glance.

“A remarkable ability,” Raymond continued. “Unfortunately, it’s also highly unstable, as you can plainly see. When she creates this plasma, she also generates a binding magnetic field around it, which is how she should be able to shape and control it. Alas, this is one of the rare instances in which the control aspect has proven difficult to master.”

“Can it hurt her?”

“Yes. Unfortunately. That is why we only allow her to practice when she has one of Adria’s shields.”

Isaac watched as Lei’s blade-sharp expression transformed into a snarl. The roiling mass of plasma bulged to the right, engulfing her hand, whereupon golden light burst into existence to combat its aggressive sibling. Trembling with effort, Lei somehow forced it back into the space between her hands. They shook more than any part of her as she did so.

“Thank you, Lei!” Morgan called. “That’s enough!”

The plasma puffed out in a way similar to Morgan’s strange dagger, breaking apart into silvery wisps, then vanishing altogether. Once it was gone, Lei dropped her arms, breathing heavily as darkness reclaimed her.

“It’s been seven months of this?” Isaac asked, keeping his voice low as Adria hurried over to check on her.

Morgan nodded. “Yes. Since lightning is a form of plasma, Alyssa hoped she could help, but nothing stuck. It’s always so taxing, just like you saw.”

In more ways than one, Isaac thought, seeing Lei’s drooped shoulders as she and Adria approached. Seven months of failure? How did anyone handle that well? And what if it was the same for him?

“With that, we’ve nearly brought you up to speed,” Raymond said. “A very successful night this has been.”

Had it been? Isaac looked around. Exhausted, Lei thumped to the ground, shaking her head. Kneeling next to her, her uncle rubbed her back.

Closer by, Morgan’s eyes flickered with remorse each time Isaac noticed her watching him. Not to be outdone, Adria bit her lip, stealing glances at him whenever she thought he wasn’t looking.

And then I don’t even know what I can do, Isaac thought.

So, yes, the night had its successes, but there were hiccups too. But in keeping with his single-minded focus, Raymond didn’t seem to notice them.

“So, now that I’ve bonded an eidolon, I’m part of the team, right? And the mission is to defeat this Fragment’s Creator?”

Even as he asked these questions, worries wriggled within.

Could this group even do that? Kainoa and Adria offered a lot of defensive utility, and Morgan offered a powerful means of stealth. Lei… well, she was currently more of a liability than an asset. Unless his ability, which he assumed would be flame-based, was both easy to control and exceptionally powerful, could they take down such a strong opponent?”

“Yes, that is our ultimate goal,” Raymond said. “Before this Breakthrough reaches a state of permanence, we need to defeat or run off its Creator. For our purposes, either works. Defeated or having fled, either severs the connection between Creator and Fragment. When that happens, the Fragment will collapse, and the Breakthrough goes with it.”

“Does that ever happen? A Creator just gives up or flees?”

“Rarely, but yes. It’s not something we bank on, however. Most Creators fight on to the bitter end, wishing to finish what they’ve started. You see, the Breakthrough grows because of the energy the Creator feeds it. It’s impermanent, and that’s why they must always stay within it—or it loses its stability and collapses. And so, they are vulnerable.

“However, a Creator also has one other option, which sacrifices speed for safety. They can appoint a Ruler—a lesser eidolon who will preside over the Fragment in their stead. This allows the Creator to hide themselves away, safe from attack. And the Ruler, albeit at a far slower pace, can continue to expand the Breakthrough.”

“Well, that sounds unfair as hell,” Isaac remarked. “Can they do this indefinitely? Surely not, right?”

“No, and that is the vital part of the Creator-Ruler relationship. All this started because of an elemental catastrophe. There was power in that, and the Creator seized it. But it is not endless, and there can be only a single Creator. As such, a Ruler’s assignment requires that they break off and hand over a piece of the power they seized when creating their Fragment. Each time a Ruler is defeated, flees, or surrenders, that power is lost. Forever.

“This Fragment’s Creator assigned a Ruler almost immediately upon being discovered by our initial team. A Night Marcher, a type of warrior-ghost in Hawaiian culture, was the first. Alyssa and Cora destroyed it only a month after Morgan joined our number. Fracturing another piece of the power holding the Breakthrough together, the Creator next chose a far… lazier Ruler, and the speed at which the Breakthrough has been growing became drastically slower.”

“How many times left can they do that?” Isaac asked.

“With this specific Fragment, we believe two more times, maybe three. At that time, the Creator will either need to abandon their effort or seize rulership of their Fragment—and become vulnerable again. We would naturally be just fine if they chose the former.”

“Okay,” Isaac said. “So, we’re hunting less dangerous eidolons. That’s good. That’s why you view this place as a training location?”

“Yes,” Raymond said. “However, less dangerous does not mean undangerous. The current Ruler… happens to be a dragon. One who seems to be content to expand the Breakthrough at a plodding pace.”

“A dragon,” Isaac said flatly.

“A dragon,” Morgan confirmed. “It doesn’t really show itself very often, so we haven’t figured out its identity yet. We know it’s a western dragon, at least. Four legs, wings, probably breathes fire.”

“And it rules a huge volcano,” Adria chimed in. “Like, way, way bigger than this one.”

“Indeed,” Raymond said. “That’s one last thing to note. The Fragment’s environment shifts according to who is currently presiding over it. Right now, that means a volcano that dwarfs Haleakala.”

“Can’t wait to be wowed,” Isaac said.

Morgan hastily shook her head. “The plan was for you to see the Fragment next time.”

“Why wait? I feel fine, and we’ve got, well, hours left, don’t we?”

“A few,” Raymond said, which earned him Morgan’s darkest stare.

“It would be dangerous,” she said.

“Won’t it be just as dangerous next week?” Isaac pointed out.

Folded arms answered his pithy remark.

You’re being way too coddling, Isaac thought, getting annoyed with her.

Yet, he also thought better of trying to argue with a woman who was channeling his sister’s—her best friend’s—protective spirit. He devised another approach, involving the other woman who had annoyed him tonight.

“Fine, fine,” he said, holding his hands up. “Next week.”

“Thank you,” Morgan said, shoulders untensing.

“Still, we’ve got some time left, don’t we? Is that going to be for practice? Do our abilities get stronger that way, like working muscles at the gym?”

He glanced toward Morgan as he mentioned the gym. In response, she rolled her eyes, but at least the flicker of a smile reappeared on her lovely face. Finally. But it wouldn’t last. She would not be happy with him after he enacted his plan.

“Not stronger, no,” Raymond said. “Instead, well, it is the bond between a Bonded and their eidolon that drives such increases. However, practice is excellent for inducing creative applications for one’s abilities, so it still has its purpose.”

Isaac nodded. “I see. Well, I can’t really practice. But I can help where I can, I guess.”

“We won’t stay here for too much longer,” Raymond promised. “Even if time outside is flowing much slower than here, our bodies don’t know that.”

“Yeah, we’ve still got a volcano to go back down,” Kainoa noted.

True enough. He could see these hours-long forays playing hell with his sleep cycle. His body would think it was close to midnight by the time they were through here, even though barely twenty minutes had passed in the real world since he’d met Raymond Grantham.

While Isaac chatted with the others about their experiences with Maui’s Fragment, Raymond began relocating the markers denoting the Breakthrough’s outer edges. He did so with the same tactic that he and Morgan had used to reveal the time dilation. He tossed a rock, then noted when it started moving far, far slower than it should. Because of how big the Breakthrough had become, he had a lot of markers to move.

That took care of him. As for Morgan, as the most experienced Bonded among them, she again tried to fill Alyssa’s shoes. She and Lei grouped up, then moved to a safe distance away from the others. There, the latter attempted once more to summon her plasma, though it looked like it went about as well as the first. She’d make a couple more attempts, though Morgan advised her to take tiny breaks in between each one.

Great. That handled them. And Kainoa, too. After giving Isaac a chance to see but not use the fishing line that his ability created, he soon wanted to check in on his niece.

That left one. Because of how her ability worked, what was there to practice? As such, she mostly kept her eye on Lei, in case she felt like she should replace her shield.

In stark contrast to last night, frost crusted his heart as he stared at her. Her deception, the way he’d basically been her science project, cut far deeper into the skin than Morgan’s overprotectiveness. At least Morgan's coddling stemmed from a place of concern for his well-being.

Ever since her failed experiment, he’d noticed the glances in his direction, the way her expression wavered. Maybe a full apology was coming, maybe an excuse, or maybe she wanted to avoid him for a while and let his anger cool off. Well, tough fucking luck on the last of those.

Once Kainoa trotted over to Morgan and Lei, Isaac marched right up to Adria, who nearly jumped out of her skin once she noticed him. An uncertain smile followed.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hi.”

“So, about, uh, my poorly thought-out experiment.”

“I got the gist of it,” Isaac said, perhaps a little too quickly. “Learn I’m coming to Maui, make a plan, see if you could get me to feel things for you in a hurry, and then test if that improves your ability on me. Which it didn’t. So, time wasted.”

Adria winced. “Well… yes. To the first part. But I wouldn’t call our time together wasted.”

“How else could you view it? Your experiment failed.”

And you’ve pissed me off in the process, Isaac let his eyes say.

“That part’s… unfortunate,” Adria agreed, licking her lips. “But I still really enjoyed our time together. It wasn’t all cold, calculating experimentation. In case it’s not obvious, that’s not really my MO. This was me trying to be more like the smarter people in the group. Like your sister. She always seemed to have the right answer, right there on the spot. But I guess that’s not me. I failed spectacularly, huh?”

“Yeah, I agree with the group’s assessment of your theory.”

Adria nodded. “Guess I knew that too. Still enjoyed pretending it could have been the answer, though. I dunno, maybe we just didn’t go far enough.”

He glanced toward her, ignoring the bright light emitted by Lei’s second attempt at controlling that sphere of plasma. Writhing blue-white illumination painted the side of her face as she looked at him, eyes apologetic.

“I don’t think Joan of Arc, famous virgin of virtue, is going to give us kudos for fucking,” Isaac said.

Adria shrugged. “Maybe she’d approve of me doing what she never could.”

Isaac rolled his eyes, but a fleck or two of the frost thawed. “I doubt it.”

They stood in silence for a few seconds, and the light within Lei’s hands soon faded. Another short-lived, sporadic attempt at control. Seven entire months. Failure after failure.

“I am sorry,” Adria whispered.

Isaac turned back to her. He found her looking down at her hands, rubbing them together.

“I guess I didn’t put much thought into how it’d recolor the past few days,” she continued, uncharacteristically solemn. “I know it makes me look awful. It was a stupid plan. So, I get why you’re pissed at me. You’ve got every right to be.” She raised her eyes, swallowing a lump in her throat. “It’s not why I’m interested in you, though. I promise. We know it doesn’t work, and that sucks, because it really would make you a lot safer if it did, but I am into you. I do want us to meet up outside of work. I’m interested in you as more than just a coworker.”

“Coworkers who are trying to save the world,” Isaac noted dryly.

“Yeah, kind of. Mostly, it feels like we’re just gathering info and getting some experience. Once Cora or another badass like her makes their way here, I think they’ll be the one who actually deals with things.”

Screw that, Isaac thought, jaw flexing. His goal was to be the solution, not someone swimming in the third heat, just there as a body to fill out the meet’s length.

He held off saying that. He held off saying anything for a few moments. What Adria had done, well, it wasn’t the same as what Elaine had done. And… yeah, if it had worked, that would have been good for the group—and him.

Didn’t mean it still didn’t sting like hell. But…

“Maybe we can still meet up this weekend,” Isaac said. “I know I’ll be thinking about everything I learned here tonight, so I could pick your brain then.”

It was a silly lie; he literally lived with Morgan, who had months more experience than Adria did. Regardless, neither of them pointed that out. Instead, Adria’s face lit up.

“Sure. That’s what a good older coworker does: onboard her cute, young newbie.”

Isaac snorted softly. “Yeah, well, I do need some more onboarding. I want some more before I go, actually.”

Adria cocked her head to the side. “Yeah?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I want to see the Fragment. Want to make things up to me a little? Tell me how to transport myself there, so I can take a quick peek at what we’re dealing with. It works the same way as it did for getting to the First Empire, right? I know it involves a huge volcano, but is that enough to get me there? Do we always show up at the same spot? Is it safe?”

Adria’s improving disposition plummeted. “Isaac, you’re basically asking me to swap who’s pissed at me. Morgan will fucking kill me if I do this.”

“They already gave me a fair bit of info. I can wander away after we chat, help with those markers Raymond is working on, then transport myself—and then come back. No one needs to know you gave me the last bit of info I need. I can even lie and say I was just able to do it.”

“She’ll literally stab me with that dagger of hers if she finds out,” Adria said.

“She won’t. I can keep a secret. Come on, Adria. I want a quick look. That’s all. You’ve given me your protection, right? Even if something dangerous is right there on the other side, I can return before things get too dangerous.”

And maybe my power would activate in that situation, he thought, though it wasn’t something he was actively hoping for. Tonight, he just wanted to see one more crazy set of sights.

After waffling for a few seconds, Adria ensured Morgan was out of earshot. She leaned in, hand on his elbow.

“When you go through, you’re going to show up in the Fragment’s side of the Breakthrough. It wasn’t explained yet, but eidolons can’t seem to see into or enter the Breakthrough. Raymond says it works like that as long as the Breakthrough isn’t permanent. You’ll be totally safe—so long as you stay inside it.”

“Okay.”

“Promise you will,” Adria said. “And that you’ll look around for a minute or two, then come right back.”

“Will I be able to see anything noteworthy from it?”

“Yes, plenty.”

“Okay, then I promise.”

Adria swallowed, discomfort obvious. However, she didn’t let that stop her. Isaac appreciated that, and he meant what he’d said. This, along with her apology, helped soothe his anger towards her.

“You’re going to appear inside the volcano, which is fucking huge, by the way. There’s a lake of lava—or magma, or whatever it is when it’s inside of a volcano—nearby. You’ll be able to see up for miles; the place is lit up by magma falls and strange glowing veins in the rock. There are some caves that we’ve been mapping out, but you can’t really see them from the Breakthrough. They climb toward the volcano’s summit, or we hope they will.”

“And the Ruler?”

“You shouldn’t see it,” Adria said, dashing his hopes on the rock. “We think the dragon stays up at the top, which is way higher than we’ve made it. I’ve only seen it flying about twice. It looked tiny the first time, but we were closer the second time. Thing looks like it could swallow a cow in one gulp.”

“Got it,” Isaac said, heart beginning to race. Maybe he’d get lucky and catch a glimpse.

“What about other eidolons? Are there others in there, or is it just the Ruler?”

“Sure are, though Alyssa and Cora cleared out the dangerous ones a long time ago. Most don't like us much, but I was told not all of them will be hostile. And we have even sort of worked out a mutual deal with one of them. It lives in the cave system that we’ve been exploring.”

“Really? What kind of eidolon?”

Adria started to provide an answer, yet Isaac realized he was about to end up spending a good thirty minutes jabbering on with Adria about what she’d seen and experienced in the Fragment. Later. He had over two weeks to learn as much as he could.

“Actually, don’t tell me more. What you’ve given me, it’ll be enough to get there, right?”

“Should be.”

“Okay, thanks. I won’t go right away, so it’s less likely anyone thinks you’re the one who helped me figure out how to visit.”

“Okay,” Adria said. “Keep your promise.”

“I won’t leave the Breakthrough,” Isaac said. “Not until next time.”

Leaving Adria, he offered his services to Raymond’s unexciting but essential task. It helped Isaac get a genuine sense of just how large the Breakthrough was. Had it really started at only a meter across? Well, it was far bigger now, and likely to grow bigger.

One thing grated on him, and that was knowing they were basically participating in a supernatural boot camp. Adria seemed pretty sure that they wouldn’t be the ones who took down the Fragment’s Creator. Had his sister still been alive, and had he somehow made his way here and joined them, would that still have been the case? Train under her, then sit on the sidelines as she and this Cora woman teamed up to resolve the threat?

No, he didn’t like that at all.

After helping Raymond complete his task, Isaac decided now was the best time to make his quick trip from on a volcano to inside of one. Lei was about to begin her fourth attempt at practice, and everyone focused on that.

Imagining he had a decent chance at his absence going unnoticed for a minute or two, Isaac positioned himself behind the others, shut his eyes, then focused on the details Adria had given him.

It was, again, the temperature that revealed his success. A far more drastic change than when he’d transported himself to the First Empire. Chilly became sweltering. Sweltering became melting.

Isaac’s eyes snapped open, and he realized that he should have taken his hoodie off before transitioning to a place described to him as near a lake of magma. The heat slammed into him like a squad of linebackers. Isaac physically recoiled, but there was nowhere to recoil to. He was inside a volcano! Everywhere was hot. Coming to terms with that, Isaac focused on what he saw, not what he felt.

Obviously, that started with being inside a volcano!

Not on one, not at the lip of one’s crater, not even in the crater. Inside of one. Close to its heart.

Though not a volcanologist, Isaac recognized several of the ways that this volcano defied reality.

First off, he stood in what was effectively the largest magma chamber of all time. On solid ground. Which shouldn’t be possible unless this volcano was extinct. Upon transport, he should have, well, immediately died in a vast pool of melt-everything-it-touches magma—or stress-tested how Adria’s shield handled such an experience. Either way, it shouldn’t have been pretty.

Unless the chamber was mostly barren, as this one was.

He easily spotted the aforementioned lake of magma. A thousand feet away, six or seven times that across, the roughly circular lake drank from dozens of sources. Like veins transporting blood to the heart, it collected its molten reward from thin streams and wide rivers but gave none back. As greedy as, well, a dragon.

Like it’s preparing to erupt, Isaac couldn’t help but think. The lake didn’t overflow at the edges, so was it instead filling an unseen chamber below? A magma chamber beneath the magma chamber? It made no sense, but who was he to judge this supernatural space? Other questions filled his head.

How much, how long, and how dangerous? He could only answer one of those, and only with a guess. Very. Very dangerous.

This would not be a good place to be if an eruption took place.

For him, at least. Who knew how the eidolons dwelling in this place would react. Could they all stand a little heat, survive a swim in some magma? One could, and he would see it soon enough. For now, he scanned all around, looking in every direction, including upward.

Again, not a volcanologist, he knew enough to know that Haleakala was a shield volcano. Those were usually wide at the base and sloped gently toward the top. Their eruptions usually weren’t so explosive, either.

He didn’t think this one was a shield volcano. Instead, it had the conical shape of a composite volcano—the type whose eruptions liked to blow sky-high. It was just way, way bigger than any composite volcano had any right to be.

Magma oozed out of dozens of spots in the conduit’s unusually shaped wall. Like molten gifts poured into a sack through all the holes cut into it, they varied in their generosity. Some were mere trickles, while others gushed unendingly. These formed the rivers that flowed into the lake, feeding its endless gluttony.

Staring straight up, he thought he could just make out a distant opening. Miles above his head, a pinprick amid glowing veins of rock. Would this whole chamber fill with magma if it erupted, spewing out of a second reservoir beneath the lake’s surface? Could this volcano erupt?

Isaac hoped not, but if it could, he hoped he wouldn’t be here when it happened.

Throughout his wide sweep around, up, and over, he counted less than a handful of potential eidolons. None close enough to resolve into anything more than distant shapes in motion, his mind buzzed with possibilities. What would they be? What would they look like?

Aria had looked human, if ridiculously attractive, while Jin had been humanoid, though clearly not human. Was that the norm with eidolons? He knew the Ruler was a dragon, at least. That was hardly humanoid.

Or that, Isaac thought a moment later, as something swimming in one of the larger rivers of magma raised itself above the surface.

Nearly blending in with its surroundings, a serpent of molten scales and crackling fire flowed with the magma’s current. Only some of it was visible, but that was enough. Unease riddled his skin like bee stings. A primal warning, like the kind ancient humans must have experienced when facing a saber-toothed tiger—or twenty. Wide enough to gulp him down whole, its length remained a mystery. Forty? Fifty? He never saw its tail.

Isaac shivered. Would his presumed fire-based abilities actually come in handy if he ended up facing something like this?

“Is there a need now?” Isaac spoke inside his head.

“No,” came the immediate reply.

As he sighed, the serpent arrived at, then sank into the lake. It could stay there, honestly. Maybe hibernate for a few hundred years.

“Isaac,” a stern voice said from behind. In a way, though it wasn’t its owner's intention, relief coursed through him. A human voice. Belonging to someone who was on his side and gifted with powerful abilities.

“Took you long enough,” Isaac said, turning. Adria had also mentioned caves, but he didn’t know where to look for them. The nearest section of volcanic wall was a mile or more away, and he didn’t see any obvious openings in the dark rock. A part of him wanted to explore more, but that meant leaving the Breakthrough’s camouflage.

Of course, Morgan also had camouflage abilities, did she not? She’d only spoken of them, not shown them off. Perhaps…

Perhaps nothing. Right now, Morgan was the last person who would support his recklessness. She looked none too pleased about him slipping away for even this safe peek.

“Hi, Morgan,” Isaac said, looking her up and down. “I see one of us had the sense to take off their mountaintop clothes before visiting a volcano’s guts.”

“Any sense you might have had departed the moment you did,” Morgan said crossly. “We said we’d visit this place next time.”

“I heard,” Isaac said. “But I got curious. I just wanted to look around some. This place is crazy. Yet, it probably doesn’t even make the pedestal in terms of crazy things I’ve seen tonight.”

“Are you satisfied, then?”

“Not particularly,” Isaac said. “This place is enormous.”

“Yes, it is, and that’s why we’ve been taking things slowly. We’re mapping things out with care, Isaac.”

“Yes, yes, so someone else can swoop in and tie up the bow later. I heard the mission statement.”

Morgan frowned. “We play an important role. Even before we lost Alyssa, she focused on training us, not simply racing ahead to ‘tie things up’ on her own. This isn’t an action movie, where everything needs to be resolved with explosions and carnage in under two hours.”

“I guess,” Isaac said.

“This place is dangerous, Isaac,” Morgan pressed. “Bonded die in Fragments. Alyssa told me about people she knew, some who were eager for glory and immediacy, who lost their lives in places like this. I don’t want you to join that list—and I don’t want you to put us in danger with your recklessness.”

She was right, of course. He wasn’t joining an intramural flag football league; he was joining something more akin to a high-stakes military mission. That fiery serpent was unlikely to pause the clock when one of them went down with an injury on the field.

“I just don’t want to be where Lei is, unable to help seven months down the road,” Isaac said. “I want to do things that matter.”

“Lei is a unique case. Alyssa said as much. It’s much more instinctual for most. I’m sure it will be for you too.”

“I already asked my eidolon if I could practice while here. Same answer as before.”

“Then that’s an additional reason we need to be careful. Until we know what you can do, we don’t visit dangerous other dimensions on our own.”

“I knew you’d come after me. And I’ve got Adria’s protection on me still, right?”

Folding her arms, Morgan co-opted one of Lei’s signature scowls. He bore it without complaint, knowing he sounded immature. He needed to rein in his impatience. The last thing he wanted to be was the reason more people on Alyssa’s team ended up hurt or dead.

“This was just a one-off,” Isaac said. “I’ll do a better job at listening to you next week, Team Leader.”

Morgan rolled her eyes. “Technically, yes, but Raymond is the one who makes the big decisions.”

“But he’s not Bonded, so he won’t be venturing out with us, right?”

Morgan nodded.

“So, you’re in charge out there, yeah?”

“More or less, I suppose,” the beautiful redhead said. Uncertainty festered within every word.

It was another piece to the puzzle. Morgan wasn’t just worried about him; she was worried about all of them. As the most experienced member left—as a doctor—she saw them as her responsibility. Isaac was just one more person she needed to look out for. Her best friend’s younger brother, newly Bonded, but already making reckless decisions on day one.

“I promise to listen to you,” he said. “I won’t be the reason anyone gets hurt.”

“I very much hope so,” Morgan said, relaxing ever so slightly. But the weight on her shoulders stayed visible. “I’m so not going to sleep well tonight.”

“You could take a nap here, right? We’ve still got hours for you to get some good sleep.”

“On hard, hot rock, breathing air that singes my lungs?” Morgan asked dryly.

“You could use my lap as a pillow, sleep on me.”

“I’ll take my bed instead, thank you.”

“Mine’s pretty nice too.”

Morgan snorted but smirked. “Yes, I know. I bought it, remember?”

“Just one more thing I’m so grateful about,” Isaac said. “This, too.” He swept a hand toward the insane place surrounding them. “Thanks for letting me make my decisions, Morgan. I know doing so caused you a lot of stress.”

“Just be careful here, Isaac. Even if more experienced minds have judged this place as relatively safe, there have been close calls before. Don’t make me attend your funeral too.”

“I’ll be safe,” he promised, “and do what I can to keep you all safe too.”

Morgan nodded and held out her hand. It was wholly unnecessary—he obviously knew how to move between places on his own—but Isaac still took it. Compared to the volcano’s sweltering heat, he knew whose warmth he preferred.

A moment later, they were gone.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The Longest Night

Because the others correctly assumed that Morgan had given him his deserved chastisement, no one else bothered to wag any fingers at him. Honestly, they all seemed pretty understanding. Who among them hadn’t snuck away to gape at the rocky innards of a supernatural volcano? It was the next big fad.

Nevertheless, he meant what he’d said. On his next visit, he would treat this like the life-or-death mission it might very well be.

“But I need to figure out what I can do,” Isaac sent.

“When the need arises,” his eidolon, that tiny source of heat that he could feel deep within, responded evenly.

So, Isaac sighed and let the topic die. There didn’t seem to be any point in arguing with, well, whatever spirit he was now bonded to. He still didn’t even know who she was.

With the cold portal’s purpose exhausted, there was no real reason to stick around. Retrieving her jacket from Adria, who seemed to have dodged suspicion for aiding him, Morgan sniffled and voiced that opinion.

In truth, they still had hours left before the Breakthrough closed, but what else was there to do here? Lei teetered on the brink of collapse, wrung out by her fruitless practice attempts.

As they gathered to leave, the plan was to exit all at once. No one who went ahead wanted to stand around for minutes just because one person inside delayed things for a few seconds. As this happened, a worrying thought emerged within Isaac’s mind.

“Morgan,” he whispered, drawing her gaze. “If the Breakthrough closes while we’re on the other side, are we stranded there?”

“Yes. That’s why it is imperative we don’t let that happen.” She tapped her smartwatch. “On nights we dive into the Fragment, we’re very careful about keeping track of time. We always try to make it back with plenty of time to spare.”

Isaac licked his lips, doing math in his head. With the time dilation as it was and there being roughly two weeks between Breakthrough openings…

“We’d be in there for well over two years!” he hissed. “Sixty days there for each day here.”

“Assuming time keeps flowing in the same way as it does when the Breakthrough is open, yes.”

He frowned. “Why wouldn’t that be the case?”

“According to Raymond, Christopher, and Alyssa, time in the Great Beyond works strangely. It doesn’t always flow in the way we expect. After all, your math means that the Fragment, which is two years old to us, would be a hundred and twenty years old to those on the other side. Of course, eidolons seem to be immortal, so maybe that doesn’t matter to them. There’s one eidolon in the Fragment who we’ve asked about these things, but they don’t seem to track time in any noticeable way. At least they don’t act like it’s been two years since we last encountered them.”

Answers always have to mean more questions, Isaac thought, letting go of the belief that he’d started to understand things. He supposed that was foolish of him. This was literally his father’s life's work. He understood that now. So, his revelations, while new to him, would hardly be novel to people like Raymond.

As shown in great detail on the car ride back down Haleakala.

In concert, Isaac and the others exited the Breakthrough. As before, nothing unusual or supernatural occurred. Aside from the properly updated markers, nothing had changed.

For everyone else. For him and the others, hours had passed—and he’d experienced things that left his head spinning. But for the rest of Maui, mere minutes had passed.

“At least you’ll still get a full night’s rest,” Isaac said to Morgan, checking his phone. It showed the correct time: just before nine. He should have checked it while within the Breakthrough or Fragment, so he could see how it acted in those strange places. Something for next time, he supposed.

“Just a brief two-hour drive to go,” Morgan sighed.

“Right…”

No teleportation ability out here. Back to their cars, then back down a volcano. Each time. Almost as much time driving as exploring another world.

At least it meant he had time to review everything. He’d need more than just a few hours, of course. His entire world had changed tonight. In that he now knew there were technically two that he could visit. Take that, would-be Mars explorers.

Nearby, Raymond looked at his phone, not the walkie-talkie he’d used earlier. Was he reading something? He couldn’t have cell reception up here, could he? Apparently, he could, and Isaac needed to ask after his service provider.

“I’m not the only one who made it in tonight,” he announced.

Nearby, Adria perked up, grinning. “She’s back in Maui?”

Raymond nodded excitedly. “Good, this is good. We can finish the introductions in one go.”

One worn-out doctor sighed. “I suppose I can drive Isaac down to meet her.”

“It should be me,” Raymond said. “I can take him. I have reports in my car to deliver.”

“More reports, Raymond?”

“All pertinent information needs to be compiled and saved.”

Isaac couldn’t help but notice several dubious looks from the rest of the group. Perhaps they had differing opinions on what counted as “pertinent” information. He slid over to Adria, tapping her with the back of his hand.

“Are they talking about Cora?”

“Nope.” Adria’s eyes shone. “Regardless of who takes you to meet her, you’re in for a big surprise.”

She would say nothing more, no matter how he pressed. After a little more back and forth, a clearly annoyed Morgan ceded to Raymond’s authority. A rare thing to witness, but perhaps she wanted to avoid undercutting what they’d discussed in the Fragment? Either way, she relinquished him to Raymond.

Isaac wasn’t all that thrilled about it, either. Between the two, a car ride with Morgan sounded more pleasant, though a couple of hours alone with the team’s leader and chief researcher couldn’t hurt.

Eager to head down, their group retraced their steps to Morgan and Raymond’s cars. Following Raymond’s use of his walkie-talkie, one more, Lei’s RAV4, now sat there, filling the ledge’s final slot.

In Earth time, that had happened less than thirty minutes ago. The stargazers at the lookout had no idea what they’d missed. They should have been looking out, not up.

Lei, Kainoa, and Adria all climbed into the same vehicle, which made sense. Adria’s doorless Jeep would have made for a miserable drive up and down Haleakala.

“I’ll have him back once he’s introduced to our benefactor,” Raymond said. Strangely, he was also keeping the identity of this mystery woman close to the vest. They all seemed to think that it’d come as some shocking surprise.

So, it’s someone famous, Isaac thought dryly, easily concluding as much. Just like before, he would have to wait hours for an answer. At least this one would involve fewer supernatural aspects.

“Okay,” Morgan said, sounding reticent. “I should be up when you get back, Isaac.”

“If you’re not, I’ve got the key,” Isaac said, patting his pocket.

A minute later, three cars started their long treks down a volcano. It was time to get comfortable looking at the bumper of Morgan’s car, because it would be there for the next two hours. One way up, one way down. It was going to become a regular occurrence in Isaac’s life. Increasingly so, given that the length between Breakthrough activations was shrinking.

Raymond’s car, a nice but well-traveled Ford Explorer, was a bit of a mess. Before he’d hastily moved several off the passenger seat, folders and binders had made a cardboard and paper jungle of his vehicle. For a man living well into the digital age, Raymond apparently enjoyed documenting things the old-school way, too.

“Here, I think you’ll find these particularly interesting,” Raymond said, plucking a few folders out of a box sitting in the space behind his seat.

Isaac would. Combing through them as best he could in the darkness, Isaac saw a timeline of the events leading up to his arrival. It started all the way back in August 2023, with the fires that struck Lahaina. A time skip followed, with August 5th of the next year listed as the Breakthrough’s discovery day. It was a good thing these Breakthroughs needed years of expansion to become permanent. Just how many were out there at any time?

“Fewer than you’d think,” Raymond said as they followed in Morgan’s wake. “Not every natural disaster or catastrophe leads to a Breakthrough. Most don’t, in fact, or else they would have overrun us long ago. Right now, I’m personally aware of seven active Breakthroughs.”

“One per continent?” Isaac joked.

Raymond shook his head, missing the joke. “No, there aren’t any such restrictions like that. Understandably, a lot of our work entails being weathermen, of a sort. We monitor wildfires, earthquakes, hurricanes. We have fewer than three dozen Bonded to make use of. Like in the military, most of the people involved in our work aren’t actually soldiers. You need support staff, information gatherers, researchers.”

“Is that what we are? Part of the military?”

“Goodness, no!” Raymond said. “Our organization, the one your father helped build into what it is today, is a private entity. If you are interested, I have documentation on our history. It includes gathered evidence and data on what we believe were preceding organizations in times ranging all the way back to antiquity. Breakthroughs have obviously been occurring long before the modern age.”

“But there’s not some centralized organization?” Isaac asked. “No Knights Templar or Freemason-like groups?”

“There were organizations like that, but nothing we would deem as centralized. The world only became a truly connected place somewhat recently. In the grand scope of human history, globalization is a single punctuation mark on a very long page of text. The means of traveling across the world with any expediency are just as new. For Bonded, this isn’t an issue, but for people like me, who will lose their memories and knowledge if they do not visit a Breakthrough every few months?”

Raymond’s eyes took on an appreciative glow. “Imagine the difficulties our forefathers experienced. Aware of the Great Beyond, but with their memories always on a clock. They constantly toiled under the knowledge that sealing a Breakthrough would restart the timer. Then they’d need to discover another and get there via boat or train—if those methods were even available to them—before they lost their memories. Even with appropriate note-taking and aid from Bonded colleagues, they’d have lost most of their experience and real-world knowledge each time they failed to do so. They’d need regularly reintroduced to the very concepts you learned tonight. It must have been so stifling, so frustrating.”

“Probably was,” Isaac agreed.

“And then there are all the regional and global upheavals that could have disrupted things. Most recently, World War II wreaked havoc on several organizations in Europe, Asia, and Africa. It’s hard to find the time to travel to the sights of natural disasters when a manmade one is ripping apart the world. Or when you’re being conscripted to fight and die on a battlefield.” Raymond waved a hand toward one of the many boxes sitting behind them. “It’s all in there. You can read up on the full details at your pleasure.”

“Thanks. For all of this, Raymond. I'm glad to know, at long last, what my family has been doing all these years.”

Raymond sighed. “I wish it could have happened sooner. Your father’s brilliance was unmatched, but I fear he erred in this one regard. Perhaps he understood your sister’s reticence, but…” He sighed again. “Just know that I am behind you one hundred percent. Even without Raijin, I’m certain you will prove a great asset to our cause.”

“I hope so,” Isaac said, mouth dry. Better to move on, yet his curiosity pressed into him like an invisible hand on his back. “How long have you been part of everything? Did my father recruit you, or…?”

“He did, yes. In my early twenties, so just over two decades ago. Things are obviously quite clandestine in our group, making recruitment rather delicate. Your father’s way of doing it involved reaching out to candidates that the organization was tracking, then interviewing them for made-up positions in an NGO. That was how it went with me.”

Smiling fondly, Raymond shook his head. “I remember how perplexed I was by some of the questions he asked. The topics veered from philosophy to folktales. He had his way of weeding us out, and I was fortunate enough to make the cut. On the spot, he offered me a chance to visit India with him. A severe heatwave had struck Andhra Pradesh just over a year earlier, and a Rakshasa had formed a Breakthrough there.”

“And then myths, other worlds, and all that?” Isaac asked.

“Yes. I accompanied two other recruits, in fact. Unlike myself, both chose to test themselves in the First Empire, and one succeeded. The other… did not take his ‘lack of worthiness’ well. He also rejected the offer to still be part of the group as an Unbonded. In a rage, he demanded another opportunity, or he would expose our group.”

“How’d it play out? Not… with, you know, silencing the guy or anything?”

“In a way, but no, not with violence or threats,” Raymond said. “You see, your father preferred to withhold certain information from candidates. He had not yet explained the issue of memory loss to us. He then promised the failed candidate he would get another chance when the next Breakthrough opened.” Raymond glanced over. “I think you can guess where things went from there.”

“Goodbye, memories.”

Raymond nodded. “Last I checked, he’s doing just fine. He’s a paleontologist.”

“Maybe we can bring him in to look at some dragon bones down the line. Really blow his mind.”

This time, Raymond caught the joke. Smiling, he shrugged.

“How often do people fail in the First Empire?” Isaac asked a short time later. “Or, like you, choosing not to make a bond? Morgan, Kainoa, Lei, Adria, and now me—that’s five of five, right?”

“It’s a rare streak we are on,” Raymond confirmed. “However, the success rate has improved since one of us bonded with the Oracle of Delphi fifteen years back. Yes, I think it’s fifteen exactly. When said eidolon is… willing to help, we can usually find the ‘right’ candidates. It’s not solely about whether they can become a Bonded, but if they will be a good fit for the group and our stated goal of studying and closing Breakthroughs. Truth be told, the Oracle is clandestine in her own right. We don’t know all the qualifications behind her picks, but they tend to work out. We still do our own scouting, of course.”

“Was the Oracle of Delphi”—Isaac marveled at asking such a question with a straight face—“involved in picking this group?”

“For Kainoa and Adria, yes. Your father picked Morgan of his own volition, and as was common, he chose correctly. And then Lei, well, she went about joining in her own way.”

“What about me? Is that how you knew I’d make a good fit for the group?”

“No, I don’t believe so. I know I did not. Requesting help from the Oracle is not so simple as merely calling in a favor. In fact, I’ve never done it before. I’ve witnessed her Bonded making a request a few times. One that she even accepted.”

“So, an ultra-difficult eidolon, huh?”

“But worth the headaches,” Raymond assured him.

Digging into the documents Raymond had suggested, Isaac left the organization’s full history for later. Instead, keeping himself local, he learned the specific dates in which each of the other Bonded had become so, read a post-action report from Cora about when she and Alyssa had taken down the Fragment’s first Ruler, and read plenty of scouting reports about the volcano that the second Ruler resided within.

Sixteen days until you start writing some of these, he mused.

He hid the way he choked up when reaching the first of Alyssa’s reports. He’d been wrong. Her letter hadn’t been the last time he would read her words. Even without her name being recorded at the top, he knew when he read something of hers. Brilliant as she was, she knew how to straddle the line between conciseness and detail.

Even now, she still looked out for him.

Conversely, Cora’s reports were a little too dry and overdetailed. Nevertheless, he soldiered through them. He did the same for reports written by Morgan, Adria, Lei, and Kainoa. Study never outmatched personal experience, but it could help. He also got a head start on learning about the caves they’d been mapping out for the past several months. They were extensive, twisting up the side of the volcano toward the summit like crisscrossing veins.

And this was just one side of the volcano—one section of a side. Based on what he read, everyone hoped it would go all the way to the summit, as eventually they’d need to get there and take out the Ruler. Their confidence in it roosting up above was tenuous, though.

The group had yet to interact with it up close, so other than being big, red, and scaly, they didn’t have much to go on. Really, they just assumed it was lazy, based on how slowly the Breakthrough was growing under its stewardship.

“So, we’d obviously know if our presumably slothful dragon decided to kick things up a notch, right?”

“Yes, the rate of growth would be noticeable. Though we would have time—many months still—to respond. It is literally feeding its power to grow the portal between our worlds, so this additional effort would also weaken it.”

“So, do you think that’s why the Creator picked this eidolon to become its second Ruler? To make it intentionally less threatening, hoping that we’ll lower the urgency of taking it out?”

“It’s possible. We can only speculate on the matter, unfortunately. A Ruler must be sufficiently powerful, must have a connection to some aspect of the Fragment or its Creator, and be willing to risk itself, so it’s also possible that no other options were available. That is also part of why we’re taking things slowly. In a way, this Breakthrough is an opportunity. A way to train new Bonded with minimal risk.”

“But eidolons can’t really die, right? What kind of risk is there for them? When my sister died, Raijin clearly didn’t. I mean, are they even technically alive? What’s dangerous to an immortal, timeless being?”

“In a sense, we are destroying them,” Raymond said as his car glided along a sloping turn. “It scatters them, in a way, but yes, they eventually reform. We think. However, we’re not exactly sure if it’s the same eidolon or not, or if it’s a form of reincarnation. Memories seem to survive, as you would have learned if you had bonded with Raijin. It’s a fascinating topic, though. More pertinent to our goals, if we can defeat its Creator, this Fragment will dissolve permanently. Once closed, that’s it. There’s finality.”

“But they could look for another disaster, right? So, are there certain famous eidolons who are constantly causing problems?”

“Indeed,” Raymond said. “Assuming our theories about how their reformation works are correct, Attila the Hun is likely quite frustrated with people like us. He has been involved in three Breakthroughs since World War II, and we naturally assume he’s been involved in many more in the past. Thankfully, it appears to take them quite a long while, years or decades even, for them to reform, though we obviously don’t have enough data points to treat that as fact.”

“But you all aren’t sure who this Fragment’s Creator is? No guesses, no theories?”

“Plenty of both, yes. This is the first Hawaiian Breakthrough we know of, and Hawaii, unsurprisingly, has a great deal of myth and lore surrounding fire and volcanoes. There is Pele, creator of these very islands. There is Lonomakua, Pele’s uncle, who taught her to make fire. Those are just two of a few likely deific options, but nothing says it must be a deity. We also can’t yet be certain that the Creator has a connection to Hawaii. It is possible that a foreign entity strongly associated with islands, fire, or volcanoes could be our foe. We are always searching for hints or evidence that might help us narrow our options down, so keep your eyes and ears open when inside the Fragment.”

Isaac would, though he imagined he’d be a little more focused on avoiding the wrath of fiery serpents on his upcoming first—or second, technically—foray into Maui’s Fragment.

After tiring out his eyes and stifling a yawn—his body didn’t recognize that it was only around 10 pm—Isaac turned his thoughts inward. He went over everything he’d experienced and read tonight. And there was a lot. There’d be more, he knew. More about his father, his sister, and the roles they’d played in this organization. At least it didn’t have a pithy name to make him roll his eyes. Christopher Matthews would never have allowed such a thing. Branding, in his secret organization? Perish the thought!

Eventually, they reached the bottom of Haleakala. Back at sea level, but far from finished with the drive. He had cell service, though, and wanting to do something other than read more documents in the dark, Isaac texted the only person he knew who wasn’t driving.

He and Adria traded messages as they headed for Kahului, and the pivot toward Kihei. The group’s mystery benefactor lived in Makena. No surprise there.

Although he hadn’t fully forgiven Adria for using him as her experiment’s guinea pig, he believed her when she said she was genuinely interested in him. As such a large part of why the past few days had been so good, he wanted things to work out between them.

You still have a little more to do before you’re fully forgiven, he texted.

I’m okay with that, she quickly sent back. Do you have any wishes for the weekend?

A few, yeah.

Ones like what we got up to last night?

How else will you prove that you’re telling the truth about being interested in me?

Touche. I’ll be sure to wear something that proves how seriously I want to date you.

Good. I’ll be sure to kiss all the skin you end up showing off.

Their back-and-forth continued as all three of their vehicles reached Kihei, then finally separated. Kainoa, Lei, and Adria turned away first, around where Adria had said her apartment was. Morgan stayed ahead of Isaac and Raymond for another couple of miles, but her turn soon appeared. Somehow, her car almost looked reluctant as it did so.

Once he was certain she’d made it home, he sent her a message.

If you’re tired, don’t worry about staying up. We’ll see each other tomorrow. Still want to swim with you after all.

I’ll be up, was the reply he received.

Knowing it was best not to argue, Isaac left things there. Looking out Raymond’s window, he watched as Wailea’s upscale houses shifted into Makena’s mansions. They drove by one, then another, another… another.

Wait a second, Isaac thought as the number of options before Makena’s southern tip dwindled. Ones he’d seen. One’s Adria hd driven him by as well. Until…

Until they reached the exact house that Adria had parked them by on his first day.

I’m not amused, he texted Adria as Raymond passed where he and Adria had made out. Where she’d straddled him and let him kiss her breasts.

Hey, you’ll know your way around, she sent back.

Unaware that this was Isaac’s second visit to this mansion, Raymond turned them off the tiny road running parallel to the ocean and slowly approached the luxurious mansion’s gate. Hedges acting as the walls, Isaac shook his head.

Then, as Raymond contacted the owner via an intercom, he almost thought he recognized the voice that welcomed them in. The gate slid open a second later. Driving in, they passed a gigantic swimming pool on the right, an immaculate lawn on the left, and plenty of palm trees everywhere else.

The mansion wasn’t the biggest he had ever seen. Certain country-style mansions outside of Tampa sprawled far more. However, this one knew it got to overlook a stunning ocean from dawn until dusk, so who cared about size?

Two stories tall and obsessed with large glass panels and windows, an ocean-facing second-floor balcony ran the mansion’s entire length. Yes, this house knew what the person waking up inside of it would want to do each morning. It was mandatory. Throw open a set of glass doors, breathe in that salt-tinged air, and stare across a vast, shimmering ocean.

Even on the first floor, there was more glass than wood, with everything designed to keep that million-dollar view permanently visible. From the dining room, an enormous bathroom with a tub to make a Roman emperor envious, or several bedrooms, each coveted the view.

Set after set of outdoor furniture sat under the balcony, seen between the white wooden pillars supporting its weight. There were sections to the yard, cut in place by stone paths, hedges, and palm trees. Intentionally or not, this residence resembled a resort as much as a home. A few smaller, disconnected buildings beside the southern end of the mansion added to the effect. What were they for? From his position, he could only guess.

And it was all for one person.

Someone famous, for sure, Isaac confirmed again.

Parking just before two centrally located white garage doors, Raymond pointed to their left. Near the mansion’s end, after a climb up an L-shaped group of slate-gray stone steps, stood the front door.

The path rose in a stylized tiered effect, flanked by rectangular pools of water, and connected to a large patio. The architect who’d designed this place had clearly had a blast while concocting his dream home.

As of today, who benefited from their work? Raymond didn’t even need to ring the doorbell for Isaac to find out. As they walked up to the door, turning at the bend in the L, it opened.

One of the most famous women on the planet appeared before them.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Starstruck

Light spilled through the newly opened doorway, soft golden hues that charged across the gray stones Isaac stood upon. It framed itself around the woman standing in her doorway, granting her famed beauty a heavenly cast. Even with his memories of Aria restored, this woman deserved an argument to sit at the top of any list he made. Right now, if she extended her hand and welcomed him to the afterlife, he might have believed her. Even after expecting to recognize this mysterious benefactor, shock froze him in place. It was her?!

“Hello, Isaac,” the woman said, “it’s nice to meet you.”

Her voice was nearly as recognizable as her appearance. Husky, breathy, a little gravelly, it curled about Isaac like velvet thread. Each honey-rich word enthralled him; the hair on the back of his arms stood up as she said his name. Not in one of her movies, but to him!

She was Mallory Audrey Laurent, and she was a fucking smoke show. Correction: she was the smoke show. If Morgan had been the “girl next door”—well, the woman, given their age gaps—then Mallory was the celebrity hanging on his wall. The movie series that had launched the stunning actress into true stardom had dominated Isaac’s adolescence. Millions more would say the same.

But only one currently stood on her doorstep.

A decade ago, the first Prehistoric Jane had released to widespread critical acclaim. It had simply been a great sci-fi movie, and Mallory, relatively unknown at the time, had taken her first step toward becoming a household name on its Thursday release, then completed her journey the following Sunday. A hundred and sixty million dollar opening weekend could do that for a person. In typical Hollywood fashion, a franchise followed.

Possibly a bit too quickly, as the second and third movies had received far less kindness from critics and audiences. Most agreed that they’d indexed too far into focusing on Mallory’s immense sex appeal, to the detriment of the narrative and other characters. Set in a time and place where it was easy to explain why one of the sexiest women alive couldn’t find replacements for her ripped-up outfits, those movies had chased a particular demographic.

Regardless, for someone going through puberty when those movies came out, well, the Isaac of today recognized the lax storytelling, sure, but nostalgia prevented him from ever hating them. And fortunately, the fourth movie had been far better, back to the quality of the first. The fifth was on its way, too, releasing next June. The trailer looked really good. Mallory looked really good.

Somehow, even after all the unbelievable things he’d witnessed tonight, the sight of her was the most ludicrous of them all.

An unraveling force of beauty, exceedingly stunning in every conceivable way, it had been the case a decade ago when she’d blown up in popularity, and it was still true today.

Her figure ripped any chance of good manners away from him, transforming him into a wide-eyed mute. Incredibly voluptuous and fit, he’d seen a few Instagram videos of the training she went through to keep up “Jane’s” impeccable physique. He blamed her as much as Morgan for his taste in women.

Comparing her to the other woman of his dreams, she matched up well. Also a brunette, and proud of it, her hair fell in loose waves past her shoulders. A tad shorter than Morgan, she may have just edged Morgan out in terms of bust. Isaac was a fan, but he wasn’t that kind of fan. He didn’t know her numbers off the top of his head. Hell, he didn’t even know Morgan’s.

Admiring her, he again recognized how these two women had shaped his preferences. He liked fit; he liked busty; he liked definition. Truly, he was a man of rare taste.

She knew she’d stunned him. Batting lush, sweeping eyelashes, she examined him with magnetic green eyes. Paler than Adria’s, brighter than Morgan’s could get, she gave him a minute to collect himself. Her lips curled upward, not downward, too.

She had to be used to seeing men stare at her like this. And in his defense, the others had conspired against him, hiding who the group’s benefactor was. For this purpose, of course.

Benefactor! Isaac thought, fully realizing what this meeting also meant.

“Hi,” he finally croaked, like he was out of breath. “You’re the group’s benefactor?”

“I’d say the one and only, but there’s someone who would glower at me if I did,” Mallory said. Her voice stayed breathy, not breathless. “However, I’m probably the only one you’ll meet like this. It’s a pleasure, Isaac. I knew your father and sister very well. I know I’m rather late in doing so, but I do want to offer my condolences.”

She extended her hand, and Isaac gawked at it. Eventually, through shouting internally at himself to get a grip, he reached for Mallory Laurent’s hand. It was soft, warm, and yet another threat to Isaac’s composure.

I hate all of you, Isaac decided, radiating vengeance toward the rest of his new “team.” They should have warned him; that way he could have prepared himself. Now, he looked like a total fool.

One of the world’s most popular movie stars didn’t seem to mind all that much. After shaking his hand, she kept smiling.

“Do you two want to come in?” she asked, reminding Isaac that Raymond was still there with them. “I’m sure you have some questions, Isaac.”

“A few,” he agreed.

“I need to grab some files,” Raymond said. “We’ve learned a lot since your last visit.”

Mallory nodded. “All right. The archive is unlocked.”

As Raymond scampered back to his vehicle, Isaac remained off balance. This was… mystifying—and not in the way that learning about eidolons, Breakthroughs, and Fragments had been.

“You’re part of this?” he asked the gorgeous movie star. “Really?”

“I am, and I’ve been so for several years. Your sister is partially responsible for that.”

“How?!”

Mallory smiled, and Isaac’s heart lurched into his throat. She was so stunning.

“Well, if they properly rolled out the welcome mat for you up on Haleakala, then you’ll know that this is something of a global organization. Since Breakthroughs can appear just about anywhere, there are certain requirements attached. The ability to fly anywhere in the world, the ability to get proper housing and transportation once there. And well, I do make a paycheck that most people don’t. Thus, my role as the group’s benefactor. One of them. The friendlier of the two.”

She smiled again, and Isaac fought against the tide, trying to get a grip. Yes, he needed a few minutes to get comfortable around Mallory Audrey Laurent. Sue him! He hoped it would only take him minutes. He could only gape and gawk for so long before it annoyed her.

“But how did Alyssa actually recruit you?”

“By making a hell of a pitch, that’s for sure,” Mallory said. “The group’s other benefactor, someone I’ve worked with many times for my movies, set me up to speak with her. From there, Alyssa proved how persuasive she could be. There’s also a bit of history in my background that helped.”

As if she had expected these questions, she pulled something from her back pocket. A tiny notebook, which she gingerly handed over.

“Carefully,” she advised. “That little notebook is over eighty years old and very precious to me.”

Keeping that in mind, Isaac carefully peeled it open. Scribbled in a hasty hand that Isaac couldn’t read—French had not been his additional language of choice in school—dark stains covered many of the pages, rendering them unreadable even to someone who could.

“What is it?” he asked, looking up from page after page of the same handwriting.

“A journal. One that belonged to a certain French resistance fighter in World War Two.”

“Your grandfather?” he guessed. He could also guess a few other things, but he figured Mallory would share her knowledge soon enough.

“No, but you’re close. It originally belonged to a very close friend of his. The words on those pages mention some concepts that should now be familiar to you. A strange other world, dangerous spirits made manifest, natural calamities forging connections that need to be closed. Following a resistance action just weeks before the Allies liberated Paris, my grandfather recovered it from his friend’s body. That’s blood that’s ruined quite a lot of the pages, Isaac.”

Isaac glanced down, gut churning.

“My grandfather kept the book, fascinated by its contents. They were so organized, so thoughtful, and my grandfather always described his friend as ‘not the type to jump in with Tolkien.’ However, little more than that ever came of it. Interestingly, because he never truly confirmed that these strange stories were more than just that, the memory-loss issue never affected him. It’s like, so long as he didn’t believe in this other world, so long as the words on the page stayed just words on the page, he was safe from having his memories stricken.

“Given where it came from, the book became an important heirloom, a memory of a dearly departed friend, stowed safely away. But when he ended up with a granddaughter who loved sci-fi and fantasy, out it came again. Eventually, the book became mine. He left it to me, knowing I’d treasure it always.”

“How did my sister come to know you had it?” Isaac asked, handing Mallory back the notebook. It was far too coincidental for her to have simply reached out to a random movie star, and they just happened to have such an heirloom.

The answer, forgotten in his awe at chatting with Mallory Laurent, was one he’d heard about on the ride over.

Mallory smiled appreciatively, in the same way that Raymond had when he’d connected things before needing them laid out. “We have someone who is bonded with the Oracle of Delphi. She’s able to… well, I suppose divine certain things. I’m not exactly sure how her ability works, though I’ve been told it’s very finicky, but it more or less highlighted me as someone worth contacting.”

“Yeah, Raymond mentioned her earlier. I, uh, guess I forgot about her there for a minute.”

Neither he nor Mallory needed to guess why. Eyes bright with mirth, she continued.

“Now, that acquaintance I mentioned? Well, following my, I guess we can call it prophecy, she started seeding a few things here and there. Little hints, little conversations, all warming me up for a meeting with her and your sister. Where I was first told about—and then shown—things that were literally out of this world.

“Thanks to my grandfather’s book, I was willing to entertain everything. It still took a proper trip through a Breakthrough before I could fully believe them. That was in 2017, with the California floods as the responsible disaster. They had to take down Ogyges, a mythical Greek ruler closely associated with floods, to close it up. I’ve been doing what I can to help ever since.”

Mallory smiled as she reminisced. On Isaac’s side of things, he still struggled to reconcile the fact that his sister had known this woman for years. Known and never told him! Or got him a damn autograph!

“So, you’re not one of us Bonded, then?”

“I’m not. So, I need to visit a Breakthrough every few months, or there go my memories. Especially because I don’t want to risk forgetting things to do with my grandfather and this notebook. No one could really be sure what memories I might lose, so I’m erring on the side of safety. I’ll be coming up to see this one again when it next appears. I could have gone tonight, but I had a rough flight.”

“Tell me about it,” Isaac grumbled.

Raising an eyebrow, Mallory glanced toward her driveway. “Would you like to come inside, by the way? When Raymond brings boxes, he brings boxes, so he’ll be at it for a while. You’re part of the team, so you’re welcome here.”

Isaac glanced toward Raymond, who had already created two waist-high stacks by his car’s open trunk.

“He’s incredibly diligent,” Mallory said. “I imagine a joke or two at Raymond’s expense may have been made.”

“One or two,” Isaac admitted.

“His diligence is something to laud, not mock,” Mallory said. “Even if there is a certain… dryness to his reports. With your father and sister no longer with us, a great deal of responsibility has fallen on his shoulders. I’m trying to help some. I read when I can, hoping to give him someone he can bounce his theories off.”

She eyed him. “I try to keep abreast of what’s going on. I’m hardly a decision-maker in the team, just a simple money font, but I like to think I can offer a morsel of helpful advice every once in a while.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do too,” he said. “Be of use.”

“In far more unique ways than I’ll ever be capable of,” Mallory said, waving him inside. “Shoes off, please.”

After leaving his shoes at the doorway, Isaac followed Mallory Laurent into her Hawaiian mansion. What a fucking sentence!

Much of the first floor was visible just a few steps in. Eager to show itself off, the dining room, kitchen, living room, and a couple of bedrooms by only turned his head in every direction. The ceiling hung relatively low, and Mallory had furnished her home with care, letting there be space to breathe and enjoy the open floor plan. Isaac inevitably focused on a line of awards sitting behind a glass cover inside a massive cabinet in the living room.

The woman who’d received all those awards noticed where his eyes lingered. She smiled anew. “Alyssa mentioned you were a big fan. A few times, in fact.”

Though he blushed, he didn’t shrug and deflect. “I feel like I can hold a grudge against her for this. She kept the fact that you all were working together a secret from me. Among all the other secrets, of course.”

“We were good friends, too,” Mallory said lightly, almost teasingly. Good. He’d take that over more dreary condolences.

“Everyone who knows her always says that.”

“It’s true. She’s been in this house quite a few times.”

“Guess I’m playing catch-up, then.”

Mallory delighted him with another smile, beckoning him to keep up with her as she headed for a spiraling staircase. A curious piece of art, a marble pillar that resembled an abstract explosion of water leaving a geyser, stood within the spiral.

“You’re welcome to visit,” Mallory said as they climbed. “Perhaps to the detriment of my… professionalism, I try to have genuine relationships with the people in my employ—even if you’re not really my employees. Especially you Bonded. I don’t want you to just be names I read in reports. You’re all risking your lives out there. The least I can do is get to know you as people.” She glanced over her shoulder, eyes looking him up and down. “And perhaps provide an autograph, if that’s of any interest to you.”

“It is,” Isaac said, heart racing.

After reaching the second story, Mallory led him past several other bedrooms and bathrooms, each well-stocked with furniture and amenities. In a pinch, she probably could turn the place into a resort for a few weeks. Staying a step behind Mallory, and resisting ogling her phenomenal ass too much, they never strayed more than five steps away from a glass door leading to the balcony.

“My soon-to-be secondary archive room,” Mallory said, waving toward one of the few rooms with its door closed. “Raymond’s nearly finished filling up the one I gave him on the first floor, so I’ve started preparing for when I’ll need to let him use this one.”

“His place doesn’t have room?”

“Actually, no,” Mallory said mirthfully. “And not for a lack of space; I would know, I helped him pick it out. When you visit, you’ll understand.”

“I think I already do, having spent a couple of hours in his car.”

“It can always get more cluttered,” Mallory warned, then led him to a room that was dramatically smaller than most of the others.

A pair of cushioned swivel chairs sat on a rug in its center, a round coffee table between them. The balcony doors they faced stood open, letting salty, fresh air congregate within. Mallory made herself comfortable in one, crossing her legs. Looking upon the dark ocean and nearby Kaho’olawe, she smiled. It was a sight worth a smile.

As Isaac settled into the other chair, he noticed the room one over. The mansion’s master bedroom. So, that made this a nice, easily accessible place to read a book or take in the sights. There were plenty of such places in a mansion like this, on an island like this.

Isaac managed to admire the same sight as the mansion’s owner for a few seconds. Why only a few seconds? Well, come on. A far more enticing sight was right there.

Tilting her head to her left, Mallory maneuvered linen-soft green eyes away from the ocean. “Of all the places to have a potentially world-ending threat arise, an island paradise doesn’t make for such a terrible location, does it?”

“Can’t disagree with that. I’m sure everyone’s happier to be living here than in Jacksonville.”

Mallory adjusted her smile; it grew wider and full of amusement. “Do we not like Jacksonville? I’m not even joking when I say that both Alyssa and Morgan have made similar digs in the past.”

Isaac shrugged. “Have you ever been?”

“No.”

“Well, Tampa is just better in just about every way. You’ve got more things to do, better beaches, better sports teams.”

“A scathing review,” Mallory said.

“A true one, but maybe we’re all a little biased.”

“Could be. Now, onto business. I’m sure the capable hands you were left in tonight have explained all the supernatural details that you need to know. I, on the other hand, mostly help with financial situations. If you want a house, I can help. A car, I can help.”

She lifted a hand before he could speak. “I’m more aware of your family’s financial situation than most, and I’m sure your father left you something, but my offer still stands. As does my intention of paying you every month, just as I do the others.”

He left me something, Isaac agreed. Now, he understood where everything else had likely gone. Were his father’s planes now in Maui? Did Raymond own them?

“You pay us?” he asked, focusing on something he actually cared about. Those planes could rot.

“Ten thousand a month. Non-taxable too, as it’s a gift. Just a form that needs filling out. That’s it.”

Isaac’s jaw dropped. “That’s… really, um, generous.”

“Likely less than you deserve, as is so common for people undertaking dangerous jobs, but it allows me to support all your peers, too. So, the next time you hear that I’m holding out for a bigger contract for one of my movies, just know that I’m not totally a greedy bitch.”

Isaac chuckled, running a hand through his hair. Yes, the sale of two houses back on the East Coast would resolve any fears of destitution, which he needed to check in on, but this was different. This would be money he made. By going into another world and fighting monsters and gods, sure, but it sure beat the few hundred a week he’d made giving swimming lessons when he was sixteen.

“Morgan’s new house,” Isaac said.

Mallory nodded. “My stipend certainly helped give her the confidence needed to speed up the process of getting a place of her own. There’s more, too. For whatever reason, your sister asked me to look after and invest the stipend I was paying her. I have the bank numbers you’ll need. I’m also happy to keep doing what I’ve been doing with it, but the money is yours. It always has been. I was just asked to wait until after it might make sense why an actress is trying to reach out to you about all this money that’s now rightfully yours.”

“You said you’ve been part of this since… 2017?”

“Congratulations on becoming a millionaire,” Mallory tittered. “We can go shopping together.”

Isaac nodded dumbly, head spinning. Like at her door, Mallory gave him time to collect himself.

“Adria gets paid too, right? And Lei?”

“All of you, yes.”

“Why the hell are they working normal jobs still? Morgan makes sense, I guess, since she just bought that new house of hers. And I know she loves being a doctor.”

“Well, it would be strange if they suddenly stopped working and started driving Porsches. From what I understand, they’ve reduced their hours to a point where they don’t work too much—except for Kainoa, who also loves what he does—but won’t arouse suspicion about how they can afford things.”

Guess that makes sense.

It wasn’t as if their other job took up much of their time. Just a trip to a volcano every two weeks, previously every three weeks or just once a month.

“I guess I should start picking up the tab more often,” Isaac said.

“Who doesn’t love a generous friend?”

“Yes, who doesn’t?” Isaac said pointedly.

“Like I said, I try to be helpful.” Mallory leaned her cheek on her palm, examining him. Isaac’s heart did flips. “The others believe you’ll be similarly helpful. More so, I dare say. Morgan raves about you. Alyssa always did too.”

Warmth zapping his face, he shrugged. “That’s the plan. I know I’ve got big shoes to fill. I get now how important my sister was to the group. And I can guess how my father also helped. I’ll do my best to fill the void.”

“I hope you won’t set too great a burden on your shoulders. There’s a team around you, and we’ll all help where we can.”

“Don’t worry, Morgan drilled that lesson into me earlier tonight.”

“She’s wise beyond her years. I lean on her for advice often.”

Isaac cocked an eyebrow. Mallory wasn’t all that much older than Morgan, just six or seven years, if he remembered her age right.

“Listening to doctors is usually a good idea,” Isaac said.

“That it is. It’s rather nice to have one in the group.”

Same for a generous, gorgeous movie star, Isaac thought glibly. He was still coming to terms with all this, from what Alyssa had apparently left him to Mallory’s mere presence—and his presence in the room with her. Morgan, Adria, Lei, Mallory—it was a smorgasbord of world-class women. Maui was doing everything it could to make him love it.

And it was working. He hated why he’d come here, but he couldn’t help but love that he was here.

“So, do I get your number?” Isaac asked.

Mallory lifted her own eyebrow, chuckling. “I suppose you do. And the autograph, assuming you still want it? That’s more than I usually give out to a man I’ve just met.”

Don’t blush, don’t blush, don’t blush!

If he did, then he’d look like, well, a nineteen-year-old meeting his celebrity crush for the first time. However, especially over the past couple of days, he had had some practice flirting with other women of her caliber, if not her fame, and he hadn’t filled his quota with them tonight. He’d been busy, distracted, learning about some insane stuff. No longer.

“You’re the craziest sight I’ve seen tonight, so yeah, I still need that autograph. Otherwise, I’ll wake up and think I dreamed all this up.”

“I find that somewhat difficult to believe.”

“Bonding an ancient spirit of myth and legend is easier to swallow than sitting here with you. I promise you that.”

“You know, I’ve been living here for several years, so it shouldn’t be that shocking. I suppose you’re not as big a fan as Alyssa led me to believe.”

“I try not to stalk the women I’m into,” Isaac said. “Usually, that’s worked out for me.”

Amusement raising the edges of her luscious mouth, Mallory raised her hands to the sides. “Indeed. Unfortunately, I think I feel more like the stalker in this situation, given what I saw happening on my security cameras the other day.”

Cocking his head, Isaac began to ask her what she meant. The sledgehammer that was named realization found his skull a second later.

“You… you saw that?”

“And I wasn’t even in the state. Adria knows I live here. She knows I wasn’t in Maui at the time. However, it seems she doesn’t know that my phone gets an alert notification whenever something stays within sight of my security cameras for more than fifteen minutes.”

Swallowing didn’t dislodge the lump in his throat. “So… how good are those cameras?”

“Oh, they’re very good. Fortunately, I can afford to pay you all generously and still keep my electronic security systems up to date. I have since deleted that footage, but I’d like you to be the one who lets Adria know about this part of our conversation.”

“Yeah, uh, I can do that,” Isaac said, feeling like he’d lost every speck of momentum he’d been building. So much for flirting with Mallory Laurent.

And yet…

“On your first day here, too,” Mallory said, mirthful, not reproachful. “You move fast, at least.”

“To be fair, I didn’t really lead the charge.”

“You certainly seemed to take over,” Mallory said.

Isaac’s heart could have skipped over a hilltop. How much of the tape had she watched? Enough to see when Adria’s shirt had come off? The many, many minutes of bliss he’d provided her afterward? Had Mallory Laurent just admitted to having effectively watched a porno involving him and Adria?

“I guess I didn’t have a director to advise me on the important beats I should hit.” He shrugged. “So, I just had to make do with the experience I have.”

Mallory snorted playfully. “Trust me, you’re glad you didn’t have a director overseeing things. There’s nothing less arousing than a sex scene on a Hollywood production. A bedroom that’s too cold and isn’t actually a bedroom, cameras looking for the ‘right’ angle, bright lights that make certain spots of your body flare with heat. Oh, and twenty people watching you gyrate and fake moan on a bed that usually has too many covers on it. That’s fun.

“So is the starting, then stopping, then starting again. Fifteen different times. All while hearing notes on what needs changed—‘your hand needs to be lower on his back next time,’ ‘don’t forget to flutter your eyelashes after he kisses your neck’—for the next take as you let a makeup coordinator fix your eyeliner and wipe off your sweat, and then add more fake sweat where the director thinks it’s needed.”

“None of that sounds particularly sexy,” he agreed.

“Some of the absolute worst days of my acting career took place in the second Prehistoric Jane. Now you know why.”

Isaac nodded, remembering the dubiously plot-relevant sex scenes—there’d been multiple—crammed into the film.

“They came out looking pretty good, at least.”

“I’m sure they did,” Mallory said. “Gratuitous or not, they played a role in raising my stardom to where I now have a much larger say in what does or doesn’t happen in that franchise, so I suppose they had their benefits.”

Hopping to her feet, Mallory headed into her bedroom. She left the door open, turning toward the balcony that her enormous bed, which was partially visible, faced. It gave its occupant a perfect view of Maui’s beautiful sunsets. And the mornings could match.

Rather than with a pre-signed photo in hand, Mallory returned with a blue binder and a silver Sharpie. Smiling, she handed over the binder, then sat back down, tapping the Sharpie on her thighs.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Open it and see.”

He did so. Immediately, several versions of one incredibly beautiful woman filled his view. Photographs, high-quality ones, filled the binder, each safeguarded by a protective sleeve. All depicting the woman sitting beside him, they ranged from professional photo shoots to ones of her in sleek, form-fitting dresses at various red-carpet events. He recognized some—and he almost blushed upon seeing a few that he’d looked at a lot when he’d been younger.

“Years back, someone suggested I keep a folder like this. A ‘best hits’ album, basically. What’s in here are the photos I’ve autographed the most throughout my career. I think I’ve only brought it out a handful of times, as I can only stomach being so vain every so often, but I keep it relatively up to date. You’re welcome to make a selection or two.”

Mallory waved the Sharpie, then smiled. “I won’t judge you too much if you go for a Prehistoric Jane one. Only if those are the only ones you want me to sign. Even if it’s from the second or third movie, when my clothes just couldn’t seem to survive all that panicked running through snarled briars and clinging branches. Fortunately, my magnetic hips and bouncing breasts seemed to spare my male costars from similar fates.”

“As you said, you’re just really generous,” Isaac said, which earned him another smile.

Dipping his eyes away from the real thing, Isaac flipped through photographs—a good three dozen in total—within the binder. He lost himself in what was happening, amazed by the place he was in, the object in his lap, and the person sitting beside him, watching him with a scrutinizing eye as he considered which photos he wanted her to sign.

All caught his eye, but a few belonged on the podium. One of last year’s BAFTAs, in which she wore a silvery satin dress that weaved around her body as if each thread understood the perfection it surrounded. The cleavage on display drove the same heat into him now as it had the first time he’d seen it.

Another was from a 2016 photo shoot, in which she’d worn nothing but a white button-down. Half the buttons undone, a right shoulder bared. This was the one that showed the most: the long, gorgeous legs, the fair, smooth skin, though, somehow, a little less cleavage than the earlier dress.

Finally, there was the picture. The one responsible for debate after debate online: was this picture the hottest in Hollywood history? Was it iconic enough to join Monroe, Fawcett, Hepburn? The movie it was attached to wasn't very good, but did that dilute Mallory's breathtaking sexiness?

Not at all. In this promotional photograph for Prehistoric Jane: Survival, the third movie in the series, Mallory had cemented herself amongst the pantheon of starlets. Infamous for its production issues, which Covid had exacerbated, anyone who forgot the name could clear it up right away by describing it as “the one with that picture.” This picture. The one harkening back to Raquel Welch’s character in One Million Years B.C.

Wearing a fur bikini and wielding a thrusting stare that had ignited shivers and countless wishes to thrust back, she looked ravishing. She looked like she intended to do the ravishing. Even had he tried to skip by it, he would have lingered. Besides, where else could he skip? A certain someone had strategically placed it in the very last sleeve in the binder. As though she’d known it would stop anyone looking through it from flipping to the next page.

Almost sheepishly, aware of what she’d said about her issues with the middle films of her most famous franchise, Isaac glanced toward the woman sitting beside him.

She looked neither annoyed nor impatient. Instead, leading her eyes to his, she smirked.

“Yes, you can pick that one. Believe me, I’ve signed it before.” She playfully rolled her right wrist.

“No bad memories from it?”

“From that? Not really. The promotion phase of that movie was heaven compared to the hell of actually making the stupid thing. By then, I was fed up with them portraying me as some constantly panting, wide-eyed bimbo, except in the climax, when I transformed into a scantily clad badass for twenty-five minutes.”

Mallory shook her head. “It was so silly, and at least the audience agreed by then. They seemed to let the second one’s many, many sins slide, as the first one was so good. But this one? Well, I spoke up quite a bit about all the correct criticisms of Survival’s writing, which is partly why the fourth one is much better.” A twinkle appeared in her eyes. “So is the fifth. I’ll have my hands on the final product before the official release, naturally.”

Perking up, Isaac hoped she wasn’t just teasing him. Regardless of the two rotten apples within the bushel, her movies had played a pivotal role in his life, and if this was an offer for a private screening…

“So long as I’m not in another dimension at the time, I’ll be there,” he said.

“I’ll be sure to make sure our busy schedules align,” Mallory said. She nodded at her most famous photo. “But you’re welcome to select that one too. I must have signed every square inch of it by now, even the back.”

“I somehow feel obligated to both pick it and avoid it,” Isaac admitted.

Mallory chuckled and reached over. With the binder still on his lap, she removed the photo from its sleeve. It slid out easily, handled with care by its owner. She set it on the small table between the chairs.

“Any others?” she asked in her unfairly breathy voice.

A short time later, she surveyed the two other pictures he had selected. Her lips pursed thoughtfully as she reviewed her body of work. And his preferences.

“So, these three?” Mallory said.

“Those three,” Isaac confirmed. “Sign them wherever you think is best.”

Popping open her Sharpie, the most beautiful actress alive did just that. Her well-practiced scrawl painted silver across all three photographs. Isaac might not have breathed as he watched.

“Unbind the sleeves and take them with you,” Mallory suggested as she finished up. “But let the ink dry before you slide them back in.”

Nodding dumbly, Isaac felt… well, unreal. It really wasn’t a joke anymore. This felt as supernatural as walking through the First Empire, where he’d stuck out his hand to absorb a floating flame. Or visiting Maui’s Fragment and seeing a fiery serpent glide along a river of magma.

“Are you planning to stay in Maui for a while?” he asked, hopeful.

“I am,” Mallory confirmed. “From what I’ve been told, this next year is very important. So, I’m taking a slight break from acting. Maui’s sun and beaches are famously rejuvenating, so no one should suspect anything.”

“So far, I’ve only gotten some of the first,” he admitted. Internally, of course, he celebrated like his favorite team had won the Super Bowl.

“Change that soon,” Mallory said. “I know Morgan lives within walking distance of multiple beaches.”

“We’ve been making do with her swimming pool so far.”

“Mine is a little bigger.”

“Looks like a great place to swim laps.”

Yeah, that was what he was fishing for: a place to swim some laps.

Mallory’s pristine stare saw right through him. Her lips curled at the edges, and she glanced toward her balcony. The pool wasn’t visible from their current position. All they could see were the tops of a few palm trees, the ocean, and then Kaho’olawe.

“My amenities are available to you, as they are to everyone,” Mallory said.

It was a diplomatic answer, especially with that last part added.

“I have a sauna here, a private gym, a home theater. Really, I have to find excuses to leave the house.”

An idea lit up Isaac’s mind like a flare going off in a dark tunnel.

“How often do you work out?”

He received just about the drollest look he’d ever seen. Mallory swept one hand down her curvaceous figure. Even when not dressed for a red-carpet event or a risqué photo shoot, there was no hiding it.

“This is from effort, not divine mandate, so a lot. I suppose I could take a break, as I’m not planning to take on any roles for a while. However, I’m all but tethered to my workout schedule. Stopping would probably make my skin crawl.”

“There’ll be some days where Morgan and I only swim, no gym visit,” Isaac said. “On those days, I’m free. I don’t really need to get a job, not after what you just revealed, so I’ve been looking for ways to spend my weekday afternoons. I can’t sit around at Morgan’s clinic all day, as there’s a man-eater I’ve been told to avoid, and I can’t see myself being beach-bound every day.”

“A man-eater?” Mallory asked, amused.

“An engaged one. Morgan and Adria have warned me to stay on guard around her.”

“Monsters to fend off in this world and the next, huh?” Mallory laughed. She thought for only a moment. “Okay, sure, you can be my workout partner. That’s a new one, but I suppose it’s just worked out for you.”

Yes, it had. Just like that, Isaac had an excuse to visit. Not just an excuse, in fact, practically an open invitation. It wouldn’t be good for a workout partner to skimp and miss too many days. Knowing all this, Mallory’s smile lingered.

It was nearly too far-fetched to believe.

The sound of footsteps shook Isaac from his awe-filled reverie. That would be Raymond, on his way to report that he’d delivered all the reports to Mallory’s archive. A little more conversation followed, with Raymond hardly glancing at the signed photographs on the table between Isaac and Mallory. He supposed that not everyone needed to find the same type of woman attractive. Even so, it was Mallory Laurent!

With Raymond as his ride, their departure time arrived twenty minutes later. Collecting his prized possessions, knowing he’d have to find some place to show them off in his new bedroom, Isaac thanked Mallory for her hospitality and began following Raymond toward the steps.

Yet, a husky, provocative cleared throat stopped him in his tracks.

“You’ve only taken one of the things you asked for,” Mallory noted.

He turned, confused.

Chuckling, Mallory pointed toward his pocket. “You still need my number.”

He got that too, then could barely form a coherent thought for the rest of the ride back to Morgan’s house.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Trust

Upon his safe delivery to 152 Ponana Street, Isaac gingerly slotted Mallory’s pictures in with the documents Raymond let him make off with. Two boxes' worth. Additional reading to get through over the next sixteen days. Before his first true foray into Maui’s Fragment, he’d have read through everything three full times.

But not tonight. Tonight, riding a wave of astonishment that had started atop a volcano and ended inside a beachfront mansion, Isaac finally made use of Morgan’s house key. Balancing the boxes under one arm as he did so, he immediately saw that Morgan, as promised, had stayed up to wait for him.

She sat at her kitchen island, awake but certainly not sober. That was obvious even before Isaac got closer, where fermented floral scents wafted out of the uncorked wine bottle sitting before her. It was far emptier now than when he’d last seen it.

Isaac set the boxes down by his bedroom door, then moved to her side. She tilted her head and smiled, exhaustion infecting every sluggish move. She should have gone to sleep.

But then, they’d both known she wouldn’t. Couldn’t. Not after how overprotective she’d been all day. The question was, how concerned should he now be about her?

“I’m back,” he said as he joined her at the island, taking the stool beside her.

“Welcome back,” Morgan said, speaking slowly. She didn’t slur her words, at least.

“Safe and sound, as promised. Shocked beyond belief, but safe and sound.”

“Crazy, right? Crazier than gods and monsters.”

“I thought the same,” Isaac said. “This whole night’s been crazy.”

“Too true, too true,” Morgan said, and those words she slurred.

“So, how much have you had to drink?” Isaac asked, nodding toward the empty glass sitting beside the bottle.

“Not too much. Two, two-and-a-half glasses.”

“Isn’t that a lot?”

“Maybe. I dunno.”

Isaac withheld a sigh. Instead, he stood up, rounded the island, and pretended to look through her fridge. In reality, he turned to his phone to search for—

Toast and crackers? Really?

Well, trusting the sources he saw, he pivoted toward Morgan’s pantry. Grabbing a loaf of bread, he stuck four pieces into her toaster oven. Two for him, sober as could be, and two for Morgan, drunk as a skunk.

“Here,” he said while the toaster oven hummed, pouring her a glass of water. “Drink it all.”

“Now you’re going to take care of me?” Morgan asked, blinking bleary eyes.

“Isn’t that what we promised to do? Be a team, look out for each other?”

She frowned at him, as though his point, while valid, really annoyed her. Still, she accepted the water and toast that he made for her. He slid back onto his stool a minute later, toast and water for him as well.

“So, did the real thing measure up to the fantasy?” Morgan asked.

“Just about,” he admitted. “She was pretty responsible for the tastes in women I developed.”

Morgan outright scowled at him, but Isaac wasn’t through.

“Roughly… forty percent.”

“Forty?”

“Well, yeah. You were at least fifty to fifty-five percent.”

Morgan snorted. “Who was the other five percent?”

“You know I had girlfriends growing up, don’t you? I couldn’t just be lusting after two impossible-to-have women all the time.”

“What a hard life you had.”

“Oh, yeah, very hard.”

Morgan snorted again, then drained half her cup. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?”

“Being cute.”

“Is that what I’m doing? Then I will stop. I don’t want you to see me as cute.”

“Why not?”

“Because I preferred when you were telling me about how horny I made you when I turned eighteen—and that requires me to be a little more than just being cute.”

Morgan snorted again. “You can alternate between the two. Be cute sometimes, make me wet as fuck other times.”

Isaac nearly fell off his stool. Momentarily speechless, mouth hanging open like a deep-sea bass, his heart positively zoomed.

She’s drunk, he reminded himself. She might not even remember saying that when she wakes up tomorrow.

But it still set off fireworks within his soul. One more block on the tower, just painted more brightly than the rest. How many more until they had enough for a game?

You’re already playing games. It’s been nothing but games since that first night.

Isaac revised his question. How many more until they moved on past just games?

It wouldn’t be tonight. It couldn’t. Not with her in this state. So, after she emptied her glass, he refilled it.

“Right now, I’m being responsible,” he said. “Because you’ve got work tomorrow morning.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me.”

“You love being a doctor.”

“Not when I’m hung the fuck over.”

“That’s what this is for,” he said, nodding at the toast, nudging the refilled glass across the island. “So eat. Drink.”

Grumbling at him for seizing his turn to be Alyssa, she listened to sense. How many times had his sister advised her like this? How many times had she overdone it, but been lucky enough to have a best friend who cared?

Probably saved you a lot of morning suffering, huh? Isaac thought.

“You need to be good enough for us to swim before you had to work,” he said. “I’m guessing we’ll be skipping the gym again?”

Morgan groaned softly. “Can’t we skip both?”

“Afraid not. See, there’s a weekly quota you haven’t yet filled. Number of times Morgan Reynolds has let me see her in a bikini. Be warned, it’s a pretty high number.”

“I can flash you before work. Isn’t that good enough?”

“Almost, but not quite.”

“You’re greedy.”

“You’re gorgeous.”

Morgan side-eyed him. “Fifty to fifty-five percent, huh?”

“Undisputable. Not even Mallory Laurent could overtake you.”

Smiling under her breath, Morgan munched on her toast. She downed that second glass too, sighing softly after doing so.

“I just want you to be safe, you know?” she murmured.

“I know.”

“Like, really safe. Not getting killed and going off to see Alyssa in… wherever normal, non-legendary souls go. Doubt any of us have the clout to become eidolons.”

“I’ll be safe. I’ll be keeping you safe too.”

“It’ll destroy me if you die,” Morgan whispered, seeming to have missed or ignored what he’d just said. “You’re all that’s left of Alyssa. All that’s left of how things used to be. God, I miss her.”

Tears welled within Morgan’s eyes, soon to stain her cheeks. Her lip quivered as she set her toast down and wrapped her arms around herself.

“It’s stupid; I’m stupid. She didn’t die in there; she died out here. On a fucking helicopter ride. Fucking stupid way of flying. Why’d we ever invent those damn things?”

Isaac stayed silent. Her thoughts mimicked his own. This was how he’d been, how he still was, he knew. Neither of them had truly healed or moved on. They were better, but they weren’t good. A month just wasn’t enough. How could it be, when seeing each other flayed barely sealed wounds?

“It’s just you and me,” Isaac agreed solemnly. “But that’s why we need to stick together. You and me. Not you and me, but separate. If you’re going into danger, I want to be there with you. If I’m going into danger, I know I’ll be safer if you’re with me.”

Tears streaking down her cheeks, Morgan nodded. “I just don’t want you to end up dead because I couldn’t be like Alyssa was. If I’d died, she still would never have let you become one of us.”

“Maybe, but maybe Alyssa’s not always right. Keeping me away all this time, that’s just her being protective, deciding how my life was going to go.”

“She was your big sister. Looking out for you is her job. Fuck, we know Christopher wasn’t going to suddenly start giving a shit.”

Isaac winced, though he could hardly summon a defense for his negligent father. “We don’t know how things would have gone if she’d let me join you all a year ago. I refuse to get lost in those what-ifs. I just know I am happy—happy and relieved and determined—to be part of this. At long last, and with you. This is what I want, and I am thankful that you let me make my choices, Morgan.”

And so, ultimately, had Alyssa. After all, it was her letter that had started all this. It’d taken until he’d lost her, but she had given him the chance to choose. And he’d told her who he could trust. This woman who now sat beside him.

I can show you that, too, Isaac realized.

“Give me a second, I’ll be right back,” Isaac said, standing and rushing to his room before Morgan could get a word in.

It didn’t take him long to find his sister’s letter. However, it was still too long. Returning, he found a beautiful but heartbroken woman sleeping softly on her kitchen island.

Isaac smiled, shook his head, and lifted her into his arms. With as much care as he’d given Mallory’s photos, he tucked her into bed. A refilled glass took up residence on her nightstand. As he left, intending to clean up the kitchen and then head to bed himself, he stared at an object that he had left on the island. The letter, neatly folded, and not yet seen by Morgan’s eyes.

Retrieving it, he set it on her nightstand, then panicked slightly and moved the glass of water over to her dresser—within plain sight but not at risk of ruining the letter. Staring lovingly at Morgan for a few more seconds, he left her to get some much-needed rest. The letter would help. He knew it. Maybe differently than it had helped him, but it would help.


Chapter Twenty-Five

One More Visit

Though he scoured high and low, Isaac found no sleep of his own. Even after the longest night of his life, he just couldn’t nod off. There was too much in his head, too many events, too many revelations, too much to consider. He was a city with every light turned on, every horn honking.

So, what did he do instead? He wouldn’t risk doing anything that might wake Morgan up. Could he text Mallory, Adria, or some friends back home?

He opted not to do the first of those, seeing as he’d received her number barely over an hour ago. He could at least wait until tomorrow morning to see how his favorite actress was doing. That left the other two options.

Holy fuck, are you serious?! Adria sent as a response to his grand reveal.

Yep, she got an alert because we were loitering outside her house for too long. So, she saw pretty much everything.

Oh my God, she’s going to think I’m a huge fucking slut, Adria replied seconds later. Or some kind of exhibitionist.

I think she understood it wasn’t intentional. Really, she took it all pretty in stride. Wasn’t mad or anything.

Should I apologize, pretend it never happened, send her an apology fruit basket?

With the money she’s providing you? I think she’d find that pretty amusing.

I get a paycheck from my other job, Isaac. A pitiful one, but I can afford a damn fruit basket.

I’ll keep that in mind as you continue to apologize to me for using me as a guinea pig.

Oh, come off it. I jerked you off last night. I’ve already basically promised to do it again. You know I don’t just see you as a science experiment.

And I’m going to suck on your tits until you orgasm a few more times, so you’re welcome.

Adria didn’t send a response particularly quickly, causing Isaac to wonder if he’d been a bit too flippant. The answer was a definitive no. His phone buzzed, and a picture that could stack up against the three Mallory had given him showed itself.

These miss you a lot. Five words to accompany a picture of Adria’s heavy, wonderfully sensitive breasts. She had tugged her shirt up, the only thing she had on while lying in bed, to let him see her tan skin and attractive curves.

Yeah, I’m definitely not falling asleep anytime soon, Isaac thought, then typed Adria an emphatic compliment.

Eventually, with work in the morning, Adria wished him goodnight. By then, knowing sleep remained an estranged relative, Isaac checked in with a few friends back home. With it being six hours earlier in their days, he received replies from most of them. Catching up with what they’d been up to, he couldn’t fully reciprocate. Even if he could, who would believe such outlandish experiences? Other worlds, strange deals, technically working for Mallory Audrey Laurent?

So, he instead offered the expected responses of someone “vacationing” in Maui, mentioning warm weather, friendly people, and good food. He discussed his intentions of going to the beach and talked about a sunset trip to the summit of Haleakala—realizing his mistake right after. Because, again, he had forgotten to take any pictures.

Well, I got there kind of late, so I missed the sunset, was his lie to those who asked. If I go up again, I’ll snap some good ones.

Even deeper into the night, knowing he was making a habit of it, he sighed loudly. Massaging his temples, he stubbornly refused to get out of bed. He would sleep.

Well, no, he wouldn’t.

“Hey, do you want to talk?” he asked the unknown entity with whom he’d bonded.

No reply arrived. Not from his eidolon, anyway.

“Unfortunately, communication is impossible outside of Breakthroughs and Fragments. Your eidolon does what you currently cannot: she slumbers.”

Even while hoping for a response, Aria’s smooth voice jolted him to a seated position. Frowning, though he didn’t even know if she could see him, he huffed back at her.

“But you can? How’s that make sense?”

“I would not be much use if I could not communicate with you regularly. Our deal overcomes certain limitations.”

“Cool. Now, can you drag me into your Fragment, because I can’t get a wink of sleep? We might as well have that conversation you mentioned. I’m going to be so drowsy tomorrow.”

“Are we not conversing now?”

Hoping she could see him even when he could not, he scowled at the air. “Novel as it is to have a conversation in my head, and although it’s better than talking to blue lines, I’d much rather have a face to look at.”

“Are you lusting after me as well, Isaac?”

Isaac recoiled as if someone had stuck in ice cube against his neck. Had that been a joke? Of the playful variety? Maybe? Sort of? Aria was hard to read when he had a face to look at.

“Yeah, probably,” he replied lightly. “I’m at that age and everything.”

Aria didn’t answer.

Well, so much for some pithy banter, Isaac thought, sighing.

In between blinks, Aria snatched him from his bedroom and thrust him into what was technically his third Fragment of the night. Somehow, this one was both too ordinary and the strangest of the set.

He didn’t appear within a massive volcano, and he didn’t appear before the steps of an ancient ziggurat. Instead, as though they’d run out of travel budget following visits to such exotic locations, Isaac stood in a bar. One of those underground bars that detectives in older movies always seemed to end up in when they needed a sketchy lead or wanted to lament their day’s failures. A dive.

Dim and musty, half a dozen lazily spinning fans hanging from a low ceiling filled the place with a low, incessant whine of motion. Two wobbled like they just might give up and fall apart. Yeah, definitely a dive. He half expected a haze of smoke to obscure his vision, though that was one common feature that hadn’t made the cut.

Two dozen round tables scattered themselves around a room that was wider than deep, four rickety chairs to each. No one sat at them, of course, just as no one collected a pool cue to play a game or two at either of the two tables far to Isaac’s right. The room was empty, lacking the down-on-their-luck characters necessary to complete the setting. Well, except for a ravishing beauty behind the bar.

Dimly lit or not, he immediately recognized Aria’s incredible shape. Exhausted blue lights hung above her, certain that it was past closing time. They wanted to sleep, in the process of dimming themselves all the way. And then he’d shown up, an unexpected arrival determined to disturb their schedule.

Well, too bad. Isaac had gotten his wish: a face-to-face meeting with a striking woman.

As he approached the bar, he recognized more than just her shape. Her eyes outshone the room’s paltry lighting, the brightest and most dazzling thing in here. Far bluer, too. Such a mesmerizing shade of electric blue.

With an impressive array of spirits in the cabinets and shelves behind her, she wore a period-appropriate outfit. Dark blue pants with suspenders and a light blue button-down with white vertical stripes. She’d rolled the sleeves up to her forearms, allowing a hint of gold to shine on her right wrist. Her silver hair up in a bun, she wore a white fedora circled by a black band.

“So, what kind of closet do you have back home?” Isaac asked as he approached the bar, then leaned on it. “First a sort of stewardess’s outfit, now this one.”

“It’s a result of how my Fragments are made,” Aria said. “You’re dressed now, too.”

So he was, though his outfit interested him far less than hers. He raised an eyebrow, hoping for more. In a rare turn of events, he got it.

“The Fragments I create are unique. Much smaller and far more impermanent than the one you’re dealing with. As you now know, those require some sort of natural disaster, a great enough upheaval to weaken the walls separating our worlds. Mine do not. However, they still require an anchor. Of the human mind, be it the conscious mind or the subconscious.”

“The plane in a storm makes sense,” Isaac said, looking around, “but I haven’t been to any bars like this. I don’t really drink, in case you weren’t aware.”

“But Morgan Reynolds does—and did so in substantial amounts tonight.”

Isaac frowned. Not because what she’d said was untrue, or even unkind, but it still rubbed him the wrong way. “Why did you pick something out of her head, not mine?”

“I would be in a bikini in a pool if I’d done that,” Aria said matter-of-factly.

“There are other things going on in my head.”

“It’s easier to create my Fragments from powerful impressions. Your strongest impressions of the past few hours involve women in little to no clothing.”

“Can you blame me? Adria, Morgan, Mallory—you. I’ve been dealing with a lot of attractive women these past few days.”

“Indeed,” Aria said evenly.

Isaac scratched the back of his head, refusing to feel awkward but unsure of where to go next. She’d pegged him cleanly, though again, who in their right mind would expect otherwise? After the day he’d had?

She didn’t make it any easier to stop thinking about such topics. Her outfit might have changed, but her sleek perfection remained all too real. Her heart-shaped face, her fair, unblemished skin, which was a sight he’d grown unused to in Maui, where tans ran amok. He wasn’t complaining about that, but it made Aria even more striking. Was there a limit on how good someone could look? Did it cap out at some arbitrary ceiling, at which point a person simply couldn’t look any better, or was he just unable to judge her attractiveness properly?

She was just breathtaking. Even with recent reminders about how enthralling Adria, Morgan, and Mallory’s figures were, Aria stayed in contention for the top spot. She was a meal you saw carried by right after ordering, forcing you to rethink your decision. A guaranteed whiplash every time. A timeless declaration of a lithe, immaculate hourglass.

A perfect woman. His perfect woman?

“Are you just that beautiful all the time,” he asked, “or is my impression of you affecting how you appear?”

Was that a rude question? Maybe. But Aria didn’t strike him as the type to take any offense.

“This is my typical guise,” she confirmed.

“Implying you can change it?”

“To an extent. More so than some, less so than others. The consensus of the collective human subconscious is that I should possess certain traits, and so I do.”

“Do you think certain parts of you got… enhanced by that?”

“Of course. It’s almost always the case. A warrior with a small but famous scar who becomes an eidolon will see it become much more pronounced. A queen known for her gluttony will be trapped in a morbidly obese form. And these things can change over time, as history rewrites our aspects, virtues, and sins. We are shaped by our creators. You.”

“But I’m not shaping you, right? Through our connection.”

“No. It requires far more than a single person to change us—and a great deal of time as well.”

“Okay, so mankind figured you to be a silver-haired beauty with a slightly stern and stoic personality. That helps.”

“With?”

Isaac smiled. “Figuring out who you were. Or… are? How does it work? If you were a real person at some point, do you have memories of your human life? Or are you, like Doctor Grantham thinks might be the case, a separate entity entirely?”

Honestly, this was where he expected to be shut down. A step too far, a little too much prying. Aria disagreed. Tonight was a night for answers.

“That is a topic of great debate amongst us. It is unclear. Some who were once human beings maintain vast memories of their lives. Others have only the vaguest of impressions, like déjà vu. My memories are scattered things, flitting about, difficult to grasp. I remember some of who I once was. Enough.”

“So, you were a human? When? Where?” Eagerness crowded through him. This was fascinating.

“Partially.”

“Partially?”

“How many myths surrounding Zeus do you think exist? Do they all work in tandem, or are there conflicting ones? Did differing villages and towns come up with different ways of worshipping him, of seeing him? Is there truly one defined version of Zeus?”

“No,” Isaac said slowly, “I would say there couldn’t be.”

“So it is for me. I was human, and I lived and died a very long time ago. But I did not immediately become an eidolon; it’s not an afterlife, where you step from one realm to the next in an instant. Myths, legends, and lore surrounding me spun through many minds in many places before I came to be. To some, I was only ever human. To others, I was more divine, akin to a demigod. In some places, I was more of a spirit—a kitsune. Human myth is rife with inaccuracies and conflicting stories. It’s therefore difficult for any eidolon to state their exact origin.”

“Kitsune, huh? Does that mean you're Japanese?”

“Do I look Japanese?”

“Well… no.”

“I don’t particularly resemble the Ainu people either, though I’m closer in appearance to them.” Aria held out her hands. “All this is to say that it can be very difficult for an eidolon to ascertain its true origins. Cultures from across seas I never knew of when I was human have placed their touch on me.

“I am all these things, eternal but not immutable. Fortunately, I am not so famous as to be world-renowned, so the changes I have undergone over the centuries have been slight. I am mostly affected by general changes in the perception of eastern mythology as a whole, not any specific revisions to my personal myths. The silver hair took the most getting used to, but I’ve had it for long enough now to be accustomed to it.”

“Wow,” Isaac said, feeling like she was the one who needed a drink. “Seems like a hard thing to deal with.”

“Perhaps, but it is our normal. We’re not human, Isaac, even if we are from humans. Our perception of time, memory, and sense of self differs greatly from yours.”

“You seem fairly human-like to me. Kind of. Minus the silver hair, of course. Yeah, just that.”

Aria chose that moment to smile. Was anything he’d said that clever or charming? No. Did it deserve that radiant, if slight, smile? Probably not. Did it cleave away the darkness and immortalize itself within Isaac’s mind? Absolutely.

Even if you take my memories away again, this one stays, he thought.

So perfect. Truly. Whatever groups of people from ages long past had decided she needed to be so damn beautiful, good on them.

“I am more so than many,” she said. “That is why Jin approached me as he did, and why I am the one interfacing with you.”

“I’d pick you over him every time,” Isaac said lightly. “Assuming this eidolon you’ve paired me with actually proves helpful.”

“She will, and I did not make you. The choice was yours.”

“Yeah, but then I’d be the fool who couldn’t listen to his elder’s wisdom. His ancient but timelessly good-looking elder.”

Aria rolled her eyes, then began reaching for various implements and spirits. “Jin is fortunate that I do not find clumsy human flirtation bothersome.”

“Well, forgive me, Miss Fox Spirit. I’ve never flirted with a being out of yore before. It’s something I’ve got to figure out. You know, I’m going where no human has ever gone before.”

“Rest assured, you are not the first.”

“With you?”

“No, not with me. But there have been countless interactions between humans and eidolons, and humans live in a near-constant state of lust.”

“So, you’re saying there are humans who have gotten busy with eidolons?”

Aria began creating a martini of some sort, hands in motion, not even needing to look as she worked. That gave her plenty of time to smack him with a flat look.

“Did you really expect differently?”

“I dunno, I guess I hadn’t thought about it. But is it really our fault? How many fertility goddesses and lustful nymphs are out there? Surely, some of those made the first move on humans.”

“And from whose thoughts and worship were such frivolously lusty beings created?” Aria retorted.

“So, it’s our fault when an eidolon is horny?”

“I ascribe no fault. Eidolons aren’t puppets. We are our own beings, making our own choices.”

Were they? Based on what she’d said earlier, it sounded like human perception had a lot of power over them, albeit gradually. But he didn’t think arguing with Aria about her potential lack of free will was a good idea. He couldn’t see her as simply a puppet. In a way, experiences made her, just as he supposed experiences made him. In a way.

“But you’ve never been with a human?” Isaac asked.

Aria met his eyes. “You would be my first.”

Precisely one second later, Aria finished her martini, ringed a part of the rim with salt, and slid it across the counter.

“For your thirst,” she said, eyes shining in the dim light.

Isaac gawked at it, then gawked at her. Okay, so maybe he was the puppet here, so easily made to dance on his strings. Her timing was scary.

“I don’t drink,” he said, fidgeting. Was he that easy to direct, like a docile horse puttering back into the stable?

“This is non-alcoholic, per your preferences.”

“You seem to know all my preferences,” Isaac said sourly, though he pinched the glass’s stem and lifted it.

“You make them plainly known.”

“I guess I should be more mysterious and secretive,” he said with a grunt, then took a drink. Salt and citrus gloated atop his tastebuds, because wouldn’t you know it, it was good! Unnervingly so. Like it was his perfect drink.

I’m not asking for the recipe, Isaac thought stubbornly.

“That would run counter to your successes so far,” Aria noted. “Why would you change strategies now?”

He glanced at her over the rim of his glass. “Different women, different preferences, I guess?”

“You don’t know my preferences,” Aria, mysterious and secretive, said.

“You could save me some trouble and lay them out for me.”

“Did I not just do so?”

Holy hell, she really is winding me around her finger, Isaac thought, recognizing the danger but unable to care. He was far too enamored by those eyes, those lips, that fucking perfect figure. His heart fluttered as he pushed the empty martini glass back toward her. Without a word, she began making him another.

“Well, on a scale of Jeanne d’Arc to Eros, where do you fall?”

“Is Jeanne d’Arc the least lustful person you can think of?”

“After today, yeah.”

Aria smiled, delaying her response until she’d completed his refill request. Isaac let the glass sit before him, waiting for when she next parched his throat with a clever remark.

“Be they benevolent or malicious, kitsune are often considered lustful, seductive beings,” Aria stated evenly. “The most famous being Tamamo-no-Mae, a corrupting, chaotic fox spirit believed to be based on Fujiwara no Nariko, an empress courtesan who was active in several succession struggles nearly nine hundred years ago. Do you know the names?”

“Maybe in passing, but I’m not a historian. Yet. Starting tomorrow, I guess my career begins. Are you that person, or the mythical being they became?”

“I’ve connections to both because of the things I explained before, but no, I’m not Fujiwara no Nariko.” She offered him the glimmer of a smile. No human identity for him.

“So, you’re more Eros than Jeanne d’Arc, then? Are you going to corrupt me?”

He wouldn’t be all that against it, depending on the method.

“I’m not devoid of desire,” Aria said. “But I might not be as easy to bed as the women you’ve been interacting with today.”

“I think they’d be insulted,” Isaac chuckled, “if they knew you existed and were calling them easy.”

“I would like that knowledge to remain between us. It will make your goals easier to complete.”

“Including the one where I get to sleep with you?”

Aria’s eyes flashed in a nearly mesmerizing way. He’d said the right words. So, fox spirits enjoyed knowing that you wanted to fuck them. Who could have guessed? Well, probably anyone who knew anything about Japanese myth. Isaac planned to become one such person.

“It would not hurt your chances,” Aria said.

Should he be taking notes, like a good detective would? Not about a murder on Clairmont Street, but about the femme fatale before him?

“What else wouldn’t hurt my chances?” Isaac asked, taking up his drink. He already needed its services again.

“Complimenting my drinks, for one,” Aria said lightly.

Isaac chuckled and took a sip. “Sorry. It’s fantastic. Is this a skill you innately have, or did you pick it up over the centuries you spent floating around in the Great Beyond? Are there bars there?”

“There are some, actually. In those permanent places of civilization amid the roiling essence that is our world, where eidolons who like to reminisce on their humanity gather. I frequent such places from time to time.”

“Because you’re more human than most eidolons?”

Aria nodded. “In a way, that might be a challenge for you to overcome.”

“How’s that?” Isaac asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I’m not as capricious or uninhibited as others like me. My being impressed by you doesn’t mean I’ll give in to my urges.”

“But you are impressed by me?” Isaac asked.

“I’ve been impressed by you,” Aria said. “It’s why I ultimately agreed that you were the right person for us to approach. You have a great deal of potential. Many around you see it.”

“You didn’t seem all that impressed by me when we first met.”

“I was working.”

“Aren’t you working now?” Isaac said, nodding toward her side of the bar.

“Are bartenders not supposed to be friendly and talkative?”

“After a big tip, are you?”

“Can you provide one?”

Heart racing, Isaac swallowed. Compared to how curt and stoic she’d come across in their last meeting, he couldn’t find his footing. And to be clear, he didn’t count the blue line conversation in the First Empire as a proper interaction. She’d been working then, too.

Though he wished he could have ignored the voice in his head speaking caution, it deserved attention. She seemed to know him extraordinarily well. His likes, his dislikes, and certainly his feminine preferences. With all she knew, with how intrigued he was, her advantages were many.

Don’t do anything stupid, he told himself.

Of course, he didn’t really know what qualified as intelligent or idiotic when it came to dealing with a centuries-old being of myth and lore. Besides, they were working together, supposedly on the same side. How much of that chaotic, corrupting fox spirit was a part of her, percentage-wise?

“You tell me,” Isaac said. “I assume you’ve been keeping tabs on me. So, you saw what I got up to last night.”

Offering no response, Aria compiled ingredients for her own drink. Without looking away, of course. Those eyes, aglow and all-knowing, despite what she’d claimed in the past, electrified him. Maybe at least a little chaotic, then. She clearly enjoyed withholding her secrets.

The quiet hum of the overhead fans and the slosh of a drink being mixed replaced their conversation. It matched the décor, and the mysteries standing across the bar from him.

At long last, for all the good that would do him, he yawned. Once he got back to his room, another night of three to four hours of sleep awaited. Yeah, he could sleep in, as he didn’t have to be anywhere in the morning, but he wanted to check in with Morgan before she headed to work.

“Would you like to sleep here?” Aria asked.

“In a bar?”

“In a place where time flows much more slowly than it does on Earth.”

“Would that… work?”

“Did you not grow tired during the hours you spent in Maui’s Breakthrough? This is not a place separate from reality. You are you, transported to my Fragment wholesale, not simply via your mind. So, sleep is possible here, just as it is possible for you to slake your thirst.”

“That would be convenient.”

“It is the least of the aid I’m willing to provide.”

“Speaking of, this place would make a great spot to practice my abilities—if my eidolon were willing.” He spoke that last bit toward the ceiling, as though his eidolon was standing on the floor above.

“No need is present,” came a familiar tune.

Isaac sighed loudly.

Aria smiled. “It will be fine; we have not saddled you with a poor partner.”

“I hope not, Aria. I meant what I said to Morgan: I want to protect her, just as she wants to protect me. No one dies. That’s my goal.”

“It’s one we share,” Aria said, and he hoped she meant it.

One yawn or not, he wasn’t quite ready to pass out at her bar, so he looked for something to do. An obvious answer appeared in the corner of his eye.

“Know how to play pool?” he asked.

Without a word, Aria left her post, lifting a hatch that let her come over to his side, and strode toward the billiard table. Isaac’s sleepiness vanished immediately, replaced by further intrigue. An excellent bartender and a pool shark?

Far from an expert when cue sticks got involved, Aria didn’t need to be all that good to beat him. That didn’t stop her from utterly obliterating him in every single match they played. Carom, pool, snooker—it really didn’t matter. Without mercy or regret, she pummeled him.

She wasn’t just good; she was unstoppable. He had enough time in his sport to recognize when he was up against a pro. Apparently, there was a thriving billiards scene in the Great Beyond. Who was her biggest rival, King Arthur?

“I suppose this isn’t impressing you,” Isaac said glibly, resetting things for another game—and preparing for his fifth straight loss.

“Your resilience is laudable, at least,” Aria said teasingly.

“Unlike you, I don’t have endless time to practice endless skills. I—”

He cut himself off, staring at Aria.

“Unless you’re willing to give it to me,” he said, realization washing over him, harsh, icy, but wonderful!

Aria just smiled, maybe approvingly. She put three balls into three nets on her break shot. What the hell?!

“Can I bring things along with me?” Isaac asked. “Books, for example? Training weights?”

“It’s possible, but it’s not a matter of physical touch. A marble in your pocket is no more likely to come with you than one across the room. Still, I can work with setting—somewhat. Visit a library, focus on the books you’re most interested in, and I can try. You won’t literally bring those books with you, but I might manage to produce correct reproductions. Given the complexity and need for precision in reproducing such tomes, something like a library would be the most likely to fail. For a gym or pool, it’s far easier.”

“Guess you’re the Hyperbolic Time Chamber,” Isaac mused, recognizing how enormous an aid her ability could be. Sure, he couldn’t practice with his stubborn eidolon, but he could work out, learn, and practice all sorts of other skills here. And a timeless being who might be thousands of years old might teach him a thing or two.

So, I guess I want to do other things with you than just strip your clothes off, Isaac thought. Of course, it stayed at the top. Nor was he as unique as he’d assumed. At least he wasn’t looking to get down with a dragon. The one he was interested in looked human.

It took a while, but eventually Isaac’s eyelids drooped. He’d been up for at least twenty-four hours by now, maybe longer. It was hard to tell; this place didn’t have any clocks. Well, that wasn’t strictly true.

“Three hours, nine minutes,” Aria said when he asked.

Because, of course, she had that talent too.

Regardless, he’d proven his resilience. He could handle losing at billiards. Badly. Not one close game among the lot. Neither man nor spirit could say otherwise.

After one more loss, he bowed out. Tottering toward the nearest table, the chair he selected creaked beneath his weight but held. Sitting across from him, Aria appeared as awake as ever.

“Do you sleep?” Isaac asked amid another yawn. “Or even get tired?”

“In a way,” she said, answering both questions at once. “We rest, and we can choose to sleep. Plenty of us who were once human do, as it feels… right. Familiar.”

“So, do you?”

“Rarely, but sometimes. If I want to dream.”

“Are your dreams like ours? In a way, aren’t you already our dreams?”

“Some are. Some feel more like reliving memories. It’s one way in which we can chase our pasts.”

Isaac nodded, drowsiness like thick syrup catching each thought before it could finish forming. Struggling to keep his eyes open, he folded his arms on the table and used them as a pillow. Would he wake up here, and then she’d send him back, or could she return him to his bed without waking him? A question for next time; he was too far gone to say another word.

As he drifted off, Aria watched over him. Her last smile, soft as satin, carried him away.

When his eyes next opened, he was back in his bed, and a red-haired beauty had replaced a silver-haired one.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Fifteen Days Away

Between 4:15 and 6:30 am, Isaac slept a full nine hours. And he awoke in his bed. So, that answered that then. Completely refreshed, he breathed in deeply as he came to consciousness. Curiously, delicate notes of lavender tinged his first scent of the morning.

Getting those nine hours helped, but it wasn’t why he woke when he did. Not fully, at least. Instead, it was the sound of shifting covers, the feeling of a warm body, and, yes, that heady, familiar scent. It was a little stronger on the second inhale, as were the other sensations he noticed.

Isaac opened his eyes right as Morgan finished climbing into bed with him.

“Good morning,” he whispered after a yawn. Not quite alert yet, he didn’t hear his brain screaming at him that something extraordinary was underway.

“Good morning,” Morgan replied, snuggling against him. Her arms moved around him, and out of instinct, his did the same.

Now, he realized things. Awareness jolted him awake—really, truly awake.

“Good morning,” he said again, stumbling over the words with how quickly they came out.

“You already said that,” cooed the dreamy woman. Knowing a show was about to begin, sunlight streamed through the nearby window. It didn’t want to miss this.

Isaac shifted a little, sending his hands to better places. One discovered something seconds later. Outside of a shirt, like Adria, Morgan wore nothing else. And so, for the first time in his life, he grabbed hold of Morgan Reynold’s bare ass.

And she didn’t mind. In fact, she snuggled closer, sharing her heat, her affection, and that lavender scent. Her mouth drew close, inches away.

“You took care of me last night.”

Isaac managed a half-nod. Because how could it not, his hand sank into her phenomenal butt. A full squeeze, fingers pushing in. Modern exercise was the single greatest thing that mankind had ever conceived.

“Promised I would,” he croaked. He was thirsty again. Where was Aria when he needed her?

But he didn’t need Aria right now. He needed no one else. This woman was enough; she had always been enough.

“I read Alyssa’s letter,” Morgan said, voice quivering with raw emotion. “About what she wanted for you, about her trust in me. Is that why you finally answered Raymond’s request?”

“Yes. I read it the night before I contacted him about coming here.”

Morgan nodded as if she’d been expecting that answer. “That makes sense. A few things now make sense.”

“So, it helped?”

“Yes.”

“Great,” Isaac said, still squeezing her ass. He didn’t plan to stop. Based on every sign she was giving him right now, she didn’t plan to make him stop.

“Now,” Morgan whispered, reducing the inches between their lips until each uttered syllable left his lips vibrating, “I don’t want to get out of bed until I have to go to work.”

“No swimming?”

“Or gym. Not today.”

“I’m not against it,” Isaac said. His other hand ached for its turn on Morgan’s shapely butt, growing jealous of its sibling’s success.

“Good.”

Morgan Reynolds finally kissed him.

Her lips hardly budged forward at all. Millimeters, that was it. Regardless, it was enough for Isaac to see stars, then for instinct, raw and all-consuming, to kick in.

She kissed him, and he breathed her in. And then he rolled on top of her, and she thrust her hands into his hair.

They didn’t just kiss one another. They let off steam. Filled to their limit for too long, someone needed to twist the valves. Not a little, not slowly, but all at once. Passion blazed around them, hotter even than the seven minutes of unbearable heat they’d experienced two days ago. Once released, there was no going back, no stopping, no slowing down.

Riddled with too many wishes and not enough hands, he squeezed Morgan’s ass, now bringing his second hand into the effort. Both demanded their time there.

Hurling fire into his veins with her kiss, Morgan stroked his hair and drew her fingernails down his back, growling huskily as she felt his muscles. She could do it easily, seeing how he was back in his boxers, no longer dressed like a prohibition bootlegger.

He was molten, every atom in his body sizzling. He could almost hear it: the precursor to a full-blown meltdown. Slamming into the brink of lust-made madness, he groaned and ran his hands up Morgan’s sides, under her shirt. Skin like heated silk, breasts to make him lose control. Her curves, her leanness, her fullness—he explored and found reward after reward.

Isaac nearly ripped her shirt off, wanting to kiss every inch of her. However, Morgan wrapped her arms around his neck, not yet done with this phase of things. Okay, then Plan B.

Shifting them onto their sides, he no longer pinned Morgan. Moving one hand to her waist, his fingertips circled in, gliding across her thighs. They didn’t stop making out, even as Isaac slipped his fingers between Morgan’s legs.

Her eyes glowed with heat, desire, and permission. She wanted to feel good, and Isaac needed to be the only man providing that pleasure. Forgotten was the fact that there might be a spectator present. At least it wasn’t Mallory and her cameras this time.

He began with his middle finger. Gentle strokes, testing how wet she was. Wet enough. More than wet enough.

She tensed the moment he found her clit, then sighed approvingly as he coaxed it with gentle, diligent swirls. A throaty moan of need followed, and Morgan moved a hand to his chest, feeling his racing heart.

“Not until I have to leave,” she whispered. A spoken mantra. He had her until the very moment he couldn’t. An hour, maybe more. Hopefully more.

For all that time, she was his.

His gratitude followed. Gliding his fingertip over her slick clit, Morgan hissed through her teeth, clenching her abdomen. She gripped his forearm with both hands.

“Keep going. Keep going. Keep. Going.”

He did, and she whispered his name as if in worship. She arched into his touch, straining, fraying, and then breaking. Hoarse, needy moans filled the entire room as she reached her climax.

Just the first one. They had time. Loads of time. Not enough time, but they would make do.

Morgan breathed heavily, and Isaac slowed as she caught her breath. She shivered from even the light touch he left upon her sensitive clit.

“How’s your arm feeling?”

“I can go until you can’t,” Isaac promised.

Morgan’s eyes flashed, and she nodded. Sparking another passionate kiss, Isaac added a second finger to her lower lips. With practiced motions, he drew Morgan out to sea, his touch more effective than a siren’s song. He assumed. Maybe he would someday meet a literal siren.

She would need to do her very best to measure up against Morgan. Every part of her inflamed him, from her urgent, primal moans to the way she thrust her tongue into his mouth, a reward and a plea at the same time.

He gave her her second, then a quick break so she could recover, and then he slipped his fingers inside. With her holding his wrist, practically chaining him to his task, she moaned in delight as he fingered her. Two fingers in, exploring her walls, sending her toward her third climax.

“Fuck, Isaac, if I’d known you were this good, I should have snuck off with you last summer.”

“Yeah, you should have. Now, we’ve got to make up for all that lost time.”

Morgan’s eyes radiated agreement. She bit his lower lip, growling like an animal. Pulling lightly on it, she tensed as he pumped his fingers. He brought his other hand around to the same place, petting her thighs, using his thumb to further titillate her clit. She had to let go, gasping, unraveling, and loudly loving every second.

Three. Five. Nine. Ten.

“Yes, Isaac, yes!” Morgan cried as she reached double digits, voice raw from overexertion.

How long had it been? An hour? More? How much time did they have left? Now in need of a shower before work, they hadn’t accounted for that. Sweat, love juices, and his saliva stained her skin. She no longer wore her shirt; it lay discarded on his floor. Ever since then, his mouth hadn’t departed from her breasts.

Based on his initial findings, she seemed nearly as sensitive as Adria. Unlike the gorgeous Spaniard, she had already known that, so she’d gladly let him suck, lick, and bite all over her heavy breasts.

“Do we stop here?” Isaac asked. “Rather, do we pause here? I’m keeping count. That’s ten.” He grinned. Joy left him so buoyant that he might float away. This was really happening.

“We can pause here,” Morgan said, laying a hand on her brow, eyes glassy, smile euphoric. She rolled onto her back, keeping that smile alive. Her head soon turned, eye—blue thanks to the morning light—glowing with affection. “It’s your turn. I won’t leave this house before that’s happened. No one will ever call me a greedy lover.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Isaac said, grinning. “Think it, maybe, but never say it.”

Morgan snorted and sat up. They’d kept the covers on for a little while, but they’d quickly become a bothersome nuisance, so nothing now separated Morgan’s lustful stare from his throbbing erection.

“What a big fucking cock,” Morgan purred as she set herself onto all fours beside his waist. “Tell me to worship it, Isaac, and I will.”

Lightheaded but eager, Isaac gulped. “Worship my cock, Morgan. Everyone knows you’ve been wanting to.”

“Shit, they do, don’t they? My employees, our coworkers, random people on the street. They can see right through me. Just like you could.”

“You only made me wait four days, so I won’t hold it against you.”

Morgan smirked and reached for his cock. It felt scalding hot to Isaac, but Morgan didn’t so much as wince as she wrapped her fingers around it. A few light pumps, more playful than purposeful, followed.

“I was flashing you on the first night here, wasn’t I? Letting you get up on me the next morning, admitting I’m depraved. Besides, a tiny wait can improve things. Adria could learn a thing or two from me.”

“I’ll let her know you’re willing to teach her,” Isaac said.

Morgan snorted and glided her thumb along the underside of his cock. “What did she do for you the other night?”

“Gave me a handjob,” Isaac admitted freely.

“Then let me escalate things a little. Unlike her, I’m only doing it because I want to suck your big cock, not because I think my eidolon is going to approve of it.”

“Go right ahead, Morgan. Worship away.”

She did. She put such effort into sucking his cock that Isaac melted into the bed. He became a puddle of a person, jaw trembling, eyesight shrinking at the edges. Morgan’s lips went down onto his cock, and as promised, she worshipped it. Truly and undeniably. Like it was the one thing in the world worth loving.

She began by slathering his cock in saliva. Her tongue whisked around every inch, coating it, preparing it, making Isaac gurgle with anticipation. She stared up at him the entire time, eyes hot and full of sordid promises.

“I’m going to make you feel so fucking good,” they said.

He couldn’t wait, but he had to. Gritting his teeth, feeling the warm, wet sensation of her tongue gliding over him, Isaac steeled himself. A little longer. Just a little longer.

“I appreciate you taking care of me last night,” Morgan whispered, running her lips along the side of his cock.

“I know. You said that already.”

“Can’t I say it twice?”

“I guess you have my permission.”

Morgan smiled and moved her mouth to his balls, where she kissed and sucked on his sensitive skin. Isaac released a pent-up groan, body strung together tightly by her foreplay.

“I appreciate that you didn’t try getting into bed with me last night,” Morgan continued. “While I was embarrassingly drunk.”

“I’d never do something, ahhh, like that.”

“Mmm, and that’s partially why I’m doing this right now.” Morgan sucked tightly on one of his balls, fingertips trailing across his cock. He nearly cried out and arched his hips up.

“I’ll be sure to carry you to bed more often,” Isaac said.

“I’d never say no to that, drunk or sober.” Morgan’s eyes shone as she finally finished with the foreplay. “We can spill our clothes along the way, leave a trail, and then test my bed out. Did you know I haven’t been fucked in it yet? New house, new bed. Too busy with work, too busy skulking about a magical volcano.”

“Then I’ll be the first.”

“Most likely,” Morgan purred. “Seems I’m also going to need to fight to be the first woman you fuck on the island.”

Isaac swallowed, meeting Morgan’s eyes. “Well…”

She smiled and planted a warm, wet kiss on the tip of his cock. “I’m not planning to throw any shackles on you.” Her eyes twinkled. “Well, not of that variety. It’d make me one huge hypocrite if I were the one who tried to make a nineteen-year-old live monogamously. At least this way, you’ve got my blessing to whore it up. Won’t break my heart any. So long as you don’t come back all withered and unable to perform because Adria or someone else wrung you dry.”

Isaac merely shrugged, though his head was in the clouds. “Like you said, I’m nineteen. I can go plenty of rounds.”

“Oh, how many?”

“Test me and find out.”

“Not this morning, unfortunately,” Morgan said. “But I will. With the time we’ve got left, let’s instead see how resilient you are.”

Morgan stopped talking and finally began sucking. Brushing back errant strands of coppery red hair, she delivered her pillowy lips to his cock. One more kiss followed, and then she placed him in her mouth. Heat struck his cock on all sides, heat and amazing sensation. Morgan took a few inches into her mouth, lips cocooned tight. Her eyes gleamed with anticipation.

“Deeper,” Isaac growled.

Another inch vanished between her pillowy lips.

“All the way, Morgan,” he said. “I know you can do it.”

Morgan shrugged playfully, bobbed her head a few times, and then took him into her throat.

Isaac existed in a world of pure bliss. Better than the real world, better than a sweltering volcano, even better than Aria’s bar. Pleasure set itself upon him from every angle, curling his toes.

Lips nice and tight around his cock, Morgan deepthroated him. She drew her lips up, leaving Isaac shivering as cool air glided across his wet shaft, then plunged them back down. All the way in, proving she didn’t need to build up to it.

“Morgan!” Isaac hissed, overwhelmed.

Morgan purred, cock still in her throat, causing him to feel even better. Tight and so, so hot, he gasped and squirmed.

She set one hand on his abdomen, moving it around as she deepthroated him, feeling the way his abs clenched as she drove him toward outright madness. The other traveled to his thigh, where its nails lightly glided over his skin, up toward his balls, which she’d occasionally make tingle with her soft touch.

She knew what the fuck she was doing. Without mercy or delay, she unraveled him.

“I’m not going to want anyone but you,” Isaac croaked, though they both knew that was a lie.

Still, the sentiment earned him a reward: a slight increase in her speed. Her eyes glowed with pride and competitiveness. Like she enjoyed his compliment but didn’t think for a second that there was anyone out there who could threaten her place on the podium. Right now, Isaac agreed. Who could match up to her?

He had her permission to find out. Excluding Emily, he had her permission to “whore it up.” Wow. Truly. Just… wow.

And yet…

“So, is Emily still off limits?” Isaac asked teasingly, realizing he would explode far too quickly if he didn’t get her to take a break.

Morgan immediately pulled off his cock. She eyed him knowingly. Had the bait been too obvious?

“From what I hear, she’s messy, not skilled. But I guess you are nineteen, so you wouldn’t know the difference.”

“I know you’re fucking amazing at sucking cock,” Isaac countered.

“Then by all means, let Emily slobber all over your cock like a dog with a new chew toy,” Morgan said. “See if you can tell the difference between an amateur and a professional.”

Isaac grinned as Morgan resumed proving her point, resumed making him perspire, and resumed making him love every second they had left.

Seconds were all he had left. Even with that brief intermission, his defenses remained bent out of shape and strewn across the field. Morgan’s second assault scattered them effortlessly. Having found the rhythm she wanted, she didn’t stop again. Nor did the sounds.

Squelching noises filled the room as Morgan shoved Isaac’s cock into her throat again and again. Lewd, loud, and enough to make a gaggle of HOA wives gasp as one, Morgan broke him down into a single-cell organism. He could only manage a single thought, a single primal desire.

More. More. More!

She gave him more. She gave him enough. She gave him so much that each of Isaac’s moans could barely pass through his lips before another raced after it.

“Morgan!” he groaned, at his limit.

She buried him in her throat and clung tight.

He exploded. Hips firing up, but with Morgan’s hands and mouth keeping him pinned to the bed, he exploded.

Pleasure spiraled through him like water rushing through a funnel. His ears rang and his sight dwindled. He croaked one final moan as he came, as an enormous supply of white-hot stickiness gushed out of his cock. As it painted Morgan’s throat, causing her eyes to widen at how much she received, Isaac whispered her name like a prayer. In the aftermath, satisfaction shone in her eyes, but Isaac could barely keep sight of her. His vision, his hearing, everything but the way his cock pulsed, it all seeped away.

He'd never felt so good in his life. There was no greater pleasure than this, surely. Having the woman he’d fantasized about hundreds of times, more than any other, hold him in her throat, letting him pour out every iota of himself. Accepting his desire. Finally. The first time was always special.

For Isaac Matthews, with fifteen days left before he would venture back into a world of magma, monsters, and myth, August 14th, 2025, the day his romance with Morgan Reynolds truly began, there was no better day. Fifteen days left. Fifteen full days. How much could happen in Maui during that time?

Time to find out.

To be continued…
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