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Chapter One

Fifteen Days

Having just lived through the best experience of his life, Isaac sported the kind of contented smile that would have outed him in a moment. That gelatinous, melted look, eyelids heavy, gaze unfocused, muscles lethargic. It was as if his body were contemplating whether maintaining its human form was worth the effort, or if melting into a puddle might be preferable.

Hard to argue that there was no better way to go out than following one of Morgan Reynolds’ blowjobs. His first.

Knowing that Morgan wouldn’t let it be his last, Isaac remained a human being. He hung on. Squeezing his eyes shut, he shoved oxygen into his lungs. His heart, the only part of him that hadn’t oozed into a stupor, bounced as if a group of kids was currently using it as a trampoline.

Nearby, someone yelped. That meant no more cuddling, no more basking in the afterglow. The call of a respectable career just had to get in the way.

The most beautiful woman in the world became a blur as Morgan rolled off his bed and sprinted out of his bedroom. Chuckling, Isaac rolled over and checked the time on his phone. It was still lit up, as it was what had led Morgan to race off. Then he winced.

Oops, he thought. Is that my fault for holding out too long?

8:30, it read. For a woman who needed to be at work by 9. Her normal job, the one where she was just the sexiest doctor on Maui, not the one involving supernatural spirits and the fate of the world. There were just over two weeks before her next shift for that job.

Isaac’s too, as he’d be joining her and the others when they visited Maui’s Fragment, an alternate dimension that was slowly expanding its grip on their world, in fifteen days. His first proper visit, barring the sneak peek he’d stolen last night. The beginning of a struggle against spirits and myths, beings given life by human belief and thought. Eidolons.

How did one fight such beings? By partnering up with one of your own, as he’d also done last night. She had deemed him worthy, and he had accepted her strength. Her strength. Because apparently, worthiness was a multi-part process.

What was her name? No idea. The ability she granted him? Again, no idea. When would he get to learn about either of these things? Hopefully, before a dragon ripped him apart with its claws.

As someone who preferred structure, study, and preparation, being left in the dark like this was akin to licking barbed wire. Hadn’t he spent enough of his life in the dark? Now, when he finally learned what his father and sister had been up to for so many years, he ended up saddled with an eidolon determined to honor their legacy.

Of course he did.

Among his worries, this one would crop up as often as any. Especially as they got closer to their next visit to Haleakala, where the Breakthrough—the portal—separating two worlds continued its slow expansion.

What if he couldn’t make himself useful? What if his eidolon proved too difficult to work with? What if nothing went right and someone got hurt? What if…

What if he worried about it tomorrow?

Normally, he couldn’t have pulled off such a feat. When he got mired in his thoughts, the tar was thick. Luckily, now he knew about the gorgeous field that sat just on the other side of the hill.

The sound of a running shower might not match a babbling brook, but it was close enough. Grinning, Isaac threw on his boxers and began a very different kind of investigation from the one that would occur on the 29th.

He also needed a shower, though he didn’t interrupt hers, which lasted all of five minutes. Unlike her, he didn’t have anywhere he soon needed to be.

Just places he wanted to be. Like right here, staring lovingly at a woman who was too wonderful for words.

He leaned on the doorframe leading into her bathroom, watching as Morgan dried her hair and brushed her teeth. Rushing as she was, she could still spare him a glance. And what a glance it was.

Morgan’s eyes were a soft, dreamy blue… most of the time. Sometimes they decided a change was in order. Hues of subtle green in certain lights, occasionally hazel. But with her bathroom lights adequately bright, the blue shone through. As did the affection that Morgan poured upon him with that simple look.

Isaac was sure he gave as much as he got. From the moment he’d hit puberty, his sister’s best friend had dominated his every waking fantasy. He dared someone to blame him.

Morgan was drop-everything-you’re-doing-and-gawk-openly sexy. Even in a hectic rush, hair half-dried, no makeup applied, minty toothpaste forming a white glop at the corner of her mouth, she remained ravishingly beautiful.

She was like a flashbang in human form. Tall and fit, she had legs long enough to write a thesis paper on. Painfully curvaceous, which Isaac could swear to firsthand, having suffered for years while tracing her hourglass with only his eyes, what she’d done for him earlier would have made him the envy of every man on the island. She knew all this, of course. She had years and years of experience when it came to drawing stares. In Maui, where she’d lived for the past few years, and pretty much anywhere else she graced with her presence.

Like his bed. The one where they’d taken turns making the other feel so fucking good just a short time ago.

Had she not needed to get to work, there would have been more time spent in that bed. They both knew that.

Morgan finished brushing her teeth, spat, and then gargled a cup of water. She cast him another sideways glance as she did so. Isaac rolled his eyes, yet he couldn’t deny finding it mildly attractive. It reminded him a little of what they’d just finished doing, even if Morgan hadn’t spat out what he’d given her.

She grinned and finished drying her hair. For most of the time Isaac had known her, it had been a light brown, with an occasional foray into blonde. Now, it was a coppery red. Something new. Very new, as she’d still been a brunette when he’d seen her a month ago at his sister's and father’s joint funeral. She’d spoken a little about why she’d made the choice, how it connected to his sister, but Isaac couldn’t help but feel like there was something else to it.

And there was. And he realized it. Thanks to an unexpected encounter last night, one that almost rivaled visiting another world, recognition slammed into him.

“Prehistoric Jane!” Isaac shouted, pointing. “Mallory! You!”

“Baby, I’m not Mallory, I’m Morgan. Mallory, Morgan. I know they sound a little similar.”

“You know what I mean! Your hair!” Isaac gesticulated like a madman. How had he missed it?! “It’s the color of Jane’s hair—Mallory’s hair—in those movies.”

“Is it? Isn’t her hair a little more auburn?”

He glared at her, knowing he was right. “It’s basically the same.”

Morgan smiled. “We might need to schedule a visit to an optometrist. You might be colorblind.”

“I see color just fine,” he said. “Tell the truth.”

Morgan shrugged, luscious lips curving. “Am I not allowed to try out a color just because a famous movie character wore it first? Gonna gatekeep me like that, really?”

No, no, he would not. Even if she had known about his adolescent crush of said character.

“It looks good.”

“You said that already.”

“Can’t I say it twice?” he said, using the same words that she’d used earlier that morning.

“You could say it a few dozen more times, actually,” Morgan said. She shooed him back a few steps, then sauntered into her bedroom. He was still in her way, and he wanted to be.

“No one will be upset if you’re a minute late,” he said.

Wearing only a towel, which was all too happy to caress her voluptuous figure, Morgan eyed him. Isaac craved a chance to peel it off and caress her silken skin. She knew that too. How long he’d waited, and how much he’d wanted her. Even if she’d delivered him to heaven ten minutes ago, he already wanted more.

“One minute,” Morgan said, then pressed herself into him and kissed him.

It was as enthralling now as it’d been on his bed. In his bedroom, in hers, it didn’t matter. He craved her, especially with her wearing hardly anything. They were in roughly the same state of undress, though that changed when he tugged off her towel.

As their lips connected, his hands traced her phenomenal figure. She had so many steep, smooth curves. An incredible butt, sides like deep valleys, and the breasts pushing against him were amazingly full. She was everything he wanted in a woman. She was the reason why he wanted those things.

A minute flew by, and then another. Midway into the third, Morgan finally tapped him on the chest. Regretfully, Isaac released her, freeing her to back away. Morgan, however, still needed a few more seconds before she broke their kiss.

She shrugged. “I’m horny as fuck in the mornings. And the afternoons. Oh, and the evenings.”

“Good thing you’ll be back in the afternoon, and then we can pick this back up,” Isaac said, fingertips tracing from her waist to the edges of her breasts. As if gravity tugged upon them, they drifted toward her nipples.

Morgan purred as they arrived and kissed him one final time, then forced herself to escape his reach. He watched her hurriedly get dressed, snatch her keys, then throw another look his way.

“Oh, you are going to be trouble to my timeliness,” she said.

“What? I’m just standing here.”

“And undressing the clothes I just put on.”

“I am not.”

“You so are,” Morgan said, then waved for him to follow. “Now, come see me off while in nothing but your boxers.”

He grinned and pursued her toward her garage. He wished they could have headed in the opposite direction, toward her backyard—and the narrow lap pool in it. Or the hot tub buried in the stone beside it. Or just any of the chairs out there. Really, any place where Morgan was, he’d be happy to be.

Opening the door to her garage, Morgan detached the charging plug from her Audi and slid inside. Sunlight streamed through her garage door, which was made of tempered glass. A moment later, it hummed as Morgan raised it.

Her driver’s side window did the opposite. Noticing that he hadn’t followed her past the doorway, Morgan cleared her throat and pointed at the ground beside her car door.

Though he rolled his eyes, he ended up where she wanted—bending forward, leaning in close. Sliding on her sunglasses, Morgan cleared her throat a second time and curled her forefinger.

“Closer.”

“I need this,” she said. “Every time you don’t come to work with me.”

“Duly noted,” Isaac said, then pushed his head into her car and kissed Morgan goodbye. “And when you get home?”

“Obviously,” Morgan said. “Don’t you skimp on me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. Have a good day at work.”

“And you have a good day in Maui. I’ll see you soon.”

Isaac watched her back out, grinning as he caught the kiss she blew his way, only hitting the garage door button once she vanished from view. As it rumbled back down, he wondered what he should do today.

What else he should do today.

Chapter Two

Invitation

Realistically, Isaac had four options worth considering. Nice and neat, he could split his options into pairs: two alone, two with other people. Starting with the solitary tasks, he could either stay home or go out. If he stayed home, he could dive into some of the documents that Raymond Grantham had given him last night. Otherwise, he could go for another walk, like he had yesterday afternoon. Be it a sandy beach or a cozy shopping center, both were within walking distance.

Of course, if he was interested in experiencing more of what Kihei had to offer, why not reach out to the hottest tour guide around? Assuming she wasn’t working today, he knew she’d be down for it. It was just a matter of whether he was.

Among last night’s barrage of reveals, the one about him being an unwitting guinea pig for Adria’s experiment still stung the most. Oblivious to everything, so easily duped. Embarrassingly so.

Even if they’d talked things out a bit, even if he saw the merit in what she’d tried to do, some trace elements of anger stuck fast, like those last few flecks of glitter that nothing could wipe off. Just so, it almost bothered him more that he couldn’t wipe off his lingering frustration. He should be better than this.

I won’t hold a grudge, he told himself, repeating it like a mantra. Even so, he nixed making plans with Adria from his list. One more day to get over his annoyance. One more would be enough.

So, that delivered him to his last option, which, unbelievably, involved a movie star. Mallory Audrey Laurent, the jaw-dropping lead actress of the Prehistoric Jane series. A woman who was nearly as responsible for his tastes in women as Morgan was. A figure who, in a way, felt more mythical than heroes and gods of yore.

And she’d given him her number last night, following the night’s final—and possibly grandest—reveal. She was their group’s benefactor, their financial support. Ten grand a month for those on her payroll. A lot of money. Not to him. Not after she had explained that his sister had invested heavily over the years and left him a mighty large nest egg.

So… he was a millionaire now. Even before the sales of his house in Florida and the family vacation house in Maine went through. There were already potential buyers for those, according to the realtor assigned by his father’s will to expedite everything.

Amusingly, that technically made Isaac homeless. A homeless millionaire. With a movie star’s phone number.

And today, he didn’t even need to use it. Because she contacted him.

Good morning, Isaac, texted his secret benefactor. You wouldn’t happen to be free in a bit, would you?

Holy shit, Isaac thought, jaw unhinging. It stayed like that for a good ten seconds, after which he realized he should reply. With all haste.

No, I’m pretty much free all day. What’s up?

Her reply arrived roughly five minutes later, and Isaac spent every second sweating that he’d somehow been too flippant or quick to reply.

Great! If you’re open to it, we could meet at The Shops at Wailea at 11:30. It’s a big storefront area. I was going to go shopping, and I’d be happy to have you along. I promise to carry my own bags.

As Isaac’s heart did flips, he reread her message—her offer—four times. A shopping trip with a celebrity. With Mallory Laurent, specifically. Yeah, it may not have been on his bucket list a few minutes ago, but he hurriedly scribbled it on.

For sure, I can totally meet you there.

Wonderful! See you in a couple of hours!

It was wonderful. Except…

How do I get there? Isaac thought. Checking his phone, he discovered it was only four miles away, so he supposed he could walk. He knew the area, as the resort Adria worked sat almost directly west of it, separated by some rentable villas. However, if he walked, he either couldn’t buy anything, which seemed counterproductive to a shopping trip, or he’d need to ask Mallory for a lift back to Morgan’s house.

I need to get a car.

He did, and now he had the money for it. A mode of transportation was one of several purchases he ought to consider, seeing as how he now planned to stay in Maui indefinitely. Last night had sealed it. At least until he helped close the Breakthrough sitting at the top of Haleakala, finishing what his sister had started, this was his new home. And he and the others counted the plan for that in months, not weeks.

For today, a rental would suffice, something for him to drive around for a little while, as he looked for something more permanent. Though he doubted she’d be against it, he should also check with Morgan about adding a second car to her garage.

Ironically, when he checked for nearby car rental places, the ones that would rent a vehicle to someone his age were all relatively close to The Shops at Wailea. A walk it was, then.

But first, to get ready to go shopping with one of the world’s most famous celebrities.

Starting with a long shower, longer for all the time he spent grinning to himself. During the breakfast that followed, he mapped things out. The walk would be about forty minutes, and assuming the car rental process wasn’t longer still, he’d make it to The Shops at the time Mallory had requested.

Then came the part where he needed to pick out an outfit.

This was hardly a date with Mallory Laurent, yet under no circumstances would Isaac show up looking anything but his best. That meant picking out a solid outfit from his limited options and throwing on some cologne. Surely making Aria proud, he selected a dark blue collared T-shirt as the primary color, then a pair of beige dress shorts. When it came to cologne, well, he was limited to Morgan’s, um, “liberated” treasures. Like he had for the luau, Isaac went with the warmer, woodier option.

Just shopping, not a date, Isaac told himself as he finished preparing to depart. Even so, he vibrated with excitement as he filled his water bottle, ice clinking against its metal walls, and departed.

As he’d grown accustomed to, excluding one event that he now understood had been supernatural, Maui blessed his long walk with a mild morning heat and pleasant breeze. And not just him. Pedestrians were a common sight in Kihei, from singles like himself to small groups on their way to this beach or that restaurant. There was no shortage of places to be in the cozy town.

And I’ve got the insider knowledge you’d all kill for, Isaac thought as he headed southward. About the place to be. Superior to a white-sand beach or a volcano’s peak, all because of who would soon grace it with her enthralling presence.

Never in his wildest dreams would Isaac have imagined that Mallory Laurent was involved in the same mysterious work that his father and sister had been part of. Or that Alyssa had recruited her, known her, and been close friends with her.

And now, as the newest link in that shocking chain of events, his long-standing celebrity crush now invited him to go shopping with her. It was completely crazy. Wonderful too.

A long walk was worth such a reward, and he hardly stomped through a concrete hellscape. A paradise of palm trees, open sightlines, and dazzling blue skies, Kihei smiled at him from all sides. Clouds were rare and fleeting, usually gathering around one of the two volcanoes responsible for one of the most enviable locations on Earth. One of which he’d visited last night, standing atop the highest spot on Maui. Where he’d learned some crazy stuff.

A breeze that flowed in the same direction as him ruffled his clothes, growing stronger along his journey, as if it were worried he might turn back. It carried with it a familiar saltiness, which regularly mixed with the floral fragrances emerging from the many, many gardens he passed as he departed south Kihei’s residential area.

Along his journey, he rarely found himself truly alone. Be it locals or tourists, one or the other—often both—hung about in his peripherals. As a narrow strip of a town, Kihei kept everyone close to both the beach and its shops, and people with a mind to visit one or the other were abundant. Things rarely felt too crowded, which was part of Kihei’s appeal. It succeeded in that challenging balancing act of remaining homey yet welcoming to guests.

The route his phone had suggested took him down Wailea Alanui Drive, which he’d last driven the other night. There weren’t any sidewalks to be used, so he hoofed it through the grass, careful about treading on the ever-common flowerbeds lining the road. There wasn’t really traffic, not like what he was used to in Tampa, but a steady stream of cars passed him by, headed for Kihei or Wailea, depending on which side of the road they were on.

He still wasn’t sure when he officially left Kihei and entered Wailea. The two towns smushed themselves against one another, Kihei the ice cream and Wailea the cone. There was Makena, too, but it wasn’t really a “town” so much as an exclusive enclave of mansions.

Regardless, there was a change. Up ahead, nestled against the ocean, resorts began sprouting up in force. They were absolute behemoths, preening tropical birds trying to attract a mate. Many mates, given the size of their hotel towers.

On his left stood master-planned residential areas, uniform and modern. With such prime positioning, they commanded price points well into seven figures. Only Makena could consistently demand more from its occupants.

With time to spare before he was due to visit them, he saw The Shops. Coming up on his right, it was a village within a village. An exclusive, luxurious one, promising a mix of world-renowned brands and local must-visits. It was the place of places for shopping, as long as you could stomach the prices. Isaac expected to wince once or twice today, even with his sudden elevation to affluence.

While he examined The Shops, his gaze drifted toward the visible elements of the Wailea Golden Shores Resort. Like estranged siblings who didn’t want to get too close at a family gathering, a pair of towers marked its north and south borders. Was Adria there right now? Despite his earlier decision, his phone ended up in his hand.

Yep! came the reply to his question.

If you’re up somewhere high, you might be able to see me.

What brings you down?

Some shopping plans. But first, I’m renting a car. Had to walk the whole way, unfortunately.

Should have texted me, and I could have slinked away for twenty minutes to chauffeur you around, Adria sent. Another message followed. If you need a legal guardian to sign any papers, I could swing over and help you out.

I think I’ve got it.

Well, okay. Just remember to pick something roomy.

Chuckling, Isaac sent his last message. I’ll make sure the front seat can go all the way back.

Adria attached a heart to it, and Isaac’s smile grew. Curling inland, he left The Shops to go without him for a little longer. Ten minutes later, he could finally rest his feet.

In what was totally out of the ordinary from his recent experiences on the island, a gorgeous woman looking to flirt with him did not wait behind the desk at the car rental place. Such a shame. Regardless, Tom cheerfully walked Isaac through the car rental process.

There was an extra fee because of his age, but he’d been expecting as much. When showing off the place’s selection, Tom did his best to draw Isaac’s eyes to the more stylish options. That included a white 2023 Mustang convertible. And well… while it wouldn’t be the right car to drive up Haleakala, he didn’t need to make that drive. For one thing, he didn’t plan to have it for more than a week, and he could just ride with Morgan like he did last time.

If he had any concerns about picking such a car, it was how many smug smirks he might get from the others. Yet Morgan’s car was way more expensive than this one, and Mallory was, well, Mallory Laurent! He wasn’t expecting to find her driving a station wagon when they met up.

Mallory knows how much I’m worth better than I do, Isaac thought. She’s not going to be shocked if I splurge a little.

As of today, right now, on this mid-August morning, what did he actually own? Yes, he had a car back home, a nice one, but he wasn’t planning to airlift it to Maui. Now that he was planning to stay in Maui for a while, he’d probably find somewhere he could store it indefinitely. Beyond that, what did he own?

Some clothes, some electronics, and a few autographed photos of his celebrity crush. Not much else, really. When it came time to get a long-term means of transportation, he knew he’d pick something sensible and reliable. That was just how he was. And so, as a precursor to that adult decision, he snatched himself one week with a Mustang.

It might not be extra roomy, but maybe having a top that could come down would earn him Adria’s forgiveness.

Based on the way he nodded and smiled, Tom had clearly expected Isaac’s decision, which annoyed him slightly. But whatever. Today would be the day he didn’t pinch pennies. Including when he went shopping with Mallory.

After finishing the paperwork and setting the return time, Isaac made himself comfortable in his new ride. And then it was back to The Shops at Wailea, a place that was decently familiar with celebrity shoppers. For Isaac, however, it was his first time.

Having upgraded from feet to wheels, a ten-minute walk became a three-minute drive. Arriving a few minutes before 11:30 and parking in the shopping center’s southern lot, Isaac counted as many available spots as filled ones. Probably for the best, and maybe Mallory had picked Thursday for her shopping excursion for this very reason.

The less packed things were, the less likely she would be recognized and hounded by droves of fans. Slurping on his nearly empty water bottle, he texted Mallory to let her know that he’d arrived.

A minute later, he received her reply.

I think I see you. A convertible, huh?

Snapping his head up from his phone, he looked for a stunning sight. Not ahead, not on his left, not on his right. Shifting around like a parent who was about to snap at their kid for complaining one too many times, he—

There!

Wearing large sunglasses and a floppy sunhat, Mallory’s incognito outfit might help her avoid notice at a distance. So long as she also never spoke, as her breathy voice was world-famous. Like catching a few harmonious notes from Aretha Franklin or Whitney Houston, you recognized the voice even if you didn’t recognize the song. Hell, it might not surprise him if he found out that Mallory had fans in another world.

Launching himself out of his car, then admonishing himself for being overeager, Isaac finished downing the rest of his water. It didn’t help him cool down.

True, the tall, gorgeous movie star wore standard Maui fashion. Comfortable sandals, a pair of white shorts, a colorful, breezy blouse. Nothing too showy or revealing. Unfortunately, given the woman wearing those clothes, it just didn’t matter.

Nothing short of an oversized trench coat could hide how stunningly curvaceous she was, how full her chest was, and how wide her hips were. Those shorts definitely didn’t do it. They clung tightly to one amazing ass, and Mallory had some amazing calves, the muscles clearly visible as she strode toward him. Smiling at him. A heart-wrenching smile, bright and pearly. Isaac’s world ignited like the Fourth of July when she smiled at him, waving as she approached.

Her sunglasses hid hauntingly pretty pale green eyes. Her titular character in Prehistoric Jane was known for her potent stares. With dark makeup commonly applied around her eyes for the promotional posters of those movies, those smoky looks remained ingrained in Isaac’s memory. As did everything else about one of the world’s hottest sex symbols.

With her brown hair up in a bun, her efforts to blend in kind of made her obvious beauty a little less obvious. Kind of. Until she got close. And with Isaac, she got close.

“Thanks for giving me some of your afternoon,” Mallory said in her husky, slightly raspy way. Isaac smothered an urge to shiver. He would not drool all over her. Not openly, at least.

“Well, when I realized I had barely more than a suitcase’s worth of clothes and a few autographed pictures to my name, I figured an afternoon of shopping could do me some good.”

Mallory smiled, then breathed in—and then she breathed in a little more. Behind her sunglasses, he thought he could see a twinkle of amusement. Had he put on too much cologne? Had it worn off on the walk over? Fuck, had he made a misstep already?

Stop, he told himself. You’re getting crazy.

“I like your rental,” Mallory said, turning toward his Mustang. “Everyone should drive in a convertible at least once in their lifetime.”

“Kind of what I was thinking. I need to get an actual car here in a week or so. Any suggestions? What do you drive?”

“Well, when I’m dressed like this, I drive that,” Mallory said, pointing a few rows back to a blue Honda CR-V. “My garage has a few other options, though. You can come look at them sometime. Maybe even have one.”

“From being given autographs to being given a car? Bit of a leap in generosity.”

Mallory shrugged playfully. “If you like, I could dock what I pay you each month, so you feel like you’re buying it.”

“Maybe,” Isaac said. “I’ll have to swing by and see what your selection is.”

“My garage door is open to you,” Mallory said, then faced the nearby shopping center. “So, before we head in, I should probably give you a chance to back out.”

“Back out?”

Not on his damn life.

“You’re about to go shopping with a celebrity,” Mallory said. “It’s probably going to end up being a little different from what you’re used to.”

“Because of people recognizing you?”

The stunning movie star nodded. “There are a few things to go over. Most notably, in the event I am recognized, I am happy to say hello and have a brief conversation, but I don’t do photos, videos, autographs, or voice recordings. When I’m just a person out shopping, I don’t want to have my day sliced up into piecemeal forty different times, for twenty different photo requests, twenty different shirt signings.

“I don’t know if that seems unreasonable to you, but that’s the stance I’ve taken for years. I don’t budge on it, not unless I want to.” She tipped down her sunglasses, peering at him over them. “That’s really the main part of it. When I’m at an event or convention or otherwise ‘on the job,’ I’m happy to do all those things. Right now, I’m not. I’m here to shop around some, a person like any other, not a prize machine you can insert a quarter into to see what you get.”

“Doesn’t seem that unreasonable to me,” Isaac said. “At all, really.”

“The most likely people to recognize me will be the ones who hear my voice, so people working in the stores. This is a pretty high-end shopping center, so they have some experience with celebrities—and me, specifically, as I’ve lived here for a while. So, I don’t expect any… unpleasantness from them. If there is someone who won’t take no for an answer, it’ll probably be a tourist.”

“Hopefully not, though,” Isaac said.

“Hopefully not,” Mallory agreed. “Mostly, I just want you to know and be okay with the idea of us having interruptions while we go about our business. It will happen. Maybe nothing like that, but it’ll happen.”

Isaac didn’t doubt her. She was one of the most easily recognizable women on the planet. Every time she went out, the chances of her being recognized and approached climbed by the minute.

“It won’t be a problem for me,” he said. “I’m just happy to be here. Shopping with you sounds like an experience I won’t ever forget.”

Mallory examined him for a moment, though he couldn’t make out much because of her sunglasses. Eventually, she said, “Happy to have you with me. Shall we?”

After giving his nod, they entered Wailea’s premier shopping center.


Chapter Three

Shop ‘til You Drop

At the very least, throngs of people didn’t immediately charge them as Isaac and Mallory entered the outdoor plaza that was Wailea’s premier shopping destination. There weren’t exactly throngs of people to begin with. Things were reasonably busy, a small group here, a pair on a date there, but Mallory had picked the correct time to dodge too much congestion. More tourists than locals, by the look of it. Adding a shopping excursion to their resort stay in Wailea.

The Shops at Wailea consisted of two tiers. A centralized street allowed those on the ground floor to walk between tens of shops, all facing in, while overhead walkways let those on the higher tier easily cross between sides. Generally, the more accessible shops resided on the ground floor, while stores like Prada and Louis Vuitton presided on the second level, accessible via several sets of stairs and escalators. To the east stood a group of stores that lorded over the rest like a castle on a hill, filled with luxury shops. There were a few places to get food as well, with benches down in the central area of the first level if you wanted to eat outdoors, but the primary draw of this place was filling bags, not your stomach.

“Do you have a shopping list?” Mallory asked.

“Just some general ideas. I probably should have thought about that.”

The gorgeous actress smiled. “It’s fine. We can let our eyes lead.”

More for his benefit than her need, she first led them to a nearby store directory. It showed a top-down map of both floors, with a legend indicating which shops were for fashion and clothing, which were specialty stores, where the restaurants were, and so on.

A few in the specialty section caught his eye. Surfing shops.

“I have been thinking it might be a good idea to learn to surf,” Isaac said. “I’ve lived on the water—or near it—all my life, but I never learned. Too much time swimming.”

“I could go in for that,” Mallory said. “How about we put that off until the end? If we end up getting matching surfboards, we won’t have to haul them back to our cars, interrupting our shopping.”

“Sure, works for me.”

As they meandered around on the ground level, Mallory poked and prodded him with questions about the kinds of clothes he felt he needed. Once he’d revealed how limited his wardrobe currently was, she nodded thoughtfully.

“Sounds like we both need workout clothes, then,” Mallory said.

Did she need them? Somehow, he doubted she needed much of anything, but he was more than happy to trail after her as they entered an athletic clothing store. It wasn’t a brand Isaac recognized, but its colorful, tropical aesthetic suggested it was local.

As they stepped inside, now came the first true test of Mallory’s disguise. While plenty of people had stolen glances at the voluptuous woman examining the directory board, no one had gasped, pointed, or reached for their phones. This shop only had a single visible employee, a blonde woman in her mid-twenties who was all smiles as they entered, and no other shoppers. So, it made for as good a first test as any.

Glancing at the prices of the various pieces of athletic wear on display, Isaac couldn’t help but cock an eyebrow. If these were the prices for a more “affordable” store, he shuddered to think about what he might find on the top level.

Yeah, but you can now afford places like this, Isaac reminded himself.

It would take some time to get used to that fact. Not the being well-off part, as he’d hardly grown up in squalor, but that he held the pocketbook. For whatever car he soon selected, he’d make the choice; he’d make the payments. The same would be true when he eventually looked for a place to live. He had to make those choices; he had no family left to offer their advice or input. That was how it would be for the rest of his life.

Frowning, Isaac shoved a lid onto the well of pain bubbling up within. One of those things is a week off, while one’s probably over a year off. Focus on the first, for now.

At least with getting a car, he was sure Morgan would help. Mallory too, maybe. She seemed in her element as she perused the shop’s selection, offering commentary and opinions—and asking for his too.

“Sorry, I zoned out for a second,” Isaac said, realizing he’d zoned out entirely. “What was that?”

“I was just wondering if you thought these would look good on me,” Mallory said, nodding toward a pair of leggings in her hands. Bright teal, mesh sections, like curving streams of wind, trailed down the sides of the hips and legs. Deep, long, revealing sections. His heart rate immediately spiked.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure you’d look amazing in those,” Isaac said.

“We’ll see shortly,” Mallory said, then added it to the other options that she had laid over one arm.

They would? Isaac’s eyes darted toward a small changing room section near the checkout counter. A new emotion bubbled up, and for this one, he happily removed the lid. Over the next few minutes, as they lassoed themselves around the shop, he paid extra attention to the other clothing options Mallory considered.

After completing a circuit and a half, Mallory declared her readiness to try some things on. So was Isaac. Beyond ready.

The space could barely be described as the changing rooms. Two rooms, side by side, with a curtain that blocked sightlines to and from the main area. One Mallory utilized as they stepped into the small space outside of the two rooms.

“Whoever gets changed first, tap on the other’s door when they’re done,” Mallory said, then disappeared with her pile of athletic wear into the right changing stall.

Brimming with excitement, Isaac rushed into the other.

Throwing on a set of shorts and a shirt that Mallory had seemed to like, he tempered his expectations. Giving himself a quick look-over in the tall mirror hanging on the wall, he exited the stall and tapped lightly on Mallory’s door. A thrilling click followed a few seconds later, and the door swung in.

No more sunhat, no more sunglasses, no more shorts, no more flowery blouse. Instead, Mallory Laurent ignited Isaac’s blood with skintight leggings—the teal ones—and a white sports bra that a hardworking zipper kept together. It was surely undergoing a mighty effort, as Mallory had only drawn it up about halfway.

Oh, fuck, Isaac thought as he gawked, knowing he was gawking, knowing he should stop, and knowing he couldn’t.

In a response that bewildered and thrilled him, Mallory immediately smiled. “I see. So, I guess I need to buy this set.”

She most certainly did. From top to bottom, the outfit contoured to her perfect figure, spotlighting toned legs, dangerous hips, and a flat stomach. As his eyes climbed up each of her incredible aspects, heat bloomed within his face. Within his very core, and a little lower than that too. Desire fomented into a dangerous wish.

Her breasts were a little larger than Morgan’s. In person, close as he was, he could now make such a judgment.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Eventually, Isaac found his words, though they crunched like gravel through his bone-dry throat. “Yeah, I think that’s how it has to be. Assuming you don’t mind idiots like me gawking like this.”

“I don’t mind much at all,” Mallory said. “That’s why I started off with this outfit. And why I started us off with this store.”

Her response, spoken by a voice that was too damn sexy and breathy, burned out the safety measures hanging on the walls. Instead of water to cool him off, steam filled his thoughts, clouding his mind. A wish for more subjugated his caution. The craving for the lighthearted gleam in her eyes, the upward curve at the corners of her luscious mouth, and more chances to ogle her figure.

“So, are you going to show off the others?”

“If you back out so I can strip down and slip into them,” Mallory answered.

Did he have to? A part of him wondered about that. If he played off the need for him to go back to his stall so she could change, how would she react? Almost, almost he brought it up.

In the end, he opted to be a little more conservative than he would have been with a girl his age. Who could blame him? This was Mallory Laurent. He didn’t want to wipe out at the very start of their afternoon together.

Returning to his stall to change, he realized he hadn’t asked Mallory for her opinion of him. Mallory seemed to have realized that, too. When next he entered her stall, finishing changing before her yet again, she examined his outfit.

“I liked the first shirt more,” she said. “It made your nice arm muscles pop a little better. This one’s shorts are nice, though.”

“First shirt, second shorts, got it,” Isaac said, managing a slightly more composed response to Mallory’s new outfit, which consisted of black leggings with three white lines wrapping around the mid-thigh areas and a gray sleeveless crop top.

Well, he did at first. Once Mallory turned to the side, that revealed the deep plunge along the top’s sides, which gave him a perfect view of the side of her breasts. She had what he assumed was her initial bra on. A shame. Couldn’t she have forgotten to put it on?

“Not as strong a response,” Mallory noted. “So, this one isn’t quite as provocative as the first?”

“You still look way, way, way too good,” Isaac said. “Criminally so.”

Mallory chuckled, examining herself in the mirror. “This one’s not bad. I’ll probably get it too. The shirt comes off easily if I get too hot.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

I hope to see that.

Other outfits followed, and it turned out that Mallory intended to get most of the outfits she tried on. Why not? She surely had the closet space, and she had clearly already known what would look good on her out on the store floor.

On the other hand, suspecting there’d be other athletic wear stores along the way, Isaac only kept about half of what he tried on. The rest, once they were back in their original outfits, returned to their appropriate racks and shelves. Someone far less lucky than him could get those.

At the counter, with Mallory back in her “disguise,” the woman didn’t seem to recognize Mallory’s voice, impossible as that seemed. Isaac watched closely, too, because maybe she was just trying to play it cool. But no, her eyes didn’t light up with recognition when one incredibly gorgeous woman with one incredibly memorable voice approached her to check out. Mallory didn’t seem to mind.

Unsurprisingly, the cost of everything ranged deep into the hundreds. Mallory’s outfits, mostly, as she’d also picked up two pairs of running shoes. Planning to purchase his own stuff, even if Mallory was worth a hundred times what he was, Isaac watched the number on the register climb as the woman scanned Mallory’s purchases.

“Oh,” the woman said upon scanning Mallory’s last item, glancing at the clothes on Isaac’s arm but speaking to Mallory. “If your son adds his things to yours, it’ll increase your discount. One additional percent off per hundred dollars spent.”

Mouth hanging slightly askew, Isaac looked at Mallory, and she looked at him.

“Thank you, though he’s not my son,” Mallory said lightly, smiling. A maverick one. “He’s my personal trainer.”

“Oh.” A pause, then, “Oh!” The woman behind the counter blushed furiously and hastily accepted Mallory’s card. So hastily that she didn’t notice the very famous name printed on it.

She remained in a flustered mood as she checked him out, and then Isaac and Mallory departed the store.

“What just happened?” Isaac asked once they were back in the sunlight.

Mallory answered quietly enough for an older couple in matching Hawaiian print shirts not to overhear. “I said you were my personal trainer, not my son.”

“Yeah, I got that part. Why the total descent into embarrassment, though?”

“You’re quite a bit younger than I am, Isaac,” Mallory said. “A little more innocent, too, it seems.”

He frowned, still confused.

Mallory beckoned for him to keep up as she looked through the windows of other stores. “It’s a little unreasonable for you to be my personal trainer. Even if you have a great physique.”

“Okay, and so she thought…”

“It was a cover-up for something salacious,” Mallory said, chuckling. “And so, her flustered response.”

And then Isaac repeated, “Oh. Oh!”

Upon realizing he was mimicking the clerk’s response, his face turned red. He hastily buried his embarrassment, doing a slightly better job at it than the woman had.

Mallory watched his struggle with unhidden amusement. “She didn’t recognize me, so I thought I could get away with a small joke. If she’d seen through my disguise, I wouldn’t have risked it. If the tabloids even smelled a whiff of what I’d suggested in there, it’d be all over their nasty magazines and websites in a heartbeat.”

“Instead, it’s just a hapless woman and me who you leave blushing like fools.”

“I have a mean streak, I guess. From time to time, I have to let it out. Besides, we couldn’t let the nice lady think you were my son. Not after how you’d been looking at me in there.”

Isaac’s face heated again. “She obviously hadn’t noticed that, or she wouldn’t have thought I was your kid.”

“I imagine you’re right,” Mallory said, attention caught by another store. “Maybe this next employee will have a keener eye.”

Isaac couldn’t come up with a response in time, so he just shut up and followed Mallory inside. Another clothing store, carrying more casual outfits. Even so, even after teasing him for how he’d been looking at her, Mallory still let him see her in all her potential new outfits. That had to mean something.

But what? He hadn’t expected Mallory to be almost as flirty as Morgan. Could he connect similar situations with similar consequences? What did Mallory make of him? What were her goals for this shopping trip? Did she find him attractive and just want to flirt a little, or did her interest in him go further than that?

It seemed almost too wild to believe, but now that he knew how long Morgan had been into him, maybe…

Soon enough, Mallory pointed them toward a fragrance store. From that moment, Isaac became certain that something was going on. He just didn’t know what. It hung there like something on the end of an eyelash, partially visible with each blink and impossible to get at properly. What was it? What was Mallory’s goal?

Over the course of the past hour, they’d visited about a dozen stores, moving with a comfortable gait around the shopping center’s ground floor. With this, they now headed up an escalator to the top area. Even though Mallory had said he didn’t need to worry about her bags, he’d volunteered to carry some of them, as she certainly had more of them than he did.

“I do appreciate strong arms, and those who like to show them off,” Mallory had teased, handing over some of her bags.

Now, with those words still echoing in his head, she led him to a tiny slice of a shop on the second tier that overflowed with glass bottles filled with fragrant aromas. It carried a wide selection, including the big brands and those only an enthusiast—which Isaac was not—would know. The employee inside gained wide eyes as soon as Mallory entered. That made him the ninth person to recognize who she was.

“Welcome back, Miss Mallory,” he said from behind his counter. “It’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you too, Alec,” Mallory said with a smile.

Okay, so this one knew her. Hopefully, that meant he wouldn’t come up and ask for photos and autographs, like almost every shopper who’d recognized her had. At least none of them had reacted too poorly when Mallory had gently but firmly declined. It probably helped that, as she’d said, she’d offered each a few niceties before wishing them well and resuming her day of shopping. A brief conversation with a movie star wasn’t a half-bad way to improve one’s day.

“Is there anything specific I can help you with today?” Alec, an older man with graying sideburns, asked.

“Maybe, but I want to give it a shot, see how I do. I’m helping Isaac find a few scents that might impress some women his age.” Mallory glanced at him, and it was as if he could hear what she didn’t articulate.

“Or ones a little older.”

Removing her sunglasses, she sent her green eyes searching across the various fragrances on display. Tapping one end of her sunglasses on her chin in a thoughtful gesture, she guided them toward an area near the shop’s large windows, where a few more expensive colognes were on open display.

Most of these bottles offered only two ounces of their fragrance, and not one went for less than a hundred dollars per ounce. Most had even more lopsided ratios.

“I guess you didn’t like my cologne very much?” Isaac said.

“I like it plenty,” Mallory said. “But I assumed it was the only one you owned.”

“I’ve got… one other.”

Kind of. Technically.

Mallory’s eyes twinkled. “Well, that already makes you pretty unique for your age. But seeing as how I’ll be breathing you in when we’re working out together, I figured I could make a selfish selection or two. I’ll pay for any choices I like.”

Isaac swallowed and didn’t voice any objections.

Mallory checked a few bottles, reading more than testing the scent, then selected one. Turning, she showed it off to him. From a brand he didn’t recognize, though it was probably French, given its name. Carnal Promise.

One could only hope.

“It’s nice and intense, spicier than what you have on, a little herbal and earthy,” Mallory said. “Be warned, it’s a bit more than a note or a hint.” Her eyes seemed to light up as she revealed all this.

“Is there a sampler somewhere?” Isaac asked, entranced by those eyes, that voice, the way Mallory slightly leaned in as she spoke, as if she were providing him with a carnal promise of her own.

“Please, Isaac, remember who you’re shopping with,” Mallory said, then popped off the cap. “By the way, I think the best two spots are the neck and the wrists. May I?”

Could Mallory Laurent apply a favored cologne to his skin? Why the hell not? Isaac nodded, and Mallory smiled.

Seeming well practiced at this, Mallory applied two sprays of an intensely aromatic cologne to the underside of each of his wrists. Even with his hands held away from his body, the powerful—like a clap right beside the ear—fragrance struck his next inhale, overpowering the scent he’d sprayed onto his neck earlier that morning. How would Mallory, who was even closer to its twin sources, handle such a potent scent?

By getting closer.

The stunning actress glanced toward Alec, who was helping a new customer in a different area of the small shop. It almost seemed too well-timed, as if this newcomer were a paid distraction that Mallory had hired. They hadn’t even spared a glance in her direction, somehow. Regardless, it allowed one of the sexiest women alive to bring her face within inches of his right wrist, which she gently held up, then draw in a heady inhale of his new scent.

Her eyes turned up, but only that. The rest of her stayed still. An inferno burned within him, as hot as the other morning when a supernatural event had assaulted him. At the spots that her fingertips pressed upon his skin, the heat was magnitudes greater.

“It’s such an amazing scent,” Mallory whispered. “I know Morgan will absolutely love it. And if you and Adria are still fooling around some, it can even serve a dual purpose.”

Yes, he could see that already. It was clear that—wait, what?!

Isaac twitched, emerging from the trance that Mallory’s sultry gaze had bound him in. “Morgan?”

Mallory nodded, still holding his wrist. “That’s right. You are interested in her, aren’t you?”

“Um, yes.”

How did she know that? The answer was obvious, but Mallory spelled it out.

“Good, because she’s interested in you. Did you know that?”

Dumbly, mouth hanging ajar, Isaac nodded.

Mallory grinned. “Good. Otherwise, I was going to swear you to secrecy, but it looks like everyone’s on the same page.”

No, definitely not, Isaac thought.

“As it so happens,” Mallory continued, “it has been mentioned in… vivid detail on several occasions, most involving a little too much alcohol, that she is very, very interested in you. Your interest in her as well, of course. And with you two now living together, if you’re looking for some guidance, I’m happy to help. Admittedly, it’s been on my mind since we met last night. I can be a bit of a busybody, you see. I hope you don’t mind.”

Her piece said, she waited for his response. So did Isaac, whose mind had become a maelstrom.

What the fuck?!

Just how much do you blab about me when drunk, Morgan?

This explains it, then. Why she was acting so strangely.

He nearly laughed. Of course, he also almost wept, as his intuition about Mallory being interested in him had failed him.

No. No! That can’t be right.

As part of his mind reviewed the past couple of hours, the other part reactivated his mouth.

“You’re too late,” he said.

Even frowning, Mallory looked good. “Are you sure about that? She’s not interested in anyone else around here.” She reexamined him, arms crossed. “Oh. Adria. Has it already become serious, then?”

Isaac shook his head. Best not to overcomplicate matters. “I mean, Mallory, you’re too late to fix Morgan and me up. It already happened.”

“What? When? She hasn’t brought it up, and I know she would.”

“This morning.”

“This morning?” Mallory said, blinking as if he’d just shone a flashlight into her eyes.

“Yep.”

Isaac really hoped that Mallory and Morgan were as close as Mallory seemed to think they were. The last thing he wanted was for Morgan to end up pissed off at him for having spilled their secret to her friend-slash-boss-but-not-really. If Mallory was this eager to play matchmaker for Morgan, they had to be rather close. He hoped.

“After you left, I spent all night planning this trip,” Mallory huffed, much of her mystique and composure ebbing. She just looked kind of annoyed, now.

“So, we weren’t just letting our eyes lead us around?”

“We were not. First some clothes, then some cologne, and then I was going to—oh, well, never mind, I guess. I’m not needed.”

Isaac shrugged. Just now, he finished his internal review of the past hour and a half spent with this tremendously attractive actress. No, he didn’t believe for a second that her purpose was as singular as she claimed it to be. He would get to that shortly.

“I wouldn’t say you’re not needed,” Isaac said, surprised at his own sense of composure. Good news for when he faced off against a dragon. “It’s a totally new thing, just a few hours old. You can still maybe be my confidant.”

Mallory didn’t look convinced. His revelation had robbed her sails of the necessary winds. Just how long had she been planning something like this? Longer than just one night, he surmised.

“I’ve never dated a woman in her thirties,” Isaac continued, suspecting it was the right pressure point to poke at. If he remembered correctly, Mallory was thirty-eight or thirty-nine. Six or seven years older than Morgan. “So, I could use more helpful advice on how to be the right kind of romantic.”

Except it hadn’t all been advice on how to attract Morgan Reynolds, had it? Isaac refused to recolor what had happened in that changing stall, when Mallory had let him drink his fill of her glorious body. She wasn’t about to hand over those leggings to Morgan, even if they might be just the right size.

“It is a sizable age gap,” Mallory said.

Isaac nodded slowly, scrutinizing her, attempting to parse her tone and her body language. In his estimation, she wasn’t as annoyed as she was feigning, or it had worn off somewhat. Curiosity, that was what he saw. Intrigue. She was intrigued. About them, about him. What would make one of the most desirable women in all of Maui pine after her best friend’s younger brother, one who literally lived on the opposite side of the country? For her to be so active in trying to play matchmaker, Morgan must have sung some serious praise.

“I don’t mind, and Morgan doesn’t seem to, either.” Now, to make an initial push. “Based on your offer to ‘help us out,’ you don’t either, right?”

“I don’t judge Morgan for her interest in you, no,” Mallory said. A diplomatic response, but was there still something there to latch onto?

In me, specifically? Isaac wondered. He glanced down. She still hadn’t let go of his wrist, though it seemed more forgotten than intentionally held onto.

“Are you supportive in a neutral way, like you just want to help a friend, even though you can’t see why she’d be interested in me, or do you also see what she does?” he next asked.

Mallory eyed him knowingly. Subtlety was an unusual bedfellow for him. In stuff like this, he preferred a more direct approach, pushing the envelope, not waiting and seeing. Like Aria had said last night, it usually worked out for him all right.

“Given that an ancient being of myth agreed to bond with you last night, I’m not sure my opinion should really mean that much.”

“Yeah, but that was to fight for a worthy cause, not because it thought I was hot and wanted to inhale the spicy cologne on my wrist.”

Finally, Mallory looked down and saw what he’d noticed. She frowned, like a card player who realized right at the end of the game that they hadn’t been hiding their cards all night.

“So, were you simply testing how I’d respond to seeing you in those crazy hot outfits for Morgan’s sake, or…?”

For revealing his deductive side to her, he received a flat glare. Maybe she wasn’t quite as approving of that facet of him as others. Or maybe she was. Her glare didn’t last long. After shaking her head, Mallory exhaled loudly. A smirk crept onto her lips.

“I am a reasonably bad friend, I admit it,” she said.

Be that as it may, Isaac’s heart soared. Mallory Laurent was interested in him. But why?! And to what degree?! And since when? Starting when she’d gotten a good look at him yesterday, or even before they’d met?

Nagging thoughts just like those stuck fast to his brain, like pieces of old gum under a desk.

“You did make me leave the stall each time you changed,” Isaac noted. “That really sucked.”

Mallory snorted lightly. “That’s why I’m only a reasonably bad friend.”

“May I ask you something?”

“Haven’t you been doing that plenty already? Don’t let me stop you.”

“Well, with those I was prodding for answers I already suspected. But for this, I just want to hear what you have to say. The truth, please.”

Mallory finally let go of his wrist, then used that hand to wave for him to go ahead.

“Why’d you spray this specific cologne on my wrists?” he asked, a simple question that might come with a complicated answer.

Mallory sighed. “I suppose that’s a fair question.”

“Do I get an answer?”

“Yes, if you want it. Be aware, the answer isn’t just a single thing, and not every part will stroke your ego—which I’m sure at this point is absolutely massive.”

“Reasonably massive,” Isaac said.

That earned him both a smile and a roll of the eyes. “For correctly suspecting my less than pure motives, I’ll share—if that’s what you want.”

Isaac nodded. “I want.”

He really, really wanted.

First, Mallory checked to see that Alec and the other customer remained busy. They were, with Alec having arrayed a good half-dozen fragrances for him to check out. The customer was in the process of sniffing his own wrist, having no great beauty around to judge the scents for him.

Drawing in what bordered on a defeated inhale, Mallory began.

“Basic stuff out of the way, yes, Morgan’s drunken spiels about how ridiculously thirsty for you she was played a role. A decent one, as she heaped on the praise, and not everything was about your physical looks. It made me curious, as her current tastes are… reasonably discerning. I never knew her during her partying phase, which she and your sister mentioned was quite, ah, boisterous.”

Isaac grunted. He didn’t exactly need to hear any details about that time in Morgan’s life. That was then; this was now. And as of four hours ago, he and Morgan were now a thing. A gloriously wonderful thing. Regardless, it felt pretty good to hear that Morgan often bragged about him, inebriated or not, to his celebrity crush.

“Now, for one that might not stroke that ego we’ve been discussing,” Mallory said. “It’s got to do with what we’re doing. The secret stuff, I mean.”

“Because I’m Bonded?” Isaac asked.

“Because you’re part of it,” Mallory said. “Aware, sharing the same secrets. It’s a bit of a big thing to keep secret from your partner, this whole deal with eidolons and Breakthroughs and everything. At what point do I need to mention this whole other world that occasionally creates fissure-portal-things between our worlds, which then need to be shut before catastrophe strikes? On the third date, third month, during the wedding vows? Oh, and if I show them specific proof by taking them to one so that they’ll believe what I’m saying, that they now need to regularly visit a Breakthrough to keep those memories intact.”

“Yeah…” Isaac said, understanding the other side of it rather well. Understanding the pain that ignorance could create. “I understand that. Not knowing why your loved ones keep going places without you, why they won’t talk about what they’re doing there.”

“Alyssa mentioned you a fair bit as well,” Mallory said. “I know she wished she could have found a different solution than keeping you in the dark for years and years.”

“Yeah,” Isaac said again. Better to move on from that pit of needles. “So, any other reasons?”

“Well, yes, one more,” Mallory said. “The one you’ll probably enjoy hearing the least.”

“No time like the present.”

Mallory checked one more time to make sure no one was within earshot. “I wasn’t exactly planning to start anything physical between us. I was only planning to flirt with you a bit, have fun with that, and not go any further. Like last night, but a little more.” She sighed. “I got a little carried away. I should have been a bit more tactful.”

She was right; Isaac didn’t enjoy this reason much at all. Yet, he wasn’t sure if he fully believed her. At the same time, full steam ahead felt like the wrong tactic. Maybe he wasn’t terribly subtle in his interest in her, but he knew directions other than straight forward.

“So, how much flirting is acceptable?” Isaac asked after a few moments of contemplation. Contemplation of the same intensity that he’d given the mystical, world-affecting things he’d learned about last night. “Showing off crazy hot outfits in front of me, working out and swimming together, breathing in the cologne you picked out for me? That’s all on the table?”

Whether or not she realized it, Mallory bit her bottom lip. Her eyes fell to his wrist. Isaac lifted it; it felt like the right thing to do.

Mallory Laurent slipped her fingers around his wrist, then lowered her nose within inches of the spot where she’d sprayed that cologne—one she probably loved far, far more than Morgan did. Lips mildly parted, so close to kissing his skin, she inhaled. Something flared within her eyes, deep and carnal.

Maybe a promise.

Maybe.


Chapter Four

Surfing Instructor

He got the Carnal Promise cologne. Rather, he let Mallory buy it for him. Of course he did. Embers of what she’d shown him at the time of her second inhale still glowed within her eyes as they exited the shop, the small bottle of cologne sitting safely in his bag. Resuming their afternoon of shopping, Mallory didn’t reignite their discussion about what was and was not considered “acceptable forms of flirtation.” However, she lingered close enough to keep breathing in her favorite scent. That kept the embers smoldering for the duration of their shopping trip.

The stunning movie star also requested details about him and Morgan, but Isaac stayed intentionally vague—to her displeasure.

“If you want answers, you’ll need to make plans with Morgan. She gets off work at four.”

Mallory snorted. “Perhaps I will. Maybe I’ll do it every night for the rest of the week, so you can’t have any time with either of us.”

“That would be way too cruel.”

“Possibly,” Mallory agreed lightly.

Even if they didn’t openly discuss it, Isaac’s mind reviewed what had happened in the cologne shop like a news program with only one decent clip to stretch into a full fifteen-minute segment. Unlike its audience, however, he grew more interested with time, not less. More optimistic, too. There were a few intriguing elements in there, even among the reasons that hadn’t been “complimentary to his ego.”

He ruminated on what she’d said about them having a shared connection via their secret work up on Haleakala—and the world its portal led to. That strange world of human perception, where myths and gods dwelled. It was a shared experience, one very, very few other people in the world would know about, much less understand. Celebrities often dated other celebrities for that very reason.

“So, have you been to the other side?” Isaac asked as they headed for another shop. “Or just stepped into the Breakthrough a couple of times?”

“I’ve poked my head in a couple of times,” Mallory said. “It’s a year old, and with it being in a place I live, well, that’s part of why I want to be more involved than I’ve been in the past. I don’t want to just sign paychecks and occasionally visit to see how you all are doing. For the past year, barring my time filming or media touring, I’ve tried to stay abreast of everything. It’s part of what motivated my recent sabbatical. I want to be here for you all, see things through, and help however I can.”

Especially now, given…

Isaac heard the unspoken words, but he didn’t address them. Today, he could pretend that he didn’t notice.

“Shopping with you does take a great deal of weight off my shoulders,” Isaac said lightly.

Mallory threw him a look. “Yes, I can tell it did. I’m sure we’ll do this again.”

“And work out together plenty.”

“If you think you can keep up with my regimen,” she said, the beginnings of a smile appearing on her heavenly face.

“I’m sure I can,” he said, then nodded eastward. “So, what’d you make of the volcano?

“That it was very big, and that I’m glad it’s not my responsibility to explore it. How about you? What was your first visit like?”

“Quick, and against Morgan’s wishes. But I wanted to see it at least for a minute. Confirm it was real with my own eyes.”

Mallory nodded understandingly. “It wasn’t the first time I’d seen a Fragment, but it was still a mystical experience.”

“Seen any that were weirder?”

“Maybe not weirder, but the one I spoke about involving Ogyges was… something to behold. Since it was my first time, I’m sure that makes it extra profound. It was an endless expanse of color-changing water, sometimes deep blue, other times vibrant green, with strange islands—some floating, mind you—scattered as far as the eye could see. It was properly otherworldly, so I could hardly deny the mystical nature of the place I had stepped into. Not that I tried to. It was proof that everything written in the journal was true. Frightening and spectacular at the same time.”

“What was the signal that the Breakthrough was about to open?” Isaac asked. “Better or worse than the hot flashes we’re getting now?”

“Better,” Mallory immediately said. “For that one, we would hear rumbling within our minds. It was like the swell of an ocean beginning to form some massive whirlpool or tidal wave, loud, jarring, persistent. If I hadn’t been warned in advance, I might have thought I was experiencing a psychotic break.”

“Yeah, I could see that,” Isaac said, remembering how much confusion and concern he’d felt the other day.

“Nowadays, I just have to spend a lot of time near my pool, ready to jump in at a moment’s notice,” Mallory said as they approached their next store.

“Same. Your pool, specifically.”

Mallory chuckled, but saw her reply cut off. Another person had just recognized her and was rushing toward them. The longer they stayed, the less effective her disguise became. Could be that the rumor mill was flowing at full force, and now some people were actively seeking her out.

Handling a pair of younger women with friendly aplomb, Mallory chatted with them for a few minutes but declined their inevitable request for a picture. This seemed to annoy one of them more than the other, but her friend at least dragged her off before things got out of hand.

“This has been eye-opening,” Isaac said once they were gone.

Upon entering their next store, Mallory glanced over her shoulder, as if wanting to check that the annoyed girl wasn’t snapping a picture of her through the shop’s windows. “I try to keep in mind that it’s a rare experience for them, even if it’s an exceedingly common one for me. So long as I’m not in a rush, I’m usually okay. Maui tends to be more laid-back about celebrities than most places, and I’ve been living here for a few years. The locals know my preferences, so I rarely have bad experiences with them.”

After bouncing through another few stores, Mallory led them to one of The Shops’ restaurants, where the staff plainly recognized but didn’t gape at her. If anything, Isaac received most of their scrutiny, since who the heck was this guy having lunch with Mallory Laurent?

“By the way,” Isaac asked as they waited for their entrees to arrive. “I wanted to, uh, see if you’d picked up on something that I have.”

“Oh?” the stunning woman asked, setting down her menu.

“Have you seen Morgan’s new hair color? Notice anything familiar about it?”

Having removed her hat and sunglasses when they’d sat down, nothing hid the knowing gleam that appeared within her eyes. “I may have made a connection or two. That shade of red looks good on her.”

“It takes a certain kind of woman to pull it off,” he replied teasingly.

“Is that so? What kind is that?”

“A woman with a lot of confidence, given the comparisons that are bound to be made.”

Mallory snorted lightly. “I think we both know that Morgan does not lack confidence, nor should she. She might look better with that color than I do.”

“Glad I don’t have to be the judge of any such comparison.”

“Oh, but you do. You just brought it up, so naturally, you must pick a favorite. My character Jane, or Morgan as she is now. Who wears red better?”

“Hard to say,” Isaac said, tapping two fingers on the table. “Like picking a favorite kid.”

“More like picking a favorite woman,” Mallory noted.

“That’s even harder.”

Chuckling, Mallory sipped her drink, looking at him over the rim. “Yes, it is a good thing Morgan doesn’t lack confidence. I don’t think many women would handle you being so flirty with me quite as well as she might.”

“Same for how flirty you’re being with me.”

Mallory merely shrugged. “I suppose we just both know Morgan very well. If she were here now, I doubt we’d need to change things up much at all.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

And how fucking crazy is that, he thought, awed.

Though she could have, Mallory didn’t press him any further on who wore red better. Instead, their conversation—their flirting—trickled further down the stream, bobbing on the surface like leaves. Nothing too deep, too meaningful. Not today.

As lunch concluded, Mallory checked her phone. Eyes lighting up at what she saw, she hastened them out of the restaurant and toward the surf shop that they’d agreed to leave for last. Already, Isaac had spent roughly four hundred dollars in The Shops’… shops, though Mallory tripled that amount with ease. Assuming they bought surfboards and some gear here, that number would likely double.

Isaac found he didn’t mind. In fact, if every item in his shopping bags mysteriously vanished on the way to his car, he wouldn’t mind. The experiences alone, with one incredible, gorgeous, and surprisingly playful actress, more than equaled what he’d spent here today.

As they reached the escalator that would deliver them to the ground level, Isaac immediately understood why Mallory had delayed their foray into surfboards and surfing gear.

A familiar Hawaiian woman leaned against a light post near the store entrance, arms folded, eyes shut. And for once, she wasn’t scowling. She wasn’t smiling either, but neutral seemed to be what passed for a good mood with Leilani. Or Lei, as she preferred.

She was one more reason why the group dealing with Maui’s Fragment belonged on a modeling calendar. Tremendously fit, she was more concerned with the practical benefits of such a perfect physique than with looking good. Nevertheless, she could do little but accept her jaw-dropping curves and definition as secondary rewards.

Hers was a type he knew rather well. An athlete first and foremost, with years and years of striving for self-improvement behind her. Even when relaxing, she exuded a sense of readiness and balance. Composure and competence, as if she were ready to spring into action at the drop of a hat.

She had a stronger tan than Adria, though she wasn’t incredibly dark by Hawaiian standards. Behind her shut eyelids were pools of dark caramel. Curiously, her dark, wavy hair appeared slightly damp, only midway through drying beneath the afternoon sun.

She just got off work, Isaac realized, looking her over.

She wore an athletic bikini top under her shirt, which hung loose enough to fall off her left shoulder, revealing one strap. Wearing enticingly well-fitting shorts, Isaac risked a few moments of appreciation of her butt and toned legs. Not yet aware of him and Mallory, she tilted her head from side to side, earbuds in, enjoying whatever song was playing.

Somehow, she heard or sensed them coming. Even before Mallory called her name, her eyes opened, veering past the stunning actress and landing directly on him. Her relaxed demeanor shifted. The earbuds came out, though at least Lei didn’t shove another scowl onto her face. Mallory smiled and waved. Lei offered a nod in response.

“Thanks for meeting us here, Lei,” the actress said.

“Sure, hardly much of a drive.”

Right. Adria wasn’t the only one who worked at the resort next door. She was a surfing instructor, and here stood two more people who might be interested in taking up the hobby.

“Well, you have our full and undivided attention,” Mallory said, beckoning toward the surf shop.

The gorgeous Hawaiian gave Isaac another glance, and this one stuck around long enough for Isaac to raise an eyebrow. No scowl followed, for which he was thankful, but she said nothing. Instead, she waved them after her as she headed into the store.

As one of the larger stores in the shopping pavilion, it needed that space. A tall ceiling, too, for all the standing surfboards arranged between wetsuits, swim trunks, snorkeling masks, and more. More boards hung on the walls, bringing the count to at least fifty—and there were probably more in the back. Isaac knew even less about these brands than he did about cologne.

“What should we be looking to start with?” Mallory said. “I believe we’re both beginners.”

“I am,” Isaac confirmed. “An attempt here or there when I was younger, renting a board for a day, but that’s all for me.”

“Like I said when you texted me earlier, the right board is probably the cheapest one you can find at Costco,” Lei said. “Once you’re sure you want to stick with the hobby, then you can check out places like Hi Tech or Kazuma.”

Isaac glanced at one of the nearby surfboards. It had a minimalist look, all white with blue lines around the edges, and a bright blue logo centered on the board. Yet, it still commanded a price of nearly two hundred dollars. So, probably not as cheap as what could be found at Costco.

“Any here that you recommend?”

“Sure, we can find you both something.” She glanced at Isaac, sizing him up. “Your board will be in the nine-foot range. Mallory, you’re looking for one that’s more in my range. Maybe a little longer. You’ll both be getting wider boards than I use. These are going to be longboards too. If you’re actually serious about learning, then you’ll get more out of practicing on these than a funboard. And stay away from shortboards until you know what you’re doing.”

Isaac and Mallory shared a look.

“We bow to your expertise in the matter,” Mallory said.

“What about wetsuits?” Isaac asked, looking toward an area of the store that was teeming with them.

“Same deal, you don’t need one until you’re sure you want to be surfing on the regular, but it’s your money. If you want to get one, that’s fine. Just make sure it fits. Try it on, walk around some, and remember that you’ll be wearing it for hours at a time.”

Isaac glanced at Mallory, wondering how she’d look in a wetsuit. Catching where his eyes focused, she nudged him with a knowing smile.

With Lei there, the process proceeded without too many pain points. Like Mallory in the cologne shop, Lei knew which boards and wetsuits to suggest and which to avoid. Some didn’t receive a single look. She spoke with confidence and, dare Isaac say it aloud, a tinge of passion. Increasingly apparent as time went on, it resulted in a far more comfortable version of the beautiful surfing instructor than he had so far seen.

After helping Mallory pick out her board, she directed him to a taller section of longboards. As she doled out opinions on each, she suddenly cocked her head to the side. An inhale followed, then a second and a third, shorter and quicker.

“Are you wearing cologne?” Lei asked, eyeing him like he was some strange but harmless animal that she’d found rooting around in her garbage can.

“Yeah, I knew I’d be meeting up with you today, so I wanted to look and smell my best.”

His attempt at levity earned him a flat stare.

“I got some at a shop up above,” he said. “Mallory helped me pick it out.”

“Strong scent,” Lei commented.

“Yeah, stronger than I’m used to.” He risked a follow-up question. “Like it?”

“No.”

Well, okay then.

“Would I need to find an ocean blend to get you to say you did?”

“You’re not going to find what I like in a bottle,” Lei said.

“Guess I won’t wear any cologne when I come asking you for personal lessons,” Isaac joked.

All the same, Lei’s eyes narrowed suddenly. At first, he assumed she was just annoyed about the idea of him approaching her for lessons, but then her displeasure swiveled away from him. Toward Mallory. The actress didn’t notice; she was busy deciding which wetsuits she wanted to take to the store’s changing room.

“She blabbed about that?” Lei demanded.

“Uh… no. About what?”

Bizarrely, Lei’s displeasure intensified. What did Mallory know that he didn’t? Something about him wanting personal lessons? He didn’t see how she could have known he might want them, seeing that he’d never mentioned such a wish.

While he scratched his mind, Lei searched his face for any signs of deceit. Isaac held his hands out, knowing she wouldn’t find anything. He was totally in the dark.

“Really, Lei, I don’t know anything. Before seeing you here, Mallory hadn’t mentioned you at all.”

Though it didn’t resolve her glare, she finally seemed to believe him. “Okay. Well, if you are interested in lessons, I’m willing to trade you for them.”

Trade them?

Resisting the urge to scratch the back of his head, he focused on her odd choice of words. What did he have that Lei would want? Surely not… that. Based on their previous interactions, she lived in the camp of women who weren’t interested in him.

A camp of one, he realized. Technically, given how much Mallory had flirted with him, he could now make a case that Lei was the only one involved in the Fragment stuff who wasn’t at least somewhat interested in him. That was wild to consider. Maybe Mallory was right to worry about how large his ego might swell.

“What would you want?” Isaac asked, curious enough to let things play out a little longer.

“You know about my other job.”

Isaac nodded, even though it wasn’t a question. “Yeah, you help your uncle out at his ice cream place.” He tilted his head to one side. “Do… you want me to take some shifts for you?”

“Not for me,” Lei said, confusing him further.

“Another employee?”

“It’s just me and Kainoa,” Lei said. “Kind of. There is someone who comes in and helps open the store and restock things.”

What an odd pivot in their conversation. But he understood. Kind of. The what, though very much not the why.

“You want me to come in and take some of the owner’s shifts?”

“You don’t have a job, right?”

“Well, no.”

“Gonna get one?”

“Wasn’t thinking I would.”

“So, you’re free.”

Isaac finally went for that head scratch. “Technically, yeah. Why are you bringing this up to me, instead of your uncle?”

Lei made a face, and it spoke volumes. Her uncle didn’t know about her attempt to take away some of his time in the shop. In his shop.

“What’s going on, Lei?” he asked. “I’ll have a straight answer, no sprinkles, please.”

At this point, he’d had quite enough of being left in the dark by the other Bonded of this group. His sister, Morgan, Adria, and now even Lei. Couldn’t someone just say things straight up?

“He works too much,” Lei said simply, firmly. “Way too much. Including all his prep and closing time, his workweek always hits sixty hours. It’s usually more. He has this stupid Saturday gimmick where the shop opens at sunrise, no matter how early it’ll be.”

“That… sounds a little unhealthy,” Isaac noted.

“You think? I’ve been trying to get him to hire a closer for forever, but he’s stubborn about that shop of his. He also refuses Mallory’s paychecks.”

“Really?”

“She’s tracking it all, investing and whatever. We’ll make him take it at some point. But right now, I just want to get someone else in the shop with me, so I can then force him out. For one day a week. That’s all I’m aiming for. He can even come be a bother while we open, but then he’s got to go somewhere else. He needs a hobby that isn’t about ice cream flavors. You should see what magazines sit on his coffee table.”

“Okay, but why bring this to me?”

Lei huffed. This was clearly taking a lot for her to say. She balled her hands into fists.

“I can’t ask the movie star, can I? Morgan has her job, Adria has hers. I need someone who’s okay with a weird schedule. I only help out three or four times a week. No way in hell would my uncle let me stick you in a shift where neither of us would be there, so you’d have to be attached to my shifts. Just one of them; I don’t care which. Doesn’t need to be the same day each week, either. Just once a week, that’s all I’m asking. You can even have my pay for the day. Kainoa forces me to take a paycheck. He’s weird like that.”

That last bit seemed totally superfluous. She wasn’t refusing Mallory’s ten grand a month, so what would the pittance she earned at a normal job matter to her? Or him? Regardless, those sprinkles on top proved how badly she wanted him to say yes. She was offering whatever she could, all so she could help her uncle out—in a way he didn’t seem to want, but sixty-plus hours a week? Too many. Too many.

“You don’t need to pay me,” Isaac said, then revised that. “Outside of those swimming lessons. For Mallory and me, should she want them.”

“I’d give her lessons if she asked,” Lei said.

“But not me?”

Lei rolled her eyes. “I’m offering you lessons, aren’t I?”

Isaac chuckled. “I suppose so. When would you want me to start? Tomorrow? Next week?”

Amusingly, Lei gaped at him. “You’ll do it?”

Shrugging, Isaac smiled mildly. “You might say I have a weak spot when it comes to helping family members—or wanting to help them, at least.”

Lei frowned, though it wasn’t at him, which he supposed was progress. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine. Really. But yeah, I’ll help you out. It’s no problem.”

The tension in Lei’s shoulders ebbed immediately. She even smiled, strange as it was to see. Even so, it was a gorgeous sight to behold.

“Alright, good. I’ll look at next week’s schedule, then get back to you.”

“Sure thing. I should be pretty free whenever. For the shift and for my first lesson.”

Lei nodded. “I’ll keep you informed.”

“Sounds good.”

More than his first shift, he wondered how his first lesson would go. Which Lei would he end up getting? The one who was thankful that he was willing to help her out, the one who was easily frustrated when things didn’t go her way, or a different one entirely? Hopefully, her love of the ocean, coupled with the fact that he was willing to help her like this, would keep away the scowls.

He much preferred this type of interaction to the one that had kicked off their relationship.


Chapter Five

Applied Lessons

They spent about an hour in the surf shop, with the latter half involving finding the right wetsuit for Maui’s most voluptuous movie star. Eschewing getting a matching pair just yet, Isaac occasionally weighed in as Mallory considered her options. She ended up going with one that was dark blue, almost black, with silver vertical lines gliding along the suit. Naturally, she looked good in it. She looked good in everything, of course. He felt safe saying so, even in front of Lei.

After that, with two surfboards joining the various bags they were already carrying, their time at The Shops ended. With Lei offering a third set of hands, they managed to get everything to the parking lot in one trip.

“You can stick your board in the front seat, leaning it,” Lei said when she saw the car he was renting. Was that a judgmental glint in her dark eyes? “Just don’t go flying when you’re driving with it in there.”

On the other hand, Mallory had picked up a surfboard rack for her car, which they opened and installed with little trouble. Once Mallory’s new board was situated, she beamed at her young helpers.

“I’d say this was a good first day back on the island,” she said. “And I promise to make use of this board, not just let it sit there as an expensive car ornament.”

Lei shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s your money. If you want to learn, I’m around to teach.”

“I’ll be taking you up on your offer,” Mallory said. “I bet we both will.”

“Yep,” Isaac said. “Learning to surf on waves and make the perfect two-scoop ice cream cone.”

Though she rolled her eyes, Lei’s mouth almost tiptoed into a smile. Funny that ousting her uncle from his own shop once a week was the way he earned her approval.

He wouldn’t change his mind about helping her. With him new to the team, this was a chance to help two of them out. Kainoa could find some time to relax, and if things went well, he and Lei might get past their rocky first impression of one another. They were going to be putting their lives into each other’s hands. If not friends, they should at least trust and understand one another. Learning how to surf from the beautiful Hawaiian was a nice bonus, not the main draw. Same for sampling new ice cream flavors while at work.

“Let me know when your first day is,” Mallory said, tipping down her sunglasses. “I’ll come get some ice cream from you.”

“Sometime next week,” Isaac said. “You’ll have to speak to my manager.”

Smooth as a wave, Mallory’s gaze flowed to Lei.

“I’ll figure out what the best day is sooner than later,” she promised.

“How are you going to handle Kainoa?”

“I’ll make him see reason. Eventually.”

“Just keep reinforcing that it’s a scheme born of love and care. And the many benefits of having a bit of time to himself.”

When Lei headed toward her car, Isaac didn’t mimic her. Instead, he turned to Mallory—and found her already staring right at him. Tiny versions of himself wobbled in the reflection of her sunglasses.

“I’m thinking my first workout will be sometime this weekend,” she said. “Maybe tomorrow, maybe Saturday.”

Fighting against wobbling in person, throat dry, he nodded. “Just let me know in advance.”

A subtle but potent smile appeared on Mallory’s lips. “Wear that cologne I bought you?”

“If you wear the first outfit you showed off for me.”

“Deal,” one beautiful actress said, then stuck out her hand.

With that, the shortest negotiation of Isaac’s life ended. He shook Mallory’s hand gladly.

“Still don’t want to share the sordid details about you and Morgan?” she asked.

“That’s a story you’ll need to get out of her.”

“Don’t think I can’t. Don’t think I won’t.”

“By all means, hear even more positive things about me,” Isaac said, smirking.

“Perhaps I will, or perhaps she was just doing what a lot of women do,” Mallory said. “I suppose I’ll see what she has to say when you’re not around.”

Perhaps. But not likely. Given the consistency and timbre of Morgan’s cries earlier that morning, he wasn’t worried. If anything, he wanted the gorgeous movie star to hear his review. The thought of the two stunning women conversing about him offered excitement, not trepidation. Also, so long as Mallory didn’t find a way to get to Morgan today, he intended to provide the buxom redhead with another experience worth mentioning.

After bidding Mallory farewell, Isaac checked his phone. 3:15. An hour before Morgan would make it home. An hour until she could weigh in on Mallory’s preferences for cologne.

Making it back in short order, he made his way through the front door and looped into the garage to open it. After guiding his rental into its short-term living space, he left the surfboard leaning on the passenger seat but grabbed everything else that he’d purchased. Most were clothes, and he added those to the laundry hamper for later washing. A few other effects found their homes in his bathroom or bedroom. Including the cologne that had nearly driven Mallory mad with lust.

Now, with time to spare, he focused on removing the competing cologne that Morgan knew better than he did. Some rubbing alcohol and a cotton ball made quick work of the splotches of fragrance he’d placed on his neck earlier in the day. Washing any remnants off with a wet hand towel, Isaac applied two gentle sprays of Carnal Promise to each side of his now unclaimed neck.

It was strong. If Morgan’s tastes didn’t coincide with Mallory’s, there might be a problem. He’d know soon enough.

Like a stay-at-home husband, giddiness burst like fireworks within his chest once he heard the garage door rumble to life. 4:12. Someone had really rushed home.

Grinning like the lovelorn fool that he was, Isaac bounced off the couch and rushed to—but left closed—the door to the garage. Because at 4:13, one of the most beautiful women alive did so. Soft blue eyes shimmered with delight upon seeing him, and one of the greatest days of Isaac’s life got even better.

“Was it a good day?” he asked.

Lab coat’s ends swishing behind her, Morgan just grinned and kissed him.

That was how they stood for over a minute, a nice replay of this morning’s events. Only, she didn’t have to leave once they were through. Infectious excitement rushed through them, building like oversized scoops of ice cream crowding a bowl.

A long, passionate embrace joined the dizzying kiss they shared. Morgan breathed in, then breathed in again. Her fingers tightened on his arms, and she held him close.

“That is one strong fragrance,” Morgan whispered as their kiss finally ended.

“Do you like it?”

“I’m considering jumping you right now.”

Isaac beamed and stole her ability to do so. Picking her up off her feet, he pressed her into the doorframe and continued admiring the softness of her lips.

“I see that you’ve rented both a Mustang and a surfboard,” Morgan eventually noted. “You’ve become the worst kind of tourist in just four days.”

“Only the Mustang is a rental,” Isaac said. “The board is mine. Lei helped me pick it out.”

“You got Lei to hang out with you?” Morgan asked, shocked.

“No, Mallory did. She got Lei to swing by to join us at The Shops after her shift ended.”

“A shopping outing with a sexy actress? Do I need to be concerned?”

“Not concerned, but surprised,” he prompted. “Impressed, even.”

“Go on.”

“Well, she’s the one who recommended this cologne,” Isaac said. “As well as almost everything else I bought today. We talked about you a lot, too.”

“In what way?”

“In the way where you’ve kind of made Mallory interested in me by always gushing about me whenever you two hung out.”

Morgan actually blushed. “I didn’t do that. Often.”

“Often enough,” Isaac said, finally letting Morgan down. They still didn’t separate, and Isaac’s arms stayed locked around her narrow waist.

“Details, Isaac. What happened while I was working all day, slaving away to make people healthier and happier?”

“Like I said, we talked about you a fair bit. Mallory also modeled some skintight outfits for me, and we talked about some other things—and we may have made plans to work out together this weekend. Nothing like this happened, though,” Isaac said, nodding toward their closeness.

Morgan made a face. “She’s known you for less than twenty-four hours. Just because she’s used to getting everything she wants in life, that doesn’t mean she can just move in on my turf so cavalierly.”

“Oh, and you’re not used to getting whatever you want, Doctor Reynolds?”

“Hush, you. I’m busy creating a rivalry between myself and one of the world’s most famous movie stars.”

Isaac chuckled and kissed the beautiful redhead again. “Well, as it so happens, she’s looking to have a conversation with you pretty soon. See, she initially claimed that she was being so… active because she wanted to help us become a thing.”

“Why the fuck does she need to model for you to do that?”

“Yeah, I pointed that out. But I also let her know she was late to the party; we were already all good on our own. So, she might come to you for details. I refused to share any.”

“Won’t kiss and tell, will you?”

“Not unless my cock’s being sucked when I do.”

Morgan’s eyes flashed hotly. “Duly noted. Maybe I’ll interrogate you later.”

“Well, I’ve got one more thing to share. It’s about Lei.”

“No fucking way,” Morgan said, jaw dropping. “You did not finally land me this morning and then go out and pick up two more women in the same damn day.”

“I didn’t,” Isaac promised. “Kind of the other way around, really. I let Lei hire me to work at her uncle’s ice cream shop.”

Morgan’s look of sheer incredulity left Isaac wishing that he’d set up a camera to snap a picture.

“In exchange for some surfing lessons, I’ve agreed to take a shift at Sweet Sunrise once a week. Lei wants to get Kainoa to stop working so many hours a week, so this was her master plan. Hire me.”

“He does work too much,” Morgan said. “He won’t accept Mallory’s payment either. Says he doesn’t want to feel like a mercenary; he’ll protect his home because it’s his home.”

“Yeah, I heard. So, yeah, come see me after work and get some ice cream. I’ll give you an extra scoop if you lean over the counter and kiss me.”

“Also duly noted,” Morgan said, stroking his arms. She inhaled the potent fragrance wafting off his skin one more time. “But what about today? Any thoughts on the rest of your very successful, very interesting day?”

“Several,” Isaac growled huskily, then drew Morgan deeper into her own house. His plans didn’t involve them leaving it. The rest of the world had gotten plenty of her during her work hours. Now, she was all his.

They started—or resumed, rather—what had begun in his bed on hers. Morgan held onto him as much as he did to her, towing him toward her bedroom. Her lab coat pooled on the ground at the doorway, though Isaac wouldn’t have minded if she’d kept it—only it—on for a little while. For now, Morgan rushed to strip down to some enticingly lacy undergarments. That was totally fine too.

“Someone was thinking about what they’d be doing after work during their shift.”

“Yeah, me and a hundred million other people,” Morgan said dryly. “Now come remind me why I’m okay with all these other harlots trying to steal some of your time.”

The remaining hours of the night were hers. All of them. Scooping Morgan up, he carried her to her bed, then pinned her on her back. Without her needing to urge him on, his lips rediscovered every delicious inch of her sinful body. Sunlight streamed through the glass doors separating her bedroom from her backyard. Much less would be visible by the time Isaac was through with the island’s most desirable doctor.

She breathed him in as he hovered over her, grasping his back muscles as he peppered her stomach and breasts with soft, warm kisses. So, at least she liked his new cologne. Perhaps not as much as Mallory did, but enough to give him a reason to wear it around her, too.

Isaac’s mouth moved along Morgan’s collarbone, neck, and jawline. He claimed every place his lips could reach. She was his.

“How do you feel about visiting a beach this weekend?” Morgan whispered as he caressed her skin. “Let you and the sun kiss me at the same time.”

“Won’t we have an audience? Every beach I drove by looked a little too packed for this type of fun.”

“It’ll be a test of our stealthiness,” Morgan purred, running a hand through his hair.

Her lacy bra hit the floor a few minutes later. Desire throttled him as he admired the swell of her heavy breasts. Slightly compressed while on her back, they seemed to spill out—and beg for the same privilege he’d granted the rest of her body.

He gave it to them gladly. He nipped at the underside of Morgan’s breasts, using his face to push them up slightly, star-struck by their weight. Morgan laughed but let him play around a little.

“Boys and their toys,” it seemed to say.

After nuzzling her breasts for a bit longer, Isaac began working his way up their slopes. He kissed smooth, slightly tanned skin, drooling over the thought of sunbathing with a topless Morgan, then repeating this same activity. His fingertips traced her outline, moving up her sides, bringing their gentle touch to those amazing breasts.

Morgan’s breaths teetered on the brink of impatient sighs. He’d dreamed of such sounds. Of her building excitement about what he was going to do to her.

So much. There weren’t enough hours in the day, even including the extra ones gained in Maui’s Fragment.

“Give me a number, Morgan,” he said, and she immediately understood.

“Twenty,” she said in a husky purr. “Give me double of what you gave me this morning, and I’ll suck you off again, then give you something additional—something special—in the evening. Something outside.”

Isaac’s blood nearly boiled. He glanced up, saw Morgan’s blue eyes shimmering with need, and moved his mouth up long enough to seal their deal with a passion-infused kiss.

A second after it ended, it returned to her right breast, joining his right hand. That left the other free to travel down her trembling body. It slipped under her last piece of clothing, letting it stay, but not letting it keep him out.

He kissed near her nipple, then drew his lips like a light pen stroke around her areola. At the same time, two fingers glided over her wet sex. Morgan exhaled, hands balling into fists. Her stare could have set a field ablaze.

Isaac brought out shackles for his glee, knowing it might trip him up. Intense focus was what he replaced it with. This first day was important, and he meant to provide his very best. With all the skill he had in him, he would see that Morgan shivered whenever she reminisced about what he had done to her today.

His mouth proved how sensitive her breasts were, almost as sensitive as Adria’s. His fingers proved how deftly they could move, that they knew the right places to go, and that Isaac knew not to rush. Twenty didn’t happen in as many minutes.

Swirling his fingers at the same time as he blew cool air onto Morgan’s nipple, Isaac started where every upward count did. Morgan’s eyelashes fluttered as she inhaled. His new scent was everywhere, on top of her, spreading across her skin like tendrils of smoke, surrounding her on all sides. Biting her lower lip, Morgan’s first moans were soft and breathy. Most of the rest were not.

Fingertips coaxing out those moans as they played with her clit, she climaxed once, twice, and then a third time. A short period of reprieve followed, though he didn’t stop kissing her body for even a second. When she growled—and it was a growl—at him to get back to work, he did so, fingers sliding inside for the first time that afternoon. When she hissed through her teeth that she was about to climax again, he didn’t slow down. If she wanted to be worked over, then he would work her over. Time lost its meaning in that bed. There was only this effort, and the visual and audible rewards Isaac absorbed from it.

Pussy tightening around his pulsing fingers, she climaxed yet again: number nine. She quaked, core muscles tense, hissing his name as this newest round of undulating pleasure gushed through her. Morgan Reynolds, a woman he’d wanted but never thought he could have, all but worshipped his skill. A few times she did.

“There, fuck, fuck, there, Isaac! God, oh, God!”

“Which one?” Isaac teased, gently grinding his teeth across the nipple he had trapped between them. “We happen to know that there are a lot out there, some friendlier than others.”

Morgan couldn’t reply. At her request, he’d stopped giving her any time to come down from her euphoric high before he started up again. She didn’t want even a slight decrease in the rhythm of his fingers.

As such, her body experienced such stimulation that another woman would have cried out that it was too much. No breaks, not even to catch her breath. A bombardment of bliss from her best friend’s younger brother. Only that. For hours.

The breath she could catch, she needed to snatch as quickly as she could. Her breasts heaved as she sucked in air, then expelled it nearly as quickly when he bit down on her nipple, causing her to shiver wildly. Her moans grew messier, blending in a jumble, making it impossible to tell when one ended and another began.

“Isaac, oh, yes!” she cried, arriving at her eleventh orgasm. “Keep it up. It’s so damn good.”

He did. Even as his forearm began to ache, he wouldn’t stop. His muscles would get used to it. He just needed to repeat this exact workout several times a week. Morgan would hardly complain about that.

Into the high teens they raced. Isaac bit, pulled, and sucked on Morgan’s nipples with an intensity he was usually told was too much. She loved it. The urgency of her cries spilled across her bed like dawn’s arrival upon a field. It spread everywhere, touching everything.

At nineteen, his arm burned from wrist to elbow. His thumb worked her clit, while his forefinger and middle finger slid across her slick walls. His skill had suffered for the past few. Not enough to leave Morgan unsatisfied, but enough for each to take longer than the next—and that obviously compounded his soreness. But he could see the finish line. So could Morgan, who could tell he was flagging.

“One more, baby,” she whispered, playing with the nipple he couldn’t put his mouth on, helping him deliver her to one final shattering. “You can treat me anyway you like when I’m sucking you off. See how much of a slut I am for your cock. I was daydreaming about it all day at work.”

A strangled groan of lust and fatigue escaped Isaac’s throat. Imprisoning her nipple with his teeth, he pulled his head back, deforming her breast in that way she loved. Morgan’s eyes glowed like starlight as he guided her to the edge of a cliff, then harshly shoved her off.

“You’re the besttt!” she moaned, putting extra volume into it, arching her gorgeous body, clenching around his fingers, shutting her eyes. Her twentieth orgasm blossomed within her, and she made sure he knew it.

His hand trembled wildly as he withdrew his fingers from Morgan’s pussy. Visibly slick to the knuckle, they were proof of his success.

Collapsing onto his side next to Morgan, he listened as she recovered over several deep breaths.

“Holy shit, you’re the real deal,” she eventually whispered.

The inflection of awe in her voice raised an eyebrow. “The real deal?”

“That was well over an hour,” Morgan said.

“Yeah. So?”

“Well, I didn’t actually think you’d make it all the way to the end,” Morgan admitted, smiling sloppily, sweat matting hair to her forehead. “Most guys flag and bow out, or at least need a little break, but you kept persevering. Stubborn boy.”

“I said I would. I keep my word.”

“And now I know you’re the kind of guy who does,” Morgan said, then stopped him from replying by covering his lips with her finger. “Now, pick where you want to be when you see that I’m the same kind of woman.”

Isaac’s eyes instinctively gravitated to the doors leading out back. There remained about an hour until sunset, and hadn’t Morgan promised they’d do something out back?

Later, Isaac thought.

But he could use those doors, that light.

Standing up, Isaac walked over to the doors but didn’t open them. Standing beside them, he stripped off his shorts. He’d discarded his shirt long ago.

As soon as his cock, rigid as rock, appeared, Morgan understood. Grinning salaciously, she rolled off her bed, prowled toward him, then dropped to her knees in front of him.

“Like this, sir?” she asked softly, staring up at him with wide, innocent eyes.

Isaac knew they belonged to a woman who was anything but.

“I haven’t decided where I want to cum,” he said.

“Just say where and when.”

Morgan licked her lips and then licked his cock. Proof that she loved it as much as she’d said soon arrived, with her holding it in one hand, tilting it up enough for her to run her tongue across every inch. Morgan treated it as if it were worthy of worship, mesmerized by its size, entranced by its taste.

Unlike this morning, she was in no rush, had nowhere else to be. Isaac’s cock was the only thing on her mind. Soft breaths splashed warmth along its underside as she trailed her lips from base to tip. Morgan occasionally stopped to just stare at it, then stare up at him. The smiles that came after left Isaac woozy.

“I should drain you each morning,” Morgan mused, “and leave nothing for those other slutty women who are after you.”

“You’d need to suck me off a lot for that,” Isaac said.

“Is that so?”

“I could give you the name of one or two of my exes, let you investigate if I’m bluffing.”

“Those were girls, Isaac,” Morgan said. “They probably barely knew what they were doing around this big, wonderful specimen.”

Well, that wasn’t completely untrue, but he had a few exes who would probably take umbrage with Morgan’s arrogance. On the other hand, it was hard to disagree that Morgan was far more skilled than anyone else he’d ever been with.

“I’ll be sure to let Adria know that you’re the supreme authority on sucking cock,” Isaac said.

“If you do that, she’ll demand you give her a chance to prove I’m wrong.”

“I know.”

Snorting, Morgan smiled. “If you can actually come back to me after she takes her shot and say she was better, you can invite her over to show me how it’s done.”

Isaac sucked in a sharp breath, envisioning it. As Morgan wanted. All along, this had been her plan.

And so, in his weakened state, she immediately wrapped her lips around his cock and thrust her nose to his groin. He groaned loudly, succumbing to the feeling of her hot, tight throat constricting around his cock.

“That’s what I thought,” her lustful but confident smile said.

She kept him on the brink of exploding for what felt like well over an hour. In reality, he might have lasted fifteen minutes. Long enough to gloat only if he believed that he’d held out that long. They both knew he hadn’t. She had an itinerary in mind, and they followed it. Morgan Reynolds wore him down, chipping away at his sanity, right up until she prepared to claim her prize.

Right up until she stopped deepthroating him. Until she stopped sucking on his cock at all, in fact.

The fog sitting atop his mind vanished like a ripped-away tablecloth, sending cups, plates, and silverware clattering onto the hard ground. It was enough to make him gasp and start. Morgan’s warm, wet lips still surrounded his cock; she just wasn’t moving them.

He looked down at Morgan. She already stared up at him.

“Wha—” he began to ask, only for the answer to dawn on him a moment later.

That lascivious glint in her eyes, the way she hadn’t fully pulled back, the daring smirk curving the edges of those seductive lips.

She didn’t plan to keep going. As if to prove that he could no longer live without the tightness of her throat and the rough swipes of her tongue, she was done.

But he didn’t have to be.

Isaac growled theatrically and thrust his hand onto the back of Morgan’s head. The glint became a full-blown blaze as he began making her deepthroat him—with the arm that wasn’t ridiculously sore.

“Ungh, glugh, glugh!”

Unrestrained noises filled Morgan’s bedroom as he forced his length into her throat again and again. Saliva and precum spilled out of the corners of her mouth, landing on her thighs and the floor. Hands grasped the sides of his knees, holding on, letting him face-fuck their owner until he was through—until he was spent. Given the green light to be as rough and self-serving as he wanted, Isaac did as he saw fit, pumping her nose to his groin each time. Without so much as a sputter or cough, Morgan proved she could handle the rough treatment just fine.

It didn’t feel as good as when she was in control, yet the unique situation uplifted his pleasure all the same. The freedom she granted set him alight in a primal way. He had power over her, control. And with his control over the unfairly sultry woman, Isaac focused solely on his own bliss. It was all he needed to be concerned about. Cumming. Cumming deep in this woman’s tight throat, or on her beautiful face, or on her perfect tits.

Isaac made his choice just moments before he hit his limit. Thrusting Morgan’s lips along his cock one final time, Isaac clenched his jaw, curled his toes, and frayed at the seams. Shoving Morgan back, he freed his cock from her mouth, grabbed it with his sore hand, and kept hold of Morgan’s hair with his other.

A second later, he turned one of the prettiest faces in this world or the next into a complete and total mess.

The first spurt sprayed across her lips, right cheek, and eye, which she closed just in time. Some of his mess landed in her hair; the force of that first ejaculation went well beyond the norm. As its end dripped down her chin, another splashed directly onto her pursed lips, covering the lower half of her face in white. More powerful, blissful spurts followed, adding to the depraved art he created—and that Morgan had willfully commissioned.

Isaac heaved several exhausted breaths, staring down at the woman on her knees.

With only one eye capable of staying open, cum dripping down her face, Morgan still managed to look far too smug.


Chapter Six

Something Special

By the time they finished cleaning up in her bathroom, it was officially dark outside. However, they agreed to save that “something special” for after dinner. Only, neither of them wanted to cook anything. Their hands had better places to be than around a stove or oven.

“Pizza?” Morgan suggested.

“Give me a number to call.”

She did, and he dialed up Madman’s Pizza and placed their order. He left off the pineapple, imagining that the collective Hawaiian people would forgive him, seeing as how Hawaiian pizza had actually originated in Canada. Thirty-five minutes later, the doorbell rang.

Having spent most of that time kissing, cuddling, and fondling Morgan on her couch, Isaac regretfully decoupled from her and headed toward the front door. More regret was to come, though not from him.

A lanky guy around Isaac’s age started as soon as he opened the door, then frowned. His eyes darted toward the house number inscribed on a vertical plaque by the door, as though he were wondering if he’d arrived at the wrong house.

“For Morgan?” he asked.

“Yep, that’s us,” Isaac said, extending his hands. One held payment and a nice tip, while the other waited to collect their pizzas.

“Oh…” Although he looked strangely perturbed, he unlatched his carrier and pulled out two pizzas.

As Isaac accepted them, the man climbed onto his toes, trying to look over Isaac’s shoulder.

“Hi, Derek,” Morgan called from deeper in her house, visible on the couch when she leaned back far enough. She fluttered her fingers and smiled.

“Hi, Doctor Reynolds,” the man said, though his mood grew even gloomier.

“Well, thanks,” Isaac said, having an idea of what was going on, then calmly but firmly shut the door.

Morgan deserved every part of his unamused stare as he returned to her side and unceremoniously dropped the pizza boxes onto her lap. She puffed out her lower lip, feigning hurt.

“Really, you had me get us pizza from a place where the delivery driver has a crush on you?”

“Baby, you’d have to dial up a place in Lahaina to find a place where there isn’t at least one driver who has a crush on me.”

Isaac snorted and plopped himself back onto the couch. Looking for where the hand towels had disappeared to, he found them sitting in a stack on the couch’s arm. Narrowing his eyes at Morgan’s second scheme, he reached across her body to grab one. Waiting like an ambush predator, she darted in to kiss him right when his fingertips touched the top one, but he dodged away.

“Come on, this is my favorite pizza joint in Kihei, and I didn’t know if Derek was going to be the delivery driver.” Under her breath, she added, “He just usually is.”

“Well, you’ve put him in a bad mood, so I hope you’re happy,” Isaac said. He wasn’t actually in a bad mood, of course. Not after the day he’d had. This wasn’t even a blip on his radar.

“Kind of why I did it,” Morgan said. “He’s not a bad guy, but I’d like to have fewer long, rambling conversations with my delivery drivers, you know? You’re my shield. You get paid with great head.”

“By all means,” Isaac said.

And while he didn’t regret those words, he hadn’t really expected Morgan to follow through.

By the time she finished blowing him for the third time in one day, their pizza had dropped from piping hot to mildly warm. So, unfortunately for Madman’s Pizza, Isaac’s first taste of them wasn’t their best. However, he certainly connected the brand with something positive.

While munching on their respective pizzas, almost in perfect sync, their phones both received a message. For Isaac, Adria wanted to let him know that she had a half-shift tomorrow and so would be free from 1 pm onward.

“Might get to compare and contrast sooner than later,” Isaac said glibly.

Still reading her message, Morgan smirked. “My vow stands. You look me in the eye at any time and say Adria Velasco sucks cock better than I do, you can bring her over to show me how it’s done.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He nodded at her phone. “Now, who’s bothering you?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“It’s Mallory, isn’t it?”

Morgan just shrugged, typed in a quick response, then set her phone down. Isaac scowled at her.

After making plans with Adria, his phone vibrated again just as he started to put it down.

Not tomorrow, it read. Saturday morning. My place.

Mallory. Isaac’s heart soared as he stared at the short but sweet message. It also locked in his belief that Mallory had texted Morgan first, probably to make Friday plans with her. To talk about him, perhaps? Morgan now had a large enough sample size to weigh in on his skills. She was more than welcome to tell his celebrity crush all about how good he was at fingering her, teasing her breasts, and surviving her blowjobs.

“Don’t forget to mention my impressive stamina,” Isaac said as he tore another bite out of his pizza slice.

“Hmm?” Morgan asked, playing dumb.

About an hour later, Morgan tested Isaac’s resolve with a bikini that displayed far too much for any public venue. However, with night cloaking Kihei in shadow, it was perfect for the privacy of Morgan’s narrow lap pool.

She went for a barely-there bikini, bright teal cups shining with a glittery substance. Her bottoms were black with teal strings, and it put her hips and ass on such perfect display that Isaac trembled when she turned her back to him. He no longer wanted to swim; instead, he wanted to fuck her until they both passed out.

“Not one I can take to the family-friendly beaches,” Morgan said with a wink. “These straps could break at any moment.”

She hefted her breasts, side-boob plentifully displayed, then turned and again showed how little of her butt it covered. Yet again, Morgan effortlessly turned him on.

Sliding into her swimming pool, Morgan stared right at his erection. A prideful, teasing smile appeared, though her eyes hinted at a more carnal emotion.

“Four times in a day? Is that where we’re headed?”

“So long as you can stay as good as you’ve been.”

“How do you think I became such a successful doctor, Isaac?” the beautiful redhead asked. “Work or play, I bring my A-game every single time.”

“And here I was thinking it was because your tits look amazing in a lab coat,” Isaac said, lowering himself into the water.

“Well, they help.” Morgan hefted them again, a kiss for each following. “They’re happy to have gotten so much attention from you earlier. So long as your skill stays as good as it’s been, maybe you’ll give them a little more before bed?”

“Just say when,” Isaac said.

Morgan grinned and sliced away from him like a dolphin, dipping herself into the water and beginning her laps. Isaac watched her go for a few seconds, admiring that stunning butt, then joined her.

They swam at a far more leisurely pace than Isaac ever had while training for a meet. That suited him just fine, as it allowed him and Morgan to make eyes at one another each time they passed. They weren’t ships in the night, unaware of the other. The performative nature of tonight’s swim was abundantly clear.

Often, Morgan would reach one end of the pool, then wait for him to catch up. After giving him a quick kiss tinged with chlorine, she’d kick away before he could get too handsy. She might wait for him at the end of the next lap, or she might add a few more laps in before that next self-created delay. She kept her rhythm uneven, keeping him guessing when her next stop would be.

A few times, she put too many laps in between their next kiss, so Isaac would grab her midway through a lap and pull her into him. Morgan’s eyes shone each time that happened, and she happily wrapped her arms around his neck, breasts compressed against his chest, and offered him a longer kiss as an apology. She didn’t always let him grab her, however.

“I feel like some kind of trickster eidolon suits you,” Isaac eventually said, following Morgan’s deep dive—as deep as her shallow pool would allow—to avoid one such attempt to catch her mid-lap. He finished his lap, then called out to her from opposite sides of the pool.

“I don’t disagree,” Morgan called back. “Would be nice to have their real identity, though.”

As was the case for Isaac and Lei, Morgan didn’t know the identity of her eidolon partner. Separating herself from them, however, they weren’t entirely taciturn. Rather, they gladly provided her with a different possible mythical figure or god each time she asked who they were. Regardless, now that he was here, it tipped the scales of Bonded who didn’t know who their eidolon was from fifty-fifty to sixty-forty. And they could technically count Adria as not knowing who her eidolon was too, though Isaac agreed with her theory about it being Joan of Arc. The only one to be one hundred percent certain was Kainoa, who was partnered up with old, ornery Captain Ahab.

Before his sister’s death, this hadn’t been too big of a deal. After all, Maui’s Fragment was a training zone, a place to discover such mysteries in a relatively safe environment. But now, following her death, Morgan had become the most experienced Bonded on Maui. Ten whole months of experience. Not years, as had been the case for Alyssa. Still, it was ten months more than what Isaac had. And she at least knew the scope of her abilities.

A sort of chameleon’s camouflage, which she could grant to others she touched. Exceedingly useful for infiltrating a hostile environment. She could also manifest a black dagger that could literally cause shadows to devour a body whole if she killed something with that. That also seemed useful. A little horrifying, but useful.

“I really hope I’m at least as helpful as you and Adria are,” Isaac said after swimming over to her. She’d waited for him, expecting he would want to talk more about the topic.

“I’m sure you will be. The one you picked manifested as a flame of some sort, right?”

“Yeah, with straw underneath that only burned away once we forged the bond. I’ve spent some time looking up gods and heroes with a relation to fire. Unsurprisingly, there are a lot. And since it could be a fictional character, like our Captain Ahab, well… wish me luck on figuring out who it is.”

“I wish you luck,” the beautiful redhead said, pecking him on the lips. “But hey, flames are usually pretty good at burning things, which we sort of need.”

That was true. As of now, the group’s offensive capabilities were at an all-time low. Morgan, Adria, and Kainoa all offered different types of utility—stealth, protection, and teleportation, respectively. Great for support. Not so great for killing an enormous dragon, which was what they needed to do.

Well, someone needed to do it. Unexcitingly, the plan was more for their group to train in Maui’s Fragment, whose Breakthrough was growing at a leisurely pace, until a more experienced Bonded needed to be called in to close it for good.

It was a plan he despised. He hadn’t sat on the sidelines all his life, totally unaware of what his father and sister were doing, only to finally find out that they were literally fighting to keep the world safe, but then be asked to watch someone else resolve the issue. His sister had died here. Sure, not because of the dangers within Maui’s Fragment, but she’d only ever come to this island because of it.

“Yeah, but what good will fire be against fiery serpents and fire-breathing dragons?” Isaac said glumly, recalling the sight of the former monstrosity during his sneak peek into the latter’s domain. It had been enormous… and it had casually swum up a river of magma. Famously, magma was very hot. Hotter than fire.

“Well, they are mystical flames, so maybe they’ll burn anything they touch, regardless? Our abilities aren’t always so straightforward. With Raijin, Alyssa could hurl lightning bolts at enemies, but she could also literally become a bolt of lightning herself, moving from place to place in an instant. It was awesome to see, so long as you didn’t mind all the red splotches in your vision.”

“I wish I could have seen it,” Isaac said, bitterness bleeding through.

Morgan offered him a remorseful look. “Knowing how things turned out, you might have been in that helicopter too, Isaac.”

In a vicious stab of irony, the most powerful Bonded in the group had lost her life in a completely natural storm. Not in another world, facing mythical monsters, but in this mundane one, which was now dimmer for her absence. No one knew why they’d decided to go up in a helicopter that night, when a storm had been imminent, but Isaac had an idea. Sheer ego.

While no one could deny their father was a genius, he’d also been ridiculously arrogant about certain things. When it came to his piloting skills, he’d ignored weather warnings several times in the past. Once or twice, Isaac had been the one in the helicopter with him. This time, his hubris had come with a cost. But he’d also stolen Alyssa’s future, and for that Isaac would never forgive him.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Isaac said. “I could have talked sense into Alyssa about trusting Father’s warped judgment.”

Before Morgan could reply, Isaac shook his head. They were getting off track. Tonight should be about the present and future, not reliving the agony that he’d only just started healing from.

“Hopefully, you’re right,” Isaac said. “Flames that burn anything sound like they could round out our group a little bit. So long as I have more control over my ability than Lei has over hers.”

“I very much hope so,” Morgan said, sighing. “That girl’s been struggling for months, and it’d be optimistic to say there’s even been nominal improvement. If we had any idea who her eidolon was, maybe we could figure out what’s causing all these issues. Lei says she’s had conversations with them, but they can’t be that helpful, seeing where she still is.”

Isaac nodded. With her ability, one that summoned and contained—in theory—superheated plasma, it was all just a mess. He had seen firsthand how much trouble she was having with the containment part of her ability. As things currently stood, she was in no shape to help in a fight.

When he’d bonded his eidolon, he’d heard her speak in his mind. She’d told him to first know a gentle flame. That didn’t sound like the sort of all-consuming conflagration that the group needed. Right now, they were an RPG party consisting entirely of support units. Their most powerful offensive tool was Morgan’s dagger, and even that seemed pretty unhelpful in a straight-up fight.

So, as much as he disliked how their plan involved avoiding a confrontation with Maui’s Ruler, only a fool would think they were equipped to fight a dragon. That was why he smothered most of his complaints. His recklessness would not be what got someone hurt or killed.

They continued swimming laps for another twenty minutes, with Isaac struggling to let go of his anxiety. Like the other Bonded, he could only speak to his eidolon when in one of the rare places tying their worlds together. Here, that meant the Breakthrough atop Haleakala or within the Maui Fragment itself. For all the good that would do him, as his eidolon had so far only chimed in to shut down his attempts to practice with his ability.

In doing so, a stone grew in his shoe, larger and more uncomfortable with each non-step he took. He’d picked this eidolon over Raijin, who had been among the options he could have selected. An outside influence had guided him away from bonding with his sister’s eidolon, promising that his current eidolon would prove the better choice.

And so, there actually was one other Fragment he could visit—and only him. His guide’s Fragment. Aria.

Because of the deal that they’d made just before he arrived in Maui, she could bring him to her unique, impermanent Fragments, where he could see and speak with the most beautiful being he had ever laid eyes on. While Raymond believed they could only be created through the combination of a natural disaster and a requisite amount of human suffering, that wasn’t the only way. Some unique ability allowed Aria to form her Fragments without either. It made her special—in a different way than being a literal mythical being living in another world already did.

And yet, that wasn’t the only way for them to communicate. Thanks to their special bond, they could converse telepathically at any time. Furthermore, it seemed that she could observe him as he went about his day.

“Been spying on me today?” Isaac sent, envisioning silver hair and vivid blue eyes as he did so.

A cool voice sounded in his mind a moment later. “This implies that you were unaware of my ability to see you.”

“Not true. Plenty of outed spies are still left to go about their business. Geopolitics and all that.”

“I am not human, so I have no involvement in Earthen politics.”

“You were once. You told me as much.”

“Once. No longer.”

Isaac rolled his eyes, finishing his current lap. Morgan delayed him from sending his reply to the silver-haired eidolon with a long, affectionate kiss.

“Fine, whatever. But were you watching me today?”

“I do not exist solely to surveil your every activity.”

“Sure, but which ‘activities’ did you surveil today?”

Aria remained silent, which caused Isaac to grin while his face was underwater.

“That’s what I thought. So, how did you enjoy the shows? There were multiple.”

“I am aware,” came a dry reply.

“Could you have done better?” he asked. “Seeing as you’re a seductive fox spirit and all. How good does that make you in bed?”

“Good enough to know I would require better than your clumsy fingers,” Aria said.

Isaac smiled again, earning a strange look from Morgan when he caught up to her at the end of the current lap. For her, himself, and the watching eidolon, he grabbed onto her and kissed her until they were breathless.

“Guess I need a lot more practice, then,” Isaac sent. He’d grown strangely used to having conversations inside his own head. It felt as normal as speaking with his mouth. “You keep watching, okay, and let me know when you think I’m good enough for you.”

He received only a light snort in reply.

Technically, the best way for him to improve would actually be with his guiding star. Time flowed much, much slower in Fragments than it did on Earth, making it the best possible place to improve one’s skill set. If Aria ever became willing to be his practice partner, he’d leap at the opportunity.

For now, it was not to be. Instead, he had to get his experience just like everyone else—and with someone that everyone else wanted to have.

After finishing swimming, Isaac and Morgan reunited, their limbs entwined and passion on their lips. He lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. Pinning her against a wall, he made out with her until they were breathless yet again.

“When’s that ‘something special’ happening?” he asked.

“Once you’re ready to head back inside.”

Given that Morgan’s top remained on, he wasn’t. Quickly fixing that issue, he sent it floating away but held her close. Admiring her full, round breasts, his lips tasted chlorine on her nipples. Neither it nor how slick her skin was could keep him away, though they didn’t escalate to how things had been in her bedroom. This experience stayed light and playful, involving soft smiles and softer sighs, but no breathy moans.

Over the course of a few minutes, he filled his quota on those and was soon ready for more. Morgan smirked, seeing the change in his expression as he nipped at her breast one final time, then pulled away.

Hopping out of the pool, Morgan left her top floating on the water. With a seductive look over her shoulder, she headed toward the side of her house. Where an outdoor showerhead protruded from the wall.

So, ready to go inside, but not actually heading inside, Isaac thought, hastily adding his own wet footprints to the ground.

Standing atop the brown granite block beneath the showerhead, Morgan turned a nozzle. As cool water streamed out, quickly becoming hot, she smiled at him.

“You have to be willing to listen, okay?”

Isaac tilted his head. “Why would I not?”

“Because you're nineteen and want to fuck me.”

Well… that was true, but he didn’t quite understand. Morgan continued to smile as she stepped under the water gushing out of the faucet. It cascaded down her near-naked body. Only one thing left to remove.

Isaac’s heart raced as Morgan slipped out of her bikini bottoms, giving him a sight that would etch itself into his mind forever. Tall, confident, and unspeakably curvaceous, Morgan peered at him with such desire that Isaac’s breath cut off for several seconds.

“You can take your swimming trunks off,” Morgan said, then lifted a finger. “So long as you promise to listen.”

Nodding eagerly, Isaac gave Morgan another reason to stare lustfully at him. His cock sprang free, as hard as it had ever been. Morgan bit her lower lip, looking captivated by what she’d already shoved into her throat three times today.

“Come up behind me,” she ordered huskily.

His mind went blank. He, her, them, this—

“Isaac,” Morgan said, and he realized that he’d locked up for several seconds.

Skin tingling, Isaac hurried forward, and Morgan made room for the streaming water to hit him. He briefly shut his eyes, letting warm water cleanse his hair and skin of chlorine and other chemicals.

When he opened his eyes, Morgan wasn’t facing him. Instead, she’d put her hands on the beige outer wall of her home and pushed her butt back until it was mere inches away from his cock. Isaac’s breath hitched.

“Between my ass,” Morgan said, glancing at him. “Not in it. Okay? I’m going to need lube—a lot of it—for when that happens.”

For when that happens.

Something between a gravely cheer and a strangled yelp escaped his mouth. Morgan smiled and waited for him to comply.

Nearly too overwhelmed to stay upright, he found stability by grabbing hold of Morgan’s shapely hips. Her skin was warm to the touch but growing chillier, as she no longer stood under the curtain of hot water. An evening wind sped up the process. Maybe Isaac could be the correction.

Isaac pushed his cock between Morgan’s ass, tip upward rather than forward. As she wanted. He wanted it too. He wanted both, and the other a fair bit more, but he voiced no complaints about tonight’s gift.

“Have as much fun as you like,” Morgan whispered huskily.

Starting by moving his hands from her hips to the sides of her tremendous butt, Isaac pressed his hands inward. Around a cock that twitched eagerly. Smothering it, encasing it.

“So hot,” Morgan cooed, glancing over her shoulder, then down. “Like you’re trying to melt me.”

“Everything you’re feeling is completely your fault,” Isaac said.

“I accept my punishment willingly, then,” Morgan said, eyes alight. A little greener than they’d been in her bedroom, when the sun had still been up. “Like I will all others.”

Sculpting her ass around his throbbing cock, Isaac began to fuck it. His hips went up, sliding his wet cock between smooth but equally wet skin. It didn’t create the most amazing sensation, but the situation more than made up for it.

Under the stars, Isaac got himself an assjob from Morgan Reynolds, the woman of his dreams.

He pumped slowly and rhythmically, not wanting to be seen as too eager. After all, he suspected there was at least one other set of eyes on him right now. He had the opportunity to impress two gorgeous women at once. So long as he could stay focused.

“Your ass is so fucking amazing,” Isaac whispered, awestruck by how well it surrounded his cock. At times, it almost completely hid it from view.

“And it’s all yours, all the time,” Morgan purred. “Ask me to get on your lap, or just pull me onto it, and I’ll get to work.”

Fuck, Isaac thought, shivering from the fantasies her words conjured. He’d wanted her for so, so long. Even if her interest in him wasn’t as old, a certain movie star could attest to its intensity. Together at last.

“It better be,” he said, pumping his cock as he leaned forward to kiss Morgan’s wet shoulder through clumps of red hair. “I’m not going another day without you, Doctor Reynolds. You’re my apple a day.”

Laughter danced with the sound of water clattering on feverish bodies and smooth granite. “Awful, Isaac! That’s a terrible line.”

“You’ll still suck my cock later.”

“You want to make it four times in a single day? What, do you think I’m the kind of slut who just wants your cock in her throat that much?”

“I know you are,” Isaac said, keeping his lips pressed against her skin. “You have to make up for all the days where you didn’t suck it.”

“What do you think I’ve been doing all day? We’ve got a lot of catching up to do. Give me a month or two, Isaac, and I’ll have sucked your cock more than every other woman you know combined.”

Anticipation nearly burned a hole through him. “Let me record you in action sometime?”

Morgan grinned from ear to ear. “You want to make a porno with me, Isaac? Have something you can watch when I’m at work, and Adria and Mallory are busy?”

“A few,” he whispered, voice hoarse. “I want to make a few.”

“A whole series, then?” Morgan said, moving her butt up and down, adding to the pleasure building within his twitching cock. “A lot of men have tried to get me to let them make a sex tape, I’ll have you know.” She grinned again. “Tried and failed.”

“Then I’ll be your first. Just like you’ll soon be the first woman to have deepthroated me four times in one day.”

“Perhaps,” Morgan said, glancing down. “Assuming you’ll be able to get it up again before I need to sleep.”

“Easily,” Isaac growled.

“It’s easy to talk big when you’re so big.” Her eyes twinkled mirthfully as he squeezed her butt a little harder. “We’ll see how you feel after my ass has you cumming buckets all over it.”

Snorting, Isaac still pursued that very goal. The water on their bodies hindered things more than it helped, making for a poor lubricant. It didn’t hamper the pleasure much; supercharged with lust, he barely noticed it. He wanted to cum so badly, and not one iota of his mind, body, or soul disagreed. Each heady upward thrust brought him closer.

Morgan kept her eyes on him, deriving her pleasure from the faces he made as he neared his breaking point. She poured affection and desire upon him with those looks—and promises. So many promises.

An unexpected sound nearly shattered their shared dream. Seeing that they were outdoors, such sounds were plentiful. The rustling of leaves as they scraped across the sidewalk, the murmur of the wind setting wind chimes dancing, the growl of tires on pavement. For the last of those, two cars had driven by since they’d begun. Morgan’s gate was short enough for someone with a tall vehicle and a keen eye—and a reason to stare into the darkness—to see them from the road. However, unless they stopped in place and took a hard, long look, Isaac doubted they’d make out much.

Thankfully, that wasn’t quite what happened. Instead, the car coming up the road turned just one house short of theirs. Light shone over the wall that separated Morgan’s property from the driveway beside and below it. Because this street moved up a hill, that was the norm, with each subsequent house higher than its neighbor.

As such, even with Morgan’s next-door neighbor pulling into their long driveway, which was a rare one that attached to a garage behind their house, they couldn’t see him or Morgan. Not unless they were secretly giraffes.

“Guess Maria didn’t like this date either,” Morgan said, sounding amused. She refocused on him. “Treat her like you treat Emily. She’s not a bad person, but her love life is a total mess. Just don’t fuck her, please.”

“I don’t want to fuck every woman in Maui,” Isaac protested.

“Yeah, well, they all seem to want to fuck you. I had to listen to three separate inquiries about whether you’d be coming back to work with me tomorrow earlier today.”

“Who was asking?” Isaac asked, grinning as Morgan skewered him with a flat look. “Did Iolana ask?”

“What, you want both doctors? I’m not good enough?”

“You’re good enough,” Isaac said. “I’ve been worshipping you for way too long for you to think otherwise.”

Morgan smiled at what was plainly the right answer. She wiggled her hips, and they continued their fun while Maria unhappily parked her car and stomped to her kitchen in search of a bottle of red. Later, Morgan would give him the scoop. While she wasn’t the same brand of trouble as Emily, the wealthy realtor next door had been looking for “Mr. Right” for years. For all that Maui offered, it didn’t seem capable of satisfying Maria’s lofty expectations for a partner.

“You might want to hurry,” Morgan whispered. “It’s not often, but sometimes Maria swings by my front door with a bottle of wine after a bad date.”

“So, I need to keep away horny delivery drivers and bothersome neighbors, huh?” Isaac said. “They just won’t let us fuck in peace.”

“Bastards, the lot of them.”

Giving Morgan’s ass a dangerously loud slap, Isaac pumped his cock with renewed vigor. Pleasure bubbled up through him like steam gathering under a pan lid. It filled and filled and filled the space, ready to seize its freedom the moment someone removed the lid. Isaac’s breathing grew less controlled, and noticing the lights coming on in Maria’s house somehow electrified him.

“Make a mess,” Morgan said as his quickness ramped up. “All over me, like you did in my bedroom. Come on, Isaac. Cum for me. Cum all over me.”

With a tight hiss between clenched teeth, Isaac vaulted over the edge. Finishing one final upward thrust, the tip of his cock emerged from between Morgan’s butt. As water sprayed across his body, he sprayed his seed all over Morgan’s lower back. The mess she’d requested, paid in full. No one could ever say he skimped on giving everything he had.

Heavy breaths clogged his throat in the aftermath. Distorted, rough, uneven. To keep himself standing, he held Morgan’s hips tightly, teetering but keeping his balance. Eyes shut, he focused on the ripples of pleasure that had spread throughout his entire body. They receded slowly, as did his racing heartbeat.

When he opened his eyes, cock twitching a few final times, Morgan pinned him in place with a frisky smirk.

“Are you sure you’ll be able to go one more round tonight?”

“I’m cumming on your big tits before bed,” he announced in between ragged breaths.

And he would. All it took was for him to push her onto her knees an hour later. His gorgeous redhead gladly—if smugly—took care of the rest.


Chapter Seven

A Couple of

The following day, Isaac woke up in Morgan’s bed. A special event, though soon to become ordinary, especially as their nightly activities ran long—and often resumed the moment they woke up. It was simply too much of a hassle for him to walk all the way across the house to another bed. Too much. And so, his new bedroom had kept that title for only four days. Four days too many, honestly.

Awakening beside a voluptuous figure outlined by snug bed covers, Isaac didn’t have to wait long for her to stir. Almost as if she’d known he was admiring her curves, Morgan’s eyelids flickered once, twice, and then they fully opened. A sleepy smile warmed Isaac’s very soul.

“Shall we go to the gym today?”

“After I add a few more onto your count,” Isaac said. “Then, sure, we can do that.”

Morgan ran a hand up her side, seductive even when sleepy. It arrived at her breasts, where she tested her nipples’ soreness by lightly pinching them, her mouth moving from side to side.

“Be a little gentler with these today. My body’s going to need a few days to get used to my preferred kind of roughness.”

“So, you’re the one who couldn’t keep up,” Isaac said, smirking.

“I’ll drain your balls if you ever say something like that again,” Morgan warned. “Literally, Isaac. I will leave you as a withered husk in this bedroom. And thanks to all my time spent in another world, I happen to know what those look like.”

“I’ll keep that in mind for when I’m ready to go out in the best of ways,” Isaac said, earning a chortle from a woman he only wanted to see smiling—or moaning and out of breath. With one of those two sights accomplished, he got to work on the second.

As it so happened, today resembled a combination of his first two mornings in Maui. Just with several sinful additions to make it even better. In a reversal of his first day here, things began with him and Morgan, not him and Adria.

They ate breakfast; they made out while Morgan sat on his lap. They headed to the gym; he convinced—and convinced was a huge exaggeration, given how quickly she let him pull her into the same stall as him—Morgan to suck his cock in the showers afterward. So, only a little of their routine changed, really.

He even headed to work with her, though he wouldn’t stay the whole shift. That was how he broke them out of their time loop. With plans to meet up with one stunningly hot Spaniard.

Now equipped with a better method of getting around town than walking everywhere, Isaac let Adria know he was free whenever she became free. It wouldn’t be for a while, which confirmed, so with time to burn, he got to work at Morgan’s clinic on figuring out who the other two women—one was obviously Emily, the whirlwind of trouble who had been engaged to the same guy on and off again multiple times—who’d asked about him yesterday.

For his efforts, Morgan rolled her eyes at least three times in the first hour he was there.

“It’s my calling, Morgan,” Isaac joked when it was just the two of them in her office. “Wherever pent-up, lusting women may be, I must go.”

“Sure,” Morgan said evenly, glancing at him as she worked on her computer, “and I’ll be just two steps behind, a knife in one hand.”

Grinning, Isaac kissed her—and was kissed back. She wasn’t worried about a thing, in the same way that a wildfire didn’t envy a candle. If anything, Morgan seemed amused by the interest he was receiving from her employees—and maybe, hopefully, her colleague. If there was anyone who had caught his eye, it was the clinic’s other doctor. Hmm, maybe Isaac had a type?

Adding to today’s successes, Iolana seemed to like his new cologne, and though she didn’t get right up on him for a Mallory-style deep inhale, she did compliment him on it. Comparatively, Emily tried to drown herself in the strong fragrance wafting off his skin. Thankfully, Kalani, one of the clinic’s nurses, was there to keep her coworker from trying to rip off his clothes.

Soon enough, Adria gave him a good reason to head out.

Let’s meet up outside my favorite place to eat, she requested. I think you know it. I’ll buy us some lunch.

Yeah, he knew it, even if he didn’t know what made it so great just yet. The time had come to change that. Offering Morgan a goodbye, her fingers fluttered as she, without a hint of jealousy or worry in her eyes, told him to have a good time. They both knew he would.

And so, Isaac drove to a place he knew—and a place he’d been. But although he’d visited Adria’s favorite food truck with her, it’d been closed at the time. She’d enjoyed her little prank, following his request that she take him to her favorite place to eat on his first morning here.

Today, every food truck and restaurant in South Maui Gardens stood open. Parking in the same lot that Adria had brought them to on his first visit, he headed into the plant nursery-slash-food truck venue.

Set up as a tiny slice of rainforest nestled within Kihei’s borders, the community garden and food truck oasis was one of its many open secrets. Tourists filled the space, some interested in buying plants, others snapping photographs. Quite a few walked in the same direction as him, led by the nose toward the confluence point of herbaceous spices and savory meat.

An impressive swell of customers filled a ring formed by many colorful “trucks,” many of which no longer possessed the wheels required to be mobile. They were food trucks in name only, circled up like frontier wagons at night. They’d clearly struck gold here in the Gardens, so why leave? People came from far and wide to see what the Kihei Food Oasis had to offer. With such a wide selection, there was good reason to visit several times during a vacation stay.

Scanning the crowd, benches, and strategically placed potted plants for the most beautiful woman in the Gardens, Isaac found her within seconds. She was right where he’d expected her to be, near but not yet in line by Shio Maui, a Japanese-themed food truck. She noticed him a few heartbeats—speeding up from his excitement—later.

Her response was… unique. A jubilant grin splashed across her gorgeous face, only to ebb into a smaller smile, tinged with nervousness. She fidgeted a little, waiting for him rather than rushing up to meet him.

Isaac could hazard a guess why. While they’d texted each other, this was their first time face to face since he’d discovered that he’d been an unwitting guinea pig in an experiment she’d been conducting. Aware that her eidolon, whom she believed to be Joan of Arc, the famous war hero and saint of the Hundred Years’ War, provided different levels of protection to different people in their group, she had concluded that it might have something to do with how affectionately someone felt about her. It was part of why she’d been so quick to straddle him in her Jeep on that first morning together.

It hadn’t worked, and really, why would it have? As others had pointed out, it was illogical to think romance or lust would affect the blessings provided by one of the most famous virgins in history.

Well, she now had all the proof she needed, and they’d both looked foolish when she had kissed him in front of the others atop Haleakala. He had been pretty angry about it, too, and he dared someone to say he shouldn’t be.

However, his anger had already started to fade that night, following an appropriately heartfelt apology and her help in getting his sneak peek of Maui’s Fragment. At this point, if he was still anything, he was just mildly annoyed about how easily she’d led him along by the nose. Of course, in his defense, how could anyone have guessed her motive?

So, he squeezed no grudge between white-knuckled fists. Adria had claimed that she was earnestly interested in him, that she didn’t solely see him as a lab rat. Well, today was an opportunity for her to prove it.

And it was good that it was today. If all this had happened five or six days ago, back when he’d been at his most miserable, he would never have agreed to this meeting.

Thankfully, he was a different person now than when he’d stepped off the plane. That month of utter despair slowly moved away, even if it would remain a glacier on the horizon for years to come. Five days in Maui, answers about what his father and Alyssa had been up to, and quite a few marvelous experiences had improved his mood for the better.

“Hey,” he said, then drew Adria into an embrace.

The tension melted out of her in a moment, like ice changing into warm water. Shutting her eyes, her nervous smile transformed into a relaxed one, and she circled him with her arms. A long inhale followed, cut short as Adria snapped open her eyes and pulled her head back.

“That’s a killer scent,” she remarked.

“Like it? So far, I’ve gotten generally positive reviews. Just one negative one.”

“Little strong, but it’s not bad,” Adria said, breathing in again. “Yeah, a little strong.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Feel free to throw me a recommendation sometime.”

Nodding, Adria moved back half a step, looking up at him, green eyes shining like beacons. There were a lot of truths Isaac had discovered—and was still discovering—in Maui, and Adria Velasco’s immense beauty remained one of the first.

Having moved from Madrid to Maui when she was small, she’d traded one sunny vista for another. Sunny places suited her, as they gave her good reason to show off her gorgeous tan, dazzling eyes, and brilliant smile. Now that she knew he wasn’t harboring any resentment toward her, the last of those reappeared—and good, for such smiles suited her far too well for strict rationing.

Adria possessed the sublime curves that made an outfit benefit her beauty, rather than needing its assistance. Even if she’d been fashion-blind, she still would have outshone anyone here. But she wasn’t, and she was here to show off a little.

Having changed out of her work uniform before making the drive over, Adria wore peach-colored shorts and an embroidered white tank top. Either outfit would have suited her, which he knew from experience. But this one certainly seized Isaac’s focus, showing off tan legs, an incredible butt that his hands vividly remembered pressing into, and plenty of cleavage to admire. She could almost match Morgan and Mallory in bust size, and she outdid Morgan in terms of sensitivity.

And wasn’t that a plus to love? If his hands craved their next chance to feel up her shapely ass, his mouth counted the seconds until her top came off.

Just… maybe not in front of a mansion with security cameras this time.

“You look great,” Isaac said, then remembered the suggestion of a nameless employee at Adria’s resort. “I like what you’ve done with your hair. Looks really nice.”

“I do what I can,” Adria said, beaming as she raised a hand to fiddle with the ends of her hair. She’d added some messiness to the waviness of her brunette locks, causing them to look less uniform along their downward journeys. It meshed nicely with her breezy outfit, casual with casual.

For how much of a firebrand she’d come across as when they’d first met, Isaac’s developing sense of Adria stopped him from complimenting her in the same way he did Morgan. While the older woman gladly let him pour raunchy honey all over her, increasingly revved up with each sticky ounce spilled onto her skin, Adria struck him as someone who liked a slower climb.

“So, we finally get to share your favorite place,” Isaac said, nodding toward Shio Maui. “Do they do couple discounts?”

“We’re a couple?” Adria asked, raising an eyebrow.

“A couple of volcano spelunkers, no? Earthly ones, mystical ones, we’re there no matter what.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Adria said, leaning into him a little further.

“You smell pretty nice too,” Isaac whispered, breathing in her vanilla scent.

“Can you even tell, with that haymaker of a cologne all over you?”

“Haymaker? I thought you said you liked it.”

“Yeah, I do. I’m just going to need you to sit a bench or two away so I can smell my food while I eat it.”

Isaac huffed lightly, and Adria grinned, then climbed onto her toes. She didn’t have Morgan’s height, though she wasn’t as short as Lei, so she didn’t have to climb too high to claim a kiss. She did so with barely concealed glee. So, he’d guessed right.

She’s probably so used to having it laid on thick that she likes these simpler compliments, Isaac mused. Of course, once they’d started going at it in her car, she’d seemed quite susceptible to his sordid compliments.

“What should I get?” Isaac asked as they entered the line, two back from the front.

“It could be my Spanish heritage influencing me, but I’d recommend the Kauai shrimp. It’s grilled, you get it on a big skewer, and it comes with toasted sourdough, cucumber strips, and a bowl of tomato-mango gazpacho.”

“Ah,” Isaac said, having needed to wait until the last word to wonder what Spain had to do with what she was describing.

“It’s super good.”

“What about you?”

“The Mahi Mahi bento. I’m really basic.”

“Do I get a bite?”

Adria’s lips curled. “Couples pick at each other’s plates all the time, don’t they?”

Smiling at her, he pulled her into a sideways hug, kissing the top of her head. Soon after, they moved up to the ordering window.

“Aloha, Adria,” a man who looked Middle Eastern, not Hawaiian or Japanese, said.

“Aloha, Kamran,” Adria said. “I’ve brought a date. Isaac, Kamran. Kamran, Isaac.”

Kamran dipped his head, smiling at Isaac. “Adria has been a best customer of mine since she moved here. Yet, she’s never brought anyone here with her.”

“Not true,” Adria said, almost sounding… embarrassed? “I’ve brought Lei here plenty of times. And I’ve been in groups with work friends who have come by.”

“Suppose that’s true,” Kamran said, chuckling. “Well, never mind, Isaac, I suppose you’re not as special as I had assumed.”

“Kamran!” Adria huffed, drawing another chuckle out of the friendly man.

After putting in their order, he disappeared from the window, joining a Japanese woman who was humming a tune to herself at the cooking station. Making for an unusual pairing, at least to someone from Florida, Isaac wondered what their story was—and how they’d ended up running a Japanese-themed food truck in Maui.

After plating their lunches, it was the woman who sidled over and handed them their meals. She and Adria shared warm smiles, and Isaac knew a scrutinizing stare when he received one. The woman, Fumi, practically shooed him away, pointing to a nearby bench that had just become available, and then whispered conspiratorially with Adria for several seconds after he moved off.

“So, did I pass?” Isaac asked once Adria sat down across from him.

Adria revealed dazzlingly white teeth as she shrugged. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m sure,” Isaac said. “Secret keeper.”

“Just a small one this time,” Adria said, peeking at him through the steam wafting off her plate.

Grunting with feigned displeasure, he grabbed Adria’s fork. Before she could defend her lunch, he scooped off a chunk from one of the rice balls on her plate. It entered his mouth a moment later—and promptly burned the roof of his mouth as payment.

“Hey!” Adria shouted, snatching her fork back. “If you want a bite, ask. We don’t steal each other’s food in front of my favorite food truck, sir.”

“Sorry, I guess my manners went out the window,” Isaac said lightly. Picking up the skewer of shrimp, he resisted an equally childish urge to wave it around like a baton. Tilting one end toward Adria, he offered her a bite as repayment.

Eyes brimming with delight, Adria leaned forward and used only her teeth to remove the end shrimp. With it caught between her teeth, she snapped her head back, tossing it into the air, then deftly caught it in her mouth.

“Impressive,” Isaac said. “Did they teach you that at the resort, alongside your hula dancing?”

“No, this is an Adria special, self-taught and everything,” the beautiful woman replied with a lopsided grin.

“You are pretty special,” Isaac teased.

Adria sniffed and turned her head away. “That insult will not be forgiven anytime soon. Hope you know that.”

Isaac offered her a second skewered shrimp.

Adria chomped down on it, grinning toothlessly. “Working girls know how to get their extra carbs.”

Isaac snorted. “Yes, slaving away over there. What do you make, exactly? Seventeen or eighteen an hour?”

“Nineteen, actually. I make the big bucks.”

“So… if my math’s right, a little under a third of what we make at our other job,” Isaac said. “If you were working forty hours a week at the resort.”

“Which I don’t,” Adria said proudly. “I have more important things to do with my time.”

“Like taking me to your favorite place to eat?”

“Like getting free shrimp from this hot guy I’m into,” Adria corrected.

“I just can’t help but fall for your clever schemes,” Isaac said, sighing exaggeratedly.

“I hope you enjoy this one a little more.”

Isaac met her eyes, letting her see the truth. “A little more.”

Adria beamed at him, then snatched the first bite of her meal.

While they ate the wildly good food that Shio Maui had provided, Isaac casually mentioned what Lei had asked of him yesterday. Adria then revealed that she’d known about her friend’s intentions.

“I’m glad you accepted her offer. Kainoa does work way too much. Sure, he loves his shop and all, but we’re living in Maui. We’ve got unofficial limits on how much time we can spend with a roof over our head, and he’s been maxing things out for as long as I’ve known him.”

Isaac glanced toward Shio Maui, where Kamran took another customer’s order. His wife was only partially visible from where they sat. “Lei said it’s basically just her and her uncle. No missus for Kainoa?”

“Not that I know of,” Adria said. “I’ve never been told about any tragedy or anything either. In the two years I’ve known them, nothing like that’s ever come up.”

That was right. Adria might have lived in Maui for most of her life, but she’d lived in Lahaina, which was over on the western end of the island. Now, that didn’t mean too much, as Maui was hardly Australia, but that still meant she was relatively new to Kihei.

“There is a crazy chain of events that led you to this table,” Isaac realized.

Adria nodded. “A fire, a move, being in the right place to learn that said fire had created a mystical portal to a dangerous piece of a dangerous world. Yeah, I’m ready for my life to be turned into a movie. Who do you think should star as me?”

“Should I say, Mallory Audrey Laurent?” Isaac asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“She’s not nearly tan enough to resemble me,” Adria said, holding up her arm. “Even if we’ve got other… similarities.”

As intended, Isaac let her tactic draw his eyes to Adria’s phenomenal bust. “Yeah, so maybe you could just play yourself? You already match world-famous actresses in beauty.”

“Hmm, I wonder,” Adria said, sounding pleased as she took another bite of her meal.

A dozen bites between them later, the conversation maneuvered back to the topic of dangerous worlds and their goings-on. So many questions remained piled up in his head, and Adria felt like the right person for some of them.

“So, you only think Joan of Arc is your eidolon, right?”

“Not you too,” Adria said with a sigh. “It’s so obviously her. And we use her French name at this table, thank you very much.”

“But she—Jeanne—hasn’t confirmed or denied it, right?”

“Not yet. She says her identity isn’t important, ‘only her mandate.’ So, again, it’s obviously her.”

He was inclined to agree. Yet… maybe he had a way of confirming it?

“Aria, is—”

“You will receive no answer from me,” Aria’s voice, calm but firm, said in his mind.

“Why not?”

“If Adria’s eidolon wishes to maintain their identity’s secrecy, that is their prerogative.”

“You know, for a guide who’s supposed to be, well, guiding me, you spend a lot of time doing the exact opposite.”

He didn’t get a reply.

“So, do you two ever, you know, chat?” he asked a more forthcoming woman. “Or is it all mission and mandate?”

“No, we chat plenty,” Adria said. “Even from the start, it’s been that way. Whenever I get back into the Breakthrough up on Haleakala, she asks how I’m doing, what’s happened since we last spoke, if I’m ready to ‘take the fight to our foes.’ Normal things to say to a friend whom you haven’t seen for a couple of weeks.”

“Is that how you see the relationship?” Isaac asked, earnestly curious.

Rather interestingly, based on what Adria was saying, it wasn’t just that a Bonded and their eidolon couldn’t communicate when not in a Breakthrough or Fragment, but that the eidolon also could not see—as Aria could—what their Bonded got up to on Earth. He supposed that made sense; he had no idea what his eidolon was getting up to, if anything. What became of an eidolon who formed this bond? Were they just floating around in their Bonded’s soul or something?

“Aria?” he asked, not expecting an answer. “What is my eidolon doing right now?”

“Resting in a dormant state inside you,” came a smooth and distractingly direct answer.

“Oh. Thanks… for the answer.”

“You are welcome.”

“So, what are you doing? You’re not inside of me, are you?”

“No more than you are inside of me,” Aria said with an equally distracting glibness.

“Well, I was inside your Fragment the other night. Isn’t that kind of the same as being inside of you?”

“It is not.”

He got the distinct—and bizarre—impression of a door being shut in his face. So, she could send impressions, not just words, into his head? Weird.

“Uh, Isaac?” Adria said.

He realized that he’d started when Aria had shown off her little trick, causing Adria to cut off mid-sentence.

“Sorry, I zoned out super hard for a second. I’m really interested in all this. My eidolon is… well, you know what happened up on Haleakala.”

“No practicing for you,” Adria said, nodding.

Unfortunately, that seemed to be the case. His eidolon, also unidentified, was far less chatty than Adria’s was. Outside of when they’d formed their bond, she’d spared him barely more than a few words. As he and Morgan had discussed last night, that left Isaac with no idea what he could do.

“I was just saying that, yeah, I kind of view Jeanne as a friend. Maybe more like a big sister, even if I’m technically already older than she ever got to be.”

Isaac nodded. “Executed at nineteen, right?”

“Yeah, so I’m hoping she won’t be, uh, upset or anything about you having fire powers.”

“Possibly having fire powers,” Isaac corrected. “And hopefully, you’re right. That’d be a bit problematic.”

“For the most part, she’s usually pretty willing to comment on the situation we’re in, give advice, even help plan out battles. I don’t know if the real Jeanne d’Arc was actually a brilliant tactician or anything, but this mystified version of her seems to come up with good strategies. Not that I’ve really been in a fight or anything. I mostly just watched your sister clean up from a safe distance.”

Based on what Isaac knew of the historical human, he could only guess about her strategic mind. Yet, attached as she was to several important victories for the French army, perhaps public perception played its part? Knowing now how eidolons were created, he could see how people’s views of her accomplishments might have granted this Jeanne d’Arc a brilliant military mind.

“Did she have any comments about you and me?” Isaac asked.

Adria hit him with a wry look. “Now, Isaac, not every conversation between two women has to be about a man. Least of all when a renowned virgin saint makes up one of those two women.”

“I was more wondering if she mentioned anything after you kissed me in front of everyone, while thinking it would be the cherry on top of the rest of your… plan.”

“Oh. Uh, right. No, she didn’t.” Adria scratched the back of her head. “Listen, I know it was never a surefire thing, but Jeanne has let it slip that my ability can get stronger, maybe even evolve like Morgan’s has. And it has, but not by practicing. If I’m honest, I’ve got no clue how to make it happen—and Jeanne’s staying mum about what I need to do. So, I was just looking for a way to keep people safer.”

“I know,” Isaac said. “That’s part of why I forgave you so quickly. There wasn’t any actual harm in what you did. You weren’t trying to make me the butt of a joke.”

“No, absolutely not,” Adria quickly said. “I promise.”

Isaac smiled. “However, you’ve kind of set a precedent for when you give me your protection. I might be a little disappointed if you go back to just giving me a handshake, like you do for all the others.”

Adria blinked, then blushed. Then she bit her lip.

“Well, maybe. I could show you a bit more favoritism.”

“After all, we are a couple,” Isaac reminded her.


Chapter Eight

By Way of Apology

Following lunch, Adria revealed just how much thought she had put into their afternoon together. After teasing him about his rental, she had him leave it behind. As they’d done on his first day here, they piled into her Jeep. A minute later, Isaac found himself heading in the opposite direction from his first tour with the beautiful Spaniard. It was a trend that would last for several hours, in fact, as Adria, determined to finish what she’d started as his tour guide, slowly guided them northward.

Their path was a zigzagging one, with Adria having put together as complete an itinerary as could be crammed into a single afternoon. She guided him to several local attractions in southern Kihei, working upward over time. Under the supervision of a sunny sky, they bounced from park to park, venue to venue, where beachgoers relaxed, local musicians tried to attract a crowd, and new arrivals wished they had a tour guide as charismatic and beautiful as his was. Throughout it all, Adria pointed out every good place for a picnic, every restaurant worth visiting. She filled him in on which beaches were best for the morning, the afternoon, and the evening.

Of particular note, they visited the Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary Visitor Center—and yes, that was its full, oxygen-depriving name.

Like many of the places he saw that day, it sat right by the ocean. Presiding upon a jutting outcrop that separated sandy shores into northern and southern halves, black rock formed a protective barrier against the waves. In keeping with Kihei’s laid-back personality, it was far more an open, relaxed beachfront property with exhibits and interactive displays than a sterile museum. In all the northern windows, one could spot a group of boogie boarders within a hundred feet of the museum.

Both Adria and those displays filled him in on what would begin in November: a seven-month-long season in which thousands upon thousands of humpback whales would migrate to the islands to mate and raise their calves in the warm, protected waters. For now, it was a place to prime his interest for such months. Throughout their time inside, Adria utilized her most “proper” tour-guide voice as she led him around.

“This has been quite the tour,” Isaac said as they walked out of the sanctuary.

“Doing my best,” Adria said, bouncing down the steps and heading for her car. “To make up for last time.”

“Last time?” he asked, stopping by her Jeep but not yet hopping in.

Having no doors, Adria peered cleanly through it. “Well, I was kind of focused on other things than giving you the best tour possible the first time. Kind of skipped a lot of things that a less, ah, selfish tour guide would have shown you.”

Isaac blinked, processed Adria’s words, and then broke into a fit of laughter.

“What?!” Adria demanded.

“How harshly are you retconning our first day together to have come to that ludicrous conclusion? You think our first afternoon together wasn’t absolutely amazing?”

Adria opened her mouth, then frowned, then opened her mouth, then frowned. Scratching her head, she shrugged.

“I mean, I don’t think I did a terrible job. Just, you know, I had ulterior motives.”

“Like letting me make out with you and suck on your tits?” Isaac asked after glancing around to make sure they were alone. “What a horror you subjected me to! I only got to spend an entire afternoon with one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met.”

“Yeah, but you were pissed at me…” Adria said, a hint of a blush on her face. Isaac wasn’t sure if it was from his compliment or her embarrassment.

“Because of your motives, not the activities themselves. Didn’t you say that it wasn’t just that you’d wanted to run your experiment on me? That you’re interested in me?”

“Yes,” Adria said immediately. “I wasn’t lying.”

“Nor am I. Adria, I was pretty bothered about being your test subject, but it was kind of because of how utterly amazing my first day with you was. It tainted it a little. Even so, every part of that afternoon with you was unforgettable. Including all the times I got to kiss you.” He chuckled. “Like when you parked us outside Mallory’s mansion and let her watch—”

“That wasn’t intentional!” Adria hissed, blush intensifying. She exhaled a long breath, mouth moving from side to side. “Well, I’m glad you had such a good time. So did I.”

“Great. So, where have you slotted in our next chance to make out? See, now that you’ve brought this up, I’ve realized that you’ve had us moving around all afternoon, in places where it’s sort of frowned upon for the kind of kissing we got up to last time. Even for an exhibitionist like you.”

“I’ll throw something at you,” Adria growled, tan face hitting its deepest hue of red yet. “It wasn’t on purpose.” After a few moments, she righted herself, then almost looked sheepish. “It’s not like I was actively avoiding us making out again. I was just trying to have a better balance this time.”

“So, you do have a time penciled in for when you’ll straddle me and let me feel you up?”

“Yes,” Adria said, gritting her teeth to hold back yet undiscovered shades of crimson. “You know, you’re really throwing me off my game today.”

“Am I? This all reads pretty strongly as self-sabotage to me. You were smooth and confident as can be at that luau. Had me wrapped around your finger, completely ignoring good-looking dancers in coconut bikinis and the whole fire-dancing climax to slip away with you.”

“You’re not mad about that either?”

“So long as you’re telling the truth about really being interested in me—and having been interested in me at that point,” Isaac repeated. An idea formed in his head—one he didn’t like. “And so long as this isn’t just you taking pity on me, apologizing by giving me a more ‘proper’ tour.”

“It wasn’t… only that,” Adria said.

“Better not have been. If you’re into me, that’s wonderful. But if you’re not, just say it. Better to rip the bandage off now.”

Adria looked through her Jeep at him, preparing to speak. Only to shut her mouth without uttering a single word, hop into her seat, and then slide over to his. Then she grabbed his shirt in a fistful of fabric and yanked him toward her.

Actions always spoke louder than words.

One hand hanging onto the bar over her head, Adria kissed him. The kiss that followed felt like far more of an apology than the rest of the time they’d spent together today. But also, wonderfully, like a promise. An agreement.

“I’m going to kiss you a lot, and you’re going to kiss me a lot.”

Setting a hand on Adria’s hip, Isaac let his lips provide his signature.

When the kiss ended, there were more than a few sets of eyes on them. One came from an employee of the sanctuary, and three more came from a small group that had driven into the parking lot during the… minutes—yeah, minutes—in which Isaac and Adria had lost all sense of their surroundings.

“Such an exhibitionist,” Isaac teased, staring into two emerald corridors.

Adria puffed out her cheeks, hastened into her seat, and started backing out of their parking space before Isaac had even finished climbing inside. He yelped and threw himself back into the passenger seat, and then they resumed their tour of Kihei.

Only now, with regularly scheduled breaks in which Isaac and Adria threw their lips together, passion forming a smoky haze around their warm bodies.

Right before Morgan’s workday ended, he saw that she’d sent a message to him. Just in case there was anything particularly sensitive in it, as he saw there was an image attached to it, he hid his phone from Adria as he opened it.

Look who came in for a checkup and a conversation, was all the message said.

The image that followed showed two stunning women. One redhead, one brunette, though only one sported her natural hair color at the moment. One lightly tanned, one slightly fairer, both extremely easy on the eyes. Prominently voluptuous, prominently represented in many of Isaac’s youthful—and current, if he was being totally honest—fantasies. A host of new ones began simmering toward the surface as Isaac stared at the image for several seconds.

That earned him a glance from Adria. Well, the image itself was nothing salacious, so Isaac tilted his phone toward her.

“Dang, what a sight,” Adria said. “Wishing you were there?”

“Two good reasons to wish that,” Isaac admitted. However, he quickly followed up with, “But I’m pretty satisfied where I am right now.”

“I’ll accept that as high praise,” Adria said, appearing pleased.

“That’s how I meant it, so good,” Isaac said, then put his phone away and kissed her.

As their lazy climb toward Kihei’s northern tip continued, another couple of hours trickled by. He let Morgan know he was staying out with Adria, and she signed off with a reminder that their bet—one Adria remained fully in the dark about—still stood.

Lucky as he had so far been, mentioning it seemed a bridge too far. So, for now, he kept its existence to himself.

While they hit other hot spots and hidden secrets nestled within Kihei, the sun began dipping toward the western horizon. Before too much longer, Lanai would hide the wobbling orange orb from them. Kihei’s average elevation above sea level was a whopping ten feet, and with them sticking near the ocean, they usually stood below that number.

After a few more stops, a few more clandestine make-out sessions, and a quick break while they watched a small navy of canoes depart from Kenolio Beach with plans to see the sunrise from the water, they arrived at Kihei’s northern end. Here, they merged onto North Kihei Road, which speared northwest, leaving behind Kihei as it clung to the natural curve of Maalaea Bay.

“You good to go a bit farther out?” Adria asked.

“I’ll go wherever you want to take me,” Isaac said, leaning over to kiss her.

Where she wanted to take him wasn’t quite Lahaina, where she’d grown up, but it was the closest he’d so far been.

Driving as far as North Kihei Road could take them, Adria hit a highway that offered two options. Heading right would send them north for a while, eventually causing them to reach Wailuku, which was basically Kahului’s Wailea, just directly to the west of Maui’s biggest city, not to the south. A turn to the left would send them southward, and this was the way to circle the West Maui Mountains while staying right by the ocean in a swooping clockwise motion. Lahaina, Kaanapali, and Kapalua all awaited on that journey, depending on how far Adria wanted to take them.

Adria turned left, merging with a few dozen other cars heading that way, positioning them in the left lane. For less than a minute, flat fields surrounded both sides of the road, only for the highway to reconvene with the ocean on its left.

On his other side, the West Maui Mountains were a slumbering pseudo-giant, having an elevation of barely half that of Haleakala. They were far broader than they were tall, a spill of pudding that had piled up into a far-reaching mess on the plate. They were the greenest mountains Isaac had ever seen. Grass and shrubs covered the gentle slopes like a woolly blanket.

Shortly after passing the tiniest lighthouse Isaac had ever seen, Adria guided them into a popular sunset location known as Papawai Scenic Lookout. They weren’t the only ones there, and Adria glided her Jeep into an available parking spot in the southward-facing lookout.

“If we had strong enough binoculars, we could see my resort from here,” Adria said, pointing across the water. Although Isaac spotted the long north-to-south line that was Kihei and Wailea, he could only make out the general structure of the conjoined towns.

“Or spy on Mallory down at her mansion,” Isaac said, lifting a hand to his brow.

“Probably need a telescope to see that far,” Adria said, squinting as he did in its general vicinity.

About twenty people joined them at the lookout, some near the railing, some down on the slope leading toward the ocean. Isaac didn’t mind their presence. At this point, he knew that any place with a name, this lookout or that beach, this peak or that trail, was bound to have tourists or locals around. There weren’t many truly private spots on Maui. Too many decades of promoting itself far too well.

“So, sunset and a long, long kiss?” Isaac said.

“That was my thought,” Adria said, rubbing his lower back with her thumb. “Is it one of my better ideas?”

“Top three,” Isaac replied, laying his cheek atop her head.

As they absorbed the scenery, a few more cars turned into the lookout, eager faces piling out as the sun began to dip behind Lanai. It probably wasn’t the best place to discuss their shared “work,” but more questions bubbled to the top.

“So, how did you take learning about the stuff I found out about on Wednesday? Other worlds, how it was made, how dangerous it is if we don’t shut that Breakthrough?”

Adria chuckled. “Nowhere near as smoothly as you seemed to. My jaw spent enough time on the ground for an ant colony to move in.”

“Guess it helped that I already knew that my father and sister were up to something secretive,” Isaac admitted. “It positioned me to accept the abject craziness better than most.”

“And it also helped that I was being struck by serious amounts of déjà vu because of what you and Jin did to me, too,” Isaac sent to Aria, though he didn’t receive a response.

“It’s wild, isn’t it? Totally nuts. Gods and heroes, monsters and ghosts, and they’re real because we made them real? Our ancestors have a lot of explaining to do, letting their minds run amok.”

“Maybe,” Isaac said, thoughtful.

Adria raised an eyebrow. “You think there’s something else going on?”

“Maybe,” he repeated. “It’s just hard for me to fully believe that we created such… profound life through, well, just belief and thought. The existence of the Great Beyond and the eidolons who inhabit it effectively makes us, humankind, into creator gods. Of a sort.”

“Yeah,” Adria said slowly, “I suppose that’s a reasonable way to look at it.”

“So, I’m just unsure if we did that all on our own, or if there at least wasn’t… something around before we shaped it into existence.” Isaac shook his head. “I don’t know. If I look at the greater implications of everything, I feel like my head might explode. So, I’ve been trying to stay focused. Localize my thoughts, you know? On Maui’s Fragment, its Creator, our eidolons. Right now, those are probably more important than whether the Big Bang, the Abrahamic God, or some other divine or natural force both exists and played a role in all this.”

“Heavy thoughts,” Adria said.

“And probably spoiling the mood a bit, huh?” Isaac said, nodding toward the vanishing sun.

“Not sure,” Adria said. “I don’t usually get involved in the denser stuff. So, this is a change of pace for me, I guess. I don’t dislike it.”

“Guess that makes us two peas in a pod.”

At that, Adria raised an eyebrow. “Pretty sure you’re way, way, way smarter than I am, so I’m not too sure about that.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Isaac said, nudging her. “Besides, I was mostly referring to being left out of the ‘denser’ stuff. I understand now that Alyssa wanted me to be kept safe on the sidelines, but my father, the brilliant Christopher Matthews? Doubt he saw any use for me. Not as a researcher like him and Raymond, not as a Bonded like you and my sister. In a way, he saw more worth in you than me, seeing as how you became a Bonded under his watch—and I didn’t.”

“Well, not really,” Adria said, glancing toward distant Haleakala. Dark clouds gathered like a noose around its higher section, giving it an ominous look. Knowing what was up there doubled the effect.

“You worked with the man for months,” Isaac pointed out.

“I worked under the man for months. He was, uh, no ill-will against the dead, colder than Haleakala’s summit. Spoke to me about as much as the volcano did, too. Raymond and Alyssa mostly handled us Bonded; Doctor Matthews kind of just… loomed in the background, reading or writing notes. The only time he really spoke to me was when he was unsatisfied with one of my reports.”

“Oh. Yeah, he does that, so I guess we’re kindred souls. He ripped apart just about every school essay I ever wrote. Starting at age eight. If he were here to hear me ‘whining’ right now, he’d say I should be thankful that he waited until I was in the third grade before it started.”

Adria winced. “Things between him and Alyssa did always seem kind of… tense. Not hostile, really, but more professional than—well, just really different from the relationship I’ve got with my dad.”

“Professional but not hostile,” Isaac mused. “Probably a good way of summing it up. I suspect it got worse when he invited Morgan to join the Bonded without Alyssa’s permission. That really upset her, according to Morgan.”

“Before my time,” Adria said. “But, well, there definitely seemed to be some stuff simmering in the background between those two. Not that they really interacted that much either, now that I think about it.”

“A complicated relationship,” Isaac said. “More than the one I had with the man, seeing as how we didn’t have a relationship.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Adria said, eyes softening. “Even with my folks living away from Maui right now, I still chat with them almost every day. Guess you’re in more of a Lei situation.”

At the mention of the scowling Hawaiian, Isaac perked up. “What’s that?”

Like a gunshot had gone off by her ear, Adria visibly flinched, then covered her treacherous mouth with both hands. She looked at him through wide eyes. Beautiful eyes, the last strands of sunlight curling within their vibrant green hue, but very, very wide ones.

“Should I forget I heard that?” Isaac asked, battling to withhold his amusement.

In quick succession, Adria nodded multiple times.

“Then consider it forgotten.”

It wasn’t, and they both knew it. But Isaac wouldn’t press her for more. It intrigued him, though. Problems with the parents, but close enough with her uncle to worry about his work-life balance? Did that make Kainoa her Alyssa?

“I’m such a bad friend,” Adria muttered under her breath.

“Oh, come on,” he replied, bumping her with his shoulder. He directed her with a point toward the setting sun, barely minutes left in its reign. “But if you don’t believe me, find a way to distract me.”

Obviously dangled bait or not, Adria still snatched it. “Okay, come with me.”

Unfortunately, there weren’t any clandestine nooks or rock walls at this particular lookout. There were places where they could become lumps in the dwindling light, but if those lumps got a little too animated, well, Adria was not an exhibitionist. Neither was Isaac, really. A touch of risk was fun, but he didn’t care for the idea of a bunch of strangers squinting into the darkness at him and Adria while they got frisky.

Still, some privacy was better than none. Most of the sunset watchers stayed near their cars, cameras and phones out. Isaac and Adria weaved between bristly patches of grass toward the water’s edge, putting roughly forty feet between them and the nearest other sunset watcher.

Settling down on a flatter section of the slope, Adria nestled into him. A long kiss followed, and Isaac’s right hand failed to stay still. So, yeah, he fondled her a little. Over her shirt, and nothing that would attract attention.

“This makes two,” Isaac said as the sun itself vanished behind Lanai. Light still seeped over the neighboring island, painting the island’s shallow peaks in fading auburn and gold.

“What does?” Adria asked.

“Two sunsets I’ve spent with you, counting the luau. It’s becoming a habit.”

Adria smiled brightly. “Well, we should keep it going. A sunset here, a sunset there. Maui’s full of good places for it. We can make a personalized ranking list of the best places to be when the sun goes down.”

“Going to get me to start a Maui vlog too?”

“You wouldn’t be the first,” Adria said with a snort. “I’m sure at least one of the people here is running a livestream or planning to upload it to Instagram or TikTok. You find them everywhere.”

“A private, personalized ranking list, then,” Isaac said, moving his mouth to Adria’s neck. “Just for us.”

The gorgeous woman shivered, but leaned into his lips all the same. Isaac nipped at her skin, then began sucking on it, risking leaving proof of their evening fun. She squeezed his arm, breathing unevenly. His hand returned to her breast. He was getting a little friskier than he should, but he glanced toward the people up on the lookout. They were all far too busy looking out to look down and to the side.

“If only I could make them all get out of here,” Isaac whispered purposefully.

Adria stroked his arm, continuing to let his mouth progress across her neck. “What would happen if they all did?”

“I’d at least have you on my lap again.”

“And I’d at least have my shirt off again.”

“At least,” Isaac agreed, moving his hand toward Adria’s cleavage—and she didn’t stop him. His hand slipped inside, moving under her bra.

“Did I mention that what you did on that first day felt really, really good?” she whispered, leaning further into his touch.

Deforming her left breast with one strong squeeze, then gently stroking around her nipple with his thumb, Isaac feigned ignorance. “I don’t think so. It was really hard to hear what you were saying over all that moaning you were doing.”

He deserved the jab to the arm that she gave him.

“That’s rude. You make me sound sluttier than I am.”

“You’re welcome to correct any improper assumptions I might have made.”

Adria eyed him, then glanced down at the hand she’d let him park inside her shirt. “Okay, kind of hard to do right now. I admit it.”

Isaac chuckled and brought his thumb and forefinger around Adria’s nipple. The stiff point gave as he pinched, and Adria shivered, clutching his forearm tightly.

“Don’t make me into too much of a slut, please. Not here.”

Isaac nodded and grew gentler. “Only when we’re outside of one of our colleagues’ houses. Morgan’s, Mallory’s, and if you let me know where Lei lives…”

“Oh, God, that’s true, isn’t it?” Adria said, sounding mildly horrified. “Fuck, I got all up on you at both their houses. On the same damn day.”

“Wasn’t that the plan?”

“No!” Adria hissed, and Isaac was near enough to see the beautiful woman’s most vivid blush yet. “I mean, with Mallory’s place… sort of. But I wasn’t trying to make it a trend.”

“Well, if you were, I should visit your place next. Third home I visit is the charm, right?”

Adria swallowed. “Soon, yeah. It’s, uh, well, I need to clean some things up first.”

“I wouldn’t care about a little messiness.”

“I would,” Adria said. “I’m trying to make a good impression here.”

“Adria,” Isaac whispered, moving his mouth to her shoulder, where her shirt had slipped away somewhat. “You made a good impression on me the second you volunteered to take over for Lei at the airport. I’ve been into you since then.”

“I… can tell,” Adria said, biting her lip as he gave her nipple another pinch. “But I still get to have my personal hangups, don’t I? And letting this hot guy I’m super interested in into my messy apartment—nope, not happening.”

“How quickly can you clean, then?”

“A day… or two.”

“That messy?”

Adria bumped him with her elbow. “A day or two. Will you wait?”

Sighing, Isaac gave Adria’s nipple one final pinch, then removed his hand. “I’ll even wait three days… if I really must. But on the fourth, I’m coming over, whether you want me to or not.”

“I do,” Adria whispered, the last murmurs of daylight pulling back along the horizon. “I really, really do.”


Chapter Nine

Her Worth

Upon finding out that Adria hadn’t even sucked Isaac off on their all-afternoon date, Morgan belted with laughter like a hyena. It was literally the first thing she did when he got home: investigate if he’d gotten his dick wet. And when Isaac told the truth, his “confidant” went and laughed at him!

“Did you mess it up somehow?” Morgan asked.

“No, it was a great damn time.”

“Was it, though?”

“Yes,” Isaac growled. “Not every date leads to the guy getting head, Morgan.”

“I guess I wouldn’t know,” she said, knowing it would rile him up further. “I heard about your upcoming workout date with Mallory. Think you’ll strike out there, too?”

“I’m not going to strike out. And I didn’t strike out tonight! Adria’s invited me over to her apartment.”

“When?”

“In a day or two.”

Morgan’s laughter, booming and boisterous, made him stomp over to her and shut her up with a lengthy kiss. As she’d intended, of course.

The time she spent sucking him off on the couch, kneeling over his lap as if she’d been craving another taste of him for hours, was more of a joint operation. They both wanted this, just as they both wanted the time Morgan spent splayed on her back, Isaac’s fingers and mouth moving up her thighs to provide her with a dozen new reasons to cry out his name. That was part of why Isaac didn’t mind taking things slowly with Adria. Because he could always return here for something physical.

Besides, he could wait a few days. If Adria wanted some time to set things how she wanted them to be, that was hardly going to upset him. A few weeks wouldn’t have. Not for a woman like her. Adria Velasco was a woman greater than just the sum of her parts, which were already priceless.

Effort mattered. That was something Isaac staunchly believed. Alyssa was the cause, of course; Christopher Matthews espoused the opposite point of view: that results were everything—the only thing. Fortunately, Alyssa had resisted that doctrine, and she had ensured it didn’t pass its way onto him.

Because of that, he appreciated what Adria had attempted today. Yes, even if she had over-corrected things in a rather silly way, the fact that she wanted to do so at all was meaningful. Even her original goal of protecting people was worthy of appreciation. Maybe not the methods, but the goal was laudable. She had tried to make them all a little safer, and she still was trying.

Even if she’d ultimately missed the forest for the trees in both situations, there was something charming about her earnestness. In Isaac’s eyes, such a trait deserved far more praise than calculated efficiency.

“Aria,” Isaac ended up sending as he and Morgan cleaned themselves up. “Why did Jeanne d’Arc, or whoever is Adria’s Bonded, pick her? Do you know?”

“Simple,” Aria’s smooth voice said. “Because she was worthy.”

Isaac didn’t disagree. Even if he had, who was he to argue with one of the most valiant individuals to have ever lived?


Chapter Ten

Spy Work

If stripped bare of all emotions but one at the time Isaac awoke the next day, there could be no doubt of which remained. Excitement. Sheer, inexorable excitement. Its presence tapped upon his skin like a hundred different reflex hammers, pushing him toward outright mania as he went about his morning routine. It thrummed like a generator approaching the red within every moment between when he opened his eyes and when he made it to Mallory’s mansion.

Morgan only teased him a little. She understood why he was this way. If he hadn’t acted as he did, like a student watching the last five minutes before summer break tick by, she would have known something was very wrong with him. This was how a nineteen-year-old preparing to work out in a private setting with the hottest movie star on the planet ought to act.

He still didn’t know precisely what she and Mallory had discussed yesterday. She wouldn’t say. Nevertheless, she smiled and helped him along as he bounced around like Roger Rabbit while getting ready to go.

That, of course, meant applying the cologne that Mallory had picked out for him the other day. While Adria might view it as a little too strong, it had enthralled Mallory. He expected an equally strong response from the stunning movie star when he saw her soon.

After confirming with Mallory that 8:30 was a perfect time for him to swing by her luxurious beachfront home, Isaac collected his rental’s fob and—

And found Morgan blocking his way into the garage, an impish smile on her face.

“Do I have to pay a toll to leave?” Isaac asked.

“Maybe to reenter,” Morgan said. “I like that idea, actually. But no, not to go. I wouldn’t want to exhaust you before your cute little date with your celebrity crush.”

“Thanks, Mom,” he said, grinning.

“You’re lucky that you smile like that when thinking of me,” Morgan said, prodding his chest. “I don’t care if she is Mallory Laurent, I won’t settle for the silver medal.”

Isaac snorted. “You could never not top the podium. Not mine.”

“Yes, and I’m sure there will be plenty of other women squeezed in on top of it. Probably making out while you snap photographs, if we let you have your way.”

“So far, I haven’t asked for anything of the sort. It’s just you that’s been filling my head with those… fantasies.”

“Or I’m just reading your mind. Have you thought about that?”

Pulling Morgan into him, he kissed her. “Maybe I wondered a bit about just what you and Mallory discussed at your clinic. Or what you did.”

Offering him a “think what you want” shrug, they made out for the next minute. Pressing for more, he cleared his throat. Morgan’s eyes glowed with amusement as she finally shook her head.

“No, I wouldn’t steal her away like that. You’re allowed the first taste. If you can earn it.”

He was going to try. There was no stopping that attempt, not unless Mallory put up a sign on her gate ordering him to leave his lustful intentions outside. Barring that, Isaac knew this was one of those monumental day of days. Where a momentous event could inscribe itself in the most permanent ink imaginable upon one’s brain. If he didn’t at least try to make something happen between him and his celebrity crush, he would live with that regret for the rest of his life.

Excitement and nervousness fought for supremacy within his chest. His support of the former couldn’t dispatch the latter, so he turned to an ally for help.

“If you want to give any advice before I go, I’m all ears.”

Morgan’s lips curled. “Wouldn’t that make me something of a double agent?”

“What, did you swear an oath to the state of Laurent yesterday?”

“I suppose I didn’t,” Morgan said, pressing her palms into his lower back, keeping them together. “So, before that happens, make your pitch, Isaac. The state of Matthews is already one I have a fondness for, so you’ve got a good starting point for your negotiations.”

“Lusty mercenary,” Isaac growled lightly.

“Guilty of all suspected crimes,” Morgan replied, bringing her lips to his.

Knowing he’d end up being a few minutes late, Isaac earned Morgan’s support. The door to her garage stayed closed, acting as a sturdy barrier as he pinned her against it, then lifted her off her feet. Heart rates spiked, and body temperatures skyrocketed. Morgan became the first woman he left breathless that day. Something for her to remember him by when he was gone for the next several hours.

“Do you think,” Morgan whispered before he set her down, “that just because she’s an incredibly famous actress, she isn’t still a woman?”

“Well, no,” Isaac said. That was his advice? This obvious reminder?

But Morgan wasn’t done. Standing once more, she moved her mouth to his other ear. Her hands gripped his shirt, holding him close.

“If you had seen the way her eyes smoldered when I shared what I did, you’d show a little more elation toward my hint. If you’d been there to watch her swallow after I mentioned how big you are, you’d be trembling. What helpful advice do you need, Isaac? She’s already interested. I’m pretty sure you already knew that.”

Isaac nearly did start trembling. Withdrawing her mouth from his ear, Morgan smiled in a way that was almost as miraculous as Mallory’s interest in him. The smile of a woman who was fine with him shooting his shot with another woman. Another, another woman. She knew he would come back. She knew how much she meant to him.

“Now, I don’t know how shared our bedroom interests are, so you’ll have to find that out for yourself. A good spy has to leave the home office a little work to do on their own, or why pay you such a big salary?”

“Yeah, government officials, known for their monstrous salaries,” Isaac snorted.

“Seeing as how you’re both the president and the chief intelligence officer, I guess you’ll have to take that up with yourself.” Morgan kissed him one last time. “Get a good workout in. Another is waiting for you in the afternoon—or evening. Whenever you get back to me.”

Yes, she knew he would always return to her. There could be no doubt, and Isaac would never attempt to act otherwise. With that set in stone, Isaac made his third—his first as the driver—visit to Mallory Laurent’s mansion.


Chapter Eleven

Personal Trainer

It took every ounce of self-restraint Isaac possessed not to speed during the drive over. Because he was running late—seven minutes late, only, but still late. Surely, if Mallory knew Morgan as well as both women intimated, she would understand his tardiness. Forgive it, even. Hopefully. He wanted to see her smiling when he arrived, not annoyed at him for showing up late.

Technically, he didn’t get either. A gate got in his way.

“Well, I’m glad you remembered your way to my house,” Mallory’s husky voice said over her gate intercom. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d lost your way here. Driving south, then south, then south some more, all pretty much on a single road. Must have been a challenging route to remember.”

Isaac swallowed nervously. “Sorry, I got held up a little at home.”

“Shifting the blame, are we?”

“Well, no. I mean… not really.”

A short but cleaving silence followed. Isaac fidgeted in the seat of his rental, undoubtedly visible to one of her home security cameras. Sweating over her initial response to his tardiness.

Nestled on a perfect beachfront property, Mallory’s mansion sat at the end of Makena, basically the final home before a nature reserve to the south. It might even be the southernmost house on Maui. And what a home it was.

Walled off by neatly trimmed hedges rather than stone or brick, at a little over ten thousand square feet, her mansion could have housed the whole team in it. And with that view, who wouldn’t want to live here? There was a reason that mansions in Makena racked up the zeroes.

He’d arrive at 8:37, buzzing her on the intercom immediately. The buxom actress had answered only seconds later. Her current silence persisted until 8:39, when her gate finally swung open.

“Well, come on. I’ll just bill you for those ten wasted minutes of my life.”

“You can garnish my pay, if you like,” Isaac offered lightly.

He earned a playful snort, which allowed him to expel some of his anxiety as he pulled up in front of her mansion. A large pool lay to his right, waters glistening but calm. With any luck, Mallory used it often—and would invite him over when she did. For when Maui’s weather took a rare break from perfection, there was a second pool on the grounds, sequestered within one of the buildings that were disconnected from the mansion.

He would walk by it, passing beneath the shade of palm trees, soon enough.

Parking in front of the two-door garage, centrally placed on the mansion itself, Isaac looked up as he hopped out of his Mustang. He saw no sign of Mallory Laurent on her ocean-facing balcony, nor behind any of the many windows in view. Her house was more glass than wood, so he easily spotted where she wasn’t. Which was everywhere but one place, obviously. Hopefully, right behind her front door, eagerly waiting for her next chance to breathe in his scent.

Wearing worries like tassels, Isaac rushed up a stylized set of stone steps toward her front door. It curved like an L, each stone block four feet across. Tiered waterways flanked both sides, giving the impression of climbing a narrow path caught between two streams. Reaching the top, Isaac held his breath as he gave Mallory’s door a pensive knock.

Sparing him too much agony, the door opened a few seconds later.

As she had promised she would, Mallory Laurent, one of the most successful, desirable, and incredible women alive, had worn what she’d shown off for him during their previous outing. Just that was enough to keep him from breathing, but the levity in her eyes helped hammer home how truly amazing his circumstances—his opportunities here today—were.

She wasn’t annoyed with him. She’d been acting. Of course she had.

Teal leggings clung with unrepentant greed to her ridiculously shapely legs and hips. Transparent mesh portions on the sides fanned further flames within Isaac’s heart. Stopping just above her hips, his eyes traveled up two flowing valleys of pure, silken skin to a pair of breasts that were barely contained by a white sports bra, the zipper dangling in the middle. From start to finish, Mallory was a woman of waves. Dangerous, enthralling waves.

Hair up in a ponytail, eyes shining with approval toward his approval, Mallory said nothing for several seconds. She let him drink his fill. Because of an overly talkative sister and her best friend, she knew exactly how long he’d been a fan.

And yet, Isaac couldn’t find it in him to be annoyed with either of them. Their blabbing must have been a key driving force behind her interest in him. An important part of why Mallory had given him three autographed pictures of herself on the night they’d met, then invited him to go shopping with her the next morning.

Yeah, she knew she captivated him. Fortunately, rather than finding it quaint or tiresome, Mallory appeared to appreciate how overt his attraction toward her was. With how many people in the world desired Mallory Laurent, Isaac was hardly special in that regard.

And yet here he was, and so he must be. He was still pondering why.

He’d spent the drive over considering both this and Morgan’s advice. Though he would have liked to dwell within the clouds, he found himself reviewing their shopping trip, trying to find the logical consistency that he needed. He was too much like his sister… his father, even. Things needed to make sense, or a rash formed.

It was a math problem, like so many things were. He had the solution: Mallory was interested in him. Now, he just needed to slot in the correct values for X, Y, and Z, which should finally explain her shocking but amazing interest in him.

She was a woman, and women had desires. Not really a grand revelation, but he could buy that—sort of. However, with how many options a woman like Mallory had, even if she was only selecting from Maui’s limited population, what made him special? Well, she’d informed him of one variable. The connection via their knowledge of the Great Beyond, Breakthroughs, and eidolons. Okay, that could track… to an extent. But with how quickly she’d come onto him?

To be fair, as she’d mentioned at the end of their shopping trip, she hadn’t meant to come onto him quite so strongly. She had been looking to flirt a little, have some fun, enjoy some risqué behavior. Things had gone a little too far. That was the value she offered, but it didn’t fit the equation.

Because if that had been true, he would not be here today. You didn’t invite the man who was clearly lusting after you to your luxurious mansion just two days after saying all that, then wear the same outfit that had started the “things going too far” portion of that outing. You certainly didn’t let all that happen, then expect him to overcome his long-standing dream of fucking you. Bad math, that was. Mallory was smart enough to know it, too.

All this dialed up Isaac’s mind even more, not less. This wasn’t the relief he needed. He understood what was happening, yet he couldn’t fully grasp the why. It dug into him like a nail with no point, pressing in uncomfortably but not breaking the skin.

“Do I still cut as fine a figure as I did the other day?” Mallory asked in her thrilling, husky voice. Damn, that voice! It caused his heart to do backflips.

Forcing himself out of his own head, Isaac scanned Mallory’s body again. His eyes lingered on all the right places to answer her question before he even opened his mouth.

Yet, he ended up focusing on the one thing that displeased him. Looking at her breasts, he found the zipper all the way up. That severely limited how much cleavage he could see, though the outline of her full breasts under the white fabric remained spectacular.

“Does that zipper have to be quite so high? It wasn’t in the changing room.”

A coquettish smile appeared on the actress’s face. Mallory fiddled with the zipper a little, but she didn’t draw it down. All it did was keep Isaac’s eyes focused there, wishing that she would give him just a little more.

“We’re only here to work out together,” Mallory lied. “So, I should have my outfit set up in such a way that I’m ready to work out. I wouldn’t want to keep needing to keep yanking the zipper back up every other minute, because it’s slipping when I’m on the treadmill.”

“Right,” Isaac said. “Well, how do I look?”

“And smell?” was the other part of that question, which he left unsaid.

Aware of this, Mallory’s gaze worked a long circuit up his body. Like her, he had worn the athletic gear that she’d shown the most interest in. His arms well displayed, Mallory’s eyes lingered on them. Isaac… resisted the urge to flex.

When she was through with her examination, she leaned in. Eyes closing, Mallory yet again breathed in the scent of Carnal Promise that permeated the surrounding air. Whether or not she knew it, she trembled as she did so. When her eyes opened, verdant flames seemed as if they might leap out of them.

Mallory Laurent really loved this scent.

That was another part of the equation. She’d intentionally drawn him to and then purchased this cologne for him. For her. Morgan liked it, but Mallory adored it. She was literally making it harder for herself to resist him. Why?

The most direct part of him wanted to grab her by the arms, shake her like a rag doll, and demand a straight answer. However, he let the cunning part of him maintain control. He could survive such games for one more morning. He would get those answers, though. Before he left her mansion, he would know why Mallory Laurent was interested in him.

As such, he made the first move. As she looked at him, eyes radiating heat, Isaac crossed the threshold into her home. Before she could move back, speak, or do much of anything, he leaned in for a hug.

She accepted it.

His arms surrounded her voluptuous body, hands landing on her lower back. Pressing her into him, he gave her an even closer greeting to the potent cologne wafting off his wrists and neck. He felt her next tiny shiver, heard her breathe in for longer than was necessary. Her heavenly breasts compressed upon his chest, leaving Isaac fighting for his life.

Patience. Be patient.

Notes of lilac, far less powerful than his cologne, fought for a chance to be noticed, mostly ineffectual. Again, if there was anyone to blame, it was the woman who’d introduced him to Carnal Promise.

Swapping from mathematician to scientist, as he now dealt with practical elements, Isaac lowered his hands. He made it obvious, slow, ensuring Mallory felt them as they worked their way down her body, heading for one of the most amazing slopes that a set of hands could ever reach.

She didn’t say a word, keeping herself tightly pressed against him. Only once Isaac’s fingers began gliding along her incredible ass did she respond. She sighed softly. Isaac couldn’t be sure if its key essence was satisfaction, acceptance, or admonishment. Whichever it was, Mallory pulled back a few seconds later.

Upon seeing the regret etched all over his face, she smiled knowingly. He’d been seconds away from having enough of a grip to give her ass the same treatment that he’d given Morgan’s before leaving. Bit of a mean streak, yeah.

“So, do you want to see where we’ll be working out?” Mallory asked.

“Sure,” Isaac said, voice slightly hoarse, finally remembering to take off his shoes and carry them.

Drawing in one more deep breath, letting his cologne wrap around her nostrils, Mallory turned and led him through her house.

Literally. She guided him from one side to the other. Through her open living room, where he spotted the cabinet holding some of her awards. Ignoring the spiraling steps that led up to the second floor, where a towering marble pillar, thin at the bottom and wide at the top, like an erupting waterspout, stood in its center. Past bedrooms, past bathrooms. No workout room, though. Not here. It wasn’t in her home at all.

With so many large glass doors and windows to inform him of this, Isaac twisted his neck, looking for their destination. Not on his left, not on his right. As he looked at the many plush chairs and couches sitting under the shade of her balcony, he again made comparisons to a resort. Just throw some lovey-dovey couples and groups of friends onto those chairs, get them to start discussing their mid-morning plans while being waited on by staff members, and there you go.

Having started near the northern end of her house, Isaac folded his arms when they reached the southern end. Glancing over her shoulder, eyes alight with amusement, Mallory opened a door to the outside.

“Oh, the gym’s not in the house itself. I retrofitted the second garage into it shortly after moving in.”

“So, why did we walk through the entire house?” Isaac asked, putting his shoes back on. “We could have walked outside, saving me from having to do this.”

Mallory smiled and selected a pair of athletic shoes from a rack by the door. There had been one by her front door too, so it wasn’t as if she’d needed to come here to find shoes. “I was completing your tour, which you didn’t get to finish last time you were here.”

“Because I’ll need to know where all seven of your mansion’s bathrooms are?”

“Eight, actually,” Mallory playfully admitted, then headed back outside.

Admiring her backside as recompense for her trick, Isaac spared a few glances at what Mallory guided them by on their way to her retrofitted gym. Walking on a stone path beneath the shade of palm trees, they passed between her pool house and a smaller building that Mallory said was her sauna. Two places Isaac also wanted to visit with the buxom brunette.

The last building on her property made its nature known immediately. It was all glass, save for the roof and a few support pillars. Placed on a raised platform, this “retrofit” looked more like a total redesign. The workout gear looked brand-new, never touched, though that second bit couldn’t be true. As Mallory had explained, her killer physique didn’t manifest out of nowhere.

Stopping at the glass doors, Mallory entered a code on an electronic keypad beside one of the doors. It chimed affirmatively, and Mallory tugged on both doors. Self-propelled motors kept them in motion after Mallory released their handles, and they stayed fully open as she headed inside. Isaac stayed hot on her heels, eagerness ramping up again.

Mallory glided over to another set of doors, these on the ocean-facing side of her private gym. She cast them open too, letting the salty breeze sneak its scent inside.

“When it’s dark, the sights and sounds in this building are amazing,” Mallory said, looking toward the ocean. “The waves crashing in, the wind gliding through the open doors—I love it.”

“I can’t wait to see and hear them for myself,” Isaac said.

Mallory turned toward him, smiling approvingly. “If you can show you’re up for my morning routine, then perhaps you can come back for an evening workout. It’s usually the lighter of the two. Just cardio, really.”

She nodded toward a line of three treadmills that faced the ocean. They stood off in the corner of the one-room building, next-door neighbors to her dumbbell rack. Her gym had it all: state-of-the-art workout machines, medicine balls, and even a battle rope.

“What’s on today’s docket?” Isaac asked.

“I’m on day four of my workout schedule,” Mallory said. “That means a strength-focused day, full body. Personally, because I hate them the most, I like to start with deadlifts after my warmup.”

Isaac chuckled and followed her nod toward a trap bar sitting on a workout mat. Although she might hate it, her phenomenal lower half owed much of its splendor to that specific workout, as it heavily targeted the hamstrings and glutes.

“Sure, let’s get started,” Isaac said, stretching an arm across his body. “Whatever your routine is, I’ll follow along.”

“Great. Let’s go through some warmups, then get started.”

Unsurprisingly, Mallory’s form and focus were impeccable. Even for a workout that she claimed to hate, she maintained utter perfection. With two hundred and twenty-five pounds gripped in her hands, back straight, jaw clenched, Mallory performed each deadlift with a level of perfection that Isaac knew he couldn’t imitate.

That put him in a bit of a quandary. Physically active as he was, he wasn’t necessarily the best lifter. Mallory’s technique was obviously more refined than his, so should he stay focused on learning from her impressive technique, so he didn’t look shoddy when it was his turn, or did he just gawk at how hot she looked amid each rep?

Indecision squeezed him on all sides. No longer did he dare to imagine that he could pass as her personal trainer in the gym, only outside of it. As his turn surrounded by bars arrived, he ended up being the one who could make use of a few helpful nudges to straighten out his form. Upon finishing his first set, muscles flaring from the effort, he expected to hear some. Yet Mallory didn’t leap to provide him with advice.

“What’s up?” he asked. “We both know I didn’t do those perfectly. You’ve got some advice to give. I can see it.”

“I suppose I do,” Mallory said. “But… men can be… finicky about hearing a woman give them advice in a gym. Your form wasn’t bad.”

“Just not perfect,” he finished for her. “Don’t worry, I’m not one of those guys. I used to be a competitive swimmer, and form is everything in that sport. So, if I’m doing something wrong, I want a correction. Especially seeing as I want to be in this gym a lot. So, rather than hiding your winces every time I make a mistake, it’s probably best if you share what’s on your mind. Trust me, it won’t wound my pride to get some coaching from Mallory Laurent.”

“I’m happy to weigh in,” Mallory said, lips curling. Amusement toward her own bad joke, yes, but also approval toward his willingness to be instructed.

As she went through her next set, she spoke about the advice that the physical trainer she worked with when preparing for Prehistoric Jane had drilled into her. She had a good decade of such workouts to refine her form, and Isaac gladly absorbed what he could. During his remaining sets, she watched to see if he’d corrected his form. When Isaac released the metal bar for the final time, she looked rather proud—of him and herself.

“I don’t really get to coach people all that often, believe it or not,” she said as they moved toward her bench press rack. “It’s all basically downloaded into my brain at this point. Working out, dieting, supplementing myself, my sleep schedule; I’ve got it all in this head of mine.”

“I’m eager to learn,” Isaac said, helping Mallory put on an appropriate amount of weight for her first bench press set.

“And I’m eager to teach,” Mallory said. “That’s probably pretty obvious, huh? After so many years of being on the receiving end, my form scrutinized with every rep, it’s kind of nice to be on the other side.”

“Sounds like you need to invite me over a lot, then. It’ll take me a long time to get as good as you.”

Mallory’s approving look persisted as she made herself comfortable on the bench. She waited until Isaac moved around to stand above her head, then set her hands on the barbell. He did the same, preparing to help her with the initial lift. Looking up at him, she smiled again.

“Focus,” he hummed. “On the weights, not me.”

“You’re distracting,” she said, sounding a little huskier than usual.

“You can kiss my arms later,” Isaac said.

Her eyes flicked toward his biceps, and this time he couldn’t resist flexing them a little. Mallory’s stare lingered, but she eventually pulled herself together. Focusing on a fixed point on the ceiling, she breathed in, then exerted herself. Helping her get the weight off the rack, he released the bar but kept his hands hovering within inches of it. Even an expert could slip up and need an assist.

Today, this one didn’t. Exhaling as the weight came down, the bar pushed upon her breasts just a tad before Mallory exploded back up, straightening her arms. An inhale followed, and then Mallory repeated the motion. Her ten-thousandth time doing so? Her fifteenth?

Either number put him several thousand attempts behind her. Adding on some additional weight when his turn arrived, Isaac prepared to close the distance in experience back to what it had been before her first set.

Wearing another smile as they traded places, Mallory watched him as his hands settled onto the bar. She breathed in his cologne, which hadn’t yet mingled with sweat. They’d get there soon, though.

“Are you sure you can handle this much weight?” she asked lightly, tapping the bar with her nails.

“It’s not that much.” It wasn’t, not compared to what certain gym-rat buddies back home could do. Only about forty pounds above his body weight.

“I think it’s an impressive amount,” the gorgeous woman said. “If you can do it properly.”

Aware as he was of what she was doing, he still absorbed the additional boost of motivation that her words provided. With a grunt, he worked the weight off the bar. As he’d done for her, Mallory helped him with the initial lift, then retreated her fingers.

Blood poured into his chest and arms as he fought against the weight as it tried to do what it always did: fall back to the ground. With effort, though not so much that she proved right in wondering if he could handle the weight, Isaac pushed through all eight reps without flagging.

“I am impressed,” Mallory confirmed as she helped him set the bar back on the rack.

Of course, she still had a few suggestions. He’d apparently lifted both his butt and left foot on his final rep.

“I’ll do better on the next set,” Isaac promised.

“You strike me as a quick learner,” Mallory said as she delayed her next set to grab a pair of hand towels from a nearby stack, “so I don’t doubt it.”

That was really the only downside to owning your own private gym: you had to clean everything yourself. As such, alongside those towels stood a row of all-purpose cleaners.

Another reason you might want me around, Isaac thought mirthfully. Two sets of hands to help clean things up.

However, there wasn’t any sweat on the bench yet, so why had she grabbed the towels? Just in advance? Presumably so, for Mallory tossed them onto another workout machine nearby upon her return.

It was only as Mallory situated herself back on the bench that Isaac noticed something new. Rather, something old, in a way. Having grown distracted by the cleaning supplies, he hadn’t noticed that she’d fiddled with her sports bra’s zipper. It no longer resided in the same place as it had when she’d welcomed him to her home. Instead, it sat a little lower.

His breath hitched, and his hands hung forgotten at his sides. The zipper wasn’t that much lower, yet he noticed it as surely as he’d notice if the sun vanished. A gift for doing and saying the right things so far? Hints of cleavage. For his eyes only. Glorious hints.

“Ready?” Mallory asked, feigning ignorance about what she’d just done.

Nodding dumbly, he helped her hoist the bar. She performed every rep flawlessly, and Isaac, distracted but intent on proving her right about him being a fast learner, also did better in his second set. He wondered if—and yes!

Paying special attention to Mallory as his second set ended, he saw her deliberately turn away, though not fully, which was also clearly deliberate, and then draw down the zipper on her bra. This time, he even heard the zrrt sound it made as she dragged it down.

It wasn’t quite as low as it’d been when she’d shown this outfit off to him in the changing room, but it was close. And there were many more sets to go.

Heart pounding for reasons beyond the strain he was putting on her body, Isaac swallowed audibly. Mallory noticed, smiled, and returned to the bench, preparing for her third set.

You’re playing with me just a little too much, Isaac decided. I’ve got to fight back. At least a little.

What would have once captivated and kept him stationary now elicited a deep-seated need for proactivity. After all his successes with Morgan and Adria, he couldn’t just watch. He wouldn’t just be a spectator.

But how to proceed from here? To get to where he wanted things to go? He knew what he wanted to make happen. He knew exactly what he wanted.

You offered to coach me on something else, too, Isaac realized. His avenue appeared.

“By the way, I wanted to ask you for some advice about Morgan,” Isaac said as Mallory’s third set began.

“Go for it,” Mallory said with a grunt, lifting the barbell with his help. Somehow, even that sign of exertion sounded smoky and arousing.

“Well, we haven’t fucked yet,” he said.

The woman beneath him displayed more shock now than when she’d been transported back in time in the first Prehistoric Jane. She’d been expecting the probing pings of small arms fire, not the full-scale bombardment with which he’d kicked things off.

“But she has sucked me off quite a few times,” Isaac continued, acting as though he hadn’t noticed her wide-eyed response. “She seems really into it.”

“I don’t exactly, ungh, hear a question in all of this, Isaac,” Mallory noted as she finished a rep.

“Sorry. What I’m looking for from you is advice on how to move things forward. I’m sure it’s something Morgan and I could just talk about, but she’s always been the kind of woman who likes boldness—so I wanted to know if there’s a good way to progress. I don’t want to go too far too fast, of course. But I want more. You know, nineteen and all.”

As she completed another rep, Mallory bought herself more time to recover by licking her lips. Yeah, he was basically asking her how to get laid, and not all that subtly. And then there was the obvious subtext simmering beneath the surface.

“And how do I progress with you too?”

“Well, every woman is different,” Mallory said. “Some prefer the direct approach, while others like teasing games. Some hate when a man makes secret dinner plans that upend her evening, and others will fawn all over him for the rest of the week because of his initiative.”

“Yeah,” Isaac agreed. “And I know it’s not a one-size-fits-all answer. The same woman might love a surprise on Friday, as she’s finally off work for the week, whereas the same dinner plans on a Tuesday, when she has a big presentation the next morning, might be the worst ‘gift’ ever.”

Mallory chuckled and completed another rep. “In a world of complex people living complex lives, that’s just how things, ungh, will be.” Another rep down. “But we’re talking about Morgan, right? Based on what I know of her, she’s more likely to love a surprise than hate one. More likely to…”—another rep—“appreciate that boldness you’re referring to. Reward it too.”

“She gives great rewards,” Isaac admitted, reminiscing.

“I’m sure,” Mallory said dryly, though she didn’t look upset. Far from it. “Well, if she’s anything like me, actions often speak louder than words. Once the interest in going further is obvious, it’s time to strike.”

Another rep. Only a couple more. So, if he was going to heed her advice, it was time to strike.

“That makes sense,” Isaac said. And that was all.

Instead, Isaac waited until Mallory finished her last rep. He helped her bring the bar back to the rack, and nothing more. As she sat up, signs of disappointment dotted her expression.

When she tried to stand up, he stopped her.

One hand on her shoulder, that was all. Enough to keep her where she was. In response, she looked over her shoulder, confusion knitting her eyebrows together. So, he cleared things up for her.

His “strike” arrived. Leaning over her, Isaac used his available hand to catch that small but important zipper. As Mallory’s eyes widened, Isaac pulled it down nearly the entire way. He left barely an inch of metal teeth connected, and Mallory’s enormous breasts threatened to finish what he’d started, looking like they might spill out at any second. Just barely, the zipper held.

Mallory looked down at his hand, her cleavage, and the zipper. The first of those was slow to pull back, but Isaac eventually did so. She had two more sets still to go. They would have fewer reps than her first three, so his window to do more—and he would do more—shrank.

Pale green eyes, slightly shocked but also slightly impressed, looked up at him. Isaac met Mallory’s eyes without balking.

“So, maybe something like that?” he asked.

“Maybe,” the stunning celebrity said, sounding more out of breath than she should.

She got up, wiped down the bench, breasts swaying as her arm scrubbed at sweat that wasn’t there in great enough quantities to require such determination, and then ushered him to lie down.

From underneath the buxom actress, Isaac couldn’t see much of the work he’d done. The underside of Mallory’s breasts remained cupped closely by her bra. Mallory solved that issue by leaning over in an exaggerated way as she helped him begin his third set.

“Morgan mentioned you were good with your hands,” Mallory said when at the halfway point. It was the first sound, outside of his labored breaths, to break the taut silence surrounding them.

“I like to use them a lot, too,” Isaac said, muscles straining. “Got to stay active.”

“Got to,” Mallory murmured, seeming deep in her own thoughts.

Staying diligent until he completed his third set, Mallory’s hand began moving toward the zipper, offering it a much-needed respite from its task. Only… it stopped. Then it dropped to her side. Glancing at him, hiding her emotions behind a blank expression, Mallory swapped places with him yet again.

Her request couldn’t have been any louder if she’d yelled into a speakerphone.

This time, before her set, which would only include five reps, Isaac reached toward her breasts.

Mallory watched but did not stop him as he finished pulling it down. The teeth holding the bra together separated. Hands trembling, Isaac peeled off the layers covering her breasts.

It was a sight worth any price. Any bid, any risk, any oath that needed swearing. And yet, all Isaac had “paid” was the gas the drive had required and some mild stress on his muscles. A few words, a minor risk.

An incredible reward.

Mallory had never modeled nude before, nor had she been involved in any hacking scandal. This was completely unfamiliar territory. A sight that millions wished to have.

“Holy fuck,” he muttered, staring and staring at Mallory Audrey Laurent’s half-naked body. At curves capable of putting millions into theater seats. At a woman on her back, looking up at him, doing nothing to stop him from admiring her enormous breasts.

They were large enough to leave him wondering if he could get his hands all the way around them. One hand for one breast, he’d have to spread his fingers wide, maybe compress her breasts, as gravity currently tried to do while she lay on her back. They were amazingly large, immaculately shaped. He wanted to feel them, kiss them, fuck them.

He was going to fuck them. The goal he had been chasing. It was a matter of when, not if.

He truly believed that. Seeing the way Mallory stared up at him, eyes aglow with lust, he did. On this very bench, possibly right now.

But no. She needed to finish her fourth and fifth sets first. Work before play.

“Come on,” Isaac whispered. “Five reps.”

Mallory blinked, emerging from the lusty haze that had fallen upon her. Swallowing, she placed her hands on the bar. Isaac did the same. Mallory lifted, and Isaac supported her.

Unlike before, he did not remove his hands from the bar.

Looking at his hands, she opened her mouth to remind him she didn’t need help, then stopped herself. Because she understood. He wasn’t giving her any support, and she could feel that. He wouldn’t help her cheat. His hands were where they were for another reason.

Licking her lips, Mallory controlled the bar as she lowered it to her chest. Rather than cold steel landing atop her stiffening nipples, the backs of Isaac’s hands did.

And quickly. Feeling their hardening transformation in real-time, Isaac nearly shouted for joy. However, he just controlled the urge, not wanting to look too eager. Just… a normal amount of eager. The right kind of eager for when your hands earned the privilege of pressing themselves upon Mallory Laurent’s perfect tits.

The movie star breathed out, then propelled the bar—and his hands—away from her breasts. An unfortunate requirement for this specific workout.

“One,” Mallory whispered, sounding strained in all the right ways.

Isaac broke, grinning from ear to ear. Mallory rolled her eyes but smiled. She brought the weight back down.

“Keep track of my form, Isaac,” Mallory said. “Even I can mess up.”

“Sure,” Isaac said, unable to take his eyes away from Mallory’s breasts. His hands experienced how her stiff—now fully stiffened—nipples once more, and Mallory might have let the barbell go a little lower than was correct. Her breasts compressed under his hands, so soft and warm.

“Isaac,” Mallory said as she lifted her arms, separating his hands from her breasts. “You didn’t correct me.”

“What? O-Oh. Yeah, too deep.”

The older woman smirked. “If it wasn’t over how great I look, I would be very annoyed with you. I take my time in the gym seriously.”

“Three more reps, Mallory,” Isaac said, managing to at least remember that much.

Mallory managed all three with better form. Isaac’s hands tingled as Mallory racked the bar. For her fifth and final set, she would only commit to three reps.

A movie star stood, and Isaac snapped out of his daydreaming. As she reached for her bra, Isaac briefly feared that she’d zip it back up. She’d given him his fun, rewarded his boldness. Now, back to focusing on her workout.

But she didn’t. Instead, knowing that a bra that wasn’t zipped up was just about the most useless piece of clothing in existence, Mallory discarded it entirely. Well, not entirely. It ended up dangling on the bar above Isaac’s face as he settled into position for his next set.

“You said you liked it so much, yet you barely let me wear it for twenty minutes,” Mallory said. As his palms pressed against two warming spots on the bar, she lowered her mouth to his right hand. Breathing in the cologne wafting off his wrist, her lips skirted the grooves in his knuckles.

“I barely survived that long,” he whispered. “Besides, didn’t you wear that hot fucking outfit because you wanted it to come off?”

“Eventually,” Mallory purred. “As in, two or three weeks from now. I was trying to correct my overeagerness when we went shopping together.”

“I think three days is more than enough time for you to have decided you can’t wait to have my hands all over you,” Isaac retorted.

“Did I even need that long, though?” Mallory said.

No. No, she hadn’t. It had been there, less obvious but there, on the very first night they’d met.

Delaying his fourth set, Isaac met Mallory’s eyes. “You gave me some of the reasons the other day, but I know it can’t just be that Morgan’s drunken ramblings and our shared work that’s led to all this. So, are you going to fess up?”

One corner of Mallory’s mouth curved upward. “No, I don’t think I shall.”

Before he could argue, she lifted the barbell, and Isaac, not wanting to cause an accident or see her strained, joined in. His fourth set started.

“Why… not?” he asked between reps.

“Because it will make me look particularly debased.”

Isaac arched an eyebrow.

“Particularly debased,” Mallory repeated. “Not the normal kind of debased, which I already look. Seeing as how I’m letting a nineteen-year-old ogle my tits less than halfway into our first workout together.”

“Is it a mommy fetish?” Isaac asked.

“Wouldn’t it be a son fetish, coming from my side of things?” Mallory pointed out, watching him closely. He was flagging, reps coming slower, the difficulty ramping up quicker than he could adjust. Or maybe he was just too distracted, his focus scattered to the winds.

“I think so. Yeah, you’re right.”

Mallory chuckled, offering a bit of aid as he completed his third rep. “I know I am. I’m from Hollywood, Isaac. I’ve heard of fetishes that you wouldn’t even believe are real.”

“Any that are… particularly debased and currently present?”

Snorting at first, Mallory ended up giggling under her breath, which left Isaac struggling to finish his fourth rep on his own. She came back to help, just a little, as any good spotter knew, at the very end of his upward motion.

“Yes, some,” was all Mallory said as she helped him finish his fifth and final rep.

Breathing heavily, Isaac’s arms actively considered the state of jelly while his chest ached. Mallory grabbed his towel, then dabbed at beads of perspiration dotting his forehead.

“I’m impressed you can flirt so successfully and pump iron at the same time,” she teased.

“Multitasking is a skill every person should develop,” Isaac said between breaths.

“Too true,” Mallory said, tossing the towel onto his groin, covering the clear signs of his arousal. “Remember to wipe things down.”

Down on one knee beside the bench, Isaac made sure to stare right at Mallory’s breasts as he did so. Rolling her eyes, she attempted to hide his distractions with her arm. The effect accomplished the opposite.

For her final set, Mallory finally struggled a little. There’d been a wobble here or there during the previous two sets, but he hadn’t needed to step in to help her complete any reps. That changed here, but when Isaac began helping her, she gritted her teeth and hissed at him to only help at the very last possible second.

“I’m stubborn,” she said as he helped her get the barbell back onto the rack, now through with her bench presses.

But not yet through with the bench below her. Once more, Isaac stopped her from getting up. This time, he stopped her from even sitting up. Pale green eyes examined the hand that he’d set on her shoulder, keeping her pinned.

“I have a pretty debased desire,” Isaac said.

“Let’s hear it,” Mallory said.

“I’d rather let my actions speak for themselves,” Isaac said.

She eyed him, then, paralyzing him. An uncommitted stare, capable of veering in either direction. Permitting more. Denying it. How far would she let him go today? By her own words, they were well past what she’d been intending to allow.

As it turned out, at least one more step forward.

“Okay,” Mallory said, staying on her back. A few beads of sweat dotted her warm skin. “I did say I prefer actions over words.”

Heart launching itself into the stratosphere, Isaac hurried around the barbell. Mallory tracked him like a wolf monitoring a potential rival, refusing to let him get into her blind spot.

“I did say that,” Mallory reiterated as he stopped beside her half-naked body. She could only guess his intentions, though she was smart enough to have a good idea. “But I also reserve my right to make you stop at any point. Keep that in mind as you go forward. Short-term satisfaction versus long-term bliss. Assuming I don’t knee you in the nuts if you really try going too far, even after I tell you to stop.”

“The last thing I want to do is upset you,” Isaac promised. “Or leave you second-guessing if you made the right choice right here.”

Mallory nodded. She was willing to wait and see.

She got to see quite a lot. Slipping out of his shoes, Isaac reversed Mallory’s nudity. His shorts and boxers hit the rubbery floor. Something very large and very keen to fit itself into a new location leaped to attention.

Lips parting, Mallory’s eyes traced every inch of the cock that Morgan had bragged about yesterday. Like it had been with Isaac and her breasts, there was imagining how good something would look, and then there was seeing it with your own eyes. Longing radiated out of her stare in strobing waves.

“Not too far, is it?” Isaac asked.

“Depends on where you’re planning to put that big thing,” Mallory whispered, unable to blink, unable even to meet his gaze. His cock dominated her attention.

Without further ado, Isaac showed her. Straddling her midsection, he placed the tip of his cock just beneath the valley between her breasts. He made his intentions obvious.

He wanted to titfuck Mallory Audrey Laurent.

And with just a barely-there-but-definitely-there nod, Mallory let him know he could.

Understanding now that he could never again complain about his personal luck, Isaac brought his hands to the edge of Mallory’s tits, then pushed them together. In the same moment, he slid his cock, which was already oozing precum, in between their heavenly softness.

His cock slid in. Deeper, vanishing, fitting perfectly. The tip reappeared as he finished his first thrust, even though it really wasn’t much of a thrust. More of a scouting mission. A test trip down a path Isaac intended to take as many times as required. To ensure an explosion.

“Have you done this precise act before, Isaac?” Mallory asked lightly. She seemed to have overcome her awe at his size. Now, she looked at him, amusement curving her full lips.

“A… few times,” Isaac admitted.

“I see.” Mallory smiled. “Then I’ll save my comments for afterward.”

Even with his cock snugly buried between Mallory Laurent’s breasts, a frown found its way onto his face. Had… had he already made some mistake? How? When?

“Fuck away,” Mallory said, patting his forearm. “‘Comments’ was the wrong word. Suggestions to help you get off faster next time—that’s what I meant.”

“Next time?” Isaac asked.

“Next time,” Mallory repeated, kissing her fingertips, then setting their wet warmth upon the tip of his cock.

Renewed desire leaped on his worries, smothering them in a moment. Holding Mallory’s breasts together, he began to fuck them.

Pretty much immediately, Mallory arched her back, committing what was usually a big sin on a workout bench. For this, however, it helped. It helped a lot. Her shift angled his thrusts slightly downward, which felt immensely more natural. She also guided his hand to the barbell for added leverage, then brought hers to keep the breast it no longer held nice and snug around his cock.

“I guess you’ve given a few titfucks,” Isaac grumbled, face warming.

“I have been married,” Mallory noted. “Twice.”

“Lucky guys,” Isaac grunted. He’d known that, of course. Both were actors, and both were still alive, so Isaac wondered how often they kicked themselves for what they’d lost. If he remembered right, she had been the one to file, both times.

“Lucky to have come before you,” Mallory said, eyeing the cock that appeared just beneath her chin each time he finished a thrust. “I couldn’t have settled like I did if I’d known you were around with this big tool.”

Isaac knew—well, he didn’t know, as he had no idea what her ex-husbands were packing—a placating statement when he heard one, yet he couldn’t help but want to believe her. Certainly, the way she stared at his cock implied a certain level of approval.

Also, the way she kissed it.

At the end of his next deep thrust, Mallory tilted her head forward and placed her lips against his cock’s precum-soiled tip. A shiver like a bolt of lightning raced up his spine. In response, Mallory smiled.

“Our first,” she said.

“What?” Isaac asked hoarsely.

Her voice glided across his skin like velvet threads. “Our first kiss, Isaac. My lips, your cock. Another is coming.”

His sanity frayed. He pulled back, cock throbbing, and then pushed it forward. As soon as it reappeared at the end of the snug valley, Mallory kissed it again. This time, as if she really wanted to break his mind, she swept her tongue across its opening. All the while keeping their eyes locked together.

“Fuck,” Isaac whispered.

“You said Morgan has sucked your cock a lot,” Mallory stated.

Isaac nodded dumbly.

“But not quite like this, right?”

Just as dumbly, Isaac shook his head.

Grinning as if she’d won some sort of victory, Mallory moved his hand from the side of her breast to the top. Giving him free rein to play with her nipple, she began kneading her breasts up and down, offering an additional sensation to help him come undone. Lifting her head away from the bench for the rest of the time until that happened, she licked and kissed his cock whenever it was within reaching distance.

“There’s so much of you,” Mallory purred between his thrusts. “I’ve never had to do this before. No, that’s not right.” Her eyes glowed with lust. “I’ve never gotten to do this before.”

“So, sounds like you’re thinking this could give you a lot of long-term bliss,” Isaac said.

Mallory grinned. “Perhaps I am thinking that. Do you like seeing and hearing me obsess over your big cock?”

Like? People liked sleeping in. People liked it when a rainbow appeared after a storm. This right here, no way in hell could he simply “like” it.

What Mallory did for him left him feeling ethereal, as if he were a hair's breadth from disconnecting from his body and ascending into a wonderful afterlife. Admittedly rather tongue-tied at the moment, Isaac struggled to convey those thoughts without simply croaking out a yes.

“Morgan made a pretty cruel claim yesterday,” Mallory said, massaging his cock with some extra oomph. “She said that you’d fantasized about her far more than you have me. She said you said that.”

Heat blazed within Isaac’s face, but not only there. He felt like a molten statue encased in stone, barely holding onto its shape. Like a creature he might soon encounter in Maui’s Fragment. Fingers on the barbell slipped, putting him down to just two remaining. He was losing control, ceding it to Mallory, whose skill unmade him at a frenzied pace.

“I… did… say that,” he panted. “I mean, I’ve known her for a long time. So, I saw her in a lot of bikinis growing up.”

“Seems like an unfair advantage to me,” Mallory said. “How’s a woman to compete against those odds?”

“Like… this?” Isaac offered, nodding toward Mallory’s breasts, which she continued kneading with such spectacular skill.

With a wry twinkle in her eye, Mallory slipped her mouth around the tip of his cock on his next thrust, then began bobbing her head.

Already with one foot over the cliff’s edge, Isaac descended into pure bliss. And pure bliss was something a cock could only handle for so long before—

“Mallory!” he hissed, shutting his eyes, then forcing them open. He had to see. “I’m going to cum!”

She released his cock from the swelteringly hot prison of her lips, grinned, and then opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue. A sight as indelibly lewd as anything Morgan had so far shown him provided the final push he needed.

He erupted with the force of a geyser. Hips lurching forward, cock within inches of Mallory’s mouth, all but the first of several powerful spurts of cum splattered into her mouth, onto her tongue, and onto her chin. The first went a little too high to land on any of those places.

As bliss swarmed over his body from all sides, Isaac’s first explosive shot painted a vertical line starting at Mallory’s upper lip and ending over her right eyebrow. As Morgan had recently done, this woman, who was undoubtedly her seductive equal, shut her eye just in time. With only half her vision, she then proceeded to see, feel, and taste the sticky white mess he covered her face with.

By the time his cock finished soaking Mallory’s face in cum, he teetered to his right, only one finger left hanging onto the bar. White covered her neck too. Was that the most he’d ever cum before? It felt like it. Maybe Morgan might have argued that she stole more during her first time blowing him, but even she would have been impressed by how much he released.

The woman beneath him did. Having swallowed all of what he’d poured into her mouth, she raised a hand to her cheek, feeling the sticky trail climbing up to her eyebrow.

“I feel like you just outdid three men,” Mallory whispered, sounding… awed. “Morgan didn’t warn me about this.” His celebrity crush looked up at him, clearly not minding the mess. “I’m glad she didn’t. What a messy, wonderful surprise.”

Breathing as if he’d just run a marathon, Isaac couldn’t even manage a smile. Internally, however, a celebration took place. It matched any other that Isaac had experienced in his life. At a luau, in his bedroom, and now within a private gym. If it hadn’t done so already, Maui finally won him over.


Chapter Twelve

Earn It

As Isaac gasped for breath like he’d spent the past three minutes underwater, Mallory seemed just fine with him continuing to hover above her, his cock sitting between her tits, twitching in the afterglow of its greatest moment yet. She seemed just fine with how much of a mess he’d made, and the delay in their workout that cleaning things up would cause. And yes, she seemed just fine—even better than just fine—about his holistic performance.

While he recovered from fucking the tits of his favorite—definitely now—actress, she glanced toward his recently discarded shorts. Biting her lower lip, she reexamined him for the third or fourth time since he’d spent himself all over her face.

“Isaac,” Mallory said in her breathy, slightly gravelly way. Still sounding a touch awestruck, too.

“Yes?” Isaac asked, blinking a few times. With all his blood returning to its usual locations, his factory reset kicked in. The heaving of his chest gradually lessened.

“Can I trust you?”

“Um, I mean… yeah? Yeah. Yes.”

“If I can, you can take a picture of me like this,” Mallory said.

The factory reset failed, citing catastrophic issues. Much of the blood flowing back to his brain reversed course. But not so much as to leave him gaping at her—for more than a few seconds. With her salacious offer ringing in his ears, his fatigue fell away like loose shelves of ice crumbling off a glacier. He swallowed, then met Mallory’s eyes.

“You can trust me. I mean, aren’t we effectively already part of a secret organization?”

“That and this are two totally separate things,” Mallory said. “You’d look crazy if you tried to tell someone about the things we’re doing up on Haleakala. Well, what you’re doing up there. But if I let you take a picture of me, looking like this?”

“I’d have something that could really tarnish your reputation.”

“Precisely. Again, short-term satisfaction versus long-term bliss.”

“I pick the latter,” he said immediately. “For you, with you, I will always pick the latter.”

Mallory smiled like pure starlight and snagged his shorts between two fingers. Dragging them over, she snuck her hand into his pocket, retrieved his phone, and then handed it up to him.

Unintentionally holding his breath, Isaac opened his phone’s camera. With shaking fingers, he then memorialized the act of fucking Mallory Laurent’s tits by snapping several amazing pictures of how she looked in the aftermath.

This is crazy, he thought, staring at the photos, then the woman who’d given him this privilege, then the photos again.

“I just can’t stop giving you photos of myself, huh?” the world’s sexiest actress sighed.

Isaac’s response was more of a gurgle of agreement than a proper response.

Only then did the cleanup phase begin. As Mallory had noted, he had made quite a mess. Moist wipes for sweat became wipes for all the cum covering her face and throat. Isaac wasn’t sure if he should feel sheepish or proud as he watched her use several to accomplish the task.

“Such a man,” Mallory noted, spotting his attempts to contain a smile.

“Three men, apparently,” Isaac retorted proudly.

Mallory snorted, shaking her head. Yet, barely a minute later, she was back to eyeing Isaac’s cock.

“Could you get hard again?”

“Right now? Sure. Morgan can verify that, too.”

“Interesting,” Mallory said, a hint of desire reigniting within her eyes.

However, she first forced them to finish their workout. Bulgarian split squats, inverted rows, and barbell hip thrusts followed. By the time they were through, they wore a second sheen of sweat. Admittedly, he probably would have fared better if he hadn’t released half his essence onto Mallory’s face midway through their workout, but he carried no regrets.

Absolutely none. He’d gladly give her the rest of what he had, then return to Morgan as that husk she’d threatened to turn him into yesterday. However, it was not yet time for it. Following a cooldown stretch, Mallory waved a hand toward her mansion.

“Come on, let’s hydrate some in my kitchen,” Mallory said. “Especially you. You look ragged.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Isaac remarked.

“Don’t worry, we’ll have you at a point where you can keep up with me before too long,” Mallory teased.

This time, they took the outdoor route. Jaunting by the pool house, Isaac peered inside, noting its dimensions—old habits and all. Of course, he could use a proper rinse-off, though better to do that in a shower. Unfortunately, he had no change of clothes. He had underestimated how arduous a workout with the famous Mallory Laurent would be. Titfuck and all.

Once in her kitchen, Mallory prevented any additional “fun” until Isaac had experienced a professional-level post-workout routine. Mallory flowed with practiced efficiency, filling glasses with water, making protein shakes, and revealing that her fridge had an entire section devoted to Greek yogurt, berries, and other mixable ingredients for post-workout snacks.

“So, now I’m impressed,” Isaac said as he finished a long gulp from his water. “You are efficient.”

“I have a tremendous amount of experience with this—and am paid millions of dollars to look the way I do. So, doubly motivated.” Her eyes lingered on his biceps. “Triply, now.”

Excitement sparking anew, Isaac’s meager effort to hide his grin failed quickly. Licking her spoonful of yogurt in an excruciatingly meaningful way, Mallory then leaned forward and offered him a kiss that solidified how ecstatic he felt. Her lips were as divine as the rest of her, and now he knew it. If he’d had a celebrity bucket list, he could now check off three sordid boxes. Not in the expected order, but each as worthy as the rest.

“Now, let Morgan know that you’re safe and having a good time,” Mallory said, waving flippant fingers toward his pocket.

“Is she my keeper?” Isaac asked.

“That’s how she made it sound to me,” Mallory said. “I was warned about mistreating you, whatever that means.”

“Surely she was just joking.”

“To a degree, yes,” Mallory said lightly. “But that woman cares about you, Isaac. And I guess she figured that there was a possibility of me causing you a little heartache.” Mallory leaned in again. “I’m much happier that I could instead make your heart race.”

Her hand landed on his chest, feeling the thuds underneath. Kissing him again, Mallory received the exact effect she was looking for under her palm.

Hey, it’s me; the workout is over, Isaac soon sent to Morgan. Just enjoying a snack now. Mallory has a ton of Greek yogurt.

Well, be a good boy and help her go through it, Morgan sent back within the minute. How was the workout?

Exhausting.

Only the workout was exhausting?

No, Isaac texted, feeling like he must be dreaming as he told his first true crush about the fun he’d just had with his celebrity crush. The other thing we did was pretty exhausting, too. Fun, though.

Understatement of all time, Isaac thought as he hit send. He wasn’t sure how deep into the details he should wade. This… sharing of information was very new to him.

Is she sending you back soon?

I don’t think so. I haven’t finished being tested.

Well, alright then. I suppose I’ll have to make do with other tools for the afternoon. Do you want to know one more secret?

Even after downing a glass of water, a whole protein shake, and a hefty amount of Greek yogurt, Morgan’s follow-up text reduced his throat to a bone-dry desert.

Mallory and I have made out before. Once.

Isaac’s eyes must have widened like saucers, for the stunning brunette sitting with crossed legs beside him arched an eyebrow as she licked off another spoonful of yogurt.

You said you hadn’t done anything together, Isaac rapidly typed out.

No, I said I wouldn’t try to steal Mallory away from you. Which I won’t. You weren’t living on the island when she and I swapped spit.

I both love and hate you for revealing this to me, Isaac sent.

Good. If your emotions aren’t a total mess when you think of me, I haven’t lived up to my legend. Enjoy the rest of your time with that smoke show of a movie star.

“So, what did she say that made you look like you’d just seen that aliens exist?” Mallory asked. “Or that gods and spirits exist, I suppose. Much more reasonable.”

“She said she’d beaten me to the punch,” Isaac said, tearing his eyes away from his phone. “That you two have kissed before. Once.”

“Um, no,” Mallory said, looking mildly concerned.

Isaac relaxed. So, she’d just been messing with him.

But then Mallory continued. “Twice. I kind of want to know which one she doesn’t remember. She was drunk both times, but I didn’t think she was that drunk. I wasn’t that drunk. I would think making out with me would be more memorable.”

A frog must have hopped into his throat, for Isaac managed nothing more than a croak. Smiling, Mallory helped him return to his senses by kissing him a third time.

“Is it that shocking, Isaac?” Mallory asked. “Two attractive women having a bit too much to drink, then getting a little too frisky?”

“No.” He’d seen it happen back on campus before, but those had been college girls, not… Morgan and Mallory. A part of his brain immediately began trying to envision the sight. It wouldn’t stop for the rest of the afternoon.

“Please don’t say you’ve kissed my sister too,” Isaac said with a wince.

His unease earned a deservedly droll roll of the eyes. “I have not kissed your sister—or your father.”

“Eww.” Eww, eww, eww!

Mallory snorted with laughter, finding far too much amusement in his discomfort. “I’m letting you know what I haven’t done.”

“Believe me, Mallory, I would never imagine anything like that. He’s… well, I’m sure you knew him.”

“In a curt, working relationship only,” Mallory reiterated. “With Alyssa, we were close friends, but nothing else. It’s just you, Isaac Matthews. Well, and Morgan. Twice. Remind her of that later. Most recently was during a rainstorm back in March, and the first time was last New Year’s Eve. I think that’s the one she must have forgotten. She got quite drunk.”

“Sure, I’ll play delivery boy for you two harlots.”

“Harlot? Don’t you think that’s a little harsh?”

“It’s a word I’m picking up from Morgan. She likes to use it.”

“Ah, then let me give you something to bring back to her house,” Mallory said, then kissed him with such passion that Isaac’s universe spun.

Knowing it would grind away at his sanity, she wouldn’t say anything more about her and Morgan.

A short time later, Isaac moseyed around Mallory’s garage, having been given free rein to poke about. Six vehicles sat within the enormous garage, but they didn’t fill it. There was room for a few more practical options or high-priced imports, should Mallory decide that her current fleet wasn’t up to snuff.

“I don’t even like cars that much,” Mallory said. “But I learned early on to never say no to gifts, which is what half of these are.”

“Gifted a car. Just like in one of those unrealistic car commercials that always play around Christmas. And it’s happened to you multiple times.”

“Yep, the ones with the enormous bow on top and the attractive wife who’s always so, so glad that her hubby just locked them in to pay forty-three grand over the next five years,” Mallory said, chuckling. “The Mercedes-Benz over there did come with a bow on top. I think I might even still have the bow somewhere.”

“Think you could fit in it?”

“Am I as wide as a car, Isaac?” Mallory replied dryly. “Pick another costume for me to look good in. I’ve got plenty of those to pick from.”

Isaac immediately perked up. “Like…?”

“Yes, I have some Prehistoric Jane outfits. Wigs too. You’ll have to earn those, though. One too many requests from previous partners soured it a little, but I’m not fully against the idea. It’s been a while.”

“Damn them all to hell,” Isaac said.

Mallory chuckled and launched into a brief spiel about the histories of her six vehicles. The most expensive among her fleet was a teal Lamborghini Huracán. Isaac couldn’t help but note the similarities between it and her leggings. He still favored getting his hands on the latter, however.

“Any thoughts on what car you’ll be interested in?” Mallory asked.

“I haven’t really looked, but probably something that will make a few spectacular women interested in going on long car rides with me.”

“At the same time, or?”

“I’ll start with some one-on-ones.”

“Well, then you can’t be getting a two-seater,” Mallory noted.

“Unless you’re willing to sit on each other’s laps.”

“Oh, and make out while you fondle our breasts?” Mallory asked dryly.

Isaac shrugged, knowing it would make him a liar if he claimed that such a fantasy didn’t strike a certain chord within him. “Just spitballing.”

“I’m sure you’re thinking a lot about spit.”

“If you keep distracting me, yeah.”

“I’m being the distracting one? You’re practically begging me to unzip my bra again with those looks you keep pointing in my direction.”

“In case you’ve forgotten, I was the one who unzipped it last time. You just got it started. Like the lid of a reluctant jar of peanut butter.”

“So, spit and peanut butter,” Mallory said, fingering her sports bra’s zipper. “You’re pretty debased too, it seems.”

Blushing marginally, Isaac spun his attention toward Mallory’s phenomenal figure. He wondered what would happen if he came home to Morgan saying that Mallory gave better head than her. Did the same offer apply to this gorgeous actress as well? The thought of them making out around his cock incited deep rumbles of desire within his soul.

It was at that moment that the final variable in his math problem fell into place.

“It’s Morgan,” he gasped, feeling like an imbecile for having realized it back in Mallory’s kitchen.

“Pardon?” Mallory asked.

“Your particular debasement is Morgan. Or… it’s because of Morgan. You’re into her! Like, into her… like how I’m into her.”

Mallory blinked once, twice, then held her hands out to the side. “I mean, yes. That’s true.”

“But she’s, well, Morgan, and making out with someone doesn’t mean she’s looking to date you.” The words tumbled from his mouth, each flowing out faster than the one before it. “But it made you think about dating her. And you came onto me so strongly because you figured it could get you closer to Morgan.”

It all connected, but in the most gut-wrenching way imaginable. That also made her offer to help him with Morgan a lie, didn’t it? Duplicitous, at least. What about that cologne, though? It was men’s cologne, and she hadn’t purchased any for herself. Also, why had she looked shocked but ultimately pleased when she’d found out about him and Morgan, not disappointed? That didn’t line up, so—

“Isaaccc.”

Mallory’s lilting call jolted him out of his spiraling thoughts. Having said his name a few times already, she’d elongated it for the fourth go at getting his attention. He blinked, feeling dizzy.

Mallory took him by the arm, then sat him on the hood of her Lambo. She squatted down in front of him, tilting his chin up with a finger, making him look her in her eyes. Her stunning eyes. But eyes that would have preferred if Morgan’s face looked back.

“I think the excitement of today has made you a little manic,” she said. “You got it wrong. Way wrong.”

“How?” he asked, feeling as if shards of glass surrounded his heart. Not in two, but it was getting there, sawing away to finish the job. “It all makes sense.”

No, it doesn’t, a more astute part of his mind grunted. Don’t be dumb.

“You guessed right at the start, then went and made a total mess of your theory,” Mallory said. “You’re right; I am very interested in Morgan. I’ve been interested in her, attracted to her, pretty much since we met. I feel like you, of all people, can understand how magnetic she can be.”

“Yeah,” Isaac said, a nub of chalk that was about to run out.

“But that’s it. I’m attracted to Morgan. So what? Aren’t you? And aren’t you two in a relationship of some kind? Aren’t you kind of in one with me now? She’s sucked your cock, and I’ve let you fuck my breasts. Doesn’t that make you pretty damn lucky?”

Isaac’s face burned. “Well, yeah.”

“She knows I’m attracted to her, just as I know she’s attracted to me. But, Isaac Matthews, she is much, much more attracted to you, and you need to pay attention when I say she’s been hoping for a chance to start something with you for at least a year. I suppose she hasn’t revealed yet that she had been pushing on Alyssa through spring and summer to bring you over here, at least to let you know what we were all doing? I’m sure that was solely because she thought you’d make a great asset to our research capabilities.”

“Really?” he asked, meeting Mallory’s gaze.

“You have my word,” Mallory said, smiling softly. “So, with all that in mind, there are no skeletons in the closet between the two of us. I asked her out on New Year’s Eve. She said no. I accepted it. We got a tad frisky in March, and I asked again. Same answer. I accepted it then, too. I made some changes about how we hung out together as well, so as not to end up kissing someone who wasn’t as interested in me as I was in her.

“As far as I know, she hasn’t gone on a single date this entire year. We both know that’s unusual. So, how come? You’re smart enough to figure it out. Even if we also all know you’d leap at the chance to get in bed with the two of us, had we been dating when you arrived. I might have allowed it.”

Mallory’s eyes flickered with the embers of something more, but she kept any additional thoughts to herself. She waited for his reply.

It took him a little while. Slowly, he absorbed and processed all that she’d said. Slowly, he relaxed the paranoid tension that had lifted his shoulders to his ears.

“I… I think this is now the new craziest thing that I’ve learned about on this island,” he admitted. He wasn’t sure what emotions he was feeling; he was kind of feeling them all: shock, panic, amazement, curiosity. You could make a full-course meal from it all.

Rolling her eyes, Mallory patted him on his thigh. “Now, with all that said, do you want to revise your theory about my interest in you?”

Isaac ran a hand through his hair, reining in the wildest of those emotions first. He was glad she had helped him sit down, or he might have sunk to the ground in a paralyzed heap.

“It does have something to do with Morgan.”

“Obviously.”

“It can’t just be that you’re interested in me because she’s interested in me.”

“It is not just that, no. But that is a part of it. Knowing how attracted I am to her, is it shocking that I either ended up lusting after you too or hating your guts? Fortunately, I’m not the envious type.”

Wouldn’t that be something, Isaac thought, almost laughing aloud. Mallory Laurent, jealous of me.

“Now, yes, it’s pretty obvious that I was lying when I said I was only interested in a bit of flirting at The Shops. That was to cover up how… ‘like a harlot’ I was acting on that day. I had my plans, but I guess I underestimated how quickly you and Morgan would start acting like sex-obsessed rabbits.”

“We haven’t had sex yet. I told you that.”

Mallory snorted, seeming pleased that he was regaining a touch of levity. “You know what I mean. Initially, I was going to gauge things for a few weeks, but you two upended those plans by kicking your relationship off before any of that could happen. So, I revised things. I went quicker. I trusted my gut—and Morgan’s, in a way. If she’s so head-over-heels obsessed with you, there must be something about you that’s very special. And there is. There are a few things that make you special.

“And yes, this is all only happening because I now know for certain that I’m not causing problems by pursuing you. Morgan and I discussed that at length yesterday. She was always going to be given first choice, and I never intended to try stealing you away. If she’d warned me to back off, I’d have backed off.”

“Glad she didn’t,” Isaac admitted.

“Me too, after seeing what you’re capable of in my fitness center. From the sexual side of things, I think you’re going to be very, very enjoyable to be with. And well… if we’re really going to get into my particularly debased reason for being interested in you, it’s that… well, you’re young.”

Isaac blinked. “So, it is a—”

“It’s not that specific fetish,” Mallory said, prodding him on the knee. “Even if, I suppose, one might argue that my interest in you for your age sits… adjacent to it.”

“I’m listening,” Isaac said. And he was. More than he’d ever listened to anything in his life.

“Between Morgan and me, we’ve got a decent amount of experience on our side of the table. Enough to, ah, mentor someone. We’ll call it that. Now that the cat’s out of the bag, yes, I’m just fine with you and Morgan—and you and Adria, if that’s a thing that continues. That’s not a deal-breaker. Potentially.

“But it’s going to take a uniquely virile man to satisfy us both, and to do that, he needs to be someone who will take our advice. The older a guy is, the more likely he is to be set in his ways. And when you throw in the fact that most of the people I rub up against are A-list actors, celebrities, producers, it makes for a group of people who are used to being fawned over. Ingredients that combine into an even worse cocktail.

“All things out in the open, my ex-husbands sucked at sex. So have most of the men I’ve dated in between and since. And we haven’t even spun the wheel to see if my potential partner is a cheater, narcissist, or clout chaser who will try to bag me and then shout it to the world. Now, wrap that all in with the genuine statement I made about feeling like I live in a different world than most, and there it all is. You’re attractive, Morgan’s interest in you intrigues me, we have a shared secret involving another world, and I figure you could be a great fucking lay someday. If you want to be.”

“How could I not want that?” Isaac said.

Mallory shrugged. “All sorts of men mess things up for themselves. Especially when women like Morgan and Adria throw themselves at them the day they get off the plane. They get complacent, prideful, and start thinking what they’ve got is a right for merely existing, not a privilege that should keep them motivated. So, they stop trying to improve at their craft. It happens in every walk of life. Hell, I was going through it for a while, as seen by two terrible Prehistoric Jane movies.”

“And my craft will be…?”

“Making some of the hottest women in Maui very, very glad to invite you into their beds,” Mallory announced with a straight face. “If you can earn it.”

If he could earn it. The same words Morgan had used earlier that morning.

“Okay,” Isaac said, emotions roiling through him like multiple competing hurricanes were slamming into each other, each wanting to prove its superiority. He had a lot to think about, but he didn’t need any time at all to answer her challenge. “Let me try to earn it.”


Chapter Thirteen

Audition

Proclamation presented, Isaac spent the better part of the day at Mallory’s house. He spent the better part of that better part of the day making her moan like she hadn’t moaned in years. With an unquenchable determination sending him forward like a wave, the soreness in his muscles all but vanished. Besides, his tongue was more than capable of entering the fray whenever his fingers grew tired.

In a way, he knew what he was doing. Auditioning. Auditioning for the role of Mallory’s partner. A friend with benefits, but probably already a little more than that. Or perhaps a little less. They didn’t necessarily know each other well enough to have been friends first, then added in the benefits, which was usually how that title was earned. And this wasn’t a one-night stand sort of situation.

An audition. To see if he could earn a callback. Then another, then another. All in the hopes of convincing Mallory Audrey Laurent that she should always want him over at her place when she was horny. That if she gave him her gate code, he would make her moan, shiver, and orgasm as many times as she desired.

Though he’d never admit it, he was nervous as hell for most of the first hour. How could he not be? The stakes were staggering. As such, a few bouts of trembling weren’t because of sore muscles but anxiety. This situation differed from the one with Morgan. Things between him and the beautiful doctor had kicked off with the suddenness of a whirlwind, and passion and urgency had smothered any chance to be nervous. There hadn’t been time to fret over his skill level.

That was not the case here. With every passing second, the stakes tightened around him like rope, each fibrous needle stabbing and scraping against his skin. Locking him up, reducing his ability to impress the hottest actress on the planet. Almost, they might have gotten the better of him, if not for Morgan Reynolds.

Because if he could make her feel good enough to crave his touch, then he could do the same for Mallory.

On her back, on her knees, standing with both hands planted on a wall or piece of furniture, Isaac made the sexiest actress alive call his name, pant for breath, and moan from the very deepest part of her soul. And proving his willingness to heed her advice, he got better as the day went on.

Beginning his work in the first bedroom they saw after they departed her garage, Isaac spilled her beautiful body across a bed that had probably never been used, then went down on her. That was when he’d been at his most nervous, and he’d taken longer than he would have liked to get into a groove—and bring Mallory to her first orgasm. Maybe she’d sensed how nervous he was, so maybe she’d overacted a little when it finally arrived. Nevertheless, it helped.

He would improve, and she would benefit from it. Taking a quick break to discuss how he’d done, Isaac absorbed her advice like a sponge. His fingertips glided along her pussy’s lips as he did so, kneeling between her legs as they conversed.

“Let me try again,” he said.

“Of course,” Mallory answered.

She didn’t leave that bed until she needed both hands to count her number of orgasms. Until she hissed his name while grabbing his head, practically begging him to keep going. He did. One more, and then a change of venue.

Next, after listening attentively as she mentioned her preference for being pushed up against something cold and hard, Isaac pulled her into her kitchen. There, he gave her a moment to examine the space, to wonder what he had in mind. The fridge, the counters, the kitchen island?

Eventually, over weeks of such visits, they’d use them all. For today, he used the island. Positioning himself behind her, he pushed her forward, then bent her at the waist. Having undone her bra in the bedroom, her breasts warmed cold marble, and Mallory shivered as his fingertips fluttered over her opening. His confidence surged, and the barrage of moans that soon filled the room required no exaggeration.

He learned her weak spots, her preferences, and the way she liked to be spoken to. There were breaks, of course, for lunch, for some cuddling, and for further discussion. Mallory appeared to enjoy the last of those as much as the rest. Bereft of any embarrassment, she explained what she liked, what she didn’t like, and what she thought she might like—today or in the future, when they were both a little more practiced. Above all, especially when he was hitting the right spots or just a hair's breadth from doing so, she moaned suggestions about what he could do to turn her into even more of a mess.

It remained surprisingly ludicrous that Mallory Laurent, one of the world’s greatest sex symbols, wasn’t used to having good sex. Paradoxical, ridiculous, yet true all the same. She became increasingly enamored with his eagerness to discuss things, then immediately put theory into practice. Grinning, beaming at him, showering him with compliments each time he listened to her guidance.

Of note, her breasts were sensitive, but not as sensitive as Morgan's or Adria’s were. She happily admitted that his touch—which she called for often—increased how quickly she climaxed, but she couldn’t rely solely on breast play. She also preferred a lighter touch than Morgan did. Soft strokes, gentle passes of his lips, a caressing nip here or there. Even when his fingers churned her insides at a rhythm that made her quake, she preferred a lighter touch around her nipples.

It worked well. Good enough for those callbacks, Isaac hoped.

“Oh, God! Right there, Isaac!”

Mallory’s moans fractured like glass as his fingers thrummed within her tight cunt, hitting her weak spots. He attacked her relentlessly; she could handle it. She didn’t ask for a break, and he didn’t give her one. His fingertips kept at it, and his mouth claimed a nipple. Pumping hard, sucking gently. A sum that surpassed its parts. With gratitude soaking her tongue, Mallory hissed his name and squeezed her eyes shut.

A cry of unmistakable, sultry pleasure came next. Balling her hands into fists, her walls tightened around his intruding fingers. Her core clenched, and her body prepared for another mind-numbing orgasm. This would be her fourth outside, and it seemed like it might be the best one yet.

It hadn’t taken much to convince her to head outside, though they hadn’t gone as far from her mansion as he’d hoped. Having initially wanted to head to her pool, then position her on one of the lounging chairs around it, where he would continue imprinting reasons for her to invite him over every single day onto her stunning body, she had shut that down. Today, she wouldn’t let him take her into the sunlight. So, they stayed under her balcony, making use of one of her sturdier couches. It still let them breathe in the salty air, which now added its tang to his cologne, their sweat, and the love juices dripping down Mallory’s legs.

Fully nude, Mallory clutched the back of the couch in a reverse grip. Her body shook, and she hadn’t opened her eyes for over a minute. This position wasn’t quite so planned as required by the fervor of their mingling desires.

When they’d headed for this couch, Isaac had planned to sit her on his lap, like when they’d spent some time on her living room couch, her legs spread wide, the back of her head lying on his shoulder, his fingertips reaching around her body and stirring her into a frenzy.

Well, they’d gotten sidetracked while making out, and Isaac had instead pressed Mallory’s back against the couch’s back—and she’d grabbed it like so, almost like she was working out her triceps—and well… she was. With each successive orgasm, her grip tightened. The couch became her crutch, her support, as her legs grew weak. How much longer could she stay up?

Sucking on her breasts, one hand gliding along her captivating hourglass, the other giving her three swirling reasons to abandon her sanity, she crumbled like a structurally unsound sandcastle. No moat, walls that were too high and thin, and a shoddy foundation.

“So, are your security cameras picking this up, do you think?” Isaac asked, kissing the upper slope of her left breast. He’d left droves of wet marks across her skin. He loved kissing her. Every part of her.

“I… ungh, knew that was why you wanted to get me to my pool.”

“Whatever do you mean?” Isaac asked.

“Don’t—don’t play dumb. It doesn’t suit you at all.”

“So, your cameras see what happens at your pool?”

“Obviously.”

Isaac grinned and rolled Mallory’s nipple between his teeth. That elicited another breathy moan from the woman, who was completely coming apart. Because of him!

“But not here, I guess?”

“You don’t get a sex tape on the first… day… over,” Mallory whispered, bowing her head. Her words faltered, separated by sharp inhales and shudders.

“I’ll just have to earn it, like I did that picture of you,” Isaac promised against her skin.

“You, ungh, will!” Mallory cried. Whether in agreement that he needed to earn it or an admission that he would, Isaac couldn’t tell. There wasn’t any time left for conversation.

Mallory broke, clenching around his fingers, every muscle in her body flexing. The strength in her legs departed. Those deadlifts and Bulgarian split squats hadn’t just left him feeling sore. Now this. It was too much for even a woman with Mallory’s divine physique.

She went down, but Isaac had been expecting it. He helped her turn a fall into one final squat for the day, depositing her gently onto the ground. As she climaxed, Isaac flooded her pussy with a few final flutters of his fingertips. Mallory arched into him, trembling all over, looking halfway to the point of melting into a puddle of bliss and exhaustion.

“A break,” she whispered as she came down from her euphoric high. “Give me… a slight break. Please.”

He did as she asked, joy in its purest state satiating him. Undiminishable, as eternal as the Olympic flame, he reveled in it. Because he knew with absolute certainty that Mallory would invite him over again. Today would not be a one-and-done deal.


Chapter Fourteen

Memo

With Mallory thoroughly exhausted only partway through the afternoon, she seemed almost… sullen about it. While they relaxed on her living room couch, she glanced at her clock more than once, saw the early hour, and then muttered something unclear under her breath. Isaac feigned ignorance toward these overt signs of annoyance—or how they swelled him with pride. All in all, he stayed only an inch away from wearing an ear-to-ear grin as he stroked Mallory’s side.

His accomplishment today went beyond just satisfying her. She was impressed. Maybe even a little enthralled. Over the past few glorious hours, he had proved that he could, would, and should be the man she relied on for her sexual satisfaction. He learned quickly, listened well, and adapted without complaint. If her sullenness was anything to go by, she had expected him to be a project, someone she would need to mold over weeks or months into a suitable partner.

It was now the third time he’d upended her plans. First, with his reveal that he and Morgan were moving faster than expected. And then earlier today, when she had admitted that her initial roadmap for them saw them progressing far more slowly. Oops.

Isaac wasn’t sorry, and he doubted Mallory regretted anything either. She was just… satisfied but dissatisfied. Another humorous paradox for the day.

Yes, parts of him were raw, unfocused, and in need of general and specific guidance. However, his need for a gorgeous sex coach wasn’t as high as she might have initially assumed.

That didn’t mean he didn’t want her advice, or that he was anywhere close to his peak. Why would he possibly balk at the idea of further refinement? Or more experience? For that, he would happily admit to needing more. Much, much, much more. With her, with Morgan, with Adria. To say that he had a chance to accomplish something remarkable was the understatement of the century. The last thing Isaac meant to do was let laziness or arrogance taint the water.

Mallory’s malcontent mostly faded over the next hour, during which they continued cuddling in her living room. As if worried he might recognize how badly he’d foiled her plans, she offered a few morsels of advice about certain preferences she had and things he could think about for next time. When it became a little too obvious that her list wasn’t a long one, she distracted him by guiding her lips to his.

Well, that was probably the most effective way to distract him.

“Next time, I’m going to test your stamina,” Mallory said.

“How?” Isaac asked, practically levitating off her couch. He stayed on Earth, however, knowing that not even a heavenly rapture could exceed what he had on this couch.

“Remember what I mentioned about enhancing a titjob?”

“Sure, yeah,” Isaac said, perking up.

“Well, there won’t be any worries about chafing, so it’ll be a proper test of your stamina.” She pushed her forefinger into his side. “Don’t bring this up to Morgan. I won’t have her testing you before I can.”

“I love your tests, so I would never. They’re so hands-on.”

Mallory snorted but couldn’t hide the approval in her eyes. A satisfied smile settled on her lips as she leaned into him. Not as “satisfied” as he’d be following a whole day spent testing his stamina, but close.

“Just let me know a day or two in advance so that I can save up,” he added. “You look really, really sexy covered in my cum.”

Mallory’s nostrils flared slightly. Like Morgan, she didn’t mind a mess. Both women seemed to take pride in how much they could wring out of him. How could this planned marathon end any other way? After today, the stunning actress probably wanted to reclaim a little poise and control—and that meant exhausting him. That meant wave after wave of pleasure. Isaac couldn’t wait.

“We’ll see what you can do,” the voluptuous woman said in her husky, entrancing way. “So, save up everything you can.”


Chapter Fifteen

Heaven’s Pillar

Unsurprisingly, Morgan placed him at the interrogation table—er, couch—upon his return home. Immediately, too. Morgan wasted no time; the moment he entered the house, garage door still rumbling as it came down behind him, blue eyes brimming with interest locked onto him. A hand patted a free spot on her couch. Sighing theatrically, he meandered over to one of the most beautiful women on the planet and prepared to brag about himself. What an ordeal.

“I expect full details, colorful details,” Morgan said, squeezing a pillow against her stomach as she grinned. “You can treat this like a precursor to the reports you’ll soon have to start writing.”

“If you want, I could type it all up for you.”

“After, perhaps,” Morgan said, poking his arm. “So, did all go well?”

“It went well.” When Morgan glared at him, Isaac held up his hands, hid a smile, and gave another woman what she wanted. “It went really well. We worked out together, then interrupted working out together, then finished working out together… eventually.”

As if living vicariously through his experiences, Morgan leaned in. “And… how many times?”

Feigning ignorance, Isaac leaned in as well, adopting a confused expression. “How many times, what?”

A dry stare didn’t break his silence. He merely arched an eyebrow in response.

“How many times,” Morgan said, speaking with exaggerated slowness, “did she get you to blow your load all over her face, tits, or anywhere else that seemed desirable to paint white?”

“Ah. Well, just once.”

“Just once?!” Morgan reared back as if he’d flicked her on the nose. “What the hell? None with Adria, one with a superstar actress like Mallory Laurent? Are you rationing or something?”

“It’s telling that you judge all my dates on how many times I cum.”

“Shut up. So, did you mess up somehow? After all the good work I did in hyping you up!”

“No, it went really well, like I said.”

“One time is hardly ‘really well.’ I know you can cum like a fucking fire hydrant.”

He shrugged, and she scowled. Giving it a few more seconds, quite enjoying Morgan’s prickly stare, he dug out his phone. Before departing the mansion, he had asked for permission, of course. He and Mallory both knew that Morgan would want to see the forbidden picture on his phone. The buxom movie star had given him the okay.

Isaac pulled up his new favorite picture and held his screen toward Morgan. He tilted around enough to join in admiring the mess he’d made on Mallory Laurent’s face, too.

“That’s one load?” Morgan said, staring at the cum-soaked image being displayed.

“The one and only.”

“Still… that’s not enough to have drained you.”

“Well, yeah. But I didn’t want to make today about me, Morgan. Don’t you know I’m a little less selfish than that?”

With some effort, Morgan stopped leering at the ridiculously hot image of a sex symbol covered in his cum. “Okay, so how many times did she climax today?”

“Around twenty times,” Isaac said, then quickly added, “but she ended up needing a break.” He grinned. “She couldn’t even stay standing at the end.”

“So, the great Mallory Laurent doesn’t have as much stamina as I do,” Morgan said. “I would have expected more.”

“Well, we did go through a full workout—delay notwithstanding—before I started on her. Muscles were sore.”

“I’m sure you thoroughly worked her over, regardless.”

“Yeah,” Isaac said, finally accepting that today hadn’t been some sort of lucid dream. “I think I did.”

Letting him bask in a delayed afterglow for a few seconds, Morgan then took it upon herself to reignite his desire. Forefinger on his jaw, she guided his lips to hers. And then his cock was stiffening, then being found by soft, skillful hands.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take over for that greedy, selfish diva of an actress. Only once? She should be ashamed of herself.”

What else was there for Isaac to do but nod, then disappear into a haze of Morgan-made bliss as she made him climax three separate times before she let him stand up?

Much deeper into the evening, Isaac was a man with a plan. He had mulled over a certain idea at dinner—one involving a packed restaurant, which meant he and Morgan couldn’t get too frisky there. That had, at last, given him time to think about something other than unfairly beautiful women.

Only for his thoughts to lean toward the one who might be the most unfairly beautiful of them all.

So, after dinner and an enjoyable soak in Morgan’s jacuzzi, he resisted her offer of cuddling up on the couch and watching a movie. It took an effort that he hoped Aria would appreciate.

“I’ve got all those boxes of documents and reports in my room.” He grinned. “My old room. I figured I’d get to those tonight, give myself plenty of time to examine their contents.”

“Work before play, huh?” Morgan said, giving him a lopsided smile. “Fine, fine. It’s Saturday, so I’ll stay up a while. When you’re done, I might still be out here.”

“If you are, I’ll repay you some for earlier today.”

“For the enjoyable dinner or the enjoyable experience of cumming in my throat?”

“Both,” Isaac said, kissing her before heading to his original room.

It really only served as a place for storage now. For reports and ruminations on another world, for three autographed pictures of his favorite movie star. So, even if he hoped never to sleep in here again, those treasures were enough to make him glance inside every so often.

And for the neat pile of cardboard boxes, each brimming with files on Maui’s Fragment, the Great Beyond, and action reports preceding Isaac’s time on the island, this made for a good place to do his research. Some were from his sister. Others would be from Morgan, Adria, and all the Bonded who had participated in “missions” into Maui’s Fragment. Which would he explore first?

He was about to find out. Picking up the closest box, Isaac gave his “old” bed a chance to be useful again.

Two hours should be enough. Had to be. Even with an ulterior motive in mind, he stayed focused on everything he read, absorbing all that he could. He didn’t necessarily learn much, at least when it came to big concepts. He already knew the important details surrounding Maui’s Breakthrough and Fragment.

Like a cyst on the arm, the first would keep growing as long as the second remained stable. Eventually, if left to its own devices for too long, it would become semi-permanent—and then things could get really bad. From what he read today, the effect could differ. However, one thing would always occur: the eidolons on the other side would gain the ability to pass through the Breakthrough. A stable gate between the Fragment and Earth, no longer traversable only by humans.

So, really bad, Isaac agreed.

No shock, then, that the Bonded had one goal: to seal the Breakthrough before that happened. That meant finding the being responsible for its existence: the Fragment’s Creator. Having taken advantage of the elemental havoc and human suffering caused by the Lahaina Fires, this Creator had forged a link between two worlds. It was up to the Bonded to defeat or run them off, severing the connection.

However, this Fragment’s Creator was currently in hiding, having divested some power and authority to a lesser eidolon: a Ruler. That kept the Creator safe, and the Breakthrough, albeit more slowly, expanding.

This current Ruler, a dragon, was the second for this Fragment. Alyssa and Cora had taken down the first one last year, forcing the Creator to divest more power—something it could only do so many times before the Fragment collapsed—or make itself vulnerable. It had chosen the former, uplifting a second Ruler.

The Creator could also simply give up, which Raymond hoped this one would do, but mythic beings rarely became mythic beings because of a lack of willpower.

What Isaac read mostly reinforced this pre-existing knowledge and explained why their group deemed this one a low-threat Fragment. The current Ruler was apparently pretty damn lazy. Since taking over and remodeling the Fragment to its liking, the pace of the Breakthrough's expansion had slowed considerably. And so, Raymond and other decision-makers in their group felt comfortable reallocating the more experienced Bonded, like Cora, to more pressing Breakthroughs around the world.

Your group, too, now, Isaac reminded himself. New as he was, he was part of all this. Thus, his reading. Thus, the message he sent with his mind after having spent two hours educating himself on supernatural events.

“Aria, you there?”

“Yes,” came an almost immediate reply, smooth and comforting, like silk strands slipping between the gaps in his fingers.

“I’ve been reading a lot about the Great Beyond.”

“I am aware.”

“So, do you think that’s a strong enough anchor for you to make a Fragment? I want to come chat with you some.”

“It is possible,” Aria said.

Even though he was literally hearing a voice in his head, it felt natural, as did reaching out to her. There was a difference between thinking to himself and communicating with Aria, at least on his side of things. He wasn’t sure whether she could read his thoughts. He hoped not.

“Would you like to come now?” Aria asked.

“If you’re able to make one now, yes.”

“I am. Shut your eyes and keep your mind focused on what you have been reading about.”

Isaac did as commanded. A moment later, as had been the case a few nights before, he knew he was in a different place because the sound of a humming air conditioner vanished. Silence surrounded him. Pure, unbroken silence, of a sort that humans in the modern era rarely, if ever, experienced. There were very few places on Earth, even in the most tranquil field or forest, where everything grew silent.

Isaac opened his eyes. In his new environment, he sat cross-legged within the largest building that he’d ever seen. One that could have devoured the pyramids, the Empire State Building, and the Burj Khalifa, and still had room for dessert.

A perfectly cylindrical tower surrounded him, and he was the tiny dot at the exact center of its base. Enormous white stone slabs formed the floor, hundreds in total. Putting him thousands of feet away from any point on the circling wall. If he shouted, would there be a hell of an echo?

Stopping himself from undergoing such a childish test… just yet, a new curiosity leaped ahead of the others. How high up was the ceiling in a place like this? Head tilted back, he found no evidence that there was a ceiling. Staring straight up, he saw only a tower that climbed infinitely. Higher and higher, until things disappeared into a glowing golden light that hovered like fog miles above his head.

It was also the only visible source of light in the entire tower, but he could see as well as ever. Neither torch nor electric light nor magical mote of hovering flame gathered along the surrounding walls.

Only scrolls. Tablets. Books. Hundreds of millions of them. Billions.

As far as Isaac could tell, there was no way in or out of the tower. No doors, no hallways, no windows. This was a space for knowledge, for those of a singular thought—not for food, sleep, or anything else. And it was dizzying. Everywhere he looked, he saw more of the same. The only saving grace involved the many tiers climbing the tower’s walls.

Even fifteen feet up stood a broad circular walkway that rounded the tower’s interior. Yet, there were no stairs, elevators, or medieval lifts to move between them. So, how did one get to the next tier? There were sliding ladders everywhere, but those were only tall enough to get you within touching distance of the stone roof above your head. You’d need Spider-Man’s ability to crawl along flat surfaces to make use of those for getting to the next tier.

This was one of the most surreal places Isaac had ever seen. It was amazing, yet it was also ridiculous. Walls that overflowed with books, scrolls, and tablets, but offered no way of reaching the vast majority of them. Was that the moral of this place? Did Aria’s Fragments involve morals?

Isaac turned his eyes away from the tower’s higher floors, unable to fathom the scope of it all. He felt unsteady, and he’d only just arrived. He hadn’t even stood up yet.

So, it was a good thing that a hand was there to help him up.

Slender but strong, it waited for him to take it. The arm it was attached to, uncovered but for a golden armband around the upper arm, rolled into a bared shoulder, which then finally transitioned into layered white clothes.

Isaac cocked his head. “Is that a toga?”

Aria raised an eyebrow. “Yes. You’re wearing one too.”

For just a second, Isaac looked away from an inconceivably perfect woman. Yeah, he had on a toga too. Without any arm jewelry, though, or the auburn-colored laurel crown sitting in Aria’s silver hair. These places were so strange. Last time, he had ended up in a post-prohibition underground bar, also dressed for the part. Now, in some massive tower lined with scrolls and books, his dress resembled that of an ancient Greek or Roman.

As did Aria’s, as he’d already discovered. Now, he focused on how stunning she was.

The fair-skinned, silver-haired eidolon could have passed as the finest sculpture by the finest Greek sculptor. Once, she’d been a person, but Isaac refused to believe that she had been this gorgeous in life. She couldn’t be. No one, no matter how hard they strove for literal perfection, could attain it. That was the whole thing about perfection: it was ultimately unachievable.

Well, Aria disagreed.

To make things even more unfair, she didn’t need to do anything to maintain her mesmerizing beauty. As a being formed from human perception, she wore this form because the collective minds of many, many people, most of whom were long dead, had decided that she should possess a shape that would haunt a man’s dreams for the rest of his life.

With eyes that shone like iridescent sapphires and lips that were mouthwateringly luscious, she seemed to know that he was, as always, struggling to comprehend her beauty. One corner of her mouth curved upward, and she continued waiting for him to take her hand. Making a face, he did so.

It was the first time he’d ever touched her. He realized that as, with an effortlessness that contradicted her slender elegance, she hauled him to his feet.

From their very first meeting, her poise had never been in question. He had never seen her look frazzled or uncomposed, not one lustrous silver strand of hair out of place. In her current outfit, which also included a wide golden belt that pinned her toga tightly around her curvaceous waist, she resembled a Western goddess of antiquity more than an Eastern fox spirit. Hair in a loose bun, silver bangs fell just past her eyebrows, though not one end dared fall in front of her eyes. It was as if they knew nothing should ever veil those glittering sapphires.

“This Fragment’s a lot bigger than the last one you made,” Isaac noted.

“Indeed,” Aria agreed, voice clear and pure.

“Did you need to make it so big?”

“Unfortunately, I don’t have complete control over the Fragments I make. Sometimes oddities occur—and this certainly is one. I have created a near mirror-image of a place in the Great Beyond.”

“What, the Tower of Babel?”

“Close,” Aria said, turning to examine her work. “I have mentioned that the Great Beyond is usually more of a roiling space of chaos and spirit, but that there are certain oases amid it all where we imitate human civilization. There, we move about like I do when I bring you into one of my Fragments, not as mere essence.”

She waited for Isaac to nod, then continued.

“In the Great Beyond, this place is known as Heaven’s Pillar. It contains literary works related to us. Human myths, lore, and histories about the various beings that became eidolons. In the real thing, there would be a host of philosophers, storytellers, and the like acting as this place’s librarians. They’re very particular about who they let into their domain.”

Isaac gave the walls laden with information another awestruck pass. But then an understanding dawned on him. His eyes snapped back to Aria.

“So, I could find your lore in here?”

“Sure,” Aria said evenly, waving her hand. “Good luck.”

“What, no Dewey Decimal System?”

“Afraid not. I’ve only been to Heaven’s Pillar a few times. Typically, permitted visitors ask one of the ‘librarians’ to fetch them what they require—or what they’re willing to let them peruse. Only they know the method to their idiosyncratic madness. With full honesty, I’ve no inkling of where the stories written about me would be.”

“Well, unless they’re on the first floor, I don’t see how I’d get to them,” Isaac said, glancing up.

“I’m able to move us anywhere within my Fragment,” Aria said. “You need only ask.”

Isaac eyed her. How could he not ask, after that? Opting for a conservative… “movement,” Isaac pointed at a spot on the second level. “How about there?”

Aria looked at where he was pointing, set a hand on his shoulder, and then—

In between blinks, Aria transported them. From ground floor to second level, feet firmly planted, no whoosh of wind, no magical snapping sound. A moment, that was all it had taken. Yet it wasn’t like when he entered Aria’s Fragments. Vertigo churned his stomach, and he grimaced and hugged his stomach.

“Well, I guess that’s good practice for getting used to relying on Kainoa’s power,” Isaac said, holding a hand to his head.

“From what I have observed, Captain Ahab’s pull will be a fair bit more uncomfortable. Most of your companions ended up vomiting after their first experience.”

“Fantastic,” Isaac said. “Can’t wait.”

Shaking off the last unpleasant tingles of vertigo, Isaac looked at the nearby section of bookcase. By focusing on just this smaller section of infinity, he could stomach things a little better. If he just ignored everywhere else, it almost felt like he was inside a normal library. With no way down but to request help from a silver-haired being of myth, but yeah, a normal library.

“So, everything in here relates to some entity who has become an eidolon in the Great Beyond?” Isaac asked.

“If there is anything at all on those books, yes.”

“Why wouldn’t there be?”

“I have unintentionally created a duplicate of the largest repository of human knowledge in existence. Usually, my Fragments are not so grand. I would not be surprised if all the books within are blank—set dressing, so to speak.”

“Well, only one way to find out,” Isaac said, then marched toward the nearest set of scrolls and books. Holding off on picking up a scroll for the first time in his life, though he intended to touch at least one tonight, blank or not, he selected one of the skinnier books, one with a cover made from cured leather. It didn’t have a title, which seemed to support Aria’s suspicion.

Yet, there were words inside. In a language Isaac didn’t recognize but could immediately read.

He glanced back at Aria. “How does this all work? When I visited the First Empire the other day, I could read the words on that plinth, which I assume were in the extinct Akkadian language. Here again, no clue what this language is, but it all makes sense to me.”

“Just as you can speak with your eidolon, who does not speak English,” Aria, in English, said.

He frowned. “Could you give a little more?”

“You are in a place of mind and soul. The former connects to the latter, allowing you to comprehend any spoken or written language that you come across, as you did in the First Empire. There are no barriers of language in the Great Beyond. Your group knows this. I’m sure you’ll hear of this from them soon.”

“I’ll be sure to feign surprise when I do,” Isaac said, then turned his attention back to the thin book in his hands.

Over the next few minutes, Isaac read about not one but two beings, Demane and Demazana. Orphan twins, they ran away from home at a young age, fleeing the mistreatment of their surviving relatives. Taking a cave as their new home, the next part of the story involved Demazana being tricked and kidnapped—for obvious reasons—by a cannibal who pretended to be her brother. Upon his return home, Demane found his sister missing, saw the cannibal’s tracks, and pursued them. At the end of the story, with trickery and a swarm of bees who seemed to hold a particularly vicious grudge against cannibals becoming involved, the siblings reunited and made off with the cannibal’s impressive amount of wealth.

“This is a children’s fable?” Isaac guessed.

Aria, who had approached his side during his reading, smiled. “Did you think those would not count?”

“So… are there a lot of eidolons who are children?”

“We are as the collective perception of humankind makes us,” Aria reminded him.

Isaac released a sigh. For all his uncertainty about his current partner, a woman from the sound of her voice, at least he wasn’t paired up with a kid eidolon. Even if they would technically be far, far older than him.

“I have a question about our bonds,” Isaac said as he replaced the small book on the shelf. “The bond doesn’t have to be permanent, right? That was something I read in one of Raymond’s boxes of knowledge.”

“That is correct. If both sides agree to break the bond, it ends. That’s all it requires.”

“So, what if both sides don’t agree? Now that I know a little more about how things work for an eidolon, they’re basically comatose when not in a Breakthrough or Fragment, right? And Bonded don’t have to visit those to keep their memories. So, in a way, a bonded eidolon almost seems like a prisoner.”

“In such a situation, you need not use the word almost. That is what we would become. It is part of why only a select number of eidolons are willing to bond with a human. We give up our freedom to grant you the means to fight for your world. Potentially for years or decades. Time in the Great Beyond flows differently than on Earth, and we are already beings who have transcended mortality, but potentially spending decades in a state of near nonexistence still concerns many of us.”

“Has it happened before? A human who formed a bond but refused to let it end?”

“It has,” Aria said. “Several times. Human history is long, Isaac, and humans can be exceedingly spiteful.”

“There’s no way out for a trapped eidolon? None at all?”

“Only the death of the Bonded, or a change of heart. Your eidolon grants you her gifts when you are within a Fragment. As you know, you require her permission to use her powers. It is a bond of trust, on both sides. You must trust that she will not abandon you in your time of need, and she must believe that you will not force her into a comatose state for years or decades.”

“Heavy thoughts,” Isaac said, reusing Adria’s words from yesterday.

“The burden of the bond,” Aria said. “But a requirement for the greatness that can be achieved by human and eidolon.”

“Sure would be nice if we weren’t needed, and the heroic eidolons could simply get into these Fragments and handle their fellows.”

“Wouldn’t it be?” Aria said, sounding amused. “We would fight an eternal war to protect humankind, with you none the wiser of what was taking place. I’m sure there are no myths like that.”

“Fair point. So, what about the alternative? What if a human wants to end the bond, but the eidolon can’t? Like, say your power is super unwieldy and difficult to control. Say you’ve been spending months and months trying to get it down, but nothing’s working.”

“You’re referring to Leilani,” Aria stated smoothly.

“Might be.”

“From my understanding, she has not attempted to sever the bond with her eidolon. However, to provide an answer: yes, an eidolon can refuse to break the bond. This has happened much more infrequently than its opposite. In the two times I am aware of, it was because their Bonded attempted to assist a Fragment’s Creator by turning traitor.

“That’s happened?!”

Aria merely raised another eyebrow. “Haven’t I already told you how humans are?” it seemed to say.

Isaac raised his hands; he didn’t need to hear it out loud. So, he instead waved a hand toward the bookshelves. “Well, depending on how long you’ll let me stay, I’ll see what interesting stories I can read about. Maybe I’ll come across something about this mysterious woman with silver hair and a penchant for furtive but stunning smiles.”

“If you do, I’ll read it to you.”

“While I use your lap as a pillow?”

Aria rolled her eyes. “Sure. While you use my lap as a pillow.”

Even with that motivation behind him, Isaac had a better chance of winning three consecutive lotteries than finding anything on Aria. Even if he did, it was possible he wouldn’t realize it was about her, as she claimed her human name wasn’t Aria. And with how many times names ended up changed or mistranslated or just forgotten along the long trek of history, well, Isaac knew better than to hope.

Still, he was all too happy to comb through what he could reasonably get to in a few hours. He handled a scroll for the first, second, and tenth time, and he hefted a few clay tablets before all was said and done. Novel experiences, and he enjoyed them for that.

Throughout his aimless “studies,” whenever he couldn’t place the fable, or story, or account with a culture, Aria stepped in. Plenty were from cultures he had never even heard of. Ones well extinct, possibly unrecorded. Not every civilization was so grand or long-lived as to leave much behind.

As all this transpired, he set a goal: to hit all six inhabited continents before he left. He completed his task by finding something located in Asia, somehow the last of them, by reading a Kashmiri myth on Rantas, a creature known for abducting men and then marrying them as a way of overcoming the sorrow of having lost her lover.

“You know, this sounds a little familiar to some legends about certain nine-tailed foxes,” Isaac remarked as he looked up from the scroll in his hands.

“Don’t be surprised,” Aria remarked. “Men have been dreaming up beautiful women who want to seduce them away from their boring lives since the dawn of time.”

“Lucky for me, you’re not Rantas. I don’t know if I could get past the whole backward feet thing.”

Aria glanced down at her appropriately facing, appropriately sandaled feet. “Lucky you.”

As things wound down, Isaac stifled a yawn. Just a few more questions, and then he’d go.

“Is there any way for me to visit this specific place again in the future? Also, I should have asked this at the start, but could you help me find information on Maui’s Ruler in here? Or are you going to continue making me wait to find out which dragon of myth we’re dealing with?”

“It is possible that I could bring us here again,” Aria said, examining the towering structure as she spoke. “I can see if I can ‘memorize,’ for lack of a better word, the feeling of this Fragment. So long as you repeat your steps and give me a strong enough cognitive anchor, it’s possible. To this or another duplicate like it.” She glanced at him. “As for researching the current Ruler, if you find the information on your own, I won’t stop you.”

Isaac sighed. One for two was a reasonable success, though his odds of locating anything on his own were nonexistent. Besides, even if he located some ancient story about some ancient dragon, how would he know if it was the right dragon? Most cultures had at least one dragon in their collection of myths.

“Well, good enough,” he declared. “I enjoyed seeing you in that toga.”

Aria snorted lightly, glancing at her form-fitting wrap. “It’s a more sexualized version than what would be truly era-appropriate. I wonder why that was.”

“Yeah,” Isaac said, playing dumb, “I wonder why that is.”


Chapter Sixteen

A Normal Hawaiian Day

Upon being returned to his bed, he found the sheets still warm. Gone for hours, yet less than a minute had passed on Earth. Amazing. It was simply amazing. Practical too. Possibilities about how he could take advantage of the time dilation present in Aria’s Fragments filled his mind. More questions too, of course. So far, that had stayed true each time he learned more about the other world. For each answer he clutched, five more questions spilled out of his hands like slick noodles. They splattered all around him, threatening to trip him up no matter which way he stepped.

You’ve got time, Isaac reminded himself. Loads of it.

His name echoed through his open door—another reminder of what he had. Hurriedly peeking out toward the living room, he found Morgan stretching near her bedroom door. Now knowing that her voice could pull him away from even life-or-death studies, her lips curled as soon as she saw him.

“I’m going to shower. Want to come?”

Minutes ago, standing within a mimicry of an apparently real superstructure, Isaac had held texts and scrolls dating back hundreds or even thousands of years. Now back in modern-day Maui, he held a wet, voluptuous body against his.

Even before the matter of adding soapy streaks to such immaculate curves, there was no question of which he preferred more.

“This could be you, Aria,” Isaac noted as he washed Morgan’s sudsy body, exploring every delicious curve first with his hands, then with his lips.

“I am aware,” Aria replied, then said no more.

Roughly eleven hours later, Morgan suddenly clapped as she gazed out one of her kitchen windows. “Something is very, very wrong. Very wrong.”

Lifting his eyes from his breakfast plate, Isaac failed to see what would make her say such a thing. The weather outside looked as pristine as ever. Sunlight danced in merry hues through every window.

“This is the end of your first week in Maui,” Morgan continued, “and you haven’t even set foot on a beach yet! Today, we fix that.”

“I’m not against it,” Isaac said after he swallowed a spoonful of oatmeal. “I take it you have a beach in mind?”

Morgan smiled. “Who do you take me for? Of course I do.”

In short order, Isaac’s toes warmed themselves on the golden sand of a beach that was literally five hundred feet north of Adria and Lei’s resort. Which also put The Shops within walking distance, too. Apparently, this one square mile of Wailea was prime real estate.

Near a condominium village, some locals considered Ulua Beach to be the northern tip of Wailea. A walking path ran parallel to it, and igneous rock formations jutted out at the north and southern ends, forming the beach into a crescent shape. Waves typically flowed gently here, making it a popular destination for families.

Today was no different. By the time they arrived, dozens of people lounged under the sun or splashed in the ocean. Snorkelers of all ages dotted the water, searching for schools of colorful fish or sections of coral.

Spending a moment considering their options, Morgan guided them to a relatively uncrowded area on the northern side. Or tried to.

First, they needed to deal with all the gawkers and friendly alohas that Morgan received the moment she set foot anywhere on Maui in a bikini.

With all the above in mind, Morgan had opted for something only moderately jaw-dropping: a simple black bikini with large black knots tied off at her hips. She still turned heads, earned approving looks, and became the sight to see, on land or at sea. Isaac half-expected to see the lone sailboat out in the water turn toward the shore, somehow having heard the beachside gossip about Morgan’s arrival.

With him accompanying her, Isaac wasn’t spared from the gossip treadmill. More than a few sets of eyes sized him up, leaving him only able to guess what people were saying about Doctor Reynolds' new tenant. The rumor mill didn’t run dry in only a week.

Some of these people, those who actually knew Morgan and weren’t just eyeing the hottest body around, may have known his sister. With how small and connected the Kihei community was, some people undoubtedly already knew who he was. That understanding started adding a morose tint to some of the stares he noticed, but he shook his annoyance off like flecks of sand. One more good day, the end of his first week in Maui. He could manage that much.

And applying sunscreen to Morgan would definitely help. Naturally.

He hadn’t let her talk him into doing it back at her house. Of course, she hadn’t really tried to talk him into doing it back at her house.

After burying the umbrella leaning on his shoulder while Morgan spread out their beach towels, they placed their cooler and beach bag in the shade. Hands now free, Isaac practically dove into the last of those like Scrooge McDuck leaping into his vault of gold. The ocean called his name with each crashing wave, but it was a dull melody to the siren song of Morgan’s curvaceous figure. He’d make time for some swimming, but only after his hands protected the woman he loved from sunburn.

“Can you keep your rampant horniness in check long enough to safeguard me from the sun?” Morgan asked, eyeing him with a healthy amount of skepticism.

“I’ll be a consummate professional, baby,” Isaac said.

“Mmm, I am your baby, but don’t linger anywhere you shouldn’t,” Morgan warned.

He didn’t. Mostly. Seeing as it would certainly raise eyebrows if he rubbed sunscreen on her legs and stomach, she only called for his help to get her back and shoulders. And he was good. Mostly. While being extra thorough, his fingertips only brushed against her breasts twice.

“Now, remember that I can’t jerk you off right now,” Morgan said when it was her turn to get his back. Her lips were awfully close to his ear as she spoke. “Even if I could have you cumming in minutes with all this sunscreen oozing across your cock.”

“Now, who’s causing problems?” Isaac growled quietly, imagining ice baths and sharp needles to keep his body from reacting to her husky whisper.

“It’s one problem I plan to keep causing you,” Morgan purred, palms gliding over his shoulder blades.

Yes, she very much would. With almost a whisper and a tickle of warm breath on his neck, she could arouse him. Already, Isaac sort of wanted to leave—or at least find somewhere private.

But they’d come here for a purpose: a normal Hawaiian day. So, on this crowded beach would they stay.

As part of that perfectly normal day, Isaac cooled his internal temperature, even as his external one climbed. His lust simmered down; this really was far too busy a place for him to consider doing anything that might upend Doctor Reynolds' sterling reputation. He didn’t dwell on that, as this was what one expected from a day at the beach. Besides, it’d be just the two of them again soon enough. Tonight, at the latest.

What Isaac hadn’t expected was that he’d end up making so many acquaintances. As late morning transitioned into early afternoon, Isaac learned a dozen new names. So many people knew Morgan, and it felt like most of them wanted to give at least a passing hello when arriving or departing. So long as he was lying with her, not out in the water, most showed obvious curiosity toward the young man relaxing by the town’s most beautiful doctor.

Some knew her because they lived in the same area, which made them Isaac’s neighbors as well. Others knew her from the Pilates lessons that she sometimes attended. Many more knew her because how could they not? She and Iolana had one of the town’s most popular private practices. A few were patients of that very practice.

Mallory might be the most popular woman living on Maui, but Morgan, at least on a local level, could match her. Smoothly making introductions between Isaac and everyone who came over to say hello, she was a font of pleasantness. Unsurprisingly, a number of these new acquaintances took on more reserved smiles upon hearing who he was. They knew. They had known her.

And so, more than one local offered him their condolences for his loss, speaking kindly about how wonderful Alyssa had been. Isaac bore through it a little better than he would have at the start of the week. Sure, he hadn’t been here to see how Alyssa got along with all these people, but it was clear enough by now that she’d been her usual amiable self while living here.

So as not to cast any ink splotches upon that sparkling legacy, he did his best to follow in her footsteps. No one would whisper that he’d fallen too far from the tree. Smiling, nodding, and offering his gratitude to all those who spoke kindly of his sister, Isaac sighed as a soft hand rubbed his back after one such encounter.

“She was well-liked,” Isaac remarked, glancing at Morgan.

“Well loved,” Morgan corrected. “Like she was everywhere.”

Isaac nodded once more.

The most unexpected part of his day kept him apart from Morgan for over an hour. It started when a family of five practically jogged over to greet Morgan, each a ray of sunshine as they beamed at her. Smiling back, Morgan introduced Isaac to Anissa, Clark, and their three children. All were patients at her clinic. Another set. How long must the waitlist for a checkup at that place be?

Eventually, the five of them took up a place relatively close to Isaac and Morgan. That caused one beautiful redhead lying next to him to sigh.

“Do you know those comedies where there’s that one family that is way too happy all the time?” Morgan asked, propping herself up on her elbows to see over him.

“That’s Kihei’s set?” Isaac asked, watching the adults of that family jump up and down nearly as much as their kids.

“Yep. Spare me, Isaac.”

“Spare you?”

“Their three tykes love building sandcastles. Like, their collective dream when they grow up is to be sandcastle architects for some TV program or something. Today, please take the bullet for me. I’ll pay you back. I swear.”

Glancing at five newly arrived beachgoers, he spotted an increasing supply of shovels, pails, and molds—and not the cheap plastic kind, but solid metal ones—appear on one of their towels. The kids practically walked on air as they grabbed their tools.

“Make me an offer,” Isaac said.

Morgan shot him a glare.

“Practice for the quick thinking we’ll need in the Fragment,” Isaac said. “Better be quick; I think they’re starting to look your way. Is Auntie Reynolds going to disappoint the kiddos?”

“Never call me Auntie Reynolds,” Morgan said, poking him in the ribs. “Fine. Save me from an hour or more of toiling in the sand, and you can pick where we go out to eat tonight.”

Isaac flattened his stare.

“God, so damn horny all the time,” Morgan teased. Like she had any room to talk. “Fine, fine, fine. You can also make me blow you at any point during the rest of the day. At the restaurant, in the parking lot, on the drive home.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Isaac said.

“You make me do such slutty things,” Morgan said, shutting her eyes and lying back. Now knowing she was safe, the tension ebbed from her body.

“I’m just giving you the chance to make up for all the time you weren’t worshipping my cock,” Isaac whispered.

“There’s a lot of work still to do,” Morgan replied in a breathy purr. “Especially with all these other slutty women around.”

With wonderful terms set, Isaac offered himself as tribute to the whims of three overeager sandcastle architects. When Anissa and Clark’s kids tottered over and asked Morgan if she wanted to help them with their sandcastle, Isaac let her volunteer him in her stead. The kids looked only slightly disappointed, but Isaac was new enough that they soon excitedly “showed him how it’s done.”

He received so much instruction on the “right” way to build a sandcastle that he almost asked if they had a manual that he could read instead. Even after explaining that he was from Tampa, it wasn’t enough. He was not to be trusted to make any architectural decisions; the kids used him like a common laborer, and that was the best he could hope for.

No career advancement opportunities here, Isaac thought dryly, compacting wet sand into the outer—there were three—wall of the kids’ gargantuan castle.

Unfortunately, he was forced to admit that they knew what they were doing. Moving with almost unnerving efficiency, they turned a flat surface of sand into a mighty castle. They didn’t get distracted either, focusing on the foundations and important parts first, only adding crenellations to the walls and planting toy flags into the castle’s many towers at the very end.

With things well in hand, Isaac just did as he was told, following the whirlwind whichever way it blew him. All three kids liked grabbing him for whatever they were up to, assigning him to aid them. At certain points, he felt like a highly coveted stuffed animal being yanked in multiple directions.

The resulting palatial sandcastle was something to be proud of. It was far better than any that he and Alyssa had made back in the day. Pictures of their efforts followed, and Isaac received all kinds of thanks from two beaming parents for his “help.”

Allowing himself to smile back, he then noticed a man standing over Morgan. Reclining on her elbows on her towel, she spoke with him, appearing neither pleased nor displeased. And this man, a native Hawaiian, had the right look about him to be a fire dancer at a resort known for its luaus. If that were the case, this was the guy who had beaten him to the punch with his shaved ice trick.

Isaac knew he scowled, and he knew Morgan, who just so happened to glance in his direction at precisely the right moment, saw. Her lips curled with amusement, but she refocused on the presumed fire dancer. Before Isaac headed back over, the man, shaking his head, departed the whole beach.

I knew it, Isaac thought, watching him go.

“You’re too damn popular,” Isaac told Morgan once he was back by her side.

“Says the man who has this popular woman drooling over how he looks with his shirt off,” Morgan said, smiling. “And who has caught the interest of multiple women at my clinic. Oh, and Adria Velasco, one of the hottest women in any hemisphere. Oh, and am I forgetting someone? Her name… it’s on the tip of my tongue. I even think it’s a household one. Hmm.”

Isaac rolled his eyes.

“Right! And Mallory fucking Laurent. Yeah, I’m too popular.”

“You are, and so am I. Somehow.”

“I’m half-expecting that you’ll end up having a woman for every day of the week, at the pace you’ve been setting,” Morgan said, rolling onto her side, knuckles brushing against her cheek as she stared at him. “Morgan on Monday, Adria on Tuesday, Mallory on Wednesday. Four more and you’ve got your routine.”

“I would at least give you two days a week,” Isaac said as he plopped down beside her.

“Lucky me. I guess I’ll take Saturday, then, so I can have a weekend day too. Now, you just need three more hotties.”

“Lei’s pretty hot.”

Morgan chuckled. “Ah, so that’s the real reason you agreed to help her out. Not for the ice cream, not to be helpful, but for the nice ass that sticks out when she bends over to get a customer their scoop.”

“I think she’d stab me if she caught me looking at her like that.”

“I would say she’s all bark and no bite, but that wouldn’t really be true,” Morgan said. “She broke a guy’s finger once, for trying to cop a squeeze. Some asshole tourist who thought every Hawaiian girl would smile and forgive him for being a jerk. Bad luck for him.”

“Sounds like he got what he deserved.”

“Less, but enough to make me smile when I heard about it,” Morgan said. “So, you just be careful about how you go about it if Lei really is on your radar. The approach that worked—works—on me won’t do you as much good with her.”

Was she? On his radar? Attractive as she was, he had spent most of his time thinking she couldn’t stand the sight of him. Now, by her own doing, they would see each other for six or seven hours a day once a week. At the very least, that meant she didn’t hate him.

But indifference and attraction were miles apart. And with three romantic partners—and holy fuck, he now had three romantic partners—going after Lei felt too much like pushing his luck. A little too much like priming a dangerous powder keg.

“Even if she were, that would leave two days unfilled,” Isaac said. “So, do I give Emily one?”

Morgan snorted. “If you want your time here to be total hell, sure. Rip up that paradise of a life you’re now living. Stick your dick in crazy, what do I care?”

Isaac grinned and subtly extended his hand. Morgan glanced at it, then cocked an eyebrow. Nevertheless, her hand moved too. Flicking away his fingers, she slid in close enough to tickle his palm with her nails.

“Best you’re going to get,” Morgan said. “Emily, ha! She should be the last woman you go for, and only if you literally struck out with every other woman on the island.”

“Okay, then I’ll nix her from the schedule,” Isaac said lightly. “I wouldn’t want you to think that I’m that kind of man-whore.”

“It’s fun, isn’t it?” Morgan asked, rolling onto her side to look at him. “Having so many eyes on you. Knowing they each have their own fantasies that only you can fulfill.”

“When your eyes are among them, yeah,” Isaac admitted, heart beginning to race.

Morgan smiled and lowered her sunglasses enough to see that, yes, her eyes remained fully focused on him. It took every speck of self-control for him not to lean in and kiss her.

“What about Iolana?” Morgan asked as she returned to her back. Letting the sun kiss her body, when Isaac could not. “Were you just trying to get a rise out of me when you asked if she was among those checking in on you, or is one doctor not enough?”

“Who’s trying to get a rise out of whom?” Isaac challenged. “If I say you’re the only one I need, you’ll call me a liar. If I say the opposite, you’ll gasp and pretend to be offended that I find your friend and colleague hot.”

“Like when I gasped when you said Lei was pretty hot?”

Isaac grunted. “Okay, Iolana’s really hot too.”

Morgan gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. “You greedy little bastard!”

Rolling his entire head, not just his eyes, Isaac considered tossing something at her. “Just can’t help it, I guess. Want to fuck every hot doctor I meet.”

“A common sentiment,” Morgan said, grinning. “Doctors, nurses, really anyone working in a hospital environment, we’re all known for being freaks under the sheets, don’t you know?” At his dubious look, she snorted. “What, you think Iolana was any different? Is any different?”

“Well, why don’t you educate me? Am I about to hear that you’ve made out with her, too?”

Morgan’s grin grew. Isaac eyed her distrustfully.

“No way.”

“Yes way. Not recently, but do you really think the hot Hawaiian who flew all the way across the country for medical school wasn’t looking for some unique cultural experiences?”

“Say more,” he said immediately.

“Interested in some lewd tales of an upstanding doctor, Isaac?”

“Say. More.”

Morgan lifted her head enough to check if anyone was within earshot. With how things had gone over the past few hours, it was shocking that she didn’t find some new arrival veering straight toward them.

“Well, what are a pair of roommates to do when there’s no good dick around?” Morgan said, a mischievous glint in her eye. “And medical school is stressful. Being a doctor is stressful. So, we women sometimes need to massage one another, cuddle some, and eventually make out. A lot. For stress relief.”

Though he snorted, he was anything but disinterested in the images her words conjured. “So, again, lucky you. Not sure how that helps my chances at bagging Maui’s second hottest doctor, though.”

“Didn’t you hear what I said? ‘When there was no good dick around.’ Sometimes, there was. Hell, there were plenty of bad options around too. Honestly, Isaac, do you think it was rare that some horny guy tried to hook up with a hot Hawaiian gal? Especially since half these fools thought they could make a threesome happen with Iolana and me.”

Isaac immediately narrowed his eyes.

Grinning devilishly, Morgan shrugged. “Hasn’t happened. Yet.”

A challenge? Sure felt like it.

“Do remember that we’re now in our thirties. We both have more than a decade of life experience over you. Some of that life experience involved riding a cock in the breakroom while you’re suffering through a twelve-hour graveyard shift during your residency. I literally walked in on her mid-act a couple of times. Her shitty boyfriend at the time was no good at making her cum, unfortunately.”

“Poor Iolana,” Isaac grunted.

“She might not have been as prolific as I was, but she got hers,” Morgan continued. “Recently, I’m not too sure. I don’t think she’s been out on a date in a while.”

“Like you?”

“Like me?” Morgan asked.

Oh, shit.

Recognizing his mistake, Isaac scrambled together a cover story.

“Well, you know, the only stories you’ve needled me with have been about guys from when you first moved here. So, it seemed like you’ve been off the market for a little while, too.”

“Perhaps,” Morgan said, lowering her sunglasses enough to let him know she didn’t fully buy his cover-up. “But Iolana’s been off the dating trail for a while too. Few months, at least. Spring, maybe. We’re just so, so busy.”

“Which is why you both need snatched up by a guy who only works one day a week at an ice cream shop,” Isaac said. “That way, he can visit you all at work—and visit the breakroom with you. It all makes sense now.”

“Never underestimate my brilliance, Isaac. I know what I’m doing.”

He didn’t doubt that she did. Nor did he doubt that she’d be perfectly unperturbed—proud, more likely—if he made moves on Iolana. The idea of that threesome she had floated… well, it stayed with him. It would return to his mind each time he visited her clinic.

After chowing down on the prepacked lunch sitting in their cooler and a bit more sunbathing, Morgan finally announced her intention to visit the ocean. Launching himself to his feet, Isaac was all too happy to escort her into warm waters.

Having already swum about for a while earlier in the day, he happily returned to what felt like his second home. And while Maui’s waters weren’t quite as warm as he was used to back home, they were still perfectly pleasant. Isaac smiled as the gentle waves lapped at his feet.

The other Florida native sighed with satisfaction as the water climbed to her waist. Turning to walk backward a few more steps, she eyed him in a way that was a little less concealing of her desires than might be safe.

There was only a single path for Isaac to walk, and it was the one directly toward Morgan. He left wet footprints directly beside hers, smiling as he stopped a step away from the voluptuous redhead. Even though he remained aware of the other swimmers in their vicinity, the sounds of their laughter and splashing faded away.

Get a room, Isaac thought wryly, aware of the worn-out adage. Of course, now that he’d saved Morgan from an afternoon of shoveling and patting sandy walls into existence, he didn’t necessarily have to wait until they found a room.

They stood far enough out that the waves crested behind them, so they just bounced with the arriving lumps of rising water, keeping their shoulders dry. The ocean wasn’t completely pristine; sediment and mud kept it from being completely transparent, but—no, too risky.

“Pouting over a day spent at a beautiful beach on a sunny day,” Morgan remarked, shaking her head. “I really have spoiled you.”

“You’re just more beautiful than the beach, the sun, and anything else I could see on these islands,” Isaac responded.

“Laying it on a little thick,” Morgan said. “But I don’t mind.” Her eyes glittered. “Coming from you, I might even believe it.”

“I’ll give you more evidence in a little while,” Isaac promised.

“Looking forward to it. Now, want to count some fish?”

“I guess,” he grumbled lightly.

By the time they packed up, they had spent seven hours—a full day—at Ulua Beach. Over that time, Isaac must have met thirty new people and shaken more hands than a politician. He said as much to Morgan as they packed up to go.

“It’ll get better as time passes,” Morgan said, amused. “You won’t have to meet people for the first time as often, at least. Just an aloha here, aloha there, and then onward with our day.”

Departing, they returned to Morgan’s house, showered, and prepared for another evening out on the town. As Morgan selected an appealingly short dress, Isaac made his decision.

“Don’t worry if you have a little to drink,” Isaac said. “I’m going to drive us home.”

Blue eyes sparkled as Morgan cast a knowing glance his way. “So, I’m bound for the passenger seat?”

“Half of you is, at least,” Isaac said.

Morgan’s lips curled. “I’ll see what I can do.”

So, that very ordinary, normal Hawaiian day became a little less normal. Because after dinner, having intentionally selected a restaurant in northern Kihei to add minutes to their drive, Isaac re-familiarized himself with the steering wheel of Morgan’s car.

Meanwhile, its owner, lips glistening with a purposefully bright lip balm, re-familiarized herself with his cock. Head bobbing, sending his cock into her throat, she gave him every reason to never want another normal day again.


Chapter Seventeen

A Working Man’s Paycheck

Isaac Matthews, one of only a handful of individuals in human history to be aware of the overlapping world of gods and myths, and part of an even more select list by having forged a bond with one such being, prepared to go to work. At an ice cream shop. On a Tuesday. Not to help save the world, as he would in twelve more days, but to help a middle-aged man get some much-needed rest and relaxation. He supposed that was a worthy enough pursuit. Also, it might get his attractive niece to like him a little more.

However, as he wasn’t due to arrive until noon, he gladly made another visit to Morgan’s clinic. While there, he nudged Iolana with a few compliments, curious but not overly hasty about her potential interest in him. The attractive doctor showered him with many more smiles than he imagined the next Hawaiian woman on his schedule would.

“Should I swing by and get myself a tasty treat?” Morgan asked around the time he was due to depart.

“You’d better give me a big tip,” Isaac said. “Eighty percent or more.”

The gorgeous redhead snorted. “Like you need it.”

“Suppose not. Think I’m officially the richest guy in history to take on an entry-level job at an ice cream shop?”

“Just might be. It’s good of you to help Lei and Kainoa like this. I know they’ll both appreciate it—eventually, in Kainoa’s case.”

“Let’s hope Lei has explained everything to him already,” Isaac said. “Otherwise, he’s in for a shock.”

Morgan didn’t look terribly confident about that possibility, but there was only one way to find out. After saying goodbye to her and her clinic, Isaac made the short drive to Sweet Sunrise.

Situated in a large shopping center, after parking, Isaac approached the quaint ice cream shop with the tiki-themed tables out front. Spotting Lei’s car as he did so, he relaxed a little. It’d all be fine. No one was at risk of dying or being trapped in another world for years.

Unlike last time, he spotted Kainoa and Lei. Behind the counter, the former dealt with a customer, while the latter glanced pensively at a clock on the wall. As soon as Isaac walked in, bell tinkling as he pushed through the door, her dark eyes snapped toward him. She almost frowned, lips tightening, eyebrows furrowing. Right at the last second, she stopped herself, resetting her expression to a more neutral position.

Glancing at the same clock as her, he saw that it was 12:01.

Minute late on your first day, Isaac thought. Money has changed you.

Once the lone customer tottered out of the store with a gargantuan three-scoop ice cream, Isaac approached the counter, focusing more on Kainoa’s expression than Lei’s. He found the beefy, middle-aged man looking more resigned than surprised or annoyed. So, at least he knew why Isaac was here.

“Afternoon,” he said. “Uh, here for my first shift.”

“Aloha, and yes, so I’ve heard,” Kainoa said, sighing and diverting his attention toward his niece. “Never thought I’d be forced out of my own shop like this.”

“Don’t be melodramatic,” Lei said. “You’ll be back tomorrow, and the next day—and the next. Addict.”

“If Isaac’s really going to work in my shop, I should at least stay long enough to walk him through the system and—”

“I can do it, Uncle,” Lei said, firm as granite. “You’ve already set his stuff up on the computer. We don’t need you around, hovering like a phantom.”

“I don’t hover,” Kainoa said testily. “I merely… mind. “

“Well, I mind you staying here any longer. So, go read on the beach or something. If you see smoke rising into the sky, it’s not us.”

Was that a joke? From Leilani? Isaac was almost impressed, though it was probably the wrong thing to say to an overprotective shop owner.

“Will you at least say aloha when people come in?”

“‘Welcome in’ works just fine,” Lei said.

Kainoa frowned, glanced at Isaac, but ultimately seemed to think better of pressing the issue. All that did was pique Isaac’s interest. She didn’t want to say aloha? It smacked of how she’d responded the morning they’d met, when his wearing of a lei had started them off on the wrong foot.

Whatever was going on there, Lei slowly but steadily—with both hands on his back to keep the process underway—forced her uncle out of his establishment. With every begrudging step, Kainoa looked queasier. Once outside, he dragged his feet as Lei pointed toward the parking lot, and it almost seemed like the big man was considering pushing his face against the glass to spy on them.

Eventually, with only about half a dozen glances back, he headed to his car.

“He’ll be back,” Lei said, sounding appropriately prophetic. “Before four, I bet. To see that I’ve not fumbled your training.”

“At the risk of sounding totally ignorant, how much can there be to this? This place only serves ice cream, right?”

“Only that,” Lei said. “There are all of three other rooms in this place, and one is the bathroom.” She pointed toward a closed door on the customer’s side of the counter, then toward the attached hallway on her side of things. One of those other rooms was bound to be the freezer. And then maybe an office for Kainoa?

Correct on both counts, Isaac would visit both in short order. For now, Lei branded him with a strange look.

“Thanks,” she eventually said. “For being willing to do this.”

“It’s no big deal. If we can’t help each other with stuff like this, it’d be a bad sign. I mean, we’re trusting each other with our lives at our other job.”

That seemed the wrong thing to say, for Lei grew even more solemn. Not angry. Just… solemn. Isaac recognized his mistake a moment later.

Given that Lei couldn’t control her ability very well, would she be part of their missions? She’d been there for his inauguration, where he’d witnessed her struggles firsthand. With her ability, which let her create and control superheated plasma, lacking in the control department, it didn’t seem likely. Right now, she was a danger to herself and the team.

“I’m happy to help you out—and Kainoa,” Isaac swiftly said. “Eager to get some surfing lessons, too.”

“I’ll keep my word,” Lei said, caramel eyes growing a little less distant. “I gave Mallory a lesson yesterday. Try to be as good at learning as she is.”

“Promise to do my best. Here and there.”

Nodding, Lei waved him over to her side of the counter. Once there, Lei let him examine the many enormous ice cream cartons buried in the long freezers separating the two halves of the room.

As she explained it, Sweet Sunrise stocked thirty-two flavors throughout the year, changing a few options from time to time. The most popular ones always stayed, of course, but Kainoa liked to give one new flavor a chance each month—and there were seasonal favorites that rotated in and out. Before she could point out the current flavor-of-the-month, a small family of four bustled inside.

“Welcome in,” Lei said, nodding—and even smiling… slightly. But saying aloha was too much?

As she handled their orders, Isaac’s eyes drifted toward cones, cups, and utensils, not the attractive butt sticking out beside him as Lei rolled scoops of ice cream. He was already on relatively uneven footing with her. Best not to be seen leering at her figure.

Rather than taking things outside or to their car, the family opted to enjoy their ice cream at one of the small indoor tables. That nixed Isaac's ability to ask a personal question or two.

“Not a whole lot to see back here,” Lei said. Still, she gave him a quick enough rundown of the back counter, which had a sink, some dry supplies kept inside the cabinets, and other expected amenities.

In between handling customers, Lei took him on a tour through the shop’s singular hallway. What he discovered included Kainoa’s office, a supply and cleaning storage area in a cut-out section of the hallway, and, of course, Sweet Sunrise’s freezer.

“Always a good idea to check the temperature,” Lei said, tapping a thermometer placed beside the thick metal door. “Negative four for the freezer, three degrees for the display case area up front. If those numbers are ever more than a couple of degrees off that, we’ve got a problem. Pretty much the only thing that matters here. Ice cream needs to be ice cream, not a bunch of melted puddles.”

Leading him into the freezer, Lei revealed a reasonable number of replacement cartons. Next, she pointed out an empty rack near the door.

“Only really annoying thing about closing here,” Lei explained. “Each night, we reseal and move the cartons from the display area to here. That way, we can turn off the freezers up front until the next morning. Saves some dollars on the electricity bill.”

Other than getting familiar with where everything was, most of Isaac’s training revolved around the cash register. Like was the norm in the 21st century, Kainoa’s was touchscreen-based.

With Kainoa having set up his login credentials before he arrived, Lei now provided him with the four-digit PIN that would let him use the register. When there weren’t any customers waiting in line, Lei mostly kept him busy tapping away on it, getting familiar with where everything was. This was also where he’d clock in and out, as he needed to collect a paycheck for his time spent working. Not doing so would make Kainoa look like he was up to something illegal.

The other thing that Isaac technically couldn’t do was mind the store on his own; Hawaii required a Food Handler's Education certification for that. The class was free, but he’d either need to go to Oahu or use Zoom to get one. Lei remained adamant that he didn’t need to do so, citing that he’d never be here without her or Kainoa in the shop.

That was true, based on further conversation about what she was hoping for from him. He would never be called upon to open the shop; Kainoa always handled opening the store, and not even Lei dared take that away from him.

All Lei wanted was for him to be here for the back half of a workday, which would give Kainoa seven or eight additional hours to himself each week. Eventually. With absolute certainty, Lei informed him it would take a few weeks before her uncle stopped showing up around closing time to check in on his baby—and his niece and new employee. Mainly the shop.

“You want me to take the lead for the next few customers?” Isaac asked a few hours into his shift. Things had slowed down over the past hour, as Lei had said they would. Once people started getting off work, things would stay relatively busy until closing time.

“Up to you,” Lei replied.

Seeing this as his chance to delve into something that had stoked his curiosity from the moment they’d met, he nodded. Given a few minutes to mull over the next step in his developing plan, he paved his route. A new question, which he hoped wouldn’t piss her off too much, formed on his tongue.

“Is it going to annoy you if I say aloha when people come in?”

A pair of dark eyes pivoted toward him. “I’ll just find you a little insufferable, is all.”

“For welcoming people in?”

“There aren’t any English ways to welcome people into a store? The mainland must have it rough.”

Acerbic, but not openly hostile. That was probably the best Isaac could have expected. Willing to risk a little more than acerbic, he nudged her further.

“We’re in Hawaii, though. Is it wrong for people to speak Hawaiian?”

“Who speaks Hawaiian? ‘Aloha, what can I get you?’ Where’s the Hawaiian? One word? A token banner for appearing exotic.”

“That’s a sharp way to view it,” Isaac said, aware of how sharp the surrounding ground was becoming, too.

“Guess it is,” Lei said.

Silence. Suffocatingly so, and no customer appeared during the next five minutes to banish it. Isaac considered reopening the topic, but it felt a little like reopening a wound with rusty calipers. So, he kept his mouth shut.

Shockingly, Lei did not.

“Know how many people live in Hawaii?”

“Hawaii? No. I know how many people live in Maui.”

“A little under 1.5 million. Know how many people are fluent in Hawaiian? Actual Hawaiian, not Hawaiian Pidgin, which is what you’re hearing whenever someone drops an ‘islander phrase’ on you.”

“Far fewer?”

His innocent reply earned him a dry look. “Around twenty thousand. That’s a pretty damn small percentage.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Isaac said, feeling compelled to take the opposite point of view. “Hardly means people should stop speaking it.”

“Some people do speak it,” Lei said stubbornly. “All power to them. But a word here and a word there isn’t speaking the language.” Without missing a beat, Lei affected an accent that surely would have been seen as disrespectful if she weren’t herself Hawaiian. “‘You like go Makena Beach tomorrow? Rajah dat!’ ‘Sometimes it just be l’dat.’” She folded her arms, returning to her usual cadence and accent. “Most Hawaiian culture is just that: a banner word here, a little flair to seem exotic there.”

“Like how those of us getting off the plane were given leis?”

Lei’s expression turned bitter. “You went to a luau, didn’t you? They would have been handing them out there too. Go to a show, have a lei. Attend an event, have a lei. Tie your shoes? Here, have a lei.”

“So, it’s the exploitative tourism part you dislike?” Isaac asked. “Capitalist appropriation of your culture?”

“It’s not my culture,” Lei snapped. A bit too venomously. She immediately winced, then grew silent for almost fifteen seconds. When she next spoke, her voice was soft but firm. “Don’t tell Kainoa I said that.”

“I won’t—I wouldn’t. Whatever we say here is between us.”

Lei nodded, and that seemed to soothe her hunched shoulders. It was still minutes before they spoke again.

“Ignoring what I just said, do you consider me Hawaiian?” she eventually asked.

“From my place of ignorance, that’d be my assumption,” Isaac said, choosing his words more carefully than if someone had warned him that a single poisoned item sat on his plate.

“Because I’ve got the tan skin, dark hair, and exotic look.”

It didn’t sound like a question, but Isaac still nodded. “I guess. But I’m wrong?”

Unfortunately, the bell above the door sang before she could answer. Figuring he was currently the better option for faking a smile and pretending like the things in the main room weren’t currently frostier than the freezer, Isaac took the man’s order. After receiving his requested two scoops of chocolate in a cup, the man, perhaps a little aware of the lack of sunshine in Sweet Sunrise, made a quick exit.

“A lot of people would say you’re right,” Lei said once he was gone. “I’ve got a Hawaiian parent, and that makes me ethnically Hawaiian. Whatever that means at this point.”

“Just… one?” Isaac asked.

“Just one, and she gives less of a shit about these islands than I do. Other parent isn’t even culturally Hawaiian. Haole. Term can be pejorative or not. For my father’s case, best believe it’s always used that way.”

So, this was it. That connection Adria had drawn between them the other night. Problematic relationships with their fathers. From the sound of it, Lei’s parents were at least still alive.

“So, you and your mom both view things the same way, then? About what I said earlier?”

“No,” Lei said, jaw steely. That wasn’t the face of someone reminiscing about a parent they loved. A father who was alive, a mother who was alive, but a daughter who didn’t show any signs of affection for either.

Okay, Isaac thought, knowing better than to push for more. I think I’m starting to understand you a little bit, Lei.

Which was probably for the best, as he didn’t quite agree with her assessment of Hawaiian Pidgin. If it was popular enough to be considered a creole language, which he knew it was, then wasn’t that the most important factor? If enough people used it in their everyday lives, then it was what it was: a language, a method for communication.

However, Isaac recognized he was far from an expert on Hawaiian history, language, and culture, so he’d be a fool to argue with someone born and raised here. Nor did he know enough about what Lei had been through growing up, which was the most important part of all this.

And so, he kept his thoughts to himself. That was where things would end today, too. Lei grew solemn and quiet—and she stayed that way. Unfortunately, with her words hanging in the air like corpses on the end of ropes, they didn’t talk about much of anything for the next hour. Not wanting to stand in awkward silence for that entire time, Isaac headed down the hallway and started familiarizing himself with the shop’s dry storage supplies.

A little before four, the door chimed. Lei sighed loudly, and Isaac knew Kainoa was back. Lei’s uncle hunted him down, then asked him how everything had been. Isaac lied and said everything had been just peachy.

Following that, he filled out some paperwork and let Kainoa quiz him on what he’d learned. And that was that. Finalized and flourished with his signature, he was now one of Kainoa’s employees. In a capacity that was more official than his employment under Mallory Laurent, even if she paid way, way more.

Not long after that, Morgan showed up. Grinning as soon as she saw him behind the counter, she rubbed her hands maniacally.

“Are you ordering something ridiculous?” Isaac guessed.

“I have to make the first time special,” she explained, tapping her chin as she looked at her options. She glanced at Kainoa. “Is there a limit on how many scoops I can request?”

The beefy man shrugged, glancing apologetically toward his newest employee. “In a sense, four. That’s the highest number you can get on the register. Anything more, and it’ll charge you as if you’re getting a different cone or cup.”

“I shouldn’t break the rules,” Morgan said, eyes gleaming with the exact opposite sentiment. “So, I would just love to settle for a four-scoop of vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, and mango—in that order from bottom to top.”

“In a cup?” Isaac asked, hopeful.

“On a cake cone, please,” Morgan said, grinning with such unimaginable cruelty.

“You sure you don’t want me to balance it all on the little spoons that people can try samples on?” he replied dryly.

Morgan’s growing smile warned him not to tempt her. Surrendering to his fate, Isaac did his best to scoop out four appropriately shaped spheres of ice cream, then make a tower of white, brown, pink, and orange. It wasn’t easy, and the mango scoop fell off as he was trying to mash it on top of the other three, landing on the ground. He glared at Morgan as he stuck his arm back into the freezer and retrieved a replacement, then made sure he was the one who cleaned up his first mess.

Morgan wasn’t the only beautiful woman who swung by to test his patience and resolve. Bouncing into the store before Morgan even finished her first scoop—and Isaac didn’t believe for a second she could get through the whole thing—Adria arrived with a bright smile and an awareness of what no one else yet realized.

“Well, well, well, looks like the Bonded are all together again,” she said. “First because of fire, now because of ice. Also, what is that monstrosity you’re holding, Morgan?!”

Smiling behind her gargantuan ice cream stack, Morgan licked her mango scoop.

“Please, be gentle,” Isaac said as Adria approached the counter. The gorgeous brunette shrugged and walked along the counter, looking at the current flavors.

“Have you been instructing him in the way of the scoop, Lei?” Adria asked as she considered her options.

“Definitely the more challenging of the skills I’ll be teaching him,” Lei replied wryly, even cracking a smile.

“Has that date been penciled in?”

“Not really,” Lei said, glancing toward Isaac. “In the next couple of days, I guess.”

“Whichever day works for you works for me,” Isaac said.

Assuming it wasn’t too early, when he’d be busy with Morgan, either working out, swimming, or refusing to get out of bed until they absolutely had to. Oh, and assuming he didn’t have plans with Mallory, who had texted him yesterday about his availability for the week. And of course, there was the invite he was waiting for from the very woman who’d just arrived and was asking Lei about when she planned to give Isaac a lesson.

Isaac eyed Adria, realizing what she was doing. Clever woman.

“What about Thursday?” Isaac asked. “Morning, afternoon, evening?”

“I can do Thursday morning, sure,” Lei said.

While he and his surfing instructor hashed out the when and where, Isaac made note of the gleam in Adria’s eyes. Having quietly hoped for such a sight, he suspected it boded well for how he would spend the upcoming Wednesday.

Indeed, soon after Adria ordered what she wanted—just a single scoop of rocky road, to even the scales after the monstrosity Morgan had made him cobble together—she found time to draw him out of direct earshot of the others. Voice low, she leaned over the counter, whispering the words that he’d wanted to hear for a few days.

“So, do you want to come see my place tomorrow?”

“You know I do,” Isaac replied. “It’s been on my mind a lot.”

Adria hid a pleased smile behind her ice cream. “Kind of been the same for me.”

“Send me a time and a place, and I’ll be there,” he promised.

Her beautiful smile only grew.


Chapter Eighteen

Possessive

Isaac didn’t bother hiding his plans from Morgan. Why would he? You didn’t keep your wingman—erm, wingwoman—in the dark. Mallory, Adria, even Lei and Iolana: Morgan was happy to help him out with all of them. Besides, he needed to explain why he didn’t want her to go down on him that morning.

“I suppose that’s an acceptable reason,” Morgan grumbled in response to his explanation. “But only because it’s your first visit. For the rest of your little trysts, I’m not letting you skimp out on me just so you can blow a bigger load on Adria’s face.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Isaac said, running his thumb along Morgan’s neck. “Now, what about your satisfaction?”

Morgan rolled her eyes. “Unfortunately, I only have the one lover, so yeah, I’m going to need him to keep working me over every morning. Especially on the days he’s planning to save his dick for another woman.”

“I’m not—”

Isaac cut himself off. Well, he was. That was literally what he was doing. By way of apology, he put everything he could into earning Morgan’s “forgiveness.” Based on how loudly and frequently she moaned his name over the following hour, he believed he had.

A short while after Morgan had headed to work, with Isaac dressed and wearing one of the less aromatic colognes in his small collection, he received the text he’d been waiting for. Except… no, that was wrong. The name attached to the invitation to a beautiful woman’s home was wrong. Grimacing, Isaac sent Mallory an apologetic denial.

Probably not today, he sent, feeling almost disconnected from reality as he denied an opportunity to spend time with Mallory Audrey Laurent. Adria and I have plans to meet up today.

That’s alright, the stunning actress texted. What about tomorrow?

I’ve got my first surfing lesson with Lei, but that’ll only take a little while. Can I come by afterward?

You may. We can compare notes on our first lessons. I’ll be waiting.

An attached image accompanied this message, though not of Mallory. Instead, it showed off the inside of a sauna. Biting his knuckles, Isaac grimaced a second time.

Focus on today, he reminded himself. Leave tomorrow for tomorrow.

Once Adria’s late-morning invitation arrived, he snatched his keys and raced into Morgan’s garage.

In one of the last drives he would make in his rental, Isaac headed for Kalama Park. Like literally every other place in Kihei, it sat right on the ocean. In fact, it stood on the opposite side of the road from South Maui Gardens. At this point, he was half-expecting them to end up eating at Shio Maui again.

Knowing where he would find her in this reasonably large beach-front park, Isaac’s focus wandered across its amenities. Providing locals and tourists in Kihei with multiple fields for baseball, soccer, softball, and more—as well as courts for tennis and basketball—it also included a playground, plenty of public restrooms, and even a skate park. With how level the ground was, almost all were visible as Isaac headed for the marker that Adria had given him.

“By the whale,” she had said.

He found it, and her, easily enough. A life-sized replica of a humpback whale wasn’t exactly hard to spot. It stood—or swam, he supposed—on an oasis of sand, all of which was surrounded by a circular fence. The massive sculpture sat in the shade, as did much of the park. By Kihei’s standards, today was rather cloudy.

Fortunately, Adria was there to make things hotter. Much, much hotter.

Wearing a ball cap, cropped tank top, and…

For the first few seconds after he laid eyes on her, his brain mush-ified. Like a ball of wet sand tossed repeatedly into the air, bits and pieces fell away in clumps. Mesmerized, he lurched to a halt fifteen feet behind Adria, who leaned on the fence to admire the whale sculpture, and so missed the sight of his jaw unhinging.

Red running shorts with white lining became the center of Isaac’s world. Forming around her jaw-dropping butt as though even a millimeter of separation was too much, they just barely managed to make it down to the bottom curve of her butt. With her leaning on the fence like that, waiting to hear his voice, knowing his eyes would glue themselves to her ass, Isaac struggled to breathe. Toned legs greeted him beneath those shorts, aware of his enrapturement. Her tan skin didn’t need sunlight to glow.

Just as she didn’t need to do anything but lean there to steal his breath away. Without needing to do a thing, she made him want to come up behind her, grab her hips, and pull her ass toward his groin. And more than that. Much more.

With all the quickness of a sloth, Isaac regained his composure. Well, enough of it to reclaim his locomotive capacity. If he spent any longer ogling her from afar, someone else would see this divine specimen of a woman and try to snatch her up.

Isaac would never let that happen.

So, steadying himself with a deep inhale, he approached her side, then leaned on the fence. Immediately, a pair of glittering green eyes worked their way toward his semi-awed expression. Half a second later, a smile bright enough to illuminate the night appeared.

“You are an evil woman,” Isaac said, voice low. “How did a saint like Jeanne d’Arc ever decide you were a good fit as a partner?”

Adria tilted her head to one side, amused and perplexed. “How’s that?”

“You know how,” he growled, nodding toward her shorts.

“Oh. So, you like them, huh?”

“You’re going to cause me a lot of pain today, wearing them.”

Adria beamed again. “If I can, I’ll try to sneak in a bit of pleasure too.”

“Already have,” Isaac admitted, sighing. “I nearly had a heart attack when I saw you. Killed by the mere sight of the most gorgeous woman on Maui.”

Throwing a hand over her eyebrows, she squinted and looked around. “I don’t see her. Where is she hiding?”

Isaac snorted and leaned his shoulder into hers. His mouth followed, allowing him to seize Adria’s first kiss of the day. He planned for there to be many more. Like in an underwater level in a video game, she had become his oxygen renewal. Even here, before they made their way to her apartment, he was already close to needing another gulp.

“So, what are we doing here?” Isaac asked after their lips parted. “Other than being very disruptive.”

“Disruptive?”

“This is supposed to be a cool day, Adria.” He tilted his head up. “The shade. You being here is ruining that.”

Adria blinked, then grinned. “Because of how hot I look?”

Isaac nodded and kissed her again. She didn’t stop smiling throughout.

“You smell nice,” Adria whispered against his mouth.

“Seems like we were both hoping the other person would like the prep work they put in.”

“Such a good team, us. Turning each other on within a minute of meeting up.”

“And doing it in a public place,” Isaac said. “Therein lies my pain.”

Adria shrugged innocently. “We’ll go to my place soon. But I’m still wearing my tour guide cap, so I’m showing you more new places.”

“Yeah, the other side of the road from Shio Maui is a ‘new’ place?”

“Have you been here yet?”

“Well, no, but I’ve driven by it at least a dozen—”

“Then it’s a new place,” Adria said, then silenced him with another peck on the lips.

Well, so long as they didn’t burn away their whole afternoon here, Isaac supposed he could bear it. Surviving off looks of abject longing toward the smoke show hanging close as she guided him around the park, he staved off certain madness.

Easier said than done, and not just for him. Not even just for the men in the park.

Wherever she went, Adria turned necks into rubber. Shock, envy, and lust pointed toward her like spotlights on a movie set. She was the leading lady, and these lights followed her everywhere.

On three separate occasions, presumed friends of Maui’s hottest import veered toward them. After some hellos and small talk, all three managed to maneuver the conversation toward complimenting Adria and, more importantly, asking where she’d gotten her shorts. By the time the third instance occurred, Isaac needed to hide a smile.

From those same friends, Isaac also received some attention. Curiously, only one of them appeared unaware of who he was, though he didn’t recognize any of them. It seemed his name was moving within Adria’s friend circle. It also seemed that Adria’s friends were a bit envious, if the way their eyes stuck to him meant anything.

“Now, are you showing off, or are you showing me off?” Isaac asked.

“It could be a bit of both,” Adria said, shrugging. “I could be showing off for you, and I could also be showing you off to people.”

“I think you’re getting your wish, then,” Isaac said, noticing the lingering stare from Adria’s third friend as they walked away. “Plus, a little extra from a lot of guys who wish they were me.”

Adria smiled. “But they aren’t—and they won’t ever be.”

“Oh, no, that’s for me. I’m a huge sadist, you see. Gets me off, seeing their miserable faces after they realize you’re not alone.”

Adria snorted and gently elbowed him. “That’s cruel. Possessive too.”

“Possessive too,” Isaac agreed, smiling lightly. “I can’t help it. Just want you so, so badly.”

Adria’s blush was a thing of heart-stopping beauty. Biting her lip, she leaned into him, showering his jawline with kisses. No one, not even the most optimistic man alive, could see them as anything other than a couple.


Chapter Nineteen

Overlook

With plenty of options for shade or not, Kalama Park soon wore out its welcome. Maybe an hour had passed, maybe a little less. Regardless, Isaac was ready to go. Although he had the privilege of spending that maybe-hour with one of the hottest women on the planet, maintaining an appropriate amount of restraint frayed his willpower. He could kiss her, put his arm around her, hold her hand, but he couldn’t really go too much further. Not with dozens of other pedestrians around. Not with the two of them receiving so much attention as they walked among them.

Thankfully, Adria noticed how much he was struggling to rein in his urges. Rather, she’d been waiting for such signs. She’d come here with a plan: to drive him to the brink with desire. Success in hand, each time she caught him gawking, her smile was quick to form and long to last.

“Don’t make me throw you over my shoulder and carry you out of here,” Isaac said, noticing Adria’s intentionally slow gait.

The stunning Hispanic grinned but didn’t stop dragging her feet. “I’m just making sure we can soak in the atmosphere. I get the feeling you won’t want to go out again once I finally bring you to my place.”

“Seeing as we won’t have any clothes on, you might be right.”

Adria’s eyes shimmered with amusement. “Are you putting a rule in place for my apartment?”

“Well, do you remember what happened the last time your shirt came off around me?”

“Vividly,” Adria whispered, then finally turned them toward their parked cars.

They left Kalama Park five minutes later, and it just so happened that they needed only another five to reach Paradise Bay Apartments.

The name was a complete misnomer, outright deceitful marketing. Adria’s apartment complex didn’t sit on the water; in fact, it was closer to the eastern edge of Kihei than the waterfront. Sure, it might have some sunshine, but where was the bay? What water was it near?

That would be its massive swimming pool, which sat square in the middle of the n-shaped complex. It was the kind of pool that looked like it had been airlifted from one of Wailea’s resorts, plopped down here, and then a clever landlord had gobbled up the land and built their apartment complex around it. More than twice as large as Mallory’s outdoor pool, every room in the three-story building surrounding it on three sides possessed a patio or balcony that faced it.

Just as Isaac parked in a guest area, his phone vibrated.

Room 236. Right side of the building.

While not quite stampeding, Isaac certainly rushed. Taking an outer staircase that brought him to a landing on the second floor, quick feet carried Isaac down an outdoor hallway until he arrived at the room in question. Knocking on the closed door, only seconds passed before it swung open.

Once again, one of the most beautiful women alive forced his heart into a sprint. Unlike at the park, however, when he kissed her this time, he could do far, far more to her curvaceous figure.

Adria yelped as he scooped her off her feet, yet her legs immediately wrapped around his waist. Striding into her apartment, he gave it zero attention. They could make small talk about the décor later. Hell, he couldn’t even be bothered to shut her front door, leaving it wide open as he carried her away from it.

Based on how fiercely she kissed him back, Adria didn’t mind. Squeezing his upper arms, she purred throatily as he found a wall to pin her against. Her eyes crackled with desire, pleasure, and pride. A lot of pride.

“I look that good, huh?”

For the next minute, Isaac let everything but his words answer for him. Hands on her thighs, then her butt, he kissed her until the dopamine pumping through his body left him dizzy.

“Yes,” he finally said. “You look that good.”

Adria beamed at him, pride transforming into joy. “That’s what I wanted.”

“Remember that rule I so judiciously demanded we put in place?” Isaac said.

“I recall it.”

“Well, I want to amend it.”

Still held aloft, Adria raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Clothes can only come off when I’m here. So, if a shirt comes off, it must stay off for the rest of the time I’m here.”

“Interesting change.” Adria moved her mouth thoughtfully. “Okay. I accept this rule. Does it start now?”

Finally letting her down, he nodded. Less than a second later, just as he’d hoped, though he wouldn’t have complained about her picking another article of clothing, she grabbed hold of his shirt and yanked it off. Inclined to let her have her way, he lifted his arms, speeding the task up.

An appreciative stare followed the removal of his shirt. Still holding onto it, Adria licked her lips, then brought the fabric to her mouth. Breathing in his scent, looking at him the entire time, unmistakably aroused, she grinned.

“I like this new rule,” she whispered lustily.

Matching her smile, Isaac finally gave her apartment an initial scan. Eventually, one of them would shut her door.

It wasn’t particularly large, which matched Maui’s norm. You paid for the weather and the sights, not the square footage. It wasn’t tiny, just compact. She had a decently spacious living room, with a kitchenette hiding behind a half-wall near the doors leading to her balcony. Bedroom, bathroom, laundry room, all cozy, nothing surprising. Here, there, just about anywhere, apartments were apartments.

Checking out the balcony, two sliding doors left it easily accessible, and Adria had decorated it with two chairs, a coffee table, and some potted plants. Looking through the doors, he saw that the balconies on the other side of the pool were similarly decorated.

Given that she’d spent days preparing—read: cleaning—for his first visit, Isaac knew he was getting a less-than-honest impression of Adria’s place. A feeling of manufactured neatness and cleanliness hovered over her apartment, leaving things a little too sanitized. Noticeable as it was, he didn’t mind. Swap them around, and he’d probably have done the same. Unlike Alyssa, Isaac had never been all too neat and orderly, so he didn’t expect to turn up his nose when he finally saw the normal state of Adria’s apartment.

After finishing admiring her apartment, Isaac’s eyes returned to the main reason he was happy to be here. Though she smiled, Adria’s fingers fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. Waiting. For his review of her place.

“It’s a really nice place,” Isaac said. “The wait was worth it. Painful, but worth it.”

“Just give me a knock whenever you want to swing by,” she said.

“Careful, or I’ll be here just about every day.”

The stunning brunette shrugged playfully. “Just knock.”

Grinning, Isaac drew her back into him, reuniting their lips. With nothing in their way, Adria’s hands roamed across his torso and arms. Her air conditioning had its work cut out for it; keeping them cool would be no easy task.

“Where to?” Adria asked once their lips separated. “Mi casa es tu casa, Isaac.”

Expected options sat all around them: the bedroom, the living room couch. Even the kitchen or bathroom counters might have only received a raised eyebrow. He could also have suggested they check out her laundry room.

In the long run, Isaac planned to visit all those places. Eventually. Just not now. Even if the day didn’t shine like most did, even if they had just finished an hour-long walk in Kalama Park, Isaac just couldn’t help but want to head back outside.

Upon tracking his eyeline, Adria swallowed. “Well… that’s part of the apartment… I suppose.”

“So, are you up for it?” Isaac asked. He really hoped she was.

For a few moments, Adria’s courage seemed to trickle away. Looking toward her balcony, which Isaac had been thinking about since his first view of the apartment complex, she bit her lower lip. Isaac supposed it wasn’t the end of the world if she wanted to stay indoors. Wherever they ended up, fun would be had. So long as Adria stood within his arms, a good time awaited.

Yet, like an exhausted marathon runner spotting the finish line, Adria found her resolve. She nodded stiffly, then nodded again. A third nod preceded some verbal confirmation.

“Sure, let’s get out there. And I know I won’t be needing this.”

Adria’s crop top landed on her couch, where it could flirt with his shirt while their owners headed outside. Down to a bra and those incredible shorts, Isaac’s blood boiled. She looked ravishing. Rather, she looked ready to be ravished. Good thing, too, because Isaac had an idea in mind.

Pulling open the sliding door leading to her wide balcony, Isaac’s eyes dropped to Adria’s butt as she sauntered by. She smiled as he did so, trailing a hand from one side of his abdomen to the other. As soon as she was out the door, he flowed after her like a river toward the ocean.

A stone wall provided the perfect place for Adria to lean on, and Isaac joined her. Together, they looked down at the pool, counting the patrons and palm trees gathered around it. Even on a day with little sun, people congregated around it.

Directing his focus to the balconies on the other side of the pool, no one currently imitated him and Adria, though a few residents moved about inside their apartments. Plenty of apartments left their privacy blinds open, allowing him to compare Adria’s living room to dozens of others.

That also meant they could do the same.

“So, what now?” Adria asked, glancing at him.

“There’s something I really want you to do,” Isaac whispered.

Licking her lips, Adria glanced down at the people—people she might know by name—gathered around the pool. But then her vibrant green eyes returned to him, a single word vibrating with unmistakable anticipation.

“What?”

“Don’t move,” Isaac said. And then he moved.

To behind the curvaceous woman, then onto his knees. With Adria staring over her shoulder at him, eyes widening with excitement, Isaac’s hands gathered around Adria’s right calf like a clamp. Even unflexed, his thumbs recognized the definition in her muscles. A pleasure to touch, and then a pleasure to taste. As he brought his lips to her upper calf, Adria almost seemed bemused.

“Not where I thought you were going to kiss me,” she remarked.

“I should start at the bottom and work my way up, shouldn’t I?” Isaac said, then cracked a playful smile. “To the bottom.”

Adria snorted and flicked her hand toward his face. “You’re a strange man.”

“How is wanting to kiss your beautiful body strange?”

“Most guys just go straight for my ass or tits,” Adria said. “I don’t know if any guy has ever kissed one of my calves.”

“Those idiots missed out big time,” Isaac said, fingers whispering against her skin as he moved them higher, then lower. “Every single part of you deserves my admiration. In fact, my masterstroke plan revolves around eventually having kissed every square inch of you.”

“Well, who would say no to that?” Adria whispered, voice rife with anticipation.

“Hopefully not you,” Isaac said, then kissed her calf again.

“Not if it’s you who’s doing the kissing.”

Grinning at the stunning woman, Isaac ensured his fingertips and lips examined every delicious inch of Adria’s legs. Sure, he could rush, and sure, he wanted to rush, but restraint would serve them both better here. Difficult though it was—and with every inch he climbed closer to that soft, amazing butt, his restraint grew increasingly difficult to cling to—he persevered. And admired. What was up with the female Bonded on this island all having such exceptional asses?

Exceptional everything, really. The group’s eidolons clearly had good taste when it came to the female form. He ought to thank Jeanne d’Arc and the other two, unknown though they were, for having such discerning tastes.

Closing his eyes, Isaac’s fingertips and lips recorded the next portion of the story. He kissed both her calves, the sides of her shins, the backs of her knees. The higher he went, the more he lingered. If no one before him had worshipped Adria’s body like this, then he would be the first. She deserved better than a rush job.

With his lips reaching the backs of her thighs, they absorbed her first tremble. Perfect. Gliding his fingertips along her smooth, tan skin, he poured anticipation into her like water trickling through a sieve. Her skin grew warmer as he worked, though he stopped himself when they reached the white trim of her shorts. His fingers headed back down. Patient. He could be patient for a little while longer.

“You’re thorough,” Adria whispered, voice crackling with lust like twigs snapping on an open fire.

“You deserve thorough,” he replied. “The best I can give you. Every time you want it.”

“I’ll want it a lot.”

“Luckily for you, neither of my part-time jobs takes up too much of my time.”

Adria chuckled and ran her hand along the smooth upper lip of the stone wall she balanced upon. “I meant what I said earlier, about you being welcome to come over often. If you stay long enough today, I could cook us a late lunch—or an early dinner… depending on when we get done out here.”

“Probably not for a while,” Isaac whispered, expelling warm air upon Adria’s left thigh. “But I’d love to stay over. If you’re around, I want to be around.”

“I’m glad that’s how things have turned out,” Adria said. “Seemed for a bit like I’d fucked things up between us.”

Isaac kissed her thigh again, now within inches of her shorts. “I get why you did what you did. We’re past it. Besides, if you need another reminder, you made my first day here incredible. Even the parts before your shirt came off.”

“I’m sure that won’t be long away,” Adria said. “Or… I guess it might. Depending on how thorough you want to be.”

Grinning, Isaac’s mouth climbed within centimeters of the jaw-dropping shape of her butt. Kissing each of her thighs a few more times, Isaac finally sent his lips and fingertips up to do what they’d been wanting to do since his first sight of her in Kalama Park.

She was a shape that mesmerized, a softness that enthralled. Even before he pulled her shorts down, which he absolutely intended to do sooner than later, Isaac struggled to keep a clear head. It was easy to bash on Adria’s previous partners when he wasn’t cushioning his lips against her phenomenal ass, but now? Now, the fire had burned the paper to a tiny corner piece, leaving him with a choice: keep holding on and get burned, or let go and let loose.

“Makes a man wish for an alternate dimension where time moves much, much slower,” Isaac whispered, more to himself than to restart a conversation.

“I wonder where one of those could be found,” Adria said, looking over her shoulder. “One that’s hot, hot, hot.”

“You’ve been going there for a while, right? So, you must know all the best caves for finding some privacy.”

“Are we going to map out the best make-out spots in the Fragment?”

“I’d be crestfallen if we don’t.”

Adria bit her lower lip, thoughtful. “I… might know of a place or two where it could be fun to kiss a hot guy for a little while.”

“What’s the rush? We’ve got hours in there, don’t we?”

“I don’t know how much privacy we could actually get. With how useful her power is at avoiding danger, Morgan will be there.”

“She can watch. I don’t mind.”

Adria snorted loudly. “Yeah, I think she’s the one who’d mind. It feels like I have to earn her permission to date you, somehow. And I don’t think I’ve got it yet.”

“You’ve never been more incorrect,” Isaac said, then pushed his lips into her butt. There was so much give, so much softness, and he snuggled his face into it all. And he still could have gone deeper, practically burying himself within the softest pillow imaginable. What a tremendous ass.

“Explain,” Adria immediately said.

Staying where he was, Isaac spoke into Adria’s butt. “She knows I’m into you and has given me some helpful advice.”

“Really?”

After gently biting her through her shorts, Isaac drew back long enough to meet Adria’s eyes. “She was all for it, in fact. You’re kidding yourself if you don’t think she thinks highly of you. At the very least, she knows I’m pretty damn smitten by you.”

As Adria’s face discovered an impressive shade of vermillion, Isaac squeezed her butt with both hands. They wanted their shot at compressing such a phenomenal ass. They got it. Inch after inch, they sank into pure perfection. All while Adria sought the right words to say.

“I, uh, see. Good. That’s good.”

“She’s been a lot of help,” Isaac said, selecting his words carefully. “I guess you might not know it, but she was wild when she was our age. Like, making what you did on the day we met look quaint and unadventurous.”

“Really?”

“I’m half-convinced she might be one of those eidolons I just learned about. It would make plenty of sense if Morgan were secretly a succubus.” Isaac paused, considering. “Actually, want to know a secret?”

“I feel contractually obligated to say yes,” Adria replied.

“You know at least two of the women with whom she’s made out.”

“Who?!”

“Does this stay between us?”

“Obviously!” Adria hissed, eyes shining like emeralds.

Well, that hopefully bodes well, Isaac thought. Because he really hoped the count would eventually become three.

“Back in the day, during that wild phase, she and Iolana made out plenty—or so she’s told me. I haven’t verified that yet with her colleague.”

“Damn,” Adria whispered. “But I guess that one kind of makes sense. Who’s the other?”

“Excluding Morgan, are there any women currently on this island who you’d really want to make out with?”

Brow furrowing, Adria tilted her shoulders from side to side, thinking. Eventually, she arrived at the obvious answer.

“Well, yeah, who wouldn’t want to make out with—” Her eyes widened. “No effing way!”

Isaac nodded. “This year, too. Back in March. And this I heard from Mallory herself.”

“Holy shit,” Adria said, sounding awed. “When and where? Wait, now that you’ve mentioned it, I feel like I did notice something going on between them during this cookout back in the spring.”

“I didn’t get the full details,” Isaac admitted, kneading Adria’s ass lightly. Now wasn’t the time to drag down her shorts, but he didn’t dare stop his hands from exploring her butt, lest they revolt. “But if it was, kind of hoping there’ll be a fall cookout.”

Adria rolled her eyes. “Now, that makes you more like the guys I’m used to dealing with.”

“You looked pretty excited about the thought of Morgan and Mallory making out, too,” Isaac responded.

“Not as excited as you got, I bet,” she said. “I can appreciate two sexy women making out as much as the next woman.”

“Takes one to know one.”

Adria rolled her eyes. “I’m hot, but I don’t think I’m quite that hot. There’s a caliber difference, you know? Like me versus Lei on a surfboard.”

Isaac leaned back, forcing his hands to give up their ownership of Adria’s butt. She scrunched up her face, confused.

“Same caliber, same class, same sexiness,” Isaac said.

“Thanks, but—”

“Beauty sits in the eye of the beholder, and I’ve beheld a lot of you,” he interrupted. “You’re just as unfairly sexy as either of them—as anyone anywhere. Always driving me crazy, always infiltrating my dreams. You could be a succubus too, for all I know. There is no higher caliber. You’re it, Adria. They’d both say the same.”

Of course, Adria wasn’t going to rewrite her view on how she stacked up against the older beauties because of one conversation, but she seemed pleased all the same. “I suppose I shouldn’t argue with the man who’s been fondling my legs and butt for the past five minutes. Seems like pretty self-destructive behavior.”

“Quite,” Isaac agreed, then finally moved his hands up along that incredible butt and grabbed hold of her shorts’ tight waistband.

The stunning Spanish import drew in a sharp breath, tensing. Sure, the wall she leaned against blocked anyone without x-ray vision from seeing what was about to happen, but this remained a semi-public venue. The sounds of distant splashes and conversation proved that.

“Ready?” he asked.

“I’m wet as fuck, so yeah,” Adria whispered.

Tugging everything down in one go, Isaac decided to verify that claim. But first, breathless, he kissed newly bared skin, accepting its warmth against his nose and lips. One of the finest asses in this world, all his. He hadn’t been lying about how he viewed Adria, about how she stacked up with Morgan and Mallory. Each was too enticing for their own good. It’d take a finer eye than he possessed to rank them in any meaningful way.

Kissing her butt a few more times, he swept two fingers along the back of her right knee. It climbed her thigh, curving inward, slow enough for even a very distracted woman to recognize where it wanted to go. Changing her posture by widening her stance and sticking out her butt, Adria allowed Isaac to confirm her whispered promise.

She was wet. Soaking wet.

Recognizing that there was no need for more games, Isaac’s fingertips glided along her folds once, then slipped in between. Wet, muggy heat, as if he had chosen to visit Mallory’s sauna after all, gathered onto them. Adria shivered as his fingertips slid to her clit. There, they began a gentle dance upon the sensitive pearl, resulting in Adria’s next shiver involving more pleasure than anticipation.

Getting his other hand involved, Isaac slipped his middle finger into Adria’s pussy. His mouth nipped at her butt, leaving kiss after kiss upon tan skin. Adria’s first true moan hitched in her throat, as if she were desperately fighting to keep her voice down.

And well, Isaac supposed he was a bit cruel for doing everything he could to escalate her responses. Using her wetness for its intended purpose, fingertips stimulating her sex, winding her up like a clockwork toy. And like a clockwork toy, she had a limit to how far she could be wound. Bent over, gripping the wall of her balcony in a white-knuckled grip, Adria’s body approached that final twist after only a few minutes.

“Fuck me,” Adria hissed, doing as Mallory had done a few days back. Struggling to stand, quivering at the knees.

“This is only the first,” Isaac said. “There’s a home-cooked meal on the table, right?”

Adria nodded quickly, too busy releasing breathy moans to respond verbally.

“Then I’ve got to earn that. Don’t let me stop until you’re sure I’ve done enough to deserve it.”

“F-Fine. Oh, fuck, fuck!”

“Do you have a number in mind?”

“I don’t know, ahhh, s-six!”

“Only six?” Isaac teased. “Come on, you can pick a higher number; I won’t think you’re greedy.”

“Ten!” Adria breathed out, voice raw and raspy. Her walls tightened around the finger pumping within her, her ass pushing back even further, the want of her body overwriting any concerns of discovery. The first of the planned ten arrived, so overwhelming that Adria’s legs nearly gave out.

This time, it was not to be. Not yet. Muscles in her legs growing tense, grasping the wall with nearly enough force to chip stone, Adria stayed standing. Barely.

“So, nine now?” Isaac asked.

“Yes,” Adria managed after ten seconds of heavy breathing.

“And no one’s giving you strange looks, right?”

Adria’s head snapped up. Even though he couldn’t see her eyes, he could imagine the anxious, panicked swipes they made of the pool and the other visible balconies.

“No, asshole!” she growled, throwing him a dark look. “Don’t scare me like that!”

“With a simple question?”

“You’re not nearly as nice and innocent as I originally assumed you were. Gonna give me a fucking heart attack with that ‘simple question.’”

“I was depressed, not innocent,” Isaac said. “You cured me by letting me suck on your tits, though. So, thanks.”

Adria stuck out her tongue, and that seemed a fine enough time for Isaac to resume his assault on her stability.

She came down at number eight. Not all the way, as Mallory had done, but near enough to it that Isaac offered her support so that she wouldn’t collapse to her knees. Sweat beaded her skin as if she’d run through a storm, sticking her hair to her forehead and temples. Sagging, unable to catch her breath, delirious, glossy eyes rotated toward him.

“Holy shit,” Adria whispered, arresting his wrist—the one still massaging her clit—with a feeble grip. “I need a break.”

“Eight is halfway between six and ten, so we’ll call it a compromise,” Isaac said. “For a first visit to your balcony, not so bad.”

“First visit,” Adria repeated, growing a little more lucid. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

“It’ll be a fun death, at least.”

Adria released a laborious sigh. “Yeah, hard to argue with you there.” She wiped at some of the sweat on her brow. “Okay, so you’re up next.”

“I am?”

“Yeah, so shut up and pick a chair.”

Isaac grinned and, once he was certain she could stand on her own, settled into the leftmost chair. For some reason, this earned him a glare.

“What? I did as you said.”

“Take your stupid shorts off, Isaac, unless you’re thinking I’m going to blow you through them.”

“Well, I’m sure you’d make it work,” he teased, though he lifted his hips long enough to sidle out of and discard his shorts. Unsurprisingly, his cock protruded forward like a pole.

Adria’s eyes took on two separate shines. The first, immediate, was because of the sight of his erection. The second, arriving a few moments later, occurred as Adria lifted her shorts back up.

“Hey, you’re breaking the one rule,” Isaac protested.

“You didn’t take them all the way off, so no, I’m not. I had one foot still in them the whole time.”

Isaac rolled his eyes. “That’s a weak technicality.”

Adria shrugged, gave her now-covered butt a playful slap, then snapped impatiently. With a perfunctory sigh, Isaac argued no more. Nor did he prevent Adria from snatching his boxers and shorts off the ground and tossing them onto the other chair, thus making it abundantly clear that his had been fully removed.

“No shorts or boxers when I eat the first of your homemade meals,” Isaac remarked dryly. “That’ll be interesting.”

“I’ll be sure to close the blinds, so no one sees you being all indecent,” Adria said, grinning.

“For when you suck me off in there, too?”

“Won’t be necessary,” the gorgeous brunette said, positioning herself between his legs. “I’m about to drain you in one go.”

“Oh, yeah? We’ll let’s see it.”

With confidence gleaming in her eyes, Adria brushed her hands along his thighs. “You’ll see. Try not to pass out on me.”

If either of us learns something here, it’s going to be you, Isaac thought, but who was he to deny Adria a chance to prove him wrong?

In a way, it wasn’t fair to Adria. How could she know that Morgan had been bobbing her head on his cock as many times a day as he would let her? Now was definitely not the time to bring that up, though perhaps it was getting closer. Based on how she’d reacted to learning about Morgan and Mallory, maybe…

Maintaining her confident look, Adria surrounded his cock with one hand, then delivered soft lips to his balls. Immediately recognizing what she was up to, Isaac narrowed his eyes.

“Copycat,” he accused.

Sucking gently on the skin around his balls, Adria shrugged innocently. Her hand gifted his cock a few lethargic pumps, but that was all. Glare at her as he might, its edge stayed dull. After all, how could he complain about her using his own tactic against him?

Over the next few minutes, Adria ensured he teetered between bliss and frustration, never fully submerging into either. Her hand motions stayed slow and steady, up and down, up and down, while she continued to kiss and suck on his balls. Opening her mouth wide enough to suck on one for nearly a full minute, she stared up at him with abundant superiority.

Talk about recency bias, he thought. When you could barely stay upright a few minutes ago.

“I think you’re stalling,” he said, balls tingling as the beautiful woman sucked and sucked. The sensation spread through him like a rumor of a celebrity’s bad behavior.

Adria merely raised an eyebrow, head turned so much that he could currently only see the one.

“Be honest,” Isaac continued. “You’ve never gone all the way down on a cock this big.”

Adria rolled her tongue over his trapped testicle for a few mind-numbing seconds, then removed her mouth. His skin tingled, wet and warm. The stunning Spaniard shrugged.

“Maybe I have, maybe I haven’t. Are you looking to hear about my history with sucking cocks, Isaac?”

Rolling his eyes and ignoring her smug smile, he held fast. “I’d actually put money on it. You haven’t, so you’re stalling.”

While her hand was high up his shaft, Adria kissed the base of his cock. Her tongue flitted out, leaving a horizontal strip of saliva. Another followed, just above the first. A third, a fourth. Swiping her tongue back and forth, Adria marked—and measured—the underside of his cock with a dozen different swipes of her tongue. Upon reaching the tip of his cock, staring up at him, she surrounded his glans with her hot, moist lips.

Isaac set his jaw, knowing she was looking for more opportunities to act smug, as she sucked on only that part of his cock. For over a minute, slowly rolling her head back and forth, her lips swiveled around his glans. Throughout it all, barely blinking, she never broke eye contact with him.

“I’m using this as further proof,” Isaac said through clenched teeth. She hadn’t given up on his balls, now caressing them with her hand. So, maybe she wasn’t so far behind Morgan as they had assumed she would be.

But could she take him into her throat? Such was the crucial question, even if Isaac wasn’t sure why. It was hardly the litmus test for whether someone was “good” at giving head.

Before Morgan had destroyed all prior competition, only two prior girlfriends had managed to deepthroat him, and one had admitted that it was a little too difficult for her to want to do it often. Two of… ten or eleven, maybe? So, at least in his semi-limited experience, it was a rare skill.

Yet it wasn’t as if his cock hadn’t stiffened just as quickly for the other nine. In fact, his previous “best” partner hadn’t been able to deepthroat him, but she’d still kept him cumming buckets all the same. It was a skill. One of many skills to giving good head.

Isaac allowed himself to wonder how many guys had actually experienced a true deepthroat experience. Only a moment. He wasn’t planning to go polling door-to-door to find out.

Aiming to prove what she could do, Adria bobbed her head, fitting half of his cock into her mouth. Soft lips perfectly tight around his cock, wave after wave of rhythmic bliss rushed into one exceptionally lucky man. For a good minute, Adria, clearly not wanting to rush things, didn’t push herself further.

But then she popped his cock out of her mouth. She made a face, staring into his eyes.

“Okay, I’ve never deepthroated a cock this big before,” she admitted.

Isaac didn’t gloat openly. Openly. Internally, a sharp resonance of pride resounded, like a tuning fork emitting its musical peal.

“It won’t make this experience any less amazing if you can’t—or don’t want to try,” Isaac said. “I already have one of the hottest, most amazing women alive giving me head. I know I’m lucky as fuck.”

Adria smiled and kissed his cock. “I’ll try—and thank you. I do like hearing how amazing I am.”

“Just repeating something that was established long before I arrived in Maui.”

Adria looked at him, confused.

Isaac proceeded to point toward her breast—well, he had meant to point at her heart, but in this situation, who would think that was his goal? “A literal hero of mankind said you were amazing long before I could. If Jeanne d’Arc says you’re worthy, how could anyone ever think otherwise? Amazing Adria, the one and only.”

“Makes me sound like a circus act,” Adria remarked, glancing away. The color in her face and the upward turn at the corners of her lips betrayed her attempt at playing things cool.

“I’m sure I’d buy a ticket if you were.”

Adria snorted, hot air streaming across his cock. “Don’t you know that I’d get you in for free, just like I did at the luau?”

Isaac grinned, and Adria winked at him. Then she followed through on her promise to try.

Lips leaving saliva marks on his cock, Adria accepted inch after inch, bringing him to the final barrier with relative ease. There, cocooned in pleasure, he felt each time he hit the entrance of her throat. She didn’t go fast, knowing it would be unpleasant for them both if she rushed or forced the issue. Working her way toward loosening her jaw and overcoming the gag reflex that naturally kicked on when trying to fit something large into your throat, Adria squeezed his thighs.

There, there, there. Isaac’s cock twitched with every rise and fall of those tremendous lips. Pleasure poured into his cock like warm water, spreading through his thighs in waves. Even if she couldn’t get him into her throat, he’d explode soon enough.

Not quickly enough, however. Not for Adria. Eyes sparking with bright determination, her hands squeezed his thighs tightly. She went down, slow but purposeful. The tip of Isaac’s cock once more met the tight opening into her throat.

And then passed through it. Eyes watering slightly as she pushed the first couple of inches into her throat, then more, Adria delivered her nose to his groin. She trembled, hopefully acclimating, hopefully not forcing herself to deal with more discomfort than she could handle.

For Isaac, it was nothing short of utter bliss. It was like unwrapping a favorite piece of chocolate, anticipation building in your fingertips as you salivated at the thought of setting it on your tongue. Not a lick, not a nibble—the full taste and experience.

After letting him sit in her throat for a few seconds, Adria drew back. All the way. With a great gasp, like the kind a swimmer made at the end of a race, she grinned.

“Get ready,” she purred.

He got his full taste. So did Adria.

She pumped his cock into her throat, bobbing her head, making the loud, lewd, amazing sounds that Morgan had started accustoming him to. Now, there were two. Morgan and Adria, Adria and Morgan. How could he stand it?

Well, he couldn’t. His legs became jelly as Adria deepthroated him. Fingers digging into the chair’s arms, pleasure and sweat prickled in kind upon his forehead. His toes wiggled, then curled, and his breathing grew taut.

“So fucking amazing,” Isaac whispered, head going back.

Keeping up her flawless rhythm, Adria suctioned her cheeks and purred. The sensation was sublime, the vibrations made by her throat sweeping into his cock. Without even knowing it, she presented her best argument against Morgan’s self-proclaimed superiority.

Isaac’s breaking point rushed forward. Trembling like an unstable archaeological dig site, he intended to blow up, not come crashing down. Forcing out a warning before it was too late, Adria simply kept going. Her goal was set. Proclaimed, even. Here was her chance to prove that she could drain him in one go.

And it nearly happened. With Adria as unstoppable as the dawn, any chance of delaying his orgasmic revel vanished. Then it arrived, sweeping upon him like an unstoppable tide, swallowing him whole. He vanished into the surf of sin and sex, sight and sound tumbling away.

His hips jerked up, and Adria buried as much of him as she could in her throat. His cock expanded, fighting against the tight walls surrounding it. Everything he could give rushed out, and Adria’s eyes went wide. Yet she stayed steady, accepting everything she forced Isaac to give up. Effort given, reward obtained. All belonged to her.

As did Isaac’s bliss. He moaned her name, teeth clenched, feeling each powerful spurt all the way to the depths of his soul. Melting, drowning, erupting—all these sensations and more compounded.

There was a heartbeat. Several. Pounding. There were breaths. Many. Drawn as hastily as they could be. There were blinks. Splotches in the way, slowly clearing away. Sensation, life, a slow return to awareness. Focus came last, returning at a lethargic pace.

Once Isaac rebuilt himself into a full-fledged person, not just a cock that was throbbing in the aftermath of unspeakable joy, he met Adria’s eyes. She didn’t look nearly as smug as she did happy. He no longer lived within her throat, but she was still sucking on his cock, cleaning him up.

“Pretty good?” she asked.

“Pretty good,” he croaked.

Beaming, Adria’s tongue swiveled around his glans. “Want to give it another go, give me some more practice time with this big tool? Or have you been thoroughly drained?”

Her words left his mind and skin sizzling. How could anyone in his position ever say no to such a wonderful request? She could tie him up to her bed and spend days “practicing” on him. She’d hear no complaints from him.

“Yeah,” he whispered, breathless. “I can go another.” And then a lie. “A few more, actually.”

Well, maybe not a lie. So long as he found some water for his parched throat after this next round, he figured he could last another two or three rounds.

“You sure about that?” Adria asked, eyes glinting. “You looked pretty wrung dry—and you sure as hell shot a lot down my throat.”

“I have a lot to give,” Isaac said. “Especially if you keep sucking me off like you just did.”

“Okay, but we’ll see if you’re bluffing,” Adria said, then took him back into her hot, wet mouth.


Chapter Twenty

Cliché

Adria looked up at Isaac with what he considered to be an appropriate level of awe. Three more climaxes after the first one. Four was a pretty good number to stop at, wasn’t it? Half the number of orgasms he had given Adria. A salient point proven. He wasn’t so easily conquered as she had assumed.

Sure, there had been small breaks in between each climax, especially numbers three and four. By then, he had needed several minutes to cool off and reset, during which Adria had stretched her legs and grabbed him a much-appreciated glass of water. There were some stares, too, as if he were something unnatural. After the fourth time she’d let him fill her stomach, she had seemed almost suspicious of him. If he’d asked her to keep going, he wondered how she would have reacted. He could have… maybe.

Four ejaculations in roughly an hour wasn’t that obscene, was it? He knew he recovered quickly, pushing through his refractory period within just minutes most of the time. But just look at who was willing to suck him off! So, he wasn’t sure that he deserved her suspicious stares—like he had somehow deceived her or cheated.

Rest assured, Adria, nothing supernatural going on here.

“Is this how you… normally are?” Adria asked as he helped her up. Instead of taking the other chair on the balcony, she settled onto his lap. She rubbed her knees, which bore marks from all the time they’d spent on stone. She also stretched her jaw out, pushing at one side with a finger.

“I guess? So long as I don’t end up getting chafed, I can usually marathon things pretty well.”

“Marathon things,” Adria said. “So, if we were fucking…”

“Same stamina, same commitment to satisfying you. Just in case it’s not obvious, it’s not like I’m not satisfied with only one or two ejaculations. I had a great time at the luau, and that was only one.”

“Marathon things,” Adria repeated, then chuckled to herself. “Am I even going to need to visit the gym once I start banging you? Tons of libido, stamina like crazy, there’s going to be so much sweat on my sheets. I need to buy more of those, I guess.”

“My bad,” Isaac said, though it was impossible for him to mean it. Her compliments rejuvenated him like sunlight.

“Yeah, you are bad,” Adria said, poking his chest. Her fingertip lingered on his skin, then lowered. Toward where his cock was already beginning to show further signs of life. “There’s no fucking way. Something unnatural is going on here. Feels like I’ve got a gallon of your cum in my stomach.”

“My bad,” Isaac said again, rubbing Adria’s thigh.

She snorted, then shook her head. “How about lunch? Do you still want that, or have we been at this so long that it’s now time for dinner?”

“It hasn’t been that long,” he protested.

“My knees sure disagree. Next time we’re out here, I’m going to remember to grab a pillow or something.”

Chuckling, Isaac massaged her lower back. His hand climbed, fingertips idly fiddling with the band of the sports bra it encountered. All parts of Isaac wanted to see it removed soon—fully removed, with no chance of Adria exploiting a loophole to get it back on.

While considering the best way to make that happen, something bounced off his left eye. A glint of light—a reflection. He immediately shut his eye, turning his head away from the… what?

Isaac narrowed his remaining eye, peering ahead. He found the source of that bothersome light within moments.

“Um, Adria,” Isaac whispered, feeling a cold streak of panic knife through him. Panic that turned into revulsion.

Having shut both her eyes after leaning her cheek on his shoulder, she hummed a peaceful response. Though he didn’t want to disrupt her relaxed state, it needed to be done.

“Someone across the way is looking at this balcony with binoculars.”

Eyes snapping open, Adria immediately slid off his lap, using her balcony wall as a blockade. As if she were peering over cover at the last known position of an enemy sniper, a crouched Adria knew where to look. This person’s apartment wasn’t directly across from hers, but it was close. Just four over from that spot. So, thanks to the height of the balcony walls, they shouldn’t have been able to see Adria when she’d been down on her knees. It was the lone silver lining to such an unsettling revelation.

“That’s fucking Tom,” Adria hissed in disgust. She didn’t stand up. If anything, she hunched slightly lower. “I swear to God, I’m going to shove those binoculars up his ass.”

“So, you know this guy?” Isaac asked, squinting toward the distant figure. Without binoculars of his own, he could make out next to nothing of this peeping…

Oh, hell, Isaac thought, resisting an urge to roll his eyes. Talk about being a stereotype.

“He’s a nosy jackass,” Adria snarled. “Everyone knows him—and hates him, but he’s the landlord’s nephew, so getting him evicted for his bullshit is next to impossible.”

“I don’t think he’s been there the whole time,” Isaac said. “At least… I hope not.”

“I definitely checked when we started, and he wasn’t. His blinds were closed, so he was probably still asleep. This is what he does; he just likes to spy on people. Doesn’t matter who, so it’s not really a targeted thing. He’s still a little creep, though.”

Isaac frowned, right toward said little creep. He had no idea if Tom saw that, but the figure on that distant balcony didn’t depart.

“Gross,” Isaac muttered.

“You have no idea,” Adria said, glancing toward Isaac’s groin. Obviously, knowing some weirdo was watching them, even if he couldn’t see much more than Isaac’s head right now, had more effectively terminated his arousal than a dip into the Arctic Ocean.

“Is he not breaking a law?” Isaac asked.

“Only if we want to go down the rabbit hole of claiming he’s a voyeuristic pest,” Adria said. “Which the police have said is hard to do. Otherwise, because it’s not like he’s trespassing or going somewhere unreasonable for his ‘people watching,’ he’s not really doing anything technically illegal. It’s not like he only spies on women; he’s just fucking weird and nosy.”

“Guess we’re closing the blinds, huh?”

“Yeah,” Adria said. “I’m pretty done with this balcony, now.”

“Sorry,” Isaac said, throwing a hateful glare at the distant figure. Hopefully, he’d see that too.

With the circumstances as they were, he replaced his shorts before getting up. Tom had ruined that fun too. It was rare for Isaac to hate someone he’d never met, but this guy found himself a spot on the leaderboard.

Once inside, they made quick work of cutting off Tom’s access into Adria’s apartment, which disgusted Isaac in a new way. For Adria and everyone else whose privacy he had intruded upon in the past. Truly. What an asshole.

“I’m now going to angrily make you the best damn meal you’ve ever had,” Adria declared upon closing the last of her blinds.

“And I will angrily let you put me to work or stick me in a corner as you do that,” Isaac said.

“You know your way around a kitchen?”

He shrugged. “Well, I spent a lot of my life living unattended in a house while my father and sister gallivanted across the globe. Because of my swimming, I couldn’t order takeout every day, so I needed to learn how to keep myself full of carbs and protein. I’m not a great chef by any means, but I shouldn’t get in the way.”

Adria smirked and set a hand on his chest, then playfully shoved him back a step. “You’re erecting too many green flags today, Isaac. It’s making me think you must be a serial killer or something. You can’t be super sweet, have a crazy good cock, and know how to cook.”

“I also do my own laundry,” Isaac remarked lightly.

“Irresistible,” Adria said, then waved for him to follow her into the kitchenette.

Ready to prove his familiarity, the only real hurdle to overcome was the lack of space for a cooking pair. Only a few feet of walking space separated the half-wall from the fridge, stove, and other appliances against the back wall. While Isaac chopped fresh cucumbers—hardly a task that would prove his skills—for the salad, Adria handled most of the actual work.

Having chosen empanadillas as the meal that would reinvigorate them, a pan sizzled as she piled in the onions, red peppers, bay leaves, and ground beef. Done with his first menial task, she directed him to dice a tomato for the mosh pit of ingredients. Soon after its arrival, she introduced garlic, parsley, and other herbs and spices into the mix. As aromatic scents filled her apartment, Isaac finished prepping the salad. Slipping it into her fridge to keep it chilled, he sidled out of the way so Adria could grab some pre-prepared dough before he shut the door.

“I’ll judge you the most on this,” Adria said, letting him take first pick.

Well, although he wouldn’t say he did a terrible job at creating roughly five-inch diameter circles of dough, his efficiency paled in comparison to Adria’s. She pounded out five before he finished his three. If he hadn’t swatted her hand away when it came in for the last bit of dough, she would have made it six to two.

“I think we’ll be able to tell which of us made which,” Adria said as she added steaming piles of red, brown, and green into the center of the first dough circle.

“I’m sure mine will be just as beautiful and scrumptious as yours,” Isaac grunted.

After filling all eight with ingredients, they folded and crimped the dough. Isaac finally moved out of the way as Adria loaded the empanadillas onto the liner sitting atop a baking sheet. Brushing the dough with some egg wash that she’d also whipped up, Adria slid the pan into the oven and tapped in a twenty-minute countdown.

“So, do you have a grandmother who was also a professional chef?” Isaac asked, leaning on the separating counter from the living room side.

“Nope, this recipe is from the same grandmother who was a hair stylist. She has always been a woman of many talents.”

“Seems like you’ve inherited at least one of them,” Isaac said. “People who are winging it don’t flow around the kitchen like you’ve been doing. I’d bet this isn’t your first replication of her recipe.”

“And may I never know if I also inherited the skill I was practicing out on my balcony from her,” Adria said, forming a prayer sign with her hands and looking up.

Snorting with laughter, he leaned over to quickly kiss Adria, then rotated back to her side of the counter. When he tried to shoo her away, intending to handle the dishes, she cracked a smile.

“And he’s a gracious guest? Fuck me.” Adria grinned. “Literally.”

“I plan to,” Isaac said, kissing her on the cheek as he slid behind her. Neither was surprised when his hands chose her butt over the dirty dishes for a few seconds—and then a few more. Letting him banish her to the other side of the counter, one dazzling smile after another approved of his efforts in cleaning up.

A meal worthy of such a phenomenal day soon arrived. Each bite into the crispy, golden-brown repositories of flavor proved their maker’s talent. Sweetness from the paprika and red bell peppers, savoriness from the beef, a slight tanginess from the tomatoes. Sweet garlic, subtle bay leaf, everything working in tandem. With how jam-packed each one was, Isaac’s hunger receded bite by bite. With steam wafting off the cooked ingredients once he pierced each pouch with his first bite, he smiled.

Curiously, Adria didn’t take her eyes off him until he’d fully chowed down on the first of the four empanadillas he’d set on his plate. It was an intense stare, practically boring a hole into his head. Was he supposed to have let her take the first bite? Or pass a half-eaten one to her so that they could share it all lovey-dovey like?

“It’s super good,” Isaac said. Again. He had said as much after the first bite, but Adria had only nodded in reply.

“Truly?”

“Uh, yeah,” Isaac said, bemused. “What, did you substitute an ingredient or something?”

“No, I followed things pretty precisely,” Adria said. “So, you like it?”

Well, yeah, I’ve said so twice, Isaac thought. He kept that reminder to himself.

“They’re great. Well, this first one was. I’m sure the others will be equally delicious.”

Finally seeming to believe him, Adria looked relieved. Isaac tilted his head, examining her. His next thoughts didn’t stay in his head, though they probably should have.

“So, you’re a bit of a worrier, huh?”

“Wanted to make sure I didn’t make any mistakes,” Adria said with a shrug. It was a bad lie.

“Like you wanted to be sure you did a good job of touring me around the last time we hung out?”

“Just trying to keep putting my best foot forward, that’s all.” Another shrug. “I like you a lot.”

“And I like you a lot,” Isaac said, then nodded toward his plate. “This is just one more reason on the pile. A very big pile.”

Adria looked at him in a way that bordered on disbelief. Why? He finally knew what was going on, piecing things together, but the reason eluded him. She seemed to think he wasn’t truly interested in her, or that she needed to show off enough talents to make him see her as…

As worthy, Isaac realized, recognizing the melody of that specific internal pang. He’d heard it often enough himself to know it by heart.

“You know I’m being honest, right?” he pressed. “Like, I’m counting my lucky stars every night before bed. Adria Velasco is into me?! Holy hell, I’m so damn lucky.”

“I know I’m hot, Isaac,” Adria said.

That… hadn’t been what he’d been expecting to hear her say.

“Well, I’d probably be really concerned if you thought otherwise,” Isaac admitted. “But that’s not really what this is about, is it?”

Adria nodded, though she remained solemn. Reluctantly, she finally provided some much-needed insight into this unexpected swivel into self-doubt. “It’s kind of all I’ve got. I’m hot. I look good. Any guy who gets his hands around my waist is going to be thrilled. For the first few times.”

“They’d have to lose all sense of sight, smell, touch, and a heap of common sense to get bored with that after only a few times.”

Adria sighed, though not at him. She shut her eyes for a few seconds, mouth moving to one side. When they reopened, distress flashed across her face.

“I’m just trying to be more… well-rounded,” Adria said. “I like you. A lot. I want you to be interested in me—today, tomorrow, six weeks from now. Even after you’ve spent a bunch of time with women who are way smarter and way more talented than I am. I mean, you’re a genius. And I’m no sexy doctor or world-class actress. I don’t have the brilliance or the eloquence. I’m a bartender. A hot one, but those are a dime a dozen.”

Okay, so there was the why. In a way, it was nearly comical. With no awareness that he was already seeing Morgan and Mallory, she had started comparing herself to them. Seeing them as what, rivals? Or just thinking that she wouldn’t be able to keep his interest for more than a little while, because he would want more mental stimulation?

Knowing the worst possible thing to do right now was scoff at her ridiculous claim, Isaac took a beat to formulate a reply. There were a lot of layers to peel back. Best then to begin with her most incorrect assumption.

“I get why you might think that, seeing as how you worked with my father and sister for months, but I’m not them,” Isaac said. “Not even close. That’s part of why you weren’t also working with me during those months. I’ve said as much. I’m not a genius. I was never in Alyssa’s league.”

“Tell me you got anything but straight A’s,” Adria said. “Actually, just say your SAT score. Go ahead.”

Isaac really didn’t want to, but Adria’s glare grew sharper with each second he delayed. Sighing, he answered truthfully. “1560.”

“And oh, what’s the highest possible score, Isaac?”

“1600,” he said. “Which is what Alyssa got.”

“Oh, forty points away, darn. Meanwhile, you’re three hundred and fifty points away from me.”

I had friends who celebrated getting 1200s, Isaac thought, bemused. Based on how she was dissing her own intelligence, he would have expected a far lower score.

“Yeah, but there’s a ceiling. Alyssa literally couldn’t do better than a 1600. She would have, but she couldn’t. Really, Adria, I’m not her. If you’d grown up alongside her, you’d understand. It was unreal.”

He ran a hand through his hair, unsure if he now reminisced or complained. “There was an ocean between us. You said she always did a good job of treating you right, not making you feel dumb. That was one of her best attributes. But it wasn’t something she could always avoid. Sometimes, it just slipped, and she’d be talking circles around a math equation I was struggling with or complete a logic puzzle that I was stuck on after only a glance. She was just… well, an actual genius. I’m just smart. And so are you! 1210 is a great score.”

Unless you were Christopher Matthews. But Isaac would never let himself become that kind of person.

“1200,” Adria said.

“Oh, ten points away, darn. But who cares? I know I don’t. Believe me, it really isn’t going to make or break things for us if we can have long discussions about game theory or the sociopolitical landscape leading up to the Russian Revolution. If anything, I’d rather we didn’t. I spent my whole damn life struggling to meet my father’s demands for scholastic excellence. I kind of actually hate schoolwork. There’s a reason I was more than okay with leaving school to come do this stuff.”

Pointing at her, pinning her in place, he kept voicing his truth. “And if anything, being around you has been fucking amazing for that very reason. I really liked that I could just be myself around you, not have to put on airs or whatever. Call me vain, but I’ll take the physical compliments you’ve been giving me over the ones about my intellect any day of the week.”

“Yes, what guy doesn’t want to hear a hot woman say he has a big dick?” Adria said.

“Exactly, so come sit on my lap and say it again. And then I’ll eat more of your delicious food, which we’ve been letting grow cold, and compliment you on being as amazing a cook as I know. And you’re smart! 1200. Fuck off with saying that’s not a good score.”

“It’s not a great score,” Adria said. “And empanadillas don’t get cold that quickly.”

Isaac put everything he had into his next glare. Shrugging, the woman he directed it at did seem slightly less solemn now. She also did precisely as he asked around. The nicest ass in Paradise Bay placed itself on his lap.

“Your dick was super nice,” Adria whispered, leaning into him. She put her arms around his neck, nuzzling her cheek into his shoulder. She wasn’t nearly stealthy enough to hide the way she smiled as she did so.

“I’m sure Tom thought so too,” Isaac said, then reached around her to grab another of his empanadillas. Not yet cold. His one overexaggeration.

“Oh, ugh. Don’t remind me.”

“I like you a lot,” Isaac said again, then tore into his next bite-sized memory of the Mediterranean. Pulling Adria’s plate over, he made it clear he wanted her to stay where she was. “Because of the person you are, the way we get along. So, don’t sell yourself short. You match up against Morgan and Mallory just fine. Better in some ways. Maybe you should check if Jeanne d’Arc was there when Morgan visited the First Empire.”

“Maybe,” Adria said. “I guess I could ask.”

“There are plenty of other things that set you apart, too,” Isaac said, massaging her lower back.

“Like giving great head?” Adria asked, but she spoke lightly. She wasn’t twisting herself up with self-doubt any longer.

Isaac’s heart skipped a beat. Unintentionally, Adria kept sidling up to a wall of thin plywood, as if she could hear lewd sounds coming from the other side. She was so close to stumbling onto the truth.

“You’ll have to bring that up with Morgan. She gets really prideful about that sort of thing.”

“About sucking guys off?”

“If it’s about seduction or sex, Morgan’s probably going to say she’s number one.”

“It’s hard to believe,” Adria said. “She hasn’t really been all that slutty in Maui. I’ve never heard any rumors about her.”

Quietly, those words pleased him greatly.

Adria suddenly leaned back, eyeing him. A mischievous smile curved her full, round lips. “You’ve known her forever, right?”

“Just about.”

“She’s your first true crush, isn’t she? The one who made you wish you were a decade older than you were.”

“See?” Isaac said, refusing to look panicked. “So damn smart. You figured it out.”

The beautiful brunette snorted and stroked his jaw with her thumb. “Yeah, I should have realized it a while ago. That’s why you had that gleam in your eye when you were talking about her and Mallory making out. It turned you on. Whore.”

“Yeah, who wouldn’t get aroused thinking about two of the sexiest women alive making out?” Isaac said dryly. He flicked her thumb away, meeting her eyes. “Now, tell me it didn’t turn you on a little.”

“That’d be lying, and I don’t want you to think I’m talented at that.”

“Too late, schemer,” he said, then kissed her.

Adria grinned during and after. “Do I get to be part of these illicit fantasies? Am I hot enough to replace Morgan or Mallory?”

Isaac grabbed her wrist, then placed her palm on his heart. It answered loudly. Adria’s grin grew.

“I’m afraid you won’t get to find out that I’ve secretly made out with one of them,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

“You should be. I was hoping you’d have some really raunchy story about the time you and Morgan made out in the Fragment. Snuck off to those caves you mentioned to me, and that’s how you know they’re a good place for us to do the same.”

“Well, maybe I would have had I known Morgan was secretly a sex-fiend. You should have texted me about that ages ago.”

“Yeah, sorry for not learning about you in a dream before I arrived.”

“Would have made for a pleasant dream,” Adria said, kissing his neck. “Dream me would want to get up on you as much as real me does.”

“No more talking,” Isaac whispered, growing increasingly aroused. “I won’t be able to finish this lunch you’ve made me.”

“That’s fine,” Adria whispered, lips so hot that it felt like she was branding his skin. “I’ll make you more. A lot more. So, stay interested in me.”

“It was never in question,” Isaac replied, holding her against him.

They didn’t finish lunch. A few empanadillas survived, and neither of them dealt any damage to the salad bowl. They only barely had enough patience to put their leftovers away in the fridge.

Then, the bedroom. Its owner practically levitated as she led him by the hand. Toward, then into. All in all, Adria’s patience would only allow Isaac a few seconds of examination. Yep, there was the bed, smaller than the one he now slept in with Morgan. And the dresser, the closet, and the curtains that were currently drawn closed over the single window. Fuck you, Tom.

The bed drew them in, and Isaac ensured Adria ended up pinned beneath him. Grinning as he removed his shirt, he fingered her sports bra.

“You need to cum at least a few more times,” Isaac said. “So I can feel like I didn’t take advantage of you. That lunch has tipped the scales too much. I owe you.”

“You don’t, but I’m not going to say no,” Adria purred, admiring him with eyes that glowed like verdant starlight. “I was also just thinking that you might have one more left in you. And now there’s no jackass with a pair of binoculars around to spoil the mood.”

“How about at the same time, then?” Isaac said. “I bet I can get you to six before you can get me off.”

“Oh, just try it. Please. Let’s make it a habit.” She grinned.

As their clothes came off, desire filled the room as if steam ducts sat under Adria’s floorboards. As fingertips flushed with heat traced skin, eyes made promises, and smiles flitted between them like electricity darting through a wire, Isaac let Adria sit up.

Grinning impishly, knowing a competition that had no losers was about to begin, Adria admired him with sweeping looks. “So fucking hot. Such a big fucking dick.”

“You have no idea how badly I want you,” Isaac said, doing the same. She was just so sexy. Every curve, every strand of hair, every iota of skin that would soon be stained with sweat.

“I have a pretty good idea,” Adria said, laying a fingertip on top of his cock. It twitched, causing Adria to smirk.

“And now that I know you haven’t made out with anyone in that other world, I’m calling first dibs.”

“We already kissed in the Breakthrough. Technically, that counts.”

“I’m saying it doesn’t,” Isaac said, setting his fingers on her thighs. Adria offered no resistance as he spread them. Eyes brimming with anticipation watched as they climbed her thighs.

“I guess I can live with that. And then I’ll go make out with Morgan.”

“Sounds like a perfect first mission to me,” Isaac said.

Did she agree, disagree, have an opinion that would thrill or disappoint? Hard to tell. It almost looked like she would add onto his assessment, as her mouth momentarily opened. However, nothing came out—not about Morgan, at least. She was finished chatting. Both their mouths had places they needed to be.

Lying on his back, Isaac rubbed Adria’s thighs as she positioned herself above him. His cock soon found endless pleasure inside her throat, just as she would find numerous reasons to moan and shiver because of the many rough swipes of his tongue and deft swirls of his fingertips. She took the round—barely. Afterward, he withstood her gloating, knowing she’d earned the right to do so. Besides, there would be rematches. Quite a lot of them.


Chapter Twenty-One

Surfing in the USA

In what was quickly starting to feel like the continuation of a daily joke being played on him, Isaac prepared to head for a location that he had unknowingly seen the day before. Early Thursday morning, Lei let him know they should meet up at The Cove, which kissed the southern point of Kalama Beach Park. While eating breakfast with Morgan, he remarked on this continuing trend.

“Well, it’s the most beginner-friendly beach,” she confirmed, laying her cheek on her palm. “I almost want to come watch. Blow off work, see my sexy guy wiping out on wave after wave.”

“I happen to know my way around the ocean,” Isaac said, flapping his hand at her smile.

“Yeah, so you’ll be well accustomed to swimming in it.”

Unfortunately, she was right. As he would soon discover, his talent in the water would not translate to keeping him standing above it. A day of cacophonous collisions and stinging saltwater awaited him.

Planning to arrive early enough to reverse how things had been at the airport, Isaac kissed Morgan goodbye—this time not letting her distract him from hitting the road—and made for the Cove. Alas, Lei clearly preferred to be the one doing the waiting, so not even in this plan would Isaac find success.

The Cove was a crescent-shaped beach that, as said, snuggled against Kalama Beach Park as if it were movie night. Sloping more gradually at the northern end, its southern end jutted like an exaggerated chin into the ocean. A homey resort claimed the inland real estate beside it, offering easy access to the family-friendly beach.

A beginner beach; yeah, Isaac could see it. The waves coming in were barely large enough to qualify as such. Gentle, tepid, they caressed the sand more than collided with it.

Well, with it being his first time surfing, Isaac supposed he should have expected as much. Other than for her own amusement, it wouldn’t make much sense for Lei to bring him to a place where pros practiced on enormous swells.

Finding a parking spot and grabbing his board and towel, Isaac trotted onto the sand. Already, he saw that Lei had foiled his plan. It wasn’t particularly hard to find one of the most beautiful women on the island. Not with her white surfboard, leaning against a small wall that separated street from sand, acting as a beacon beside her.

“Well, damn,” Isaac said as he approached his gorgeous surfing instructor.

“What?” Lei asked.

“I tried to get here early. Earlier than you, at least.”

“Was never going to happen. Rule one: the instructor always shows up first.”

Sighing theatrically, Isaac shrugged. “I just wanted to impress my surfing instructor, that's all.”

Blanking her face, Lei stared at him. It was a good stare, the kind an instructor needed in their repertoire for inattentive or troublesome students. Risking it turning into an unamused glare, Isaac pivoted to the side, presenting the side of him that wasn’t hidden behind the surfboard under his arm.

His physique, that of an active swimmer with at least three noteworthy reasons to stay in the best shape he could, was always going to share certain similarities to a surfer’s physique—which Lei had. You couldn’t be a surfer—not a great one—without also being a great swimmer. Big waves were dangerous, and no one was so good that they never got yanked off their board.

So, they could have spent quite a while comparing their sleek, lean muscles, highly conditioned abdomens, and strong backs. As a swimmer first, surfer, well, starting now, his shoulders were broader than a surfer’s, who relied more on stability and flexibility. Thus was the right of any good surfer to have an incredible butt—and Lei furthered that goal more than most.

They could have discussed such a topic, assuming Lei would bite. At the same time, what needed said? It was plainly visible, and that was why Isaac risked a prolonged look at his stunning instructor.

And if he didn’t know any better, she did the same to him.

The surfer’s body was better. Isaac came to that conclusion within seconds. While the more V-shaped figure of a swimmer was still plenty attractive to him, Lei’s fine hourglass stood a podium higher. Her definition, a little more evenly spread out, ticked a box. The shapeliness of her butt ticked another. Her pronounced calf muscles ticked a third. It was a good thing he didn’t have to turn in this report to anyone but himself.

Heaping onto the difficulty of keeping his burgeoning desires a secret, Lei’s bikini, while not as revealing as some that he’d seen Morgan in, could hardly be considered conservative. Teal and sky-blue tropical plants covered a white base, and even if Lei wasn’t as busty as Morgan and the others, she filled her top out to an extent that kept Isaac’s eyes lingering a second or two longer than was probably safe.

Did she notice? Did she care? Or had she been busy with her own examination to catch him?

He wasn’t sure, and Lei didn’t let him know, not with a scowl or a stern remark. Instead, running a hand through her hair to sweep it behind one ear, she beckoned toward the ocean.

“You said you’re a total novice, right?”

“Yeah, pretty much. I’ve got surfer friends back home, but I never really joined in. I’ve been on a board a few times, though usually not for very long. Never received any professional advice.”

“Got it,” Lei said. “Well, you can put your board down on the sand. We need it for something. Lay it flat.”

Isaac did so. Once it sat flat on the sand, Lei squatted beside it, looking up.

“First comes the safety spiel,” she said as she placed her finger on the sand right beside his board, then began tracing its outline. “Always surf at a beach that’s appropriate to your level. One, we don’t want your ass in our way at more advanced beaches. Two, you’re just wasting your time. Surfing is hard. Morgan mentioned you’re a really good swimmer.”

She waited for Isaac’s nod, which arrived a moment later. He didn’t feel the need to elaborate on just how good he was.

“Then you probably know that it’s way harder to swim laps in the ocean than in a pool.” As her finger neared the rounded nose of his surfboard, her other hand waved toward the ocean. “Pretty much every other sport takes place on land, or at least on or in water that doesn’t have a natural momentum to it. Nothing’s moving underneath you when you’re trying to shoot a basket or deliver a serve. Well, that’s always happening when you’re surfing. Every wave is different, and it’s not going to stop for you. The ocean really doesn’t care less if you’re alive or dead. It’ll carry an unconscious body or corpse toward the beach as happily as it’ll carry a living person toward it.”

“Grim,” Isaac noted. Was she this blunt with her classes? Having gotten to know her reasonably well, he suspected yes.

“Yeah, well, a handful of people die surfing every year. Not a lot, but it happens. Don’t be one of them. If you’re a good swimmer, it probably won’t happen, but the risk is there. You’re in the ocean, and between your board, other surfers, and getting sloshed around and hitting your head on the ocean floor, freak accidents happen.”

Lei stopped outlining his board long enough to bring her elbows together, placing one hand over her forehead, forearm blocking her nose and mouth, and the other on the back of her neck. “Fall like this. It’s not perfect coverage, but it’s the best we’ve got. Another thing, if you know you’re wiping out, try to get as far from your board as possible. Leap away. If the water’s shallow, hit the water as flat as you can. Also, don’t surf alone. Kainoa’s not great but knows what he’s doing, and Morgan and Adria have some practice. Adria’s actually pretty decent. And you know Mallory’s at the same level as you, so there you go. You should both be surfing at the same places, anyway.”

Isaac nodded, though he hadn’t yet decided on how much effort he wanted to put into surfing. Water-based activities were his bread and butter, but he recognized he had a mild hang-up with them.

As he’d explained to Adria, his sister existed in a league of her own when it came to scholastic pursuits. And having grown up in a house where those pursuits were basically the only ones that mattered, there’d always been a lot of pressure to excel. He never had, not to a point that would earn him any approval from his father, anyway.

But swimming? That had been his. Alyssa had been good, but he’d been great. A therapist would rightly surmise that this was why he’d invested so much time and effort into the sport. Potentially too much. He liked swimming, maybe even loved it, but he had clearly craved having something to call his own. His talent, his expertise, his arena. The thing where he was the best.

A therapist would also have recognized that there was a lot more to unpack. However, Isaac just wasn’t sure whether he wanted to replace competitive swimming with surfing. If he wanted to fully commit himself to getting good. It wasn’t a sport you mastered over a single summer, regardless of how invested you were.

Still, if it gave him another excuse to spend time with Mallory, Lei, and the others, how could he not consider marking a few days off on his calendar for it? When he saw Mallory after this, he planned to see where her interest levels stood.

As Lei’s outline brought her to his side of the board, Isaac retreated a step. When she finished, Lei scooped up his board, leaving its newly formed imprint sitting on the sand. Leaning it beside hers, she glanced over her shoulder.

“Other safety stuff should be obvious. Pay attention to other surfers, don’t get in their way, and learn surfing etiquette. You’ll hate it if some asshole drops in on you, and they’ll hate it if you do the same. Don’t panic, look out for rip currents, know how to escape them by swimming parallel with the shore, and be careful about drifting too far out from shore.”

“Got it,” he promised. Rip currents and how to spot and escape them already fell into his wheelhouse. Swimmers and surfers alike knew better than to overestimate those.

Lei nodded at the outline in the sand. “Now, I’m actually going to teach you some stuff. Now, lie down—and don’t lick the sand.”

“But it looks so tasty,” Isaac said, heeding Lei’s advice as she positioned him properly on the outline she’d drawn.

He received half a dozen reminders of the importance of keeping himself nice and even on his board. Balance was critical, as was sensing the movement of the wave beneath your board. Otherwise, get used to the taste of saltwater. Either way, he was going to have to get used to it. As Morgan had, Lei assured him that his fate involved many, many falls before his first successful ride.

Next, she walked him through placing his feet nearly at the end of the board, just slightly wider than his shoulders. That he should keep his toes on the board, not dragging in the water. She positioned his hands in line with his armpits, tight and close, as if he were focusing on his triceps during push-ups.

“Arch your back, chest forward and high,” Lei said as she squatted beside him. “Keep straight, keep your toes and knees on the board. Nope. Nope. Yep.”

She wasn’t against using her hands to modify his posture, applying pressure to his lower back to help his body recognize the correct position. Eventually, he needed to learn to do all this seamlessly. For today, every step was mechanical, deliberate, with coaching provided throughout.

“Which leg feels right to leave at the back?” Lei eventually asked.

Isaac thought for a second. “The left.”

“Okay, so you’re going to use what’s called a goofy stance.”

“Goofy?” Isaac raised an eyebrow.

“Just what it’s called. Regular and goofy. There’s no difference other than which foot is in front and which is behind.”

As a pair of kids whooped and bounded into the ocean fifteen feet away, barely heeding their mother’s shout to slow down, Isaac’s belly stayed firmly on the sand. Well, he should have known that he wouldn’t make it into the ocean right away, but he had imagined he’d at least have touched his board by now.

He’d get there… eventually. Right now, he had earned his first chance to stand up. Under Lei’s direction, he pushed himself up, head high—and then Lei had him repeat this step a few times, as he wasn’t keeping his back as straight as he should at this step. Only then did he get to move a knee—his left, which he aligned with his hips. Close. To standing. On the sand. But close.

Finally, given the go-ahead to push himself up onto his fingertips, his right foot came forward, and he planted it firmly under his chest. She had him hold this kneeling position for a few seconds, her eyes scrutinizing his technique.

“Okay, now finish the pop up,” Lei said. “Lift your left knee, turning your leg so you can plant that foot flat. Put more weight on it than your front leg as you come up—but don’t come up all the way. A lot of beginners think they need to stand straight up. Nope. Again. Keep your eyes forward the whole time. Face where you’re going, keep your front shoulder aligned to the nose of your board. Always face where you’re going, whether you’re paddling or up on your board.”

Isaac tried again, then again, then again. He got it right pretty quickly, earning an approving nod from a beautiful instructor. It didn’t free him from needing to repeat the correct motions several times before she was satisfied, however. Alignment, planted feet, a sturdy base. Repetition made perfection, after all. Having more than enough experience with repetitive water-based activities, Isaac didn’t mind this part of it.

As he practiced, Lei retrieved his board. Carrying it out in front of him, she set it down. There was something else in her hand, too. A block of wax.

“For not falling off,” Lei said, depositing herself cross-legged on the sand. “If you surf a ton, you’ll strip this off and re-wax the board every month or so. If you don’t, then every few months. Pay attention.”

Lei started by coating the tail area of his board, forward and back, repeatedly. After covering a decent area of his board, sideways swipes followed, then eventually circular ones. She took care to note that he shouldn’t spread the wax too close to the board’s outer edges, as that would slow it down. Fortunately, Isaac’s board included a clear outline showing where he should stop.

With Lei adding waxy lumps to his board, sometimes turning the wax onto its side to make smaller circles, she placed extra wax where his feet and hands would go. She went all the way to the nose of his board, though she applied less up there. That also made sense. If any part of him ended up there, he was doing something very wrong.

He was also doing some things that were right. By the time she finished waxing his board, having kept him at work on his pop ups, he must have completed the motion at least a hundred times. Lei looked at him, prompting him to raise another eyebrow.

“People usually complain like crazy when I have them practice this much. Even Mallory did. A little.”

“You have no idea how many swimming drills I’ve done over the course of my life,” Isaac said. “It’d take another half hour of this before I started to grumble.”

“Got it, so let’s make it twenty-nine more minutes, then,” Lei said.

“Another joke?” Isaac asked, smiling. “Finally feels like we’re becoming friends.”

Lei rolled her eyes and stood up, stretching her lower back. “We’re colleagues in two different ways, and one’s going to involve life or death situations.”

“How many deaths a year from ice cream-related accidents?” he asked.

Lei snorted but cracked a brief smile. Good enough for him. Beautiful too. Even though things had been pretty choppy at their first meeting, Isaac wasn’t joking. It did feel like they were becoming friends. Or at least friendly.

His exceptionally pretty surfing instructor offered him a hand as he arched his back, preparing for one more pop up. Looking at it, Isaac went through the motions that she’d taught him, then stood up, staying relatively low. Only then did he accept Lei’s hand, letting her pull him off the sandy surfboard he’d become so familiar with.

Feeling some prickly spots on his abs, he glanced down. A grainy breastplate of sand dotted his stomach. So, like he always seemed to do around attractive women these days, Isaac decided to flirt.

“Want to brush all this off?”

Lei’s eyes dropped to the sandy splotches covering his muscles. They lingered for a second or two. Isaac almost smiled again. She was absolutely his type. Was he hers?

“Rule two,” Lei said. “No flirting with your instructor.”

Isaac winced. “I can live with rule one, but this one? I don’t know.”

Lei’s smile didn’t reappear, but nor did a frown or scowl take its place. Instead, she spun and headed for her board. As she bent over and attached its leash to her ankle, Isaac brushed away sand and admired an immaculate butt.

“Come on, or do you just want to stand on the beach all day?” Lei asked, hefting her board.

“Wherever you are, I’ll be,” Isaac said lightly, then attached his leash and picked his board up.

“Wrong leg, bud,” Lei said. “Leash goes on the back leg.”

Isaac glanced down. “Oh. Oops.”

After correcting his mistake, they finally headed for the water. By now, the gentle waves almost sounded like cruel snickers. Like, “look at this guy, who thinks he’s going to manage to surf on our waves.”

Well, he’d show them. At least once. He couldn’t go home until then.

At Lei’s instruction, he carried the board in the same way as her, nose tilted slightly upward as they entered the water. With the water tickling their ankles, she stopped long enough to ensure he was mirroring her.

Her board was shorter, thinner, and much pointier at the end. While his rounded itself off at the nose, hers was sharp enough to put out an eye. Also, whereas his board was nearly completely flat, hers had a noticeable curve.

“Rocker is the term,” Lei explained as they headed out to sea. “I picked you out a beginner board, which means it’s designed for stability and buoyancy. I don’t need that help, so my board’s focused on letting my skills shine through. I have some old boards that I keep around for nostalgic reasons that are like yours.”

“How many boards do you own?”

Lei paused, thoughtful. No, not just thoughtful. Actively counting in her head.

“Eleven… no, twelve. If I also count the ones I no longer use.”

“That’s a lot, right?”

She shrugged. “Suppose so. I know plenty of people with more.” She shrugged again. “I recently came into a bit of a financial windfall, so I’ve been able to buy a few new ones.”

“How good would you say you are?”

“Good enough to get work as an instructor,” Lei said. “I’m not a professional or anything, but I try to surf as much as I can: usually fifteen to twenty hours a week.”

“And how long have you been at it?”

“Started when I was eight, been consistently in the water ever since. If you want to get good, that’s what it takes.”

Before they went any further, Isaac knew he needed to ask his instructor one more question—and then they could finally see if he could stay upright on his board.

“What qualifies as ‘good,’ in your estimation?”

“Being comfortable in front of whatever the ocean throws at you. Hitting airs, throwing in spins, knowing how to barrel ride more challenging waves.”

Hiding his smile proved difficult, but Isaac persevered. Thanks to having those friends he’d mentioned, he recognized most of the lingo. Even if he hadn’t, he understood. Without realizing what she was doing, Lei was describing what an expert could do. Because she was an expert.

This happened more than one might think. Whenever someone approached the ceiling of a game, sport, or skill, they tended to lose sight of how vast a gap there could be between a casual participant and one who spent “fifteen to twenty hours a week” honing their talents. Good became their word for amazing. Because they were aware of what the best of the best could do—the actual professionals standing at the top of their specific passion—and compared themselves to that level of greatness.

I really should come watch you surf sometime, Isaac thought. I bet it’d be a treat.

Heading beyond the cresting waves to where the ocean was less likely to send him drifting back to the shore, Lei called a stop. Warm water above their waists, nearly at Lei’s breasts, she had picked a spot where no one currently swam or snorkeled. Twirling her finger, they turned around, and Lei had him climb onto his board. Holding it steady with one hand, she critiqued him on his balance and the positioning of his feet, which kept wanting to drift off the sides of the board.

“Hard instinct to fight,” he admitted.

Next, some paddling instruction. Proving that he didn’t need much practice at this, or else he’d have died of shame, Lei breezed them through this portion. Long strokes, but not so long that he wiggled and moved his board. Keeping his back arched. And, as always, making sure his toes stayed on the board.

While he cut paths through the water, Lei seated herself on her board.

“Shoulders higher,” she called. “If you can, reach a little farther. It’s not going to feel quite the same as freestyle does when you’re not on a board.”

It didn’t, but the modifications she suggested didn’t strain him too much. He had hoped for as much. If there was one area where he should already count as advanced, it—

His self-confidence evaporated right as Lei showed him what she looked like when paddling. Her board didn’t wobble in the slightest, and she glided through the water in such an effortless way as to leave him scowling at her.

“Fifteen to twenty hours, age eight,” Lei reminded him, noticing his sour expression. “You can practice paddling in Morgan’s pool.”

“Will you come over and instruct me there?”

“If you pay me.”

“I’ll cook you lunch or dinner.”

“Add on a hundred bucks, and we have a deal.”

“No two-way colleague discount?”

“That’s with the discount,” Lei said, then waved for his silence.

With it proven that he knew how to paddle—and also proven that he had plenty to refine before he could blend in with an expert surfer—Lei directed them toward where the water began to rise into waves. Small ones, barely poking their heads above the calm surface before they crashed into foamy mush, chattering over themselves as they raced to shore. Here, Isaac and Lei bounced themselves above the tiny swells to avoid going with them.

“Now, you can practice hopping onto your board,” Lei said. “So, what actually qualifies as surfing. Recognizing when to start paddling and then pop up is a big part of surfing. For these, you’ll want to be a few meters ahead of the wave, then paddle hard, then get up once the wave crests and becomes whitewater. If you can maintain your balance as the current takes you in a bit, congrats, that’s surfing. Once you’re comfortable with that, then you can work on catching waves before they break.”

“How long would you say it usually takes to get that comfort?” he asked.

“Depends on the surfer, depends on how many hours a week you put in.”

“And how many lessons I purchase?”

“Sure,” Lei said. “But it’s another fifty on top if I’m surfing in the ocean with you.”

“Why more expensive?”

“Because it means I have to resist heading to a place with waves where I’d want to surf.”

Isaac rolled his eyes. “Well, are you going to show me what the right way looks like?”

Shrugging, Lei let the next four waves pass them by. Enough to convince him she wouldn’t give him his example. Until the fifth. No less meager or hurried than its predecessors, you’d never see a wave like this on TV. Barely a blip, like when a shirt rolled up on itself and needed straightening out, it puttered toward the beach.

A surfer worth far more than it could offer decided she would make use of it, nonetheless.

Swimming ahead of the wave, Lei proceeded through every step she had explained to him with effortless motion. Paddling ahead of the meandering wave, she waited until it crashed, popped herself up to a firm stance on her board, and let it carry her forth. It was like seeing a knight in pristine armor riding a donkey: it didn’t make sense at all, but the knight still looked damn impressive with that huge war hammer on their back.

Breaking one of the first rules she’d taught him, Lei glanced over her shoulder, met his eyes, and then held out her hands.

“Satisfied?”

Her board didn’t so much as wobble, and she smoothly dismounted when she reached the shallows.

Just like that, Isaac’s determination found its foundation. Lei’s quality as a surfer was the kindling. That tinge of smugness as she collected her board and headed back his way was the burning match. What else could he do but answer the question she might not even be asking?

He had the free time. He had so much free time. A great deal would now go toward making a surfer out of him. Starting right now.

The rest of his time in the ocean revolved around his attempts to successfully mimic what Lei had so effortlessly pulled off. This first success, he chased it like fire nipped at his heels. So, it was a good thing he had a lot of water around, because he didn’t catch it quickly.

Often, he teetered or outright fell off his board. Often, he was too slow and missed the wave, then teetered or outright fell off his board. Unsurprisingly, it was a lot easier to balance on sand than on a wobbling longboard at the whims of the ocean. And this was it at its most gentle.

Soon enough, he was completely soaked. That didn’t stop him from getting back on his board. Not the first time, not the tenth time. He’d decided. Today, his path toward becoming a decent surfer began. Maybe even a good one. His version of good, not Lei’s. But enough to earn more from her than helpful critiques.

She offered those every now and then as he struggled in ways that bordered on humiliating. But he shouldn’t feel that way. No one laughed, not Lei, not the nearby swimmers, not the children burying their older brother on the beach. Surfing was hard, and the people of Maui knew that as well as anyone on the planet.

Alongside that, Lei didn’t overload him with advice, usually letting him make a few attempts, then pointing out something she’d noticed to help him avoid forming bad habits. A few more times, she set herself onto a wave, letting him see again the perfect form he should pursue.

“Only way your hair’s going to get wet is if I push you off,” Isaac remarked.

“I would hope so,” Lei said, snorting. “If I fell off while riding one of these, my nine-year-old self would disown me.”

“Harsh critic?”

“Harsher than I am now,” she said. “I was an angry kid.”

Isaac raised an eyebrow, hoping Lei would say more. She didn’t, beckoning him to get back to work. Things improved, though not drastically. Still, he managed to catch a handful of waves on the day, which was enough for him not to feel like an abject failure. Most were sloppy, eliciting as much critique as his failed attempts. But there were a couple near the end where she nodded approvingly, and those more than made up for all the times his ass smacked the water.

“I can send you some videos for workouts and stretches that help,” Lei said as she watched him rub his lower back. Now back on the shore, just over two hours had passed since his arrival. Stubborn enough to want to keep practicing, only knowing he had somewhere else to get to—someone else to get to—convinced him to call it quits. “You’re going to be sore.”

“Yep, but the best kind of sore. Kind that lets me know I worked hard.”

“True enough,” Lei said, favoring him with a smile so slight that it might have been a mirage. “So, think you’ll give it more of a go?”

“Seeing as I have the money to pay your outlandish fees, I think so,” Isaac said. “How many times a week can I rent your services?”

“Guess it depends,” she said, tone right on the cusp of qualifying as banter. Dangerously un-Lei-like, that. Going along with that flicker of a smile? Dangerous, dangerous. “I want to be out surfing when I’m not working, and I don’t exactly need the extra money anymore. Mallory also said she wants more lessons.”

Smiling back, Isaac shrugged. “Could I ever come watch you?”

Assuming the question was further oil to the sparking flame, Isaac sighed when it turned out to be water—and immediately doused Lei’s levity. Her smile faded, but, as before, no obvious frown replaced it. Instead, she simply scrutinized him. If he hadn’t known better, he would have thought someone had written something in a foreign language on his forehead.

“Why would you want to do that?” she eventually asked.

It didn’t take a mental giant to read between the lines of that stare she affixed to him. That didn’t mean he intended to address it directly, however.

“Why would I want to watch a great surfer surf?”

Now, Lei frowned. “You know what I mean. You’re not stupid.”

“I guess I did, and I guess I’m not.” He weighed his next words carefully. “Well, I think I could learn a lot.”

The frown deepened, but Isaac continued.

“Today’s been a lot of fun. I like the water, and I like that this is new and difficult—and that I can clearly see the gap between us. Gives me something to chase. And well, it gives us something to do when we’re not at work—in an ice cream shop or another world. I’d at least like us to be friends. This could be a step towards that, couldn’t it?”

It was a safe reply, far less bold than the signs of interest he’d provided to three other women on this island, but it was time to hold himself back for a change. Sure, Morgan might be all for him spreading his wings as wide as he could, but Adria still needed an info packet on his… additional relationships. Before he went after one of her friends, she deserved a chance to comment on what he had with Morgan and Mallory.

“Could be,” one hard-to-read Hawaiian said. “If you mean what you’re saying. Yeah, I love surfing, but it’s not some guaranteed ‘in’ with me. So, be careful about using it like that, especially if you’re faking how interested you are.”

Blunt, Isaac thought. But he didn’t hate it.

“No faking here,” he said. “The chance to get to know you is an added benefit, not the main thing. If not you, then Mallory, Adria, Morgan, someone. I want to get good at this, and you’re obviously the best to learn from. It is your day job and all. One of them.”

“One of them,” Lei agreed.

“As well, between the times I can get you with me for surfing lessons, our weekly shift together, and our bi-weekly visit to another world, we’ll see each other a fair bit. I’m not hiding it; I do want to get to know you. So, question is, do you want to get to know me?”

For the first time since they’d met, a web of indecision wrapped itself around Leilani. At the airport, she had hated seeing a lei around his neck—and she hadn’t hesitated in showing it. Up on Haleakala, when Adria had wanted to throw a rock at her, no worries, no real pushback. In the ice cream shop, when he’d asked more than she wanted to share about her family, she’d shut him down with a single no. Even in the silence following her outburst about the Hawaiian language, she had seemed more frustrated—at him, at herself, at the situation—than hesitant. Same as when he had convinced her to show off her eidolon’s ability. Yeah, a lot of frustration for that one.

This, however, was new. And fascinating.

A chance at being friends worries you more than scorching yourself with plasma? Really, Lei?

It did, yet he got the answer he had been hoping for all the same.

“I guess I’m interested,” Lei said carefully, like she was tiptoeing around broken shards of glass.

Great! Yet Isaac still wondered.

What was going on in her head? Why was his interest in getting to know her what stuck her feet in liquid cement? He knew better than to ask. Her secrets were ones he would need to chip away with a fine pick and brush. Unexpectedly, Lei then offered him both.

“If you can learn to surf, I’ll be more interested.”

“All the motivation I need,” Isaac said. And it was.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Balancing Act

As soon as Mallory confirmed she was ready for his visit, Isaac headed straight there. No stops, no delays, not even to shower and armor himself in the cologne she adored. During his time at the beach with Lei, in large part because of a way she’d suggested he practice at home, an idea had formed in his head. One that required him to stay in his swimming trunks for a little while longer.

Hopefully not for too much longer, though.

Joining the flow of traffic heading southward, thoughts of Lei stuck with him for the first few minutes. They were getting somewhere; he was at least sure of that. If that somewhere led to a place where they might call each other friends, well, he would wait a little longer before going all-in on that bet. Still, progress was progress. In surfing and getting to know his instructor.

And may that progress continue, Isaac thought, letting several other women intrude upon his thoughts.

Morgan, with whom he’d always been friends. Adria, with whom he’d kicked things off right away. Mallory, with whom he’d also connected quickly. Now Lei. Slower, not steadier, but things were going in the right direction. Four incredible women, making a glutton of Isaac. Because he wanted them all.

And there is a fifth, Isaac recalled, though Aria stayed quiet as he prodded her with his thoughts.

Cloudless sky promising him that the weather was on his side, he reached Mallory’s mansion. A third visit, all within a week. His presence was quickly becoming the habit that he’d hoped it would.

Using the code that Mallory had supplied him with, Isaac passed through her gate. His neck turned to rubber barely a second later.

Wearing only a tantalizing green bikini and a pair of sunglasses, Mallory’s fingertips fluttered in his direction as he passed her. Perfect! She was already exactly where he wanted her, wearing the exact right thing.

In response to seeing the world’s sexiest movie star reclining by her swimming pool, Isaac did the only thing possible for someone in his situation: he practically flung himself out of his car to get to her. Mallory ignited his heart with her smile, pleased to see that her magnetic appeal remained as potent as ever.

With the midday sun also swearing its assistance to Isaac’s plans, Mallory relaxed on one of the many lounging chairs near her pool’s sparkling water. Swelling with excitement with every step, he might have been a step from levitating by the time he reached her side.

Because of her beauty, absolutely, but also the way she looked at him. Her smile wasn’t simply friendly and welcoming. It was a siren call, a one-two punch that worked in tandem with how she displayed herself. To him. For him.

A display she provided for only one person. For him. Just him. One of the most desirable women on the planet, and she had plainly put thought into how she would welcome him to her home. So that he would approach quickly, enthralled, feet carrying him closer without command.

Today, she was in control. Over mind, body, and soul.

That was exactly it. By the time he reached her, Isaac’s mind felt like wispy strands of linen trying to hold up a heavy stone. The sheer weight of his fortune finally broke him. Her gift to him was more than an open invitation to her home; it always had been. It was a promise that when he visited—and a quiet insinuation he should do so often—she would leave him mesmerized.

That was why she didn’t get up as he approached. That was why her bikini revealed so much skin, offering him a trip into his own personal Eden. That was why she continued smiling, even as he came to a slack-jawed stop above her.

She knew what she was doing, so she knew what he was going through. All of this was by design. He wasn’t the only one capable of concocting plans.

“Did you have a good time at the beach?” Mallory asked in her velvety way, eyes behind sunglasses tracing his form. “Did Lei take good care of you?”

Each word poured over his skin like warm honey. Every syllable tried to force a shiver out of him.

Come on, he told himself. Don’t just gawk.

He had seen Mallory’s voluptuous shape up close before. The last time he’d visited, he’d outright fucked her tits, taken a picture of the messy aftermath, and earned his full-time visiting privileges.

Yet today was the day that everything about their relationship ground his mental faculties to a halt. Like he’d seen a crazy twist in a movie but only come to understand it a few scenes later, Isaac’s mind stretched like a band pulled taut, only to snap with a silence-shattering crack.

He was in a relationship with Mallory Audrey Laurent. His celebrity crush. Half of the population’s celebrity crush. She had been waiting for him, wanting him to see her like this. To do more than just look, too.

Smiling devilishly, Mallory curled her finger. Beckoning her young but still addled lover to provide her with what she expected whenever he visited.

Even before his mind finished its reboot, Isaac bent at the waist. Mallory’s hand slipped into place behind Isaac’s head, helping to draw him downward. She lifted herself, luscious mouth forming a pleased smile. Their lips met, and Isaac’s reboot flashed a failure alert.

Fortunately, instinct sufficed. He had enough practice at making out with gorgeous women by now. Going forward, much more would involve this very woman.

Isaac breathed Mallory in, heart thunderous. He smelled soft lavender, though his scent, that of saltwater, sand, and sun, was far more potent. His fingers trembled as if in a shout that they should also be involved in this. They were too slow this time, but they’d get other chances. That didn’t stop them from nearly leading a coup against his sluggish brain.

As their first kiss ended, Mallory’s eyelashes fluttered. Her smile, teasing and warm, was a shock to the system. Finally, Isaac woke from the seductive dream that she had placed upon him.

“You’re too dangerous,” he whispered.

“To be kept alive?” Mallory asked lightly, removing her hand from his hair.

Mind back online, he snorted. That was a line from Prehistoric Jane 2. One of the many, many less-than-stellar one-liners that it had relied upon when it wasn’t overly focused on how hot its leading actress was.

“I love the danger,” Isaac replied. “It’s like sex supercharged by a lightning bolt.”

Mallory outright winced. “You’re going to make me want to drown myself, Isaac. God, what a dreadful line.”

“At least that wasn’t one of yours,” Isaac said, their segue into mocking one of her movies helping him restore a semblance of order in his head. “And hey, there was such a strong payoff when a lightning bolt literally ended him.”

“Certainly,” Mallory said dryly. “What a powerful moment of foreshadowing. Did you know they wanted to have him lick my face before the lightning bolt got him? That’s how you make a villain, clearly. Just have him be a sex pest on top of being a megalomaniac with a god complex.”

“So, was that a producer choice, then?” Isaac said, sitting down beside her legs. No one, then, could blame him as his fingertips idly stroked soft skin. “Didn’t a dinosaur lick your face in the next movie?”

Certainly not minding what he was up to, Mallory rolled onto her side. Isaac’s hand climbed to her hip, fingertips skimming her butt. The dinosaur memory, though? She rubbed her cheek and made a face.

“Yep. At least that was all CGI. If you want to take a look at the Wikipedia page, you may notice that a certain producer isn’t attached to the future movies after Ascension. And lo and behold, the movies suddenly started improving.”

“Sometimes causation is correlation,” Isaac said.

Mallory nodded, then waved a hand at his state of dress. “So, you came right over, then.”

“Fresh out of the ocean, yep. Sore too. My back muscles weren’t ready for all that time being arched like that.”

“I know what you mean. Did you impress Lei any? I don’t think I was terribly good.”

“If I did, it would only be in my sterling technique at falling into the water,” he said, smiling. “At least I’m already used to saltwater in the eyes, so the ocean doesn’t bother me much anymore.”

“It bothers mine. But I’m determined, so I’ll have to suffer through it. Any tips?”

“Visit the ocean a lot. Kind of it. Your eyes will get used to it.” His fingertips trailed down to her knee, where they swirled lightly. “With me, specifically. Little-known fact, but guys from Florida with the last name Matthews, first name Isaac, they can help speed up that process.”

“Wow. Special powers in both worlds, huh?”

“It’s why I took everything so well in stride.”

Having successfully coaxed another smile out of her, he leaned in and kissed her. Some of the softest lips anywhere, all his. His hand climbed, flexing into her butt. A morning with Lei, an afternoon with Mallory. Paradise. In its greatest form.

“Good, because I was thinking, as we’re both beginners, we could practice what Lei teaches us together.”

“I was thinking the same thing. I was actually thinking about your pool, too. Lei mentioned I could use Morgan’s to practice paddling. But this one’s pretty nice—and wider, so I don’t have to stop, get off the board, and spin it around over and over.”

“Lei mentioned that to me. Said my paddling needs work.”

Isaac perked up. “So…?”

“Of course you can use it.”

“How about now? We could practice some together.”

Mallory’s eyes flicked toward his surfboard, which rested on his passenger seat. After seeing her, he’d forgotten to grab it as he leaped out. Buckled up safely, it wouldn’t have to travel like that for much longer. He planned to get a roof rack for his new car, like Lei and Mallory had.

“I suppose that’s a fine idea. Some time in a refreshing pool will amplify our visit to my sauna.”

Oh, right! Somehow, impossible as it sounded, Isaac had forgotten about Mallory’s sauna plans. Almost, he regretted introducing this delay.

“I’ll get my board,” Mallory said, standing. Long, attractive legs on display, she stretched her arms over her head, breasts arching forward. An entirely unnecessary but wonderful display.

While she retrieved her surfboard from her garage, Isaac, surfboard across his lap, sat on the edge of the pool, feet relaxing in the cool water. Shutting his eyes, he focused on the sunlight warming the rest of his body. Yeah. This was all real. The past week hadn’t been a dream.

A dream did eventually return to her swimming pool, surfboard under one arm. Isaac handled this sight of Mallory a little better than the first. He beamed at her, and she winked and tossed her board into the pool. The tranquil water danced, ripples expanding outward.

“You know, I looked into how much effort it would take to get a wave machine installed here,” Mallory said, watching the ripples crash against their legs. “Not a crazy amount, but it sort of feels redundant. Nice for privacy, but this is Maui. Throw a stick, find a beach, you know.”

Nudging his board off his lap like a newly built boat sliding into the ocean at its christening, his foot pushed it toward Mallory’s. It bumped into her board, and both tottered toward the center of the pool.

“I’m still learning all the names,” Isaac admitted. “Of the central Maui ones.”

“Dozens, Isaac, dozens. If you want to visit them all, you’ve got your work cut out for you. I don’t think I’ve even hit half of them yet.”

“Well, whenever you pick a new one to head to, I wouldn’t say no to an invitation.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Mallory said, stretching a leg out to arrest her surfboard with her heel. “Now, I may have agreed to practice some with you, but then I immediately came up with a way to not do that while I was grabbing my board.” She tilted her head down, looking over her sunglasses. Isaac suffered a sudden urge to rip them off—and more than just them—as he met Mallory’s soft green eyes. “Today, I find that I’m not so focused on improving my paddling skills as I am in setting a proper mood for our time in the sauna.”

“Yeah?” He was listening. His undivided attention belonged solely to her. She knew it, too.

Removing her sunglasses and setting them aside, Mallory smiled playfully. “Yes. I have a game in mind. It’ll help us get to know each other better.”

She didn’t elaborate on the nature or the rules of this game. Instead, like a mermaid who had done just enough to convince a sailor to follow her out to sea, she pushed her board away, slipped into the water, then swam after it. Upon recapturing it with a single arm, she faced him.

“Coming?” she called.

After spending a moment preparing for whatever his favorite actress had in store, Isaac pushed himself off the edge. Propelling himself underwater, he traded saltwater for the chlorinated kind, letting it cleanse him of any specks of sand that a quick rinse at one of The Cove’s public showers might have missed. Eyes shut, Isaac stayed submerged long enough for the chilly water to undo the sun’s hard work, then kicked off the wall and emerged on the other side of Mallory’s board. Stretching both his arms over it, he gave it a chance to prove it was buoyant enough to support them both. It did, though it sank a few inches.

“Okay, what’s the game?” he asked, meeting pale eyes.

“It’s a simple one,” Mallory said, rubbing the back of Isaac’s right forearm. “It’s going to be impossible to balance effectively on these boards without waves. When we try to stand, our boards will sink. So, let’s make a game of that. A winner, a loser.”

Talk about déjà vu, Isaac thought, understanding immediately.

He had played games like this as a kid. Every young swimmer, bored out of their mind at 7:30 am on a Tuesday in June as they waited to begin their next lap, did. The game of balancing their feet on a kickboard pushed to the pool floor. Before it shot out of the water like a projectile, possibly smacking your friend in the teeth.

“So, whoever stays on the longest?”

“Whoever stays on the longest,” Mallory confirmed.

As far as training to ride waves went, this would accomplish nothing. If Lei had been around, she probably would have scowled at them for using their surfboards in such a way. Of course, had she been around to see Isaac and Mallory flirting so openly, she probably would have been more shocked than anything.

“And what does the winner get?” he asked.

“To ask a question of the loser.” Mallory smiled. “Like I said, we should get to know each other. Nothing is off-limits. How does that sound?”

“It sounds like I’m going to get to know some things about you that I’ve been wanting to know for years,” Isaac replied.

“If you win any rounds,” Mallory said, then shooed him off her surfboard.

As Isaac swam to his board, he wondered whether he had a disadvantage. He obviously weighed more than Mallory, but his board was bigger than hers. For as much time as he’d spent in the water, he wasn’t an expert on flotation devices. He was far more used to keeping himself afloat with his own power. And most of the time, his focus revolved around getting from Point A to Point B in as little time as possible, not staying in one place.

Positioning himself on his board, it also sank a couple of inches. But it held him well enough once he dispersed his body weight. For at least this part, he heeded Lei’s lessons. Outside of leaning on his forearms for the time being, he otherwise fully imitated the form and placement she’d taught him. And yes, he ensured his toes stayed on as best he could.

“We should probably take care not to whack each other with our boards when we fall off,” Isaac noted. “These could hurt. Hard to enjoy your sauna if one of us needs to visit the emergency room because an eye got poked out.”

Also having completed her balancing act, Mallory nodded. “I have a big pool. We don’t need to be right next to each other.”

Each of them claimed one half of her swimming pool, keeping a healthy distance from themselves and the walls. Once ready, they shared a nod.

“On the count of three,” Mallory called.

Giving her a thumbs-up, Isaac prepared to push the rest of himself up. Mallory grinned at him, eyes shining. God, she was beautiful. And he was so damn lucky to see such a smile so readily. At him. Because of him. He wanted to visit this house every single day. Maybe he could.

A few seconds later, the call went out. Isaac strained already sore muscles and—

And he didn’t even get up onto the board. Even with it designed for buoyancy and balance, you still had to give it something to work with. Isaac did not.

Instead, he put his knee too close to the rail, so when he tried to pop himself up to a standing position, well, the board went left, and he went right. And as well waxed as it was, it wasn’t so adhesive that it removed all need for user skill.

The only good thing that happened before he slammed into the water was that he glimpsed Mallory as she buckled and fell off her board. Unfortunately, she survived a couple of seconds longer than he had, actually making it up to her feet before her board sank into the water and then jetted straight toward the center of the pool. She fell back, but Isaac was already a foot underwater by the time her ass smacked anything but air.

Eyes open, he watched her body form a pocket of air as it crashed into the water, bubbles streaming up around her. Her eyes opened a few moments later. Seeing him, she grinned. He made a face and propelled himself back to the surface.

“I think the first question to ask is mine,” Mallory said as she resurfaced, slick hair sticking to her neck and shoulders.

“Yeah,” Isaac grunted, then chased after his board.

Mallory did the same, and they paddled themselves back toward the center of the pool, where they could speak at a more regular volume.

“You didn’t even make it up to your feet,” the beautiful actress said.

“I noticed,” he grumbled. “Ask your question.”

Mallory smiled and tilted herself from side to side, creating small waves with her board. She feigned thoughtfulness, but Isaac didn’t doubt for a second that there was a preloaded question on the tip of her tongue. Definitely, based on what she eventually asked.

“Let’s start with a nice softball of a question,” the actress said. “Where do you hope to see our relationship go from here?”

Isaac blinked, wobbled on his board, then scowled as he righted himself. Mallory’s smile expanded. Yeah, what a softball. Delivered right over the plate, a home run hanging in the air.

“That’s a fairly open-ended question, Mallory,” he said.

“That’s true. Take it in whichever direction you feel is correct.”

Great, he thought dryly. Mallory’s jovial mood didn’t fade. So, this woman, for all her foundations and charity work, was actually something of a sadist. Good to know.

Unfortunately, after giving it some thought, he found his answer lacking. And even though it might have been safer to say what he thought she might want to hear, he opted for honesty.

“My answer’s not much of an answer,” he admitted. “I haven’t given the future enough thought to have one. Safe to say, this is not how I figured my trip to Maui would end up. So, I don’t know if I could give an honest answer—or a full one, at least—about what it is I want from… us. Hell, it’s wild to say that. I’m half-convinced I entered a Fragment the moment you opened your door last week, and I’ve just been living out my craziest fantasies ever since.”

“If you’re worried, I can provide a few pinches,” Mallory said. An approving smile followed. “It was a bit of a mean first question, wasn’t it? But I appreciate your honesty. I was curious if you had given it any thought, or if you’d try to guess what I wanted to hear. Or if you’d just admit you’re really only interested in the possibility of sex between us.”

“It won’t be just that,” Isaac said. “I’m not that skeevy.”

“I wouldn’t consider it skeevy, so long as you were upfront about it. Best for us both that way.”

“Fair enough,” he said, then tilted an eyebrow at her. “You know I have to ask you the same question once I win a round, right? Even if that’s a kind of boring way to play a game like this.”

“And I have thought about it a little, so ask away,” Mallory said, then began heading back to her spot.

Isaac did the same, determined to put forth a better second effort, at least by making it onto his feet for a moment. Once they were both ready, he and Mallory popped themselves up. This time, each managed a modicum of balance on their respective surfboards. But only a modicum.

Each wobbling, they had just enough time to meet each other’s eyes before Mallory’s board launched itself forward, practically making it back to the middle of the pool.

The woman upon it went back, smacking that fine, fine ass on the water. Isaac grinned and let himself fall to the side.

“So, how do you want to phrase your question?” Mallory asked, wiping water away from her eyebrows as she leaned over her board, feet treading water.

Having considered it while they grabbed their boards and reconvened, Isaac didn’t let himself get distracted by how nicely her current position displayed her cleavage. A precise question for a hopefully precise answer.

“Are you interested in me beyond just sex?” he asked.

Mallory’s lips framed a smile that could have set the ocean on fire. “As it so happens, I am. I can’t say I have anything mapped out, but the interest is there. Also, I continue to appreciate your directness. I knew this game would be a good idea.”

Isaac pocketed her compliment, stowing it away with all the others she’d given him. As for her answer, well, he couldn’t control his facial muscles. He grinned openly, joyously. Then he let Mallory’s breasts distract him for a little while.

The third round proved to be the closest of the three, with them both returning to precarious standing positions. They had long enough to meet each other’s eyes, fighting the inevitable. By a second, Mallory succumbed first, puffing out her cheeks as she hit the water.

“So, is it weird to consider dating a fan?” Isaac asked. “I mean, I can’t really pretend like I’m not one. Morgan and Alyssa sold me out long ago.”

“You sold yourself out the second you laid eyes on me,” Mallory said, waving a hand. “Your tongue nearly became my new doormat.”

“I was that bad?”

“Oh, yes. As to your question, it’d be a somewhat novel experience. In the fifteen years since I became something of a name, I’ve pretty much exclusively dated people with some manner of affiliation to Hollywood. That doesn’t mean we aren’t fans of each other, or immune to that starry-eyed takeover when meeting this or that A-lister for the first time, but there’s always been that connection.

“Of course, we share a different industry, so there’ll be that for us to bond over. We can snuggle up on my couch, and you can tell me about the absurd sights you witnessed the night before. It’s a fairly curated list; those of us who can discuss actual dragons and demons.”

“Dear Benefactor, today I saw a fiery serpent swim up a river of magma,” Isaac said. “It was terrifying.”

“Oh, I know about that one already,” Mallory said, chuckling. “In fact, I probably know more about the creatures—eidolons—in there than you do. I’m sure Raymond will have a list to hand you before you next go in, so you’re prepared.”

“But you’ve never gone in deep, right?”

“No, I’ve been just fine with a quick peek, and then getting out of there before anything dangerous transpires.”

“Would you ever want to do more than just that?”

Technically, he was asking far more questions than his recent victory allowed. But Mallory didn’t seem like that kind of stickler, so he got his answers.

“Honestly? I think I’m okay with a cursory look. Yes, I would be surrounded by some of the most powerful people in human history, but I don’t have the courage for that kind of adventure. The idea of getting stranded in there curdles my insides. Which I know makes me sound idiotic, because Kainoa can literally let us teleport back to him.” She sighed. “And yes, I know how it sounds. That I’m fearful of what basically happened to Jane in my movies.”

“The similarities are there,” Isaac noted. “Reality is stranger than fiction, I guess. No blame from me, though. I spent the plane ride to Maui trying not to have a panic attack, and those are incredibly safe. Safer than dragon hunting, which I’m ready to do. Somehow.”

“Indeed,” Mallory said, squeezing his hand. “Instead of real dinosaurs, you might fight one that’s on fire and was worshipped by an ancient people four thousand years ago.”

“Well, when you put it like that, it sounds ridiculous.”

“Yes, without my flavoring, it all sounds perfectly sane.” She shrugged. “Maybe someday I’ll work up the courage to see those caves you all have been mapping out. This Fragment is on my home, so I’m personally invested in it. One look wouldn’t kill me. Hopefully.”

“Would be fun to make out there, too,” Isaac said.

“Ohhh, so that’s what it’s about,” Mallory said, laughing lightly. “You’re not interested in helping me overcome my dread; you just want to grab my ass in a new location.”

Isaac leaned as far over his board as he dared, taking a long peek at said ass. It was as phenomenal now as it had been the first time he’d seen it—in a movie theater a decade ago. Maybe more so. It was easy to see why the producers had tried going all-in on her sex appeal for two Prehistoric Jane movies.

Snorting, Mallory splashed him, then climbed back onto her board. “No more freebies, though. You’ve got to earn your next question.”

It’d take a little while before he did so. Feeling like he shouldn’t try too hard to win this next round, when his board began pushing left, he let gravity do its work. Mallory either didn’t notice or didn’t mind.

“Are there any places in Hawaii you’d like to see?” she asked. “Or things you’d like to do—involving the islands, not the women on them.”

“I knew what you meant,” Isaac said, though he grinned. “And this is for all of Hawaii, not just Maui?”

“If you don’t want to fly, a trip to most of the other islands is as easy as booking a private boat ride across a beautiful ocean,” Mallory said. “A trip or two like that might be worth it. I’ve cruised around occasionally.”

“Do you wear bikinis like this one when you do?”

“Sometimes.”

Just like that, a cruise vaulted to the top of Isaac’s to-do list. Especially if he could convince Morgan to come along too.

“The Road to Hana’s a big one, right? An all-day trip too.”

“So it is. I’ve been.”

And would happily go again, based on the way her eyes shone.

“If I could get to Honolulu at some point, that sounds pretty fun. Another all-day trip, maybe one for a full weekend. On the activities front, all the usual ones, like snorkeling or parasailing, sound fun. I’ve done them back home. I’m kind of just a water-based guy.”

“Well, when you get to see bikinis like these,” Mallory teased.

When indeed. He may not have come to Maui for the sights or activities, but now that the island was his home for the foreseeable future, he no longer resisted letting it put its best foot forward. After all, his experience with a luau had to be among the very best in history.

As Mallory climbed back onto her board, he eyed her. By now, it was obvious that she had guided him down a road of her own. All her questions were about the future, about what kind of experience he wanted to have in Hawaii. First about her, now about the islands themselves. So, he wasn’t surprised when, after she claimed another victory, her next question followed the trend.

“Have you put any thought into what you’ll do after this Breakthrough is sealed?”

Yes, he had. Not enough, of course, given the subject. This was a mite more complex than deciding on what car to get. Which he’d also put plenty of thought into.

“Now that I know about all this stuff, I can’t see myself going back to a normal life. Maybe I'll pick up my studies again, or maybe there’s another Breakthrough somewhere where I could be of use. It’ll depend. I know that might seem like a cop-out, but I’m still so new to all this. There’s plenty I still need to learn.”

“A fair answer,” Mallory said.

“It’s something I’ll want to talk with the others about too,” he continued. “Morgan lives here, has a career, friends, a life. Adria, Lei, and Kainoa are all locals, so I imagine they took up the fight to protect their home. These Breakthroughs happen all over the world. I guess you could fly back and forth every month, while one’s new and only opening rarely, but it’s still a commitment. This seems a little like a military lifestyle. You go where the mission is, live where you need to live to be near the conflict.”

“Like it was for your father and sister.”

“Yep. I’m not sure I can do much more than wait and see how things go here—and how they feel after we’re done. I can’t be sure of anything, but I’ll probably want to stay involved in some way or another. I suppose it also depends on what my relationships look like. If the Mallory Laurent is begging me to stay in bed with her every morning, it might be hard to motivate myself to go save the world.”

“Oof, I’d rather not become that kind of nagging stereotype. No one ever likes the significant other in the story who does everything they can to keep their partner from answering the call of adventure.”

“Well, you might not be able to help it. You’ll just be so addicted to what those mornings feel like when I stay home.”

“So far, I only know what you can do on a workout bench,” she reminded him in her husky way. “Which is make a mess. Of me.”

Isaac’s heart skipped a beat. “Well, like we’ve discussed, I’ve got months.”

“You do,” Mallory agreed, then climbed back onto her board, ready for the next round.

Once he won, he let out a question that had been on his mind for a while—for days, in truth. It had swum around in his mind like an unhappy minnow, trapped but looking for a larger pond ever since their conversation in her garage.

“So,” he asked, “would you go for a threesome involving Morgan and me?”

An answer in the form of a knowing curl of the lips followed. Sure, it was possibly a little too direct, and it was certainly audacious of him to just come out and ask, but they both knew that it had to come up eventually. How could it not?

“It depends,” she said. “First, our relationship would need to be much further along. So, I hope you’re not making plans for a weekend getaway. That would be presumptuous.”

“No plans yet made,” Isaac promised. “Just curious.”

“I’m not… unwilling,” Mallory said. “Which I’m sure you’re utterly shocked by, knowing how attracted to Morgan I am. If the situation feels right, it could happen. That’s the best I can promise. It might never feel right, though.”

Isaac made himself nod. It was all he allowed himself to do. Otherwise, he might have pumped a fist into the air and grinned like an idiot. He’d save that for the car ride home.

“One more round, perhaps?” Mallory suggested. “I think I’ve slammed into my pool enough times to be ready to visit my sauna.”

“One more round works for me.”

Isaac blamed his distracted mind, full of fantasies involving two of the most beautiful women in existence, for how poorly he did in the final round of their game. Like the first, he didn’t even make it up to a proper standing position. His right heel landed near the rail, and then there he went. Like slipping on a banana peel, his leg went up, and the rest of him went back.

He hit only water, not concrete, so it wasn’t all bad. Mallory’s laughter, which was still ongoing even after he popped up out of the water, proved that it still looked comical. On her side of the pool, having somehow stayed upright while succumbing to this fit of laughter, Mallory doubled over, holding her ribs, and let herself fall face-first into the water. Where she continued to express her amusement, sending up bubbles. Isaac glared at her and kicked away from his board, swimming toward her.

Still fighting a few final giggles because of his spill, Mallory might have wiped more than just chlorinated water from one eye as she did the same. As soon as he was in range, Isaac splashed her.

“Final question,” the beautiful millionaire said once she was back in control of her faculties. “We once discussed outfits and wigs, but how interested are you in roleplay? Going beyond just dressing up.”

“Like, doctor and patient roleplay?”

Mallory eyed him, green eyes glinting in the sunlight. “Appropriate that that would be your go-to option.”

“Well… yeah.”

“That way, yes, but also for more specific roles. Like Jane. Like another of the characters I’ve played. Or ones that I haven’t, but are famous or desirable. As I said earlier, actors are still fans of one another. It’s not so uncommon a thing as you might imagine, so I wouldn’t scoff at you for having the desire.”

“I’d be new to that sort of thing,” he admitted. “And I’m not an actor, so I’d probably also look awfully cringy compared to you. But, uh, well…”

Mallory chuckled knowingly; she’d known the whole time, of course. “Jane, then?”

“That would be near the top of my list.”

“Make it and send it over,” Mallory said lightly. “I’m curious to see what will and won’t make your list. No promises on following through, but I’ll consider things.”

Swallowing, Isaac nodded. “I’ll, erm, think it over.”

“And I’ll be here once you’ve done so,” Mallory purred.

Delighted by Mallory's focus on their future, Isaac’s heart rate ran rampant. Of all his burgeoning relationships on Maui, this one remained the most surreal. If this game of question-and-answer was anything to go by, Mallory knew that. Now, they both knew a little better what the other wanted. For the weeks and months ahead.

As for today…

“Now,” Mallory said in her breathiest voice, “shall we visit my sauna?”

By comparison, Isaac could barely manage a strangled croak.

“Yes.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Showmanship

Knowing he would never pull off an unfazed demeanor, Isaac didn’t bother to try. He grinned as he and Mallory emerged from her pool, leaving their surfboards behind. He grinned as they shared her towel, and when Mallory freed him to fondle and kiss her for a few moments. And you’d better believe he grinned when the voluptuous actress grabbed his wrist and began tugging him toward their next destination. One in which not even the sun and sky would be privileged enough to witness things.

Along their brief journey, a thought entered his mind.

“I should have asked this during our game, but did you rush out here in that skimpy bikini only after I confirmed I was on my way?”

Glancing over her shoulder, Mallory shrugged. “You’ll never know.”

“I can make an assumption,” Isaac said.

“You can,” Mallory said, batting her eyelashes. “But you’ll never know.”

A branching stone path led from her outdoor pool to the three buildings that stood separate from her mansion. With them approaching the smallest of the trio, that left only her indoor pool unvisited. Soon enough. Soon enough.

Her sauna comprised only two rooms. There was the one they stepped into, where cubbies adorned one wall, stacks of towels and rows of glistening oils filling them. A mini fridge joined them, humming quietly as it kept the drinks inside nice and cool.

And there was the room he wanted to visit, with narrow glass doors that wouldn’t look right until steam blocked their visibility.

The room was deeper than it was wide, large enough for up to eight people to sit comfortably inside. An n-shaped bench rounded the room, with the parallel legs long enough for someone of Isaac's height to lie down comfortably. Would he? It depended on what Mallory had in mind. Regardless, he wanted to get in there. Now.

Sensing his impatience, Mallory brought the touchscreen by the door to life. Inputting a few things, her sauna awakened from its slumber. Red and orange lights appeared at the seams of the walls and ceiling, soaking the wooden interior in intensifying outpourings of heat.

“While things heat up in there, grab yourself something to drink,” Mallory said, pointing to the fridge. “Drink it all. If you end up feeling lightheaded, do say so. It’d be bad if you keeled over.”

“I’m not going to pass out in a sauna,” Isaac said, mildly affronted.

“You might, knowing what I’m going to do to you in there,” Mallory responded, smirking in her sultry way.

Well, that certainly dried out his throat. Grabbing them both something to drink, during the time it took for her sauna to heat up, Isaac’s impatience swelled like a bee sting. In need of a salve for this growing pain, he raced to finish his drink and say as much—but Mallory Audrey Laurent remained a step ahead.

Of a mind to make this room as hot as the other, after slaking her thirst, Mallory met his eyes and smiled. And then her bikini came off.

Amid his last gulp of water, Isaac nearly choked. Eyes twinkling, Mallory shimmied her shoulders, causing her untied bikini top to fall away. Isaac’s capacity for articulate, well-reasoned thought accompanied it to the floor.

Just like that, the bee sting vanished. The pressure, the discomfort, the spread—it all melted away. Mallory’s breasts deserved to be classified as a cure-all. There was no situation in which they weren’t a correct response, no time in which Isaac wouldn’t experience this same burst of exuberance. Like a sauna’s immense warmth. But better. Way, way better.

They were immaculately sized and shaped, as responsible as Morgan’s for his preferences. So perfect, so dangerous, for they forced his mind toward a flurry of enticing questions. How heavy would they feel in his hands? Could he get his hands all the way around them? Would his cock vanish when he fucked them?

Even though he had these answers already, his mind repeated them. Past experiences couldn’t be trusted, it said. Try again. Check again. Now. Go!

Aware of the effect her half-nude body was having on him, Mallory’s eyes retained their shine. Her magnificent breasts stood barely out of arm’s reach. Then, cruelly, rather than forward, she sidled back a meaningful step. She deserved the scowl that her choice shoved onto his face.

Escaping her bottoms, she took another infuriating step away. At least this one brought her to the cubbies. Selecting a towel, she wrapped it around her voluptuous figure, then raised an eyebrow.

“Are you planning to stay in your trunks?”

Isaac glanced down. No, he did not. So, off they came.

“Better,” Mallory said in her husky voice, taking in his erection. The next towel she removed from a cubby was far smaller than the one wrapping itself around her. When she tossed it to him, Isaac confirmed that if he wrapped it around his waist, it made it only halfway down his thighs.

“Nothing bigger over there?” he asked dryly.

“Not for you,” the actress said.

Forming a stack of folded towels in her arms, she also grabbed a bottle of oil. Squinting at the thermometer displayed on the touchscreen, her smile returned. Crossing to the door in five smooth steps, still wildly curvaceous in only a towel, she cast it open. Heat and steam spilled out, and Mallory breathed in, satisfied.

Without worrying whether he would follow, she stepped inside.

At the threshold where temperatures clashed, Isaac imitated her inhale as he checked the thermometer. One hundred and sixty degrees. Hot, but not obscenely so. Indeed, the touchscreen showed it could reach two hundred.

That said something, and not that Mallory couldn’t handle the heat. A milder temperature meant a longer stay. She was a woman who contemplated things carefully, who planned well in advance. So, yeah, he was now certain that she’d rushed out to her pool only after learning that he was on his way.

Shutting the door behind him, warmth leaped upon his skin like bandits on a train. He had some experience with saunas, usually to relax after a long pool session. He also, admittedly, had fooled around in them in the past. Just not with anyone of Mallory’s caliber. Until today.

Still wearing her towel, Mallory claimed the right bench. She placed the small stack of towels on her right, then the bottle behind them, as though to prevent him from reading its label. Indeed, she blocked him from stealing an attempted peek with one hand, then ordered him with a point to sit across from her, not beside her.

Rolling his eyes, he plopped down, already letting his towel fall away. So, now what? Certain she wouldn’t keep him waiting for very long, Isaac stared at the gorgeous woman sitting across from him. She stared back, a mesmerizing force from head to toe. For a minute or so, they sat in silence, basking in the heat sticking to their skin. At a regular cadence, steam jetted out of a few hidden slots. Each soft hiss sped up Isaac’s heart rate.

“How are things with Adria?” Mallory asked, breaking the silence—and not in the way he’d expected.

“Well,” he admitted. “We hung out yesterday. I went to her place.”

“And stayed for quite a while?”

“And stayed for quite a while.”

“But she isn’t aware of how… prolific you are, right?”

“In what regard?”

“Me, Morgan,” Mallory said drolly. “I’m sure if you’ve done anything together, she knows how prolific that is.”

Isaac withheld a grin as she nodded toward his cock. “Just wanted to make sure I knew what you were asking.”

“Mmhmm.”

“I haven’t given her the juicy gossip yet, no. It’s on the docket, though. Are you okay with names being named?”

“So long as it’s just her, you have my permission to share the general details of what’s going on between us. For everyone involved, it’s probably best if you do it sooner than later.”

“Yeah. I’ve been thinking about how to broach the topic. ‘Hey, so do you like saunas? Because I do. Want to know why?’ Doesn’t really seem like the right way to do it.”

“No, I’d give that method another revision or two,” Mallory said. “And yes, she does like saunas. I let her use mine from time to time.”

“So…?”

“If she’s up for it, you can use it together,” Mallory said, chuckling. That wasn’t the question he’d been asking, though it was close.

“You’re wonderful,” he still said.

A luscious set of lips curled in satisfaction. “I know. But I appreciate the compliment.”

Mallory finally looked away from him, and it was only so she could glance at the ceiling. After a few seconds, she seemed satisfied with whatever she’d been judging. Her towel fell away.

Isaac swallowed dryly, assaulted by an additional source of heat. He was far better built to survive hours in this sauna than seconds looking at Mallory’s figure.

While one hand grabbed a folded towel, the other beckoned him to raise his feet off the wooden floor. As soon as he did so, the now unfolded towel claimed the unowned space. A second went on top of it. And a third. Only then did Mallory let him put his feet down.

As the beautiful brunette grabbed the bottle of oil, things finally clicked into place.

So, he was ready for when Mallory, eyes gleaming in the moody red light of her sauna, kneeled on the spread towels. Ready, expectant, and thrilled about what was to come, Isaac held his breath.

“I said I’d enhance things for next time,” she reminded him.

Isaac only allowed himself to nod. Akin to the survivor of a desert plane crash, he needed to be very careful with the moisture he had left. Mallory’s intentions in this sauna were easily as dangerous as a day in the Sahara.

“So, scoot up a little,” she purred.

With the fast-twitch muscles of a swimmer leaping off their starting block, Isaac scooted as far toward the end of the bench as he could. All the while staring longingly at the woman who positioned herself between his legs.

Smiling, she flipped open the lid of the bottle, overturned it, and began coating his cock in glistening oil. To that end, she used far more than was needed—for her and for him. After she used one hand to spread the lubricant on his cock, most of the bottle’s remaining gift stained her breasts. Isaac’s throat constricted as she poured the oil onto their slopes, discarded the mostly drained bottle, and then spread things evenly with her available hand. Two hands at work, both amplifying his anticipation. She didn’t stop until their skin gleamed, even in the room’s dim light.

“Two rules,” Mallory said as she continued slowly pumping her right hand. His cock quivered and pulsed.

“I’m listening,” Isaac croaked.

“You’ll say if you need a break or are feeling dizzy. I don’t want to end up needing to explain to some paramedics how I almost killed you with my breasts.”

Isaac nodded.

“Otherwise, I’m not getting off my knees until you’re utterly spent,” Mallory said, letting him see the promise in her eyes. “This is the other half of the test we started the last time you were here, Isaac. Let’s see what this big cock is capable of.”

“And then what?” Isaac asked. “Do I graduate?”

“That’s up to you,” Mallory said, thumb gliding up the underside of his cock. “Remember what my first question was? I’m still awaiting a proper answer.”

Before he could consider giving her one, Mallory swirled her thumb over the tip of his cock, then removed her hand. She repositioned herself a little closer, angling herself so that she could surround his cock with her oily breasts.

One question received reconfirmation: she could almost hide it in its entirety. Only the tip stuck out, and just barely. Based on the look she gave him once his cock sat nice and snug between her amazing breasts, their thoughts had found the same tracks.

“Usually, I can make it vanish entirely,” she remarked.

“You’ll just be able to suck me off when you give me more of these in the future,” Isaac replied.

“Suppose so,” Mallory said, then went to work.

Isaac dwelled in a place that was a bit too sweltering to be heaven, but he preferred it all the same. Mallory’s glistening breasts gave him warmth, slickness, and bliss. Sweat and steam formed a coalition that not even someone from Tampa could withstand. His partner had chosen her arena wisely.

Also, was this not the second day in a row where a gorgeous woman had placed herself on her knees? Both had been of a mind to gauge his limits. And as far as Isaac was concerned, both their techniques were valid ways to do so.

Toes curling, Isaac offered a meager defense, which Mallory, wielding her body with experience aplenty, chipped away at. With all the oil smeared upon their bodies, her breasts practically glided around his cock. She kept them squeezed close, soft as can be, and oh-so-effective.

He felt her softness; she felt his stiffness. Slippery and hot, slippery and hot. That was one thing they shared. Yet while Mallory seemed effortless in her practiced, smooth motions, Isaac remained tense. His thighs spent more time flexing than they had when they’d worked out.

Mallory alternated between sultry stares, examining all the ways in which his face betrayed how good he felt, and bowing her head to admire his cock. Her rhythm was immaculate, steady throughout, quick but not rushed. It made his cock want to melt in the valley between them. Could a more perfect set of breasts exist? He wasn’t sure, and Mallory effortlessly stripped away his ability to think about other women.

“Getting close,” Isaac whispered within just minutes of them having started.

Mallory looked up, eyes shining with pride. She replied with only a single word. “Ask.”

“Let me cum all over your tits, Mallory,” he answered.

It wasn’t a request, but Mallory didn’t punish him for his disobedience.

“I suppose I shouldn’t expect a docile nature from a man who gets things like this from Morgan, Adria, and myself.”

“My ego can’t be contained,” Isaac agreed, puffing. He held barely enough oxygen to continue bantering.

“I plan to judge you extra harshly, then,” Mallory said. “It seems only fair.”

Confident that he wouldn’t disappoint her, Isaac nodded. “You have my permission to give me as many titjobs as you like, Mallory.”

The beautiful brunette snorted as she continued doing just that. Right up to the point where Isaac’s eyesight faded at the edges. Clenching his teeth, he trembled, feeling the pleasurable release building deep within. He held out for only a few seconds longer, and then inevitability swept aside his resistance. A hiss—it was all he managed to warn her with.

Regardless, Mallory made sure he erupted right as she lowered herself, causing the tip of his cock to emerge from between her breasts. As she wanted, the first of his eruptions splattered, thick and potent, across her neck and the underside of her chin. She held him in place as he climaxed, allowing him to make his mess. As his spent seed trickled down her skin toward her glossy breasts, Mallory pulled away long enough to grab the final folded towel and clean herself up.

“That’s one,” she remarked, hand drawing the rest of his cum out. Once he was fully spent, she eyed his cock. “Now, how quickly do you recharge?”

“Quickly, especially if you get back to work.”

Mallory smiled, cleaned off her hand, and returned to work. It took her mere minutes to confirm his truthfulness. By then, he was as stiff as a board, happily undertaking a second excursion into the valley between her breasts.

“Okay, not bad,” she said.

“It’s going to stay that way, too,” Isaac said. “There are already two other women living in Maui who can attest to that.”

“Be that as it may, I still want my own confirmation.” Mallory looked up at him, lust churning like a storm—the only kind Isaac liked—within her eyes. “I don’t think you mind.”

“I really, really don’t,” he agreed, struggling not to fall in love right then and there.

She was intoxicating to behold as she thoroughly tested him—also the only kind he liked nowadays. She could call him over for a do-over any day of the week—here, outside, anywhere she had in mind. Well, excluding the days that Morgan or Adria called dibs on him first.

He came, he came, and he came again. With each successive eruption Mallory witnessed, the way she looked at him changed. He’d seen this before, too. From Adria, though Mallory’s astonishment was more muted. Minus how eagerly she continued.

She didn’t even clean up after his third climax. Keeping her breasts pinned around his cock with only one hand, she messily poured the remaining oil onto the source of her efforts. The empty bottle bounced on wood as Mallory tossed it away, focused only on his cock.

Soaked with sweat, they had stayed in here a little longer than they should have, but Isaac knew he couldn’t be the one who called for an end to this bliss. Not while his cock was so happily cocooned between Mallory Audrey Laurent’s oil- and cum-soaked tits.

“I believe you,” Mallory pronounced as she pressed him ever closer to his fourth orgasm. “So, there are now three women who know what you can do.”

Grinning, Isaac slicked his hands with oil as he petted the edges of her breasts, then swept them toward her nipples. As stiff as any part of his body, he rubbed his fingertips against them. The pinching and rolling would come later, once they weren’t soaked in oil.

As he played with her, Mallory looked up from his cock. Her eyes radiated desire, awe, and something else. Plans—more and more of them. They formed behind the pale light of her eyes, shimmering, coalescing, finalizing. She now knew what he was capable of. Twice he had proven his worth. Now, she could truly begin coming up with salacious ideas.

Her stare was the hottest thing in this room, on this island. She was like a molten star falling through the atmosphere, warping the very air with immense heat. He would gladly bear the risk of burns. Like every movie involving a meteor smashing into the ground near the protagonist’s home, he rushed toward the impact, unable to stay away. His curiosity demanded it. What wondrous events might unfold if he edged closer? He had to know.

“Four will be enough,” Mallory decided. “If you say you can go for five.”

“Aren’t we going to shower after this?” Isaac asked.

“Yes.” Mallory bit back a lusty smile.

“If you’re going to test someone, you should be thorough,” he pointed out.

“I suppose I should.”

He came between her breasts for a fourth time in her sauna, sagging as bliss overwhelmed him. Five would happen. A break would help, though. As would feeling up Mallory’s tits in her shower, soaping them, cleansing them—then sucking on them as water streamed down upon them.

In that shower came number five, Mallory offering her thighs to him just as Morgan had a few days prior. When he mentioned that while fucking them, his hands groping her breasts, lips hot against her shoulder, she shrugged.

“I’ll be more creative next time.”

“Please do, but also, please don’t. Today was amazing. And there’s still more to come.”

“You want to go for six, Isaac? You were already running a little low at number four.”

“Not me,” he whispered, fingertips gathering around her nipples. “I’m in no rush to leave. Now, later, if you want your turn, just say so.”

“Before you leave, then,” Mallory whispered, running a hand down to the tip of his cock, massaging it as it pumped between her slick thighs. “I’ll take it on my kitchen counter.”

“You will,” he promised.

It was deep into the night when he left her place, and Mallory’s throaty moans—and a long goodbye kiss—swam through his thoughts as he did so. In doing so, he earned a fee on his rental—though he was aware enough to contact them and let them know that he’d bring it in tomorrow morning.

Otherwise, who cared? A stunning movie star saw him off with a wave, enamored by his stamina and virility, eager for his next visit. Throughout the afternoon, relaxing with her, getting to know her, and then happily reminding her before he left that she’d made the right choice when she’d given him this shot, Isaac recognized today for the incredible success that it was.

And by the time he went to sleep that night, a proper answer to her original question materialized.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Thy Chariot

Isaac had never purchased a car before. For someone his age, that wasn’t tremendously unusual, though maybe his total lack of involvement in the process was. His prior experience was nil, non-existent, totally absent. When he had turned fifteen, his father had purchased one for him. There had been no discussion about what car it would be, no father-son visit to a dealership or a used car lot. He had been informed that he would receive a car for his birthday, and he had.

That experience had left him with mixed feelings. On one hand, not everyone received a car as a birthday gift—or on any day where gifts were given. Far fewer received a shiny new car, no strings attached.

On the other hand, it was just another line in a long list of having no input on his own life. As nice a car as it was, as beneficial as it was to have a reliable method of transportation, it was what it was: a cold gift from a cold parent.

Adding to those mixed feelings, it had been Alyssa who sat in the passenger seat as he practiced. In the year leading up to when he could try for his official license, Isaac could count the number of times Christopher Matthews had sat beside him on one hand.

Regardless, as with so many of the major steps occurring in his life, he wished things were different—or that they weren’t happening at all. Because it would mean that Alyssa was still alive. If there had been a way to make that a reality, even with all that had transpired in Maui with Morgan, Mallory, and Adria, he would have taken it.

But that wasn’t the world he lived in, so the responsibility of picking out his second car fell to him. With money Alyssa had left him—so even now, she still did so much for him. Her best friend intended to do the same.

Having all but ordered him to wait until the weekend, Morgan had made it quite clear that she—not Mallory, not anyone else—would be the one who helped him through the process. Throughout the week, they had discussed the options available on Maui. Practical options, though Morgan, humorously, had reminded him more than once that he didn’t need to index too far in that direction. As she would do again today.

The plan was for him to pay in full and be done with it. He had the money for it, and he wasn’t looking to get some crazy import. So, his first time buying a car would again separate itself from most people’s first experiences. He just couldn’t find that balance, it seemed.

He and Morgan departed for Kahului, where most of the island’s dealerships were located, early that Saturday. If all went according to plan, they’d finish around midday. Maybe sooner, as Isaac was confident in the choice he’d made. But Morgan had advised him to hold off on making a final decision on any specific car until after a test drive or two, and he deferred to her wisdom.

“You don’t necessarily need to get something rugged enough to drive up Haleakala,” Morgan said as they cruised northward, giving a glance to the mighty volcano far to her right. “There should never be a time when you can’t ride with me or someone else. So, really, pick something you think you’ll enjoy driving around in for the next year or so.”

“I will,” Isaac said for the third time in as many days. He must not have sounded all that believable the previous two times. “But the dealerships here are Maui dealerships. As we saw, most of what they’re selling is ready for these island roads.”

“Sure, and I’m not saying you shouldn’t get an Outback or Crosstrek. They’re good cars, and Subaru is a good brand. But if you want something a little flashier or cooler, don’t feel like you need to make the practical decision.”

“Well, what counts as flashy and cool to you?” Isaac asked lightly. “If there’s anyone I want to think nice things about my car, it’s you.”

“And just why is that?”

You know.

“So you’ll want to join me in it as often as possible, obviously,” Isaac said, leaning over to kiss Morgan’s neck.

Morgan huffed, feigning insult. “So, I’m just here to remark on which cars I’m more likely to suck you off in? Is that it?”

“Did you think there was another reason?” Isaac quickly leaned away before his favorite redhead could swat him on the ear.

“Well, if that’s the case, you really should make sure the center console isn’t too high or too forward, so I can lean over easily.”

“Got it. Safety features, who cares? Stereo, nah. Gas mileage, eh, I’m a millionaire. But can Morgan Reynolds easily bob her head up and down on my cock when I’m taking her out to dinner? Now, we’re on the right track.”

Morgan snorted and brushed him away before he could kiss her neck a second time. “If that’s so important, you’ll want to check with your other ladies. If they’re unhappy, you might lose an opportunity here and there.”

“Already way ahead of you,” Isaac said teasingly, waving his phone about. “I’ll get them both to weigh in some. Adria’s at work, and Mallory said she might be busy with something, but they both said they’d check in as best they could.”

Morgan feigned hurt. “And here I thought I was special, that you only wanted my opinion.”

Someone’s rewriting history, Isaac thought, though he played along.

“No, I just want you to be the first woman who takes a ride with me in my new car, so that’s why you’re here.”

Morgan rolled her eyes but smiled. Brightly. “Fine. You’ve won me back.” She glanced at him. “I’ve got a few firsts in mind for your new car, too.”

“Adria’s got dibs on straddling me and having her breasts kissed, but other than that, everything else is on the table,” he replied, grinning.

“Duly noted,” Morgan said with a laugh.

Rolling into Kahului with the windows down, island scents carried on the back of trade winds took residence in the back seats of Morgan’s car. Notes of sweet pinwheel plumeria, the overeager intensity of pikake, known as Hawaii’s “flower of love,” and the ocean’s omnipresent salty tang blended into tropical unity. Another young day, disinterested in trying to make a name for itself, grew up into a pleasant adolescent. For two individuals hailing from a state known for its volatile weather tantrums, wanting to melt you one day, then drown you the next, some consistency was nice. When the weather was like Maui’s, doubly so.

Today, Isaac intended to mimic that consistent nature—mostly. Even if he was now loaded, he felt no compulsion to splurge on something flashy. The wealth left to him wasn’t likely to turn him into any type of collector. On top of that, none of the women he was interested in were car enthusiasts—and he had checked. Even with Lei, albeit more subtly.

A year: that was the minimum requirement for this car. It remained far too early to decide if this would be his new home once they sealed Maui’s Fragment. He had a lot to learn, both about himself and that other world. About the women he adored, too, and where their relationships would head.

At this precise moment, he couldn’t imagine wanting to leave, not with Morgan, Mallory, and Adria here, but who could say where the future would lead them? He’d yet to wade into those heavier, distant topics, even if they were on his mind. He had time. They all did.

So, he figured a car that could get him from Point A to Point B, even if Point B was the top of a volcano, would suffice. Something comfortable, something reliable. So long as Morgan didn’t hate his choice, they could be done with this in a couple of hours.

Her opinion mattered. Of course it did. In all avenues of his life, her opinion mattered. More than anyone else’s, truly. There were a few things, like cologne and fashion, where Mallory and Adria’s opinions weren’t far behind, but in the event of a clash of opinions, hers was the one above the others. If she liked what he was wearing, he liked what he was wearing. If she liked how he styled his hair, he liked how he styled his hair. If she liked what he was driving, he would like what he was driving.

And if she were in the car with him, well, they had already discussed why he’d love that.

Reaching the Subaru dealership, Isaac reread the text Mallory had sent him last night. Not the tantalizing image of her lying in bed, blankets only barely covering the places Isaac had caressed and kissed the other day. No, the one below that, in which she’d said she would reach out to the dealership’s owner. And so, the dealership knew Isaac was coming, and more importantly, they knew Mallory Laurent wanted him to have a smooth experience.

But wasn’t it nice to be in the good graces of a famous actress?

She had offered to let him use one of her cars, as Alyssa had. But no, he wanted something all his own. Mallory understood. She was happy to help either way.

Since he planned to pay in full this very morning, Mallory’s good word made for a suitable ointment. Contrary to popular belief, dealerships didn’t want someone to stroll in and buy a car in one big bite. Dealers made money from selling financing, which Isaac’s plan wouldn’t allow. However, Mallory had assured him he wouldn’t have any such issues; the price on the dealership’s website would be the price he paid. And her reputation would naturally help his salesperson swallow the idea of a nineteen-year-old claiming he was ready to drop forty grand on a new car.

So, Isaac arrived at the dealership expecting things to go pretty smoothly. However, he’d underestimated the sway that Mallory Audrey Laurent had. Because the hand he shook as he and Morgan headed into the dealership belonged to the owner, not a consultant, not even a manager. And he was ready to make pretty smooth into buttery smooth.

What followed was the equivalent of a red-carpet experience. After he explained which cars he was interested in, the owner pretty much ripped the key fob rack off the wall for him. Like a king accompanied by a servant carrying fresh fruit on the royal pillow, Isaac was given free rein to test-drive every car on his list.

He started with the Outback. If there were a winner of the Practicality Awards, it had to be this one. Though he’d never driven an SUV, he acclimated quickly. When he asked the owner if he could go beyond Kahului’s limits and spend a few minutes on the highway, he received nothing short of emphatic permission. Truly, the man seemed ready for Isaac to lick the steering wheel, which would then allow him to explain that it was made from the tastiest leather in Maui.

Morgan elected to stay behind for as many rides as she accompanied them. Instead, he regularly returned to find her phone out, fingers in motion. Not just once or twice either. Whenever she came along, usually electing to sit in the back, he caught her with her phone in hand nearly every time he checked the rear-view mirror.

What are you up to? Isaac wondered as he tried out a few other cars, then prepared to move on to the final car he was interested in. The WRX Limited, a sports sedan, and the favored horse in the race. Made more so as they peeked inside.

In unison, he and Morgan spotted it. With him leaning and looking through the driver’s side and her doing the same on the passenger’s side, their eyes connected in the middle. The center console sat far back, leaving an attractive valley between it and the clutch.

Morgan smiled and rolled her eyes. Isaac bit his lower lip so as not to grin like a lovelorn fool. Which he supposed he wasn’t. His love was no longer unrequited. Any time he started feeling lovesick, he could just take another drink of Morgan Reynolds.

“This is the car I’m most interested in,” Isaac explained to the owner.

That was all it took to launch him into a happy spiel about the car’s luxury features, especially once Isaac showed interest in the Limited version, which came with Ultrasuede upholstery, an 11-inch navigation system, and other niceties that explained the six-thousand-dollar increase over the base model.

While the dealership owner detailed all the positives of the Limited variant, Morgan approved with a single smile. It wouldn’t look terribly out of place napping beside her Audi. All while still firmly sitting within the parameters Isaac had set.

While his time behind the wheel didn’t offer the most thrilling ride of his life, especially with his week driving a Mustang still fresh in his mind, it settled his choice. This was a car he was happy to pick—and that was it. He picked it.

Then came the part where he committed to the largest purchase of his life. Sure, he now had more money than he knew what to do with, but part of him still winced as he prepared to offload over forty grand. So much. Yet not much to him. Not any longer.

Powering through that unease, he informed the owner of his decision. That put a smile as bright as sunlight on the man’s face.

While he put together the necessary paperwork, Isaac prepared to call his bank and let them know about his plans. According to Morgan, that was all he’d need to do other than sign a few things.

Relaxing with Morgan as the owner took care of what he needed to, he bumped into the beautiful redhead’s shoulder with his own. “So, who have you been texting all morning?”

“Whatever do you mean?” Morgan asked. She didn’t bother hiding a tell-all smirk.

“I saw you being a busybody all morning. Don’t deny it.”

“I’m not denying it. I’m just not going to give you an answer just yet.”

“That’s rude.”

“Anticipation is everything, Isaac. It makes things better; it makes things worse. Like how I’m anticipating the next time I’ll need to spend hours trudging through sweltering-hot caverns, sweaty and exhausted by the time I’m done. Worse. But I’m also anticipating the first time we go for a long, romantic drive in your new car. Better.”

One of those you’ll have to wait for a bit longer, Isaac thought. He couldn’t say it, as much as he would have liked to. Aria wouldn’t appreciate him revealing her existence, and how else would he convince Morgan that he knew when Maui’s Fragment would next open?

They all knew the rate was speeding up. That was one constant in how these Breakthroughs operated. Like a heart pumping ever faster as adrenaline flooded the system, monthly openings became tri-weekly, then bi-weekly, then weekly. And then multiple a week. Daily after that. And then you had a big, big problem on your hands, because the next obvious step was that it stopped opening—because it stopped closing.

Right now, a year into its creation, the Fragment opened roughly every two weeks. “Roughly” was the keyword.

So long as Aria was right, Isaac and the others had six more days to go before their next visit to Haleakala—and Maui’s Fragment. Sixteen days since its last opening. But Morgan and the others couldn’t know that. For all they knew, it might open tomorrow. Learning when required that they experience seven minutes of intense heat—that unique and unpleasant alarm bell—the preceding day.

“To me, both those things sound pretty good,” Isaac admitted. “I want to get up there again. A full visit, more than just looking around for a few minutes.”

“You’ll get your wish,” Morgan sighed. “I’ve promised I won’t mother hen you like I tried to do last time. But you’re going to listen to me when we’re there. Just like you promised.”

“I won’t mess around. I promise. When it comes time to go back, I’ll treat it like the dangerous place it is. I won’t get myself hurt, and I won’t get any of you hurt.”

He meant every word. And although he knew he couldn’t fully appreciate what a life-or-death situation entailed, he wouldn’t be reckless. Nor a burden to the team. As its newest member, he intended to be a boon, not a curse. Like his sister had been. That was his hope. To fill her role as best he could. And to reach such heights, he needed to listen to and learn from those with more experience. Even if they were all relatively new to their roles, Morgan’s ten months as a Bonded were ten more than he had.”

And let’s just hope my ability is useful, he thought.

Noon arrived, but no one got shot. Instead, capitalism reigned, and Isaac completed a colossal purchase. Paperwork signed, bank called, money transferred; there it was. He had bought himself a car. With every T crossed and I dotted, Isaac accepted the key fob of his new car and stared at its shiny blue exterior. What a strange past couple of weeks he had been through. So much change.

“A shame I can’t ride with you back to my house,” Morgan said as they prepared to do just that. “We’ll have to wait to christen your car in the way you want.”

“In the way we want,” Isaac corrected, and Morgan smiled.

“Now, do you want to know about all those texts I was sending earlier?”

“Yes.”

“Then follow me.”

She slipped into her car and buckled up before Isaac could fit in more than half a yelp of annoyance. As Morgan pulled out of the dealership, he hopped into the car—his car—and ignited the engine.

The drive from Kahului to Kihei was no place for street racing, even if the road was straight enough for it. With a modest speed limit of fifty-five and no interest in losing his license five minutes into owning this car, he couldn’t do much about Morgan’s head start. He stayed a car or two behind for most of the twenty-minute drive back to Kihei, where the road shrank to a single lane on either side.

When they arrived at the turn that would lead them toward her house, Morgan kept going. And kept going, and kept going, and—

And Isaac didn’t need any hints about their destination. By now, it had to count as a second home. He certainly didn’t mind, though he wondered what the two women had planned.

As he was about to find out, said plans involved more than just two women. As they arrived at Mallory’s oceanfront mansion, Isaac saw Adria’s car parked in front of the garage.

No way, Isaac thought as he pulled in after Morgan, mind sprinting down a delirious but enticing pathway. It can’t be.

“No, it’s not that,” Morgan said with an impish grin once they were out of their cars. “You can’t be that lucky, that quickly.” She nodded toward the gate. “We should see Kainoa sooner than later, and Lei will come by once she’s through with her last batch of lessons. Even Raymond should find some time to dig himself out of his research and make an appearance. This is for you, but it’s from the whole team, not just your ‘women.’ An all-day party. For the newest Bonded of the team.”

Well, while it might not be what he had thought it could be, this wasn’t a poor replacement. And until Kainoa arrived, it would just be Isaac and his three “women.” So, maybe he had time to see how much further his luck could carry him.


Chapter Twenty-Five

M or M

Like a noisy clunker giving everything it had to start its engine after years of being left in a junkyard, Isaac cleared his throat. Two sets of green eyes, one of emerald, the other of jade, swiveled toward the noise. Both feigned innocence. Arms folded in the doorway, completely aware that they’d only pretended not to hear as he and Morgan let themselves in, Isaac jerked his chin over his shoulder.

“Well, are you going to come look?” he said.

From where they sat on her couch, Mallory and Adria shared a look.

A step behind, Morgan peered around him, an impish smile on her lips. “He’s very excited about showing it off. If either of you dislikes it, I bet he’d go right back to the dealership and exchange it for another.”

“Would not,” Isaac protested, glaring at someone who was supposed to be on his side.

His scowl flowed off her like water over a swimmer’s cap, and Morgan shrugged and spun around, heading back toward the driveway.

By the time he tore his eyes away from her attractive backside, Mallory and Adria were waving at him to move out of the doorway. Arms remaining folded, he only turned his body, which allowed the ladies to slide by. Bringing up the rear, Mallory chuckled and traced her fingertips over his hip as she scooted past.

Nodding as though he’d scored some momentous victory, Isaac followed them to his car.

Once there, he stayed quiet as a pair of stunning women formed their first impressions of his new car. The latter swung inside right away, inhaling deeply as she shimmied her hips in the driver’s seat. With a satisfied “ahh” as she breathed in that new car smell, she tilted her head out the open door and grinned.

“I like it,” Adria declared. “You’ve got good taste.”

“Was that ever in question?”

“Do you offer free rides?”

“When I’m feeling generous,” he said, aware of the two other sets of eyes upon him.

Now, what to do about turning drives involving two people into ones that might involve three or even four? He couldn’t deny a jolt of excitement when Mallory smoothly slipped into the passenger seat beside Adria. As the two explored the touchscreen’s features, he salivated over the thought of a drive to somewhere secluded—and earned a playful nudge from Morgan for not hiding it well.

A short while later, Morgan slunk away, though not far. He didn’t even notice as she popped open her trunk. Not until she returned with two lumps. One was for him.

“When?” he demanded, accepting the folded towel and swimming trunks sitting on top.

“A woman never tells.”

She wouldn’t show him her bikini either, which she hid in the folds of her towel. Well, fine. So long as she changed into it soon.

“Do we want to start up the grill?” Morgan asked, looking at Adria. Interestingly, Mallory did the same.

“Sure, I can get on top of that,” the younger woman said, cracking her knuckles. “What am I working with?”

As a quick look into Mallory’s fridge revealed, she was working with basically every option under the sun. Every color too. It splashed them in their faces like a painter revealing all the hues they meant to work with for one final great work, a masterpiece combining every artistic skill they had developed over their lifetime.

“I helped where I could,” Mallory said. “Tried to keep things organized, too.”

Adria nodded, eyes moving from a tray of watermelon triangles covered in sheet wrap to see-through containers of tofu. From a shelf of bright-red apples and sunshine-kissed oranges to another that was as green and leafy with vegetables as a rainforest. Her fridge stored chicken, fish, and beef; it stored bell peppers, red onions, and an entire head of lettuce.

“Well, we’ve got some options, huh,” Adria said, mouth screwed up thoughtfully. “Do I get to have an assistant today?”

“I’ll do what I can,” Isaac promised, chuckling.

“Great!” Adria tapped her fingers on the side of the fridge door. “Well, how about we use this chicken and some of these vegetables to make shish kebabs? Mallory, do you have rice? Oh, and skewers. Kind of important, those.”

“Yes, I’ll grab them,” she said.

“I like the idea of kebabs,” Morgan remarked. “Whatever we go with, remember that well-fed women are happy women. And happy women happily wear bikinis in close proximity to the men who made them happy.” And then a woman who always looked incredible in bikinis ran her hands down her shapely outline.

“Shouldn’t a doctor wield a scalpel, not a sledgehammer?” Isaac asked.

Morgan just grinned and bounded off to Mallory’s side.

Jaw hanging slightly open, Adria blinked a few times.

“I told you,” Isaac whispered. “She’s a huge flirt. That never really came out in the parties you had before I got here?”

Adria shrugged. “No, not really. But I guess the only guys around during those times were Kainoa, who, well, you know, and Raymond… who, well, you know.”

“You’ve got a way with words, Adria,” Isaac said, chuckling.

The beautiful brunette shrugged again. “Allow me this one time to be flabbergasted. You might be used to Morgan being a flirt, but I sure as hell am not.”

“She said men, but she really means ‘person who delivers the good grub.’ So, you’ve got as much of a shot as I do. Remember, she and Mallory have made out. And didn’t you think it was at a party? At this house. Sounds like this is where the fun happens.”

Did that count as a lie? Wording it like he did? Because Isaac knew that the fun happened here. Hopefully, more was in store for today.

Adria clicked her tongue. “Childhood friend versus work colleague? Or just as bad, famous actress versus work colleague? I’ve got no shot.”

“Work colleague who happens to be extraordinarily hot and a way better cook. I know who I’d pick to snuggle up against.”

Glancing toward Mallory and Morgan, who weren’t so far away as to be completely out of earshot, Adria leaned in. “Yes, but you’re incredibly biased.”

“Not true,” he said, using the open fridge door as cover to kiss her. “I am always impartial in my assessments. That’s how you know they’re always true.”

Biting her lip, Adria’s fingers fiddled with his shirt. “I suppose I’m willing to believe you. Now that I think about it, I feel like I saw Morgan making eyes at you more than once when we were checking out your car.” She cocked her head to the side. “Maybe even Mallory…”

Well, there it was. Apparently, Adria’s perceptiveness surpassed their expectations. In just fifteen minutes together, she’d spotted Morgan and Mallory’s lack of discretion. But not his? He doubted he was any better—probably far, far worse—about cutting lingering looks short.

Either way, he tasted the opportunity in the air. Before he started salivating again, however, he reminded himself that he should first clear some things up with Adria. The question of how no longer seemed so tricky. Because Adria seemed more intrigued than annoyed about her realizations.

He could work with that.

Once Mallory returned with rice—brown and white, because of course she had both options available—and a box of thin wooden skewers, she headed outside to check on the grill. With an awareness that bordered on clairvoyant, Morgan threw Isaac a furtive look, smiled, and then again pursued her. He barely waited until she was out of sight.

“Who would you pick, in my shoes?” he asked, running a hand around Adria’s waist.

“Come again?”

“Between Morgan and Mallory, if you were me, who would you go after?”

“Where am I in this contest?” Adria huffed.

“Haven’t I already picked you?” he said, kissing the shell of her ear.

“Fair point. So, I’m picking who I would go after in a vacuum, or I’m picking who I’d want to get a threesome with?”

“Is the latter possible?”

Adria shrugged. “In this thought experiment, maybe it is.”

“I’ve never been part of a threesome,” Isaac admitted.

“Me neither. Is it on your bucket list?”

“Well… when I look around and see the appealing options.”

Adria chuckled. “Fair. Hard not to get hard?”

Vanilla tickled Isaac’s nostrils. An intoxicating scent, and Isaac’s hands moved on their own. He spun her around, and she pressed against him. Something in the air—not vanilla, though it helped—was getting to them both. Maybe. Just maybe this would work.

“So, who would you pick?” he asked, keeping her close. He needed to. They’d left the fridge doors open. Chill air brushed against his left, Adria’s right. And failed wholesale in cooling either of them down.

“Am I still you?”

“You can be you again,” Isaac said, needing a drink. Several options sat on a shelf within arm’s reach, but his hands refused to let go of the stunning Spaniard.

“It’s a hard decision,” Adria whispered, breasts against his chest, hands on his arms, her hovering only inches away. “Morgan, Mallory, I’m not sure if I could decide if one is sexier than the other.”

“Almost as sexy as you, I’d say. Gun to my head.”

Adria’s lips lifted at the edges. She kissed him again. “If Morgan really is who you say she is, that sounds like a really, really good time. But Mallory Laurent? Hard to pass up a once-in-a-lifetime chance like that.”

“So, what you’re saying is that we need to make a foursome happen, instead.”

Adria laughed but shook her head. “Maybe so, but I’ve got an actual answer.”

When she didn’t immediately give it, Isaac squeezed her waist. “You’re keeping me on pins and needles.”

“Anticipation is important,” Adria said, and Isaac nearly joined her in laughter.

Yeah, Morgan would agree with you there.

“I’m anticipating things so hard that I might spontaneously combust. And then who will man the grill? Or fuck you, Morgan, and Mallory?”

“Fine, fine,” Adria said, though she delayed answering by kissing him a third time. “I’d pick Morgan. I feel like I might learn a thing or two from her—and have a fucking awesome time in bed with the two of you.”

No arguments there. Knowing Morgan, she’d happily take Adria under her wing. A student of sin. It could happen. Isaac just needed to set things in motion. To advance them from the theoretical to the actual. From a discussion to an attempt.

“Okay, so you get on Morgan, then, and I’ll get on Mallory,” Isaac said.

“Yeah?” Adria snorted, then blinked. Like vision clearing up as she left a fog, she realized something. “Wait, you’re serious?”

“You said you want Morgan more than Mallory, so I should go in the other direction. Double our chances of success.”

Adria opened her mouth, but no words came out.

“Don’t want to take a real shot at it?” Isaac asked lightly.

“Never been crazy enough to try,” Adria admitted. She furrowed her brow. “You shoot for the stars, Isaac. I have to give you kudos for that.”

“Things have been going really well since I got here,” he said. “In large part because of you. It sort of feels like there’s a sense of momentum behind me. If you’ll let me, I will try to get us someone else to make out with at this party. Probably not an actual threesome, though. That’s probably pushing things a little too far.”

For today, Isaac thought.

Adria chewed on his words for a few seconds. They didn’t have long. Soon, he needed to go—and she and the others needed to change into their swimsuits. That might help his cause; seeing Mallory and Morgan’s jaw-dropping figures out by the pool could be a powerful motivator.

“How interested in them are you?”

This, he recognized, was a moment where the truth could sting, but a lie might lead to disaster. True, the truth might make an Icarus of him at this very moment, but a lie would open slowly widening cracks in the ground. Until they became fissures too wide to straddle.

“Really interested,” he admitted. “One’s my childhood crush; the other’s my celebrity crush. A lot of years spent fantasizing, you know?”

“And what you’re suggesting here, it’s not just bravado?”

He nodded, meeting her serious question with a serious response. “If I go for it, I’m confident you and I have good odds of kissing someone other than each other tonight. Most likely Morgan.”

How could he be so confident? If she had asked, he would have shared why. However, she didn’t. Either she knew, or she suspected, but she didn’t ask. Instead, she nodded.

“At this point, I feel like I’d be too much of a coward if I tried to talk you out of it.” She squeezed his arms and filled her lungs with a deep breath. A slow exhale followed. “Okay, let’s see if you’re on as much of a hot streak as you seem to think you are. Morgan or Mallory. I want to see you work, so I’m not going to go after Morgan. But you can. You get something going with either of them tonight, and I’ll—well, I don’t know what I’ll do. Build a shrine and start worshipping you, I guess. You’ll deserve at least that much.”

“You’ve got yourself a deal,” Isaac said, grinning. He then used every second available to him before Mallory and Morgan returned inside with as much emphatic passion as he could muster. And right now, he could muster a lot.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Solemn Kebab

He didn’t deserve a shrine or temple, and Adria really shouldn’t take the cloth of Matthews. If he deserved any form of commendation, it wasn’t for anything he might accomplish today. There was no uphill battle ahead, no grueling challenge to overcome. The hardest part of today was already behind him. What came next rolled down the hill by gravity’s hand. A foregone conclusion. Before the night was up, Adria and Morgan would make out.

With their challenge dissolved, he knew who the right choice was to go after. Maybe Mallory would be up for it, but he knew Morgan was. All he needed to do now was look like he was trying his best to win over the gorgeous doctor.

Or maybe you don’t, Isaac thought. You’ve been telling Adria that Morgan’s got a bad girl streak. So, does it need to look like it was hard to convince her?

Still, he would put a little more thought into his plan before enacting it. Later, though. Not now. Now, he experienced the jaw-dropping moment that he’d been hoping for.

After her return indoors, she confirmed that the grill was in fine condition and then headed upstairs. While Isaac and Adria shared glances, her footsteps echoed above their heads. Neither could resist grinning, half-sheepishly, half-knowingly.

Minutes later, the world’s sexiest actress—Isaac and Adria both agreed—reappeared in a deep blue bikini that was only nominally less revealing than the one she’d worn the other day. She accentuated it with a tropical-print skirt that hung farther down her left leg than her right. By a matter of inches, really, venturing only halfway down her left thigh. As she stepped off the stairs, finishing tying together the skirt, she looked up, whereupon she “noticed” that Isaac and Adria were still in the kitchen together. Yeah, sure.

“So, what’s the plan?” she asked after striding over to them.

“Shish kebabs it shall be,” Adria said, voice sounding slightly hoarse. She cleared her throat. “That sound good?”

“Sounds divine.”

While Adria fished through the fridge to collect ingredients, Mallory lingered long enough to catch Isaac’s attention. She said nothing, however. She didn’t need to.

“Wow,” Isaac mouthed, and that was enough.

Mallory smiled, then spent a few more minutes in the kitchen with him and Adria, helping where needed. Once it was apparent that they had things in hand, she sauntered back outside, joining Morgan, who’d yet to return indoors.

“Do you really think I stack up against that?” Adria asked, staring after Mallory as she vanished.

“Yes,” Isaac said immediately, having expected the question. “You’re on the exact same level. With my life on the line, I’m just going to have to flip a coin to decide.”

“Is that your impartial judgment?”

“Nope, nothing impartial about it,” he said. He met her eyes, holding her gaze, letting her see the heat she created within him. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and all that. It’s just that you’re so crazy beautiful that my vision gets all fuzzy when I look at you for too long.”

“I’m that dangerous?”

“As dangerous as my childhood crush, as dangerous as my celebrity crush. See, they had years to ferment into a pair of perfect fantasies in my head. But you? In less than an hour, I knew it was over; there were now three women for me to dream about.” Smiling, he shrugged. “But if you don’t believe me yet, I’m okay with you wanting more evidence.”

Adria bit her lower lip, eyes glittering with expectation. “What scientific method do you have in mind?”

“Let me show you,” Isaac said as he approached.

They spent the next several minutes compiling evidence next to, against, and upon Mallory’s kitchen island. No one came in to separate them, and Isaac lost all track of time. Hopefully, the two enthralling fantasies relaxing outside wouldn’t mind a mild delay to when the kebabs hit the grill.

Once they finally remembered the task that they’d jointly accepted, he soaked the skewers in water, then helped build each skewer with a single meat—chicken for the first set—and multiple vegetables. After completing the first set of skewers, Adria stowed them into a freezer bag. Finding a can of pineapple, Adria poured the juice into the same bag, mixed everything well, and then placed it in the fridge. They repeated the process for a row of sirloin tips, and then the kitchen fridge door finally earned a break.

“An hour of marination, and they’ll be good for the grill,” Adria said. “Now, the not-so-fun part.”

By the time they had finished cleaning up, Mallory peeked her head back in to check on them. Upon hearing they were on schedule, she poured lemonade into two glasses and headed back outside. Isaac’s eyes lingered on her captivating form as she did so. Oops.

“I don’t need you in here,” Adria said, smiling lightly, compiling things to make a coleslaw. “If you want to go out and get some sun.”

“Really?” he asked hesitantly.

Because she wasn’t just suggesting that he hunt for some Vitamin D.

“Sure. I’ll call if I need you.”

Despite himself, he grinned. He also spent the next minute pressing Adria against the refrigerator, thanking her for being so wonderful. Only once he was certain that she wouldn’t forget how much he adored her did he depart.

Out in the sun, two bikini-clad beauties relaxed on cushioned chairs surrounding the glass coffee table nearest to the grill, which was still forty minutes away from its next shift. Curiously, they sat across the table from each other, not on the cushioned white couch whose back faced her front yard. Wait… two… bikinis?

“Did you change outside?” he demanded. “And when?”

“Of course I did,” Morgan said. “And when? I’ve had plenty of time to shimmy out of my shorts and into this bikini. Been like this for ten minutes.”

In most circumstances, Isaac’s neck would have hated that they sat across from each other, forcing him to focus on one or the other. But Mallory had already gotten her inspection, and even if she certainly deserved another, Morgan’s first was due.

Wearing an all-white bikini with a ruffled effect, its owner observed with a teasing smile the way his eyes roamed across her. Much like Mallory’s bikini, it wasn’t outrageously provocative by design; it was just that an outrageously voluptuous woman had selected it. What could be done about such perfect shapes? Not a whole lot, unless Mallory and Morgan threw on ponchos.

“So, the grill is in working order?” he asked. He didn’t even look at it as he spoke.

The left side of Morgan’s mouth rose. “Soon to be the third hottest thing out here.”

Mallory rolled her eyes but didn’t offer a contradiction. Given her well-documented interest in the island’s most attractive doctor, how could she?

“Can’t help but notice that you’re missing a stack of shish kebabs. And an equally hot young woman to go alongside them.”

“We’re letting them soak a little. Adria walked me through the timings I should follow for each skewer, so I shouldn’t end up burning anything.”

“Ah, so you’re the grill master for today?”

“Figured I should. I know it’s important to keep beautiful women well-fed.”

Choosing to sit on the couch, Isaac quietly hoped that both women would leave the comfort of their chairs and join him. Alas, neither moved. Yet.

“Have you two put on any sunscreen?”

Morgan’s lips curled. “No, we were waiting for you, obviously. Bored out of our minds, knowing you’re inside, flirting with Adria. Just waiting, waiting, waiting. Wondering why we put on these sexy bikinis.”

“I’m sure you two were doing just fine without me.”

Morgan just smiled and shrugged. She was in her element, flirting like a capricious nymph bounding around its forest glade.

As they made a bit of small talk, Isaac’s eyes drifted back to the bottle of sunscreen. Chatter, listen, glance. Glance, listen, chatter. It wasn’t a habit that went unnoticed.

“We’re lounging in the shade, so not sure how necessary that is yet,” she commented.

“Yeah, but that could change at any moment,” he said flippantly, expecting banter as a response. Instead, Morgan rose to her feet.

“Alright, alright, I’ll rub sunscreen on you,” she said, leaning forward to pick up the bottle.

Though that hadn’t been his goal, he could hardly complain about the results. Echoing Morgan as she stood up, he hastily shed his shirt, only mildly self-conscious about Mallory’s presence. Seconds later, his breath hitched as soft hands applied warm white lotion across his back, working with appreciated slow deliberation. Fingertips spread wide, Morgan massaged as much as she rubbed in.

“Do you want to get my front?” Isaac asked Mallory.

In response, the stunning woman picked up her lemonade and sipped its sugary contents. In a “I’m not playing along with you two” sort of way.

Well, we’ll see how you feel about this, then, Isaac thought, and then revealed his goal for tonight.

“Adria and I talked about you two a lot in there,” he began. His own bait. And snatched just as quickly.

“Us?” Mallory asked, eyeing Isaac’s arm as Morgan had him lift it. Pressed up behind him, her breasts against his back, she placed both hands near its beginning, then, as if she were removing a wrapper from the longest candy bar in the world, propelled her hands all the way to his wrist. Far more slowly, she drew her hands back to his upper arm, thumbs pressing into his muscles.

“About which one of you she’d like to have a threesome with.” He glanced over his shoulder. “She picked you, Morgan. Well, kind of. She figured she had better odds with you. She’d take either of you. Obviously. She’s not crazy.”

“It’s a natural decision,” Morgan said, winking at Mallory. “Did she explain why?”

“Yeah, she thought you might be willing to teach her a thing or two. How about that? I guess she does want to be your protégé.”

“Another natural decision to make. I am a professional slut, after all. Attracting men and women wherever I go.”

Neither Isaac nor Mallory could deny that either. Regardless, Mallory folded her arms.

“For the person who planned, financed, and hosted this party, I feel like I’m not getting a lot of respect today.”

“You got plenty of everything you could want the other day,” Morgan said, tapping Isaac’s other arm. He lifted it, and she repeated her unusual method of coating his skin with sunscreen. “Isaac came home grinning like a love-obsessed fool. Exhausted, too. And he’s a swimmer, so I know he has insane stamina.”

Yeah, that’s how you know I have insane stamina, Isaac thought. He cleared his throat, reclaiming their focus.

“I may have also hyped myself up a little. I didn’t spill any important secrets, but I managed to get Adria’s permission to, uh, pursue you all tonight. To see if either of you is open to making out with me—and Adria.”

“Aren’t you a clever little sneak,” Morgan said, leaning into him. Her hands slid around his sides, then found his abs. Having failed to apply more sunscreen beforehand, the ratio of helpful to performative tilted further.  

“I figured it was the best way to do things,” he admitted, instinctively flexing his core. The heat of Morgan’s smile washed over his shoulder. “Otherwise, I’d probably still be in there explaining myself. The truth is kind of complicated.”

Morgan chuckled. “And would make you sound like a greedy whore. You greedy whore.”

Isaac grunted but didn’t deny that either. Still, wasn’t this the woman who had basically urged him to live a full, exciting life? She didn’t have much of a leg to stand on.

“You’ve put a fair bit of thought into this,” Mallory said.

Isaac looked away from the soft hands moving across his stomach. Meeting Mallory’s eyes, he nodded.

“I’ve put a lot of thought into a few things.”

The gorgeous actress nodded in return. She seemed a little more solemn than she had been when he’d first come out. “We’ll have to talk soon, then.” She waved a hand at Morgan. “I’m not overly interested in what’s being offered, at least not today, so you can take things from here. And you need to put some sunscreen back on your hands. You’re not doing anything for Isaac.”

While that wasn’t strictly true, Morgan shrugged. “I like my hands where they are. If you want to take care of the rest of his sunscreen needs, you can.”

Unlike before, Mallory hesitated. She saw it, of course. One final bit of dangling bait. Would she keep the streak alive by grabbing on?

Pale green eyes flicking between the two of them, Mallory’s sigh was a touch too performative to be believable. But there remained a speck or two of honesty in that feigned exasperation. A small truth.

She stood, and she didn’t walk away. Excitement drove through him like a thunderbolt as the gorgeous actress picked up the sunscreen bottle, then poured some onto her right palm. Working it onto both hands, Mallory stepped in close. Every molecule in his body tensed with anticipation.

She started on his chest, though she initially only rested her palms on his skin. A mishmash of warmth—from her palms—and cool—from the sunscreen—penetrated him. With Morgan also pausing her hand motions, Isaac teetered between impatience and satisfaction.

Eyelashes fluttering, a deep breath drawn in, Mallory met his eyes. Isaac waited, breathing shallowly. There… was something in those eyes, a solemnity that pinched his heart.

Should I have brought this up with Morgan when she was on her own? Isaac wondered. Yes. Of course, he should have.

He realized what he’d done and that he should apologize. With barely any trouble at all, he’d convinced Morgan to make out with Adria. And he’d done all this in front of a woman whom she had twice rebuffed. If that didn’t sting, what would?

This, he realized, understanding that he currently acted as a literal barrier between Mallory and Morgan.

Mallory’s hands slid down his chest, approaching another set of hands resting on his abs.

Morgan Reynolds was many things—provocative, impish, a risk-taker—but she wasn’t stupid. Nor was she oblivious or cruel. A huge flirt, yeah, definitely, but not uncaring, and never callous. No one like that could have become his sister’s best friend.

Isaac felt more than saw Morgan place her hands on the backs of Mallory’s. The added pressure was almost nothing, whispering of how gentle Morgan’s touch was. A gentle touch could still be meaningful—and active. As Mallory’s hands moved across Isaac’s body, Morgan was their navigator.

“Bring her in closer,” Morgan whispered into his ear.

Maintaining as much silence as the First Empire, Isaac obeyed. Imitating Morgan’s gentleness, hands on her sides, Isaac drew Mallory closer. She glanced down but didn’t pull away.

Their distance shrank from inches to centimeters. Millimeters, in fact. Her breath tickled his collarbone, but she didn’t look up. Silence crusted the surrounding air, and Mallory’s hands grew still on his body. Morgan allowed it. A moment passed, and then her hands journeyed to a new destination—a new body.

They landed on Mallory’s waist, inches below Isaac’s hands. As Mallory started, Morgan removed those millimeters. Two sets of breasts pressed against Isaac’s body, one against his chest, one against his upper back. For even as she pulled Mallory into him, Morgan pressed herself forward.

Before Adria, Morgan chose Mallory.

Rising to her toes to get her head over his shoulder, for the third time, Morgan kissed Mallory. So, what was different this time? No alcohol, sure. His involvement, yes, that too. But the meaning—the conversation that involved mouths but no words—that this kiss conveyed. Even Isaac could feel it.

Mallory’s eyes widened slightly, and Isaac witnessed another moment of hesitation. She didn’t melt into the kiss, not fully. Her mind didn’t go blank, reduced to mush while Morgan reciprocated some aspect of her desires. What was she thinking? What conflicts dragged down such an incredible moment? Whatever they were, they weren’t so great or so many that Mallory didn’t kiss Morgan back.

With Isaac caught in the crossfire, two incredibly beautiful women shared a brief but meaningful kiss. It was dreamy, unimaginably arousing, but also complex. Hard not to be, given the strange love triangle-but-not that they were part of.

The kiss ended, and both women inhaled. Eyes connected, bodies still pressed into the barrier between them, Mallory spoke first.

“I’m not sure if I’m going to look back on this first kiss in a good way or not.”

“Guess we’ll see,” Morgan said, matching Mallory’s mood. No, she wasn’t just a flirt.

Mallory nodded, and they spoke no more of it. She quietly finished rubbing sunscreen onto him, sharing a few additional looks with Morgan as she finished up. Isaac received a few of his own, though he struggled to intuit their meaning.

“I’m going to check on Adria’s progress,” Mallory said once he was protected from the sun. Without waiting for their reply, she beat a hasty retreat indoors.

Isaac watched her go, mind a churning mess.

“I feel like things got messy because of me,” he said. “I shouldn’t have mentioned that stuff with Adria in front of her.”

“You’re fine, Isaac,” Morgan said, rubbing his lower back. “She’s a big girl. She and I will talk about her—our—feelings down the road. If you’re needed at any point during that, we’ll pull you in.”

“Okay,” Isaac murmured.

“It’ll all be fine,” Morgan said, kissing the back of his head. “Now, I’ve got an idea or two for Adria. First, let’s wait until tonight.”

“Tonight? That’s hours away.”

“Yes, but it’ll build the antici—”

“Yes, it’ll build the anticipation,” Isaac grumbled. “And anticipation is the most important meal of the day. If I have to hear that word again, I’ll throw all of you into the pool.”

Morgan laughed, kissed his head again, and then detailed her plan. One that, of course, she’d come up with while making out with the world’s sexiest actress. Such a gifted multitasker was this woman that he loved.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Bonding with the Bonded

Just as Isaac finished forming a neat row of chilled shish kebabs onto the grill, Kainoa arrived. As he added his car to the small fleet gathering in Mallory’s driveway, the jovial man waved. Standing beside Isaac a minute later, he inhaled the sweet tang of pineapple wafting off the kebabs. Meat hissed and sizzled, juices falling between the gaps and puffing into tendrils of aromatic smoke.

“Perfect time to arrive,” Kainoa announced, grinning. “Listen to that sizzling sound. Dives right into the brain.”

“Best kind of earworm,” Adria agreed, watching over her hard work to ensure the kebabs came off at the right time.

As was only fair, they offered her the first bite.

“There were two of us in there,” she noted. “Join in the fun, Isaac. At the same time.”

At the same time, with the same kebab. Holding a single foot-long skewer loaded up with meat and vegetables between them, he and Adria looked through pools of rising steam, then nodded in unison. With flawless coordination, their teeth sank into the respective ends of one delicious conga line of grilled chicken, onions, and red peppers.

“I want you to cook every meal I eat for the rest of my life,” Isaac proclaimed after his taste buds finished savoring what they’d made.

“Let’s make it once or twice a week, for now,” Adria said, though she positively beamed with pride.

With the inaugural bites taken, everyone else filled their plates. A full spread of complementary snacks sat on the glass coffee table, Adria’s dip sitting center stage. Artfully placed bites of sliced cheese and bread gathered around it, joined by grapes on the vine, raspberries by the pile, mangoes in a clump, and an intentionally collapsed tower of crackers.

Was that all? Of course not. Mallory’s fridge needed emptying. While Isaac and Morgan packed a cooler with enough drinks to get them through an afternoon outdoors, the actress arrayed a second platter with blueberries, strawberries, carrots, broccoli, and more. By the time they were through, there were enough colors on that table to make a watercolor painter itch to find their brush.

Chaperoned by an approving sun, they filled plates, made cans hiss, and interrupted savory-sweet bites with pleasant conversation—and a heap of compliments toward Isaac and Adria.

“What a team we make,” Isaac said, nudging Adria with his elbow.

“Got that synergy down,” the tan brunette said. “If we ever need to defeat an eidolon by besting it in a cook-off, we’re sure to win.”

“And that could potentially happen,” Kainoa said mirthfully. “Early on after I had joined, Morgan, Cora, Alyssa, and I came across an eidolon who only wanted to play a few rounds of hide-and-seek. That’s all we had to do, and after we won enough times, it was more than happy to share what it knew about the caverns with us.”

“That’s the one you’ll probably meet in a few days,” Adria said. “Assuming he’s around. Little guy is a weird one.”

“What is he?” Isaac asked. “Or who was he?”

“We have no idea,” Morgan said. “He looks like some sort of half-clothed gremlin—and he has the personality for it—but made entirely of wood, kind of like a tiki carving. Alyssa was confident enough that he’s harmless, and he’s never given us any trouble since then. You’ll see. He should be the first eidolon you interact with. Alyssa and Cora cleared out his ‘domain’ of dangerous eidolons a long time ago.”

“And they stay that way? Eidolons don’t just… pop up in places like video games, repopulating the zone?”

“Not quite like that, but more can enter the Fragment. However, just like us, they have their own singular entry point. Alyssa believed theirs should be somewhere at the top of the volcano, near where the current Ruler likes to stay.”

“Could we pass through that?” Isaac asked.

“Nope,” Morgan said. “It’s supposed to be impassable for us, just like the one connected to Haleakala is impassable for eidolons.”

“Is that all true, Aria?” he sent with his mind.

“Yes, and be glad it has always been so, as none of you would fare well in the maelstrom of chaos that is the Great Beyond.”

“Noted.”

Isaac asked a few more questions while they ate, though he didn’t press hard for details. This was a party, not a place to think about work—even if that work involved the planet’s survival. Besides, when Raymond showed up, he knew he could pump him for more information at his leisure.

His arrival time remained up in the air, though Mallory confirmed via text that he was planning to make an appearance. As did Adria with Lei, who said she’d be along within about an hour.

Gravitating to the pool once their bellies were full and everyone was in their swimwear, Isaac and Adria coaxed Kainoa into putting his large body to its correct aquatic use. The splash his bellyflop made deserved a ten, even from the Russian judge.

While they showered him with praise, soon throwing themselves into the water as well, Morgan and Mallory found their first chance to speak alone since their kiss. Lounging outside the splash zone—and earshot—they quietly conversed. Try as he might to stay focused on the conversation between him, Kainoa, and Adria, his attention drifted like beach-bound waves toward them.

Based on what he saw, things went okay. Had he not been present for their earlier kiss, he wouldn’t have suspected anything might be amiss. Over the course of fifteen minutes, each gave the other time to speak, and no one scowled or stormed off at the end. To anyone without insider knowledge, theirs might simply be a pedestrian conversation about the weather or further weekend plans.

Not to Isaac. Overanalyzing every shrug and every nod, he hoped all went well. Desperately, in that way a chef’s mother liked their meal. You could never be sure how things would go.

Before he could find time to check in with Morgan, Lei arrived. Grinning, Adria launched herself out of the water and, still dripping wet, scooped her into a hug.

“Saved you a batch of kebabs,” Adria said.

“Hooray,” Lei said flatly, water staining her shirt and shorts.

“Mighty fine meal!” Kainoa said, waving at his niece from the pool. “Enjoy!”

Not long after Adria dragged Lei away, someone cleared their throat behind Isaac. Turning, he found Morgan relaxing on the pool’s edge, legs crossed. Lips curling, she called him closer with a wave of the hand.

Wading over, he laid folded arms beside her legs, then looked up. “All is well?”

“Sure is, but this isn’t a rundown of that. This right here is about that other woman you’re hoping I’ll kiss tonight.” Morgan nodded toward where Adria and Lei had vanished.

“Right, that grand plan of yours. I’d almost forgotten.”

Rolling her eyes, Morgan slid into the water. “Just remember to play your part.”

He would, and he did. By doing nothing more than staying by Morgan’s side when Adria and Lei, now with a full plate, returned poolside. That was it. That was the brilliant plan.

And it might just work.

They made only simple small talk, but Adria couldn’t know that. All she saw from where she sat with Lei was what he had seen when watching Morgan and Mallory. Two people chatting. About what? About some fun that they might get up to tonight? Was Isaac behind subtle or overt, coy or direct? Who could say?

Certainly not Adria.

To play her part, Morgan smiled often, raised an eyebrow a few times, and threw a glance or two of her own toward Adria and Lei. It was quite the performance.

“Guess we’ve got two actresses present,” Isaac said.

“I’ve spent my fair share of time around Mallory,” Morgan said. “You pick up a thing or two, you know? Like Adria will, should I deign to pass on my devilish bedroom talents.”

“She’s pretty good already. I’m not sure how much you could teach her.”

Morgan gave him a look as if he were out of his mind. “Would you go up to an astronaut and say you know space better than they do? No, of course you wouldn’t. That would be insane.”

“Weird example,” he chuckled. “Why not use the obvious one, Doctor Reynolds?”

“Because rude, egotistical dumbasses everywhere think they know better than their doctors. If we didn’t have to spend so much time arguing with our ‘super-genius’ patients, we could probably see a lot more people per day. It’s not so bad for me because of my private practice, now that I’ve cultivated relationships with most of my patients, but it was hellish during my residency at a larger hospital. On multiple occasions, I had patients who tore out their IV drips, then lied about it when the nurse found that it was out. They’d put it back in, and then it’d be out half an hour later. Like, the fuck? You need this medicine to survive, Bill.”

“Maybe they just wanted to keep dining on hospital food and keep getting visits from a beautiful doctor,” Isaac said lightly.

“Yeah, you’re joking, but that happened too. Multiple times. Oh, and I’ve had at least a dozen patients expose themselves to me, unprompted and fucking unwanted.”

“What’s the endgame on that?” Isaac couldn’t help but ask.

“The plot to a bad porno, I guess.” Morgan shook her head. “Residency is hell. Between the absurd hours, argumentative patients, and hospital bullshit, you pretty much stop being a person and instead get to live this new life as a sleep-deprived hamster on a wheel that you must keep always turning. Because falling off means face-planting into years of medical debt, now without a plan to pay it all off, and on top of it all, odds are good you’re now either an alcoholic or a pill addict. Neither of which makes for a lifestyle conducive to saving up.”

Morgan expelled a long breath. Chuckling, she spent a moment shaking her head, then ran a hand through her hair. Recomposed, she breathed in.

“Sorry. Venting about my residency was one of the few things that got me through it. One time, Alyssa stopped me before I got started, then proceeded to ‘do it for me.’ Damnably smug girl did such a good job too. Imitated my cadence, all my stupid segues, everything.” She grinned. “So, I guess I vented to her a lot.”

“What are best friends for, if not that?”

Chuckling, Morgan held up her hands. “I am glad to be a doctor. Now. But man, you just lose so much of your life during those times. You have no control, practically no free will. You grind it out, or you give up. The only time I ever missed one of Alyssa’s birthdays was during my first year as a resident.”

“I remember,” Isaac said. “I was probably sadder than she was.”

Morgan snorted but smiled. “Well, at least I can say it prepared me for high-stress situations. That’s paid off reasonably well at my other job.”

“Yeah, I don’t see my swimming ability translating very well when every river is made of magma.”

“But with Adria’s protection, you actually might swim in it for a few seconds. Maybe. We haven’t tested that yet.”

“If I found out my ability makes me immortal and immune to pain, I’ll give it a shot,” he replied. “Otherwise, that’s a bit too much for my hazing ritual.”

“Probably,” Morgan agreed. “But you’ve got a fire ability, so maybe you will be immune to magma. That’d be helpful. How about immunity to dragon fire? That one sounds really helpful.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice,” Isaac sent to Aria. “Did you and Jin pick me out an eidolon that negates either of these things?”

She gave no reply, though something that might have been her presence tickled the back of his mind. Intentionally left on read, and making sure he knew it? How cruel.

Shortly after cleaning off her plate with the appetite of someone who’d just gotten off work, Lei returned to her natural habitat. Unlike at the beach, however, here she took up Isaac’s craft, swimming a few laps.

Form’s not too bad, Isaac thought as he watched. One lap led into a second, then a third, then a fourth.

“I’ve been practicing,” he called when Lei next swam by.

Lei tilted her dark eyes toward him but didn’t slow her pace. “You need to.”

“Hmm,” Morgan whispered as Lei passed. “This brings an idea to mind.”

“I don’t think either of us is up for seducing her,” Isaac teased.

Rolling her eyes, Morgan splashed him, then climbed out of the pool.

Isaac tried splashing her back, but the water didn’t even tickle her heels. Staying where he was, he watched as she approached Adria and Mallory. Whispers followed, as did a couple of glances in his direction. Morgan visited Kainoa next, and he grinned and nodded almost immediately. Finally, she kneeled before Lei at the end of one of her laps. Like everyone else had done, Lei glanced toward Isaac. Turning back to Morgan, she also nodded.

The curvaceous redhead then practically skipped back to Isaac. “Come on, hop out. It’s time for a race.”

“Against the field? Really, Morgan? I’ll crush all of you. Even you, even Lei.”

“Arrogant little brat,” Morgan said, flicking her foot at him as he heaved himself out of the pool.

He batted it away, water pouring off his body. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

“I would love to… but I’d be lying. But I also didn’t set up that kind of race. So, shut up and come on.”

Isaac rolled his eyes but stayed a step behind Morgan as she guided him to one end of the pool, where the others had already gathered. Once there, Morgan stopped him with a hand, then meaningfully positioned herself with the others. Five versus one. It was their only hope, and it was still a slim one.

“Now, your sister and I have both hyped you up as a splendid swimmer more than once,” Morgan said. “Now’s your time to prove it. With a race. Five laps, you against us. You’ll swim normally; we’ll swim like it’s a relay. No stakes, just pride on the line.”

“Just mine,” Isaac said lightly.

“We all live in Hawaii,” Adria said. “We’re not bad swimmers.”

“And we’ll each get to dive in on our respective laps,” Morgan said.

“How fair for me.”

The stunning redhead smiled as she shrugged. “You’ll have to put in some work. If you lose, that’ll be quite the embarrassment.”

“I guess we’ll see,” he replied, shaking out his arms. “Fine, I’ll take you all on. Pick your order.”

For no sensible reason, because why did it matter if he knew their order, they shooed him away. Hopping back into the pool, Isaac swam a few laps, warming up his muscles. It’d been a while since he’d swam at full speed. Of course, it’d been even longer since he’d raced in baggy swimming trunks. Or without goggles or a swimming cap. Win or lose, he was hardly about to set a new best time.

It’s fine, he thought, looking at his opponents. One in equally baggy trunks, four in bikinis. No competitive edge there.

Mainly because they’d each get to dive into the pool. The fastest point in any swimmer’s race was off the block—or the rim, in this case. Launching themselves through the air, then cutting through the water like a knife, the best swimmers could go the entire length of the pool without coming up.

Because of this, there existed a rule in competitive swimming that required every swimmer to break the surface of the water before they’d traveled fifteen meters. But this wasn’t an officially sanctioned meet. So, Isaac didn’t plan to abide by that rule.

Upon seeing Adria and Kainoa heading toward the other end of the pool from the rest of their teammates, he completed one last lap. Morgan’s hand awaited him, and he grabbed hold.

“You all ready?” he asked as she hauled him up.

“We are. Freestyle, by the way. I didn’t mention that.”

“It’s what I assumed.”

Morgan nodded, then moved back to stand with Lei. Handing over her recently removed skirt, Mallory took her place beside Isaac.

“Admittedly, I’m probably the worst swimmer here,” the beautiful actress said. “Which I suppose is embarrassing, seeing as how I own two swimming pools.”

“That won’t make me go easy on you,” Isaac said, keeping his voice quiet enough that Lei couldn’t overhear. “And I won’t be bought by other means.”

Mallory’s eyes twinkled. “I truly doubt you mean that. I’m almost tempted to make an offer.”

Isaac hid a smile as he looked away, focusing on the watery path he would soon slice through. So, they were still good. Fantastic!

Nevertheless, he couldn’t throw this race; he had too much pride to do such a thing. Well, not unless she offered a lot. But there wasn’t time for those negotiations, as Adria waved from the other side of the pool.

After tightening his swimming trunks, Isaac dropped into a starting position. Grabbing the rim of the pool and staggering his feet, Isaac rolled his neck and sighted his objective. Mallory fell into the same position two meters to his left.

“Swim as fast as you can, Mallory,” Morgan said from behind. “He’s like a fish.”

“I’ll do my best,” the older woman promised.

A moment later, Morgan spoke a collection of words that Isaac must have heard at least a thousand times.

“Swimmers, on your mark.”

Isaac tensed, drawing himself in, focusing on a straight path from where he stood now to where he wanted to be in roughly eleven seconds. Mallory’s pool was a little longer than a short-course pool. Thirty meters, maybe?

Morgan held the final word in her lungs until they demanded she let it out, then shouted, “Go!”

Isaac propelled himself through the air with all he had. A thousand times hearing those words, at least ten thousand times going through these motions. At minimum. Even a year separated from his last competitive swim, his body remembered it all.

That first second in the air, head down, arms reaching forward to form an arrow. A reflection of himself upon the water as he soared. Then the impact.

Water detonated around his eardrums as he vanished beneath the water’s surface. Completely submerged, Isaac kicked his legs in tandem, propelling himself with more speed than most people would ever experience in the water. Ten meters, fifteen, twenty, twenty-five. His lungs didn’t protest at all.

He tapped the far wall of Mallory’s swimming pool, flip-turned, and then shot off the wall toward where he’d started. One breath then, and another midway through the second lap. He actually swam freestyle for this lap, and he would for the final three. Arms and legs in motion, he swam past Mallory, who had a third of a lap left. As he swam, he listened.

Thwoom!

That would be Kainoa or Adria. For their sake, he hoped they were proficient divers. It was probably the only way they’d make up the gap. Otherwise, Isaac might finish before Morgan or Lei, whoever they’d picked as ringer, hit the water.

As he completed his second lap, he saw Morgan making a face at him. He grinned, touched smooth stone, and flipped himself back around. That gave him enough time to see Adria swimming—decently well, too—about four body lengths behind him. Isaac shoved off the wall and raced past her.

At roughly halfway through his next lap, he heard Morgan or Lei dive in after him. Reaching the wall yet again, he found Mallory breathing heavily off to the side, out of the way. She’d stayed in the water rather than climbing out. Feeling comfortably in the lead, he grinned at her, too.

On his next flip turn, he saw Morgan giving it her all. She’d closed the gap somewhat. Now, they were only maybe two-and-a-half body lengths behind.

Kainoa turned out to be a reasonably solid swimmer, all things considered. With how blocky he was, Isaac had expected to increase his lead a fair bit. While that happened, it was less than he would have expected. Nevertheless, as he completed his penultimate lap, he knew he had this race in the bag.

Was Lei a good swimmer? Probably. Could a person be a great surfer without being a great swimmer? Probably not. But did time spent swimming in choppy ocean water translate to being an excellent pool swimmer? No, not so much.

However, that didn’t mean you couldn’t have also swum competitively back in the day, as Lei clearly had.

He wasn’t quite halfway through the last lap when she entered the water. On the breath he took at that point, he spotted her in his peripheral vision. A fast-moving shape flowed beneath a surface of water that was no longer calm and even. Like Morgan had, she stayed underwater for most of the lap. She gained on him. Two and a half body lengths became two, then one and a half, then—

Then she ran out of time to catch him.

Even with Morgan sweeping a wave at him with her arm, he smoothly extended his right arm and touched stone for the last time. A full body length and some change before Lei did.

As it should be. A part of Isaac actually felt like he should have won by more. Was he getting slow, out of practice?

No, they were all just competent swimmers, he told himself, drawing a breath into his lungs. Now, they burned a little.

A few seconds later, Lei did the same. As soon as she lifted her head out of the water, she clicked her tongue, looking annoyed.

Morgan laughed and patted the younger woman on the shoulder. “I said he was good, didn’t I? Besides, most of us have far more hair to slow us down. Among other things that can produce drag.”

“You wanted the race, not me,” Isaac said. “No excuses.”

“No excuses,” Morgan said. “But it was fun, wasn’t it?”

Yes. It had been fun. The winning, of course, but also the competition itself. It was something Isaac had loved since he was small: the effort, the contest, the chance to prove himself.

“We should give it a go every once in a while,” Morgan continued. “We’ll get him one of these days.”

“You won’t,” Isaac said, and he knew what those words would do.

Several other competitive souls narrowed their eyes at him. Only Kainoa and Mallory seemed more amused than motivated. With the gauntlet thrown, Isaac would now need to defend his title on a semi-regular basis. So, it came as no surprise when he eventually learned that his competitors had quietly met up one weekend and purchased competition swimsuits, goggles, and caps.

Seeing as all his racing stuff remained in Florida, he would need to do the same.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Watched Over

Like the friend who visited often but seldom stuck around for long, dusk was settling in when Raymond finally arrived. And, like the last time he’d shown up at Mallory’s place, he arrived with a box of research notes and books. Just one this time. Though not one himself, the leader of this outfit of Bonded liked having physical copies on hand. Given how much information had been lost in the flames of two World Wars, redundancies seemed like a good idea. But still, flash drives were a thing nowadays.

Isaac could only guess how many of those he had. As for rooms full of cardboard boxes, file folders, and books, at least two—but probably more. One was here. Though he hadn’t seen it but in passing, Mallory had given Raymond consent to use one of her mansion’s rooms to house documents like the ones he brought now.

It was a room for post-op reports about visiting another world. A room housing research on myths related to Hawaii, Polynesian cultures, volcanoes, and dragons. Anything deemed helpful might end up within. Currently, Raymond’s primary focus involved figuring out which dragon they were going up against. Not a simple task, given how prolific such monstrosities were in ancient and medieval legends.

But he took it on gladly. In his eyes, better for him to suffer the frustration of dead end after dead end than for his Bonded to get up close and personal with a dragon of unknown origins and temperament, where confirmation might only arrive as they were cooked or clawed to death. If he could figure out who their foe was, then they might find an edge. In most stories involving dragons, the discovery of a weakness or clever wits saw the hero to victory, not brute force.

According to Raymond’s research and Aria’s testimony, eidolons often retained the traits attributed to them by such myths. For Aria, that made her incredibly beautiful. But for a dragon, alongside its titanic strength and stone-melting fire, it’d be nice to find a weakness, be it hubris, a weak spot, or a curse.

Of course, even if they discovered something like this, Raymond didn’t plan for them to tangle with a dragon. Because of how little effort it was putting in, Haleakala’s Breakthrough grew slowly. That gave them time before it reached that dangerous point of permanence. As such, Isaac and the others could focus on obtaining some practical experience in the months before more experienced Bonded would be called in to deal with Maui’s Fragment. Unfortunately, Raymond viewed them only as trainees, not dragon slayers.

With every fiber of his being, Isaac hated this plan. Not the part where they accrued experience; that made sense. Just the inevitable time in which they found themselves sidelined. Out of the way. Like he’d been before learning about Creators and Fragments.

But what could he do? He didn’t even know what abilities he had yet. So, how could he protest the current plan for safe reconnaissance? Well, he couldn’t. Not without looking like a reckless imbecile.

“Raymond,” Isaac called as the bespectacled man hefted his box of research. “Can I come along? I wanted to get something from you.”

“Of course,” Raymond said, and Isaac toweled himself off and joined him.

“The others mentioned an eidolon whom they had to play hide-and-seek with,” Isaac said as they walked. “It reminded me that I was hoping to get my hands on a bestiary of sorts. Morgan mentioned my sister made one for Maui’s Fragment.”

“Yes, of course,” Raymond said, eyes lighting up. “That’s a great idea. I know exactly where it is.”

“Great.”

Together, they entered Mallory’s home. As his apparent biggest fan, Raymond had long pushed for his involvement in their work. Initially, Isaac had assumed that it was his father who had opposed Raymond’s wishes. But now, thanks to her letter and what others had said, he knew it was Alyssa’s doing. His father just hadn’t viewed him as a worthy enough asset to argue with his sister about it.

Arriving at the room that had become Raymond’s research bunker, he inserted a key and let them in.

It was a good thing Raymond knew exactly where the compiled bestiary was, because Isaac would never have found it on his own. It wasn’t that his repository was a colossal mess; it was just so full.

No wonder Mallory’s preparing a second room, Isaac thought.

Squeezing inside, careful not to bump into any towers formed from cardboard boxes, Isaac looked around. And let one exceptionally excited researcher run him through the fruits of a lifetime of labor.

The reports written by the group’s Bonded sat in two cardboard boxes on the right. Because of the slow rate at which the Breakthrough opened, his predecessors hadn’t made too many trips. About fifteen visits, that was all.

Of the twelve bookshelves in this room, all full by now—thus the boxes stacked before them—five covered Hawaiian history and myths, three focused on other Polynesian cultures, two strayed into generic myths involving fire and volcanoes, and two focused on dragons.

“Impressive,” Isaac said, and Raymond smiled broadly.

“It’s a work in progress. Back home, I’m working through your father’s personal musings, which I’ve only just gotten my hands on. He liked to keep his ideas to himself. Until he was certain they were worth sharing. I’ve long dreamed of having a chance to peruse his private thoughts.”

“Sounds like him,” Isaac said, vaulting over how Raymond’s glee might almost appear sinister. He was a focused, eccentric guy; that was all.

Depositing his box among those in front of the bookcases on dragons, Raymond bustled to the ones carrying reports from the Bonded. Moving aside the one on top, he rooted around for a bit.

“Here we are,” Raymond said, pulling free a thick blue binder. “Alyssa was dutiful enough to create a section of eidolons she thinks could be likely to manifest in the current Fragment.” He held it out.

Isaac accepted it with great care. That it was his sister’s effort made it even more meaningful. His heart twisted as he held it with both hands, looking at its coverless face. Even now, she still found ways to look out for him.

He didn’t open it there, not in that room, not at this home. When he sat down later tonight, safely alone in case his feelings overwhelmed him, he’d give it a look. And Alyssa another chance to help keep her headstrong little brother safe.

Mimicking Alyssa’s dutifulness in a different way, Isaac spent half an hour asking questions of a man whose life's work could fill a whole library. Giddy as a squirrel remembering where it had left its biggest pile of nuts, Raymond shared as much as he could.

There must have been a degree of catharsis at work. After years of working alongside—or under, more likely, even if not officially the case—Christopher Matthews, here was his son, ignorant of so much and interested in what he had to say.

Don’t put too much of yourself into him, Isaac reminded himself.

So far, whenever the topic of his father came up, Raymond grew almost reverential. It was clear he respected and looked up to him, and it had been Christopher who’d inducted him into the group two decades ago. With Raymond as he was, perhaps Christopher’s brusqueness had simply never rubbed him the wrong way. Unnoticed, like sandpaper scraping over water.

If that’s how it was, good for you, Isaac thought without bitterness. The fewer people left scarred by his father’s disregard, the better.

With the binder in hand once they finally departed, he stopped by his car to place it inside. Only then did Raymond jolt with realization.

“Oh! You got a new car.”

Isaac glanced at the man. What was even sillier was the fact that Raymond had parked right behind him. Eccentric and single-minded indeed.

“Yep, I’m its proud new owner.” He glanced toward a horizon now painted a mellow, deep orange. “Of about… six and a half hours. Got to be able to get around my new home for the next year, right?”

“I’m glad to know you intend to stay with us for a time,” Raymond said.

“There was no way I could leave the work unfinished,” he replied. “Ought to be a Matthews involved in all this.”

Raymond beamed at him. “I couldn’t agree more.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Rewards

Even though the race had been for pride only, to the victor went the spoils. Shortly after departing Raymond’s vault, Isaac sought Lei out, intending to interrogate her about her swimming skills. He knew the difference between a good swimmer and a good “swimmer.” Like him, she floated in the second group. An expected confirmation followed.

“Yeah, from four to sixteen,” she said, lazily lifting a fist. “Go Kihei Aquatics.”

Much like it was in Florida, winter was often more of a suggestion in Maui than a strict concept, so her experience as a kid lined up with his. Meets and events throughout the year, pools that stayed filled through autumn and beyond.

Although she’d never hyper-focused on the sport like he had, her love of surfing kept her in good shape for the occasional race against a guy who had flown in from the other side of the country. And her competitive streak kept her annoyed by the results of their race.

“There’ll be a next time,” Isaac said lightly, smiling. “And if you want, I give lessons for cheap.”

Lei rolled her eyes, but fire danced within them. Like serpentine paths, their goals intersected as they bumped into each other’s expertise. Chances were good that whenever he toppled off his surfboard during the coming weeks, Lei might be in a swimming pool like this one—maybe literally this one—knocking off the rust.

Good luck, he thought. I won’t lose easily.

With the final crimson-orange shards of twilight vanishing, Mallory turned on an impressive series of lights in and around her pool. Seeing his opportunity to have a quick chat with her, Isaac joined her as she headed for the control panel.

“So, I’ve been thinking some,” he said as she flipped on the first set of lights. “About some questions I couldn’t answer the other day. One in particular.”

“I’m all ears,” Mallory said.

“There’s a lot of stuff going on in my life right now,” he began. “Most of it is pretty crazy. Some of it’s absolutely crazy.”

“Much of it, yes,” she agreed. “So, is it a case of too much, too quick?”

Isaac shook his head. “It is a lot, and it is happening pretty quickly, but I’m here for it. I’m acclimating. By now, it’s more exciting than overwhelming. That’s where I’m at. Assuming we’re on the same page, I want to keep my weeks busy—and spend them with you. Here, sure, but other places too. Like our shopping day. Heading places, doing stuff, hanging out.”

“So, more than just wanting to see me on my knees or my back?”

“More than that, yeah,” Isaac said. “Your clothes don’t always have to come off when I’m around. I’m sure we can crunch some numbers and figure out a reasonable ratio.”

Turning on the last of the lights, the stunning actress looked at him for a few moments, then leaned in. Her eyes transfixed him, intensely beautiful, unblinking, making the demand before she spoke it aloud.

“This is the answer you’re picking because it’s what you want, correct? It’s not your way of apologizing for any hurt feelings that I may or may not be dealing with?”

“It’s not,” he promised. “This is unconnected to whatever is up between you and Morgan. Mostly. Hard to say I’m completely disconnected, seeing where I was when you two kissed.”

“Morgan and her poignant physical metaphors,” Mallory said, chuckling. “I’m sure the show wasn’t so bad.”

“It was not.” It really, really was not.

“It may be the only one you get.”

“That’s fine. I’m here for you, not you and Morgan. I don’t need a package deal to love seeing you.”

Mallory said no more. Instead, with nothing more than the tilt of her head, she directed them even further from the others. Into her home. Totally out of sight.

“Call me a bad stereotype, but I enjoy walks on the beach at night,” she said once they were assuredly alone—and when she could safely place her hand against his cheek. “They’re a little less crowded, and I can usually avoid being recognized. Give me a handsome young man to escort me, and I’ll be happier every time.”

“How about tomorrow night?”

Nodding, Mallory rubbed her thumb near the corner of his lips. “We can discuss other plans during it. We’ll figure out that ratio. I’m sure of it.”

Tilting her mouth forward, she enchanted him yet again with the softness of her lips. Tingling all over, ready for days, weeks, and hopefully months spent with Mallory Laurent, Isaac readily kissed her back. Almost, they found themselves drawn toward a more secluded part of Mallory’s home, where their clothes could safely come off. Only the sound of someone humming to herself separated them.

So, they stood a respectable distance apart when Adria bounded indoors, heading for the kitchen. She didn’t notice them at first, digging through the fridge to pile up some leftovers. Only when her arms were full did she spot them. At which point she practically leaped out of her skin, fumbling with a stack of Tupperware. Heroically, she kept any from smacking onto the ground.

“Oh! Didn’t see you two.”

“We were just relaxing a little,” Mallory said. “Who is that for? You’re not leaving already, are you?”

“Not me. Raymond.”

Mallory sighed. “I suppose an hour is the best we can hope for, huh?”

“Workaholic,” Adria said, then nodded at the leftovers in her arms. “But one we’ll keep well-fed.”

“Is he the kind to skip meals?” Isaac asked.

“You’ve seen how spindly he is,” Mallory said. “Half the reason for get-togethers like these is so we can provide him with enough sustenance to make it through the coming week.”

Isaac chuckled. With the moment passed, he and Mallory joined Adria as she headed back outside. As they did so, he noticed Adria’s eyes on him. They were a little wider than usual, full of awe and curiosity.

He offered her a playful shrug, neither confirming nor denying whether his time alone with Mallory had led to anything fruitful. It hadn’t, not for the three of them, though it might technically qualify as a step in that direction. Tonight’s “fun” involved a doctor’s plan, not an actress’s.

The fulfillment of that plan kept Isaac standing on pins and needles as the evening stretched. Roughly an hour after Raymond’s early departure, Kainoa declared his intention to depart. Similarly, he received a batch of leftovers.

Standing with one foot inside his car, he, Isaac, and Lei discussed Isaac’s next planned shift. Seeing as his shop hadn’t burned down in his absence, he seemed a little more amenable to letting Isaac continue helping. However, that didn’t stop him from triple-checking that Isaac was fine with doing so. Each time, Isaac confirmed he was glad to help.

“It’s nice to have something to do, you know? Even if it’s just once a week, it’s nice to be of some use. The free ice cream while I’m there helps, too.”

That mollified the large man enough to get his second foot—and the rest of his brawny body—into his car. Lei sighed and waved as her workaholic uncle departed.

“What a stubborn guy,” she remarked.

Yeah, it’s a family trait, Isaac thought.

Barely a minute later, a soft voice purred against his ear. “One man and four women. How lucky you are.”

Isaac glanced at Morgan, who smiled slyly beside him. “Yeah, I know it. Lottery winners feel less fortunate than I do.”

Chuckling, the voluptuous woman folded her arms and nodded toward Adria, who chatted with Mallory not too far away. “Dear Adria is getting a little jumpy. She’s thrown more glances at me in the past hour than most men dare to do.”

“It’s a big deal, making out with Morgan Reynolds. I know it firsthand.”

“Yes, but Adria’s going to think it’s the first time, so do act appropriately awestruck.”

“Am I never not?”

Morgan smiled and leaned into him. “I’m thinking in the pool sounds nice. Once Lei leaves, I’m sure Mallory has the wherewithal to make herself scarce for a little while.”

“Sounds good to me,” Isaac said, throat dry.

He had just enough time to slake his thirst before Lei departed. In as good a mood as he’d seen her, she smiled a few times before heading out—and once or twice because of him. He quite liked this more relaxed version of her. If he managed to develop into a semi-competent surfer over the coming months, maybe he might impress her too.

Once Lei declared her intention to leave, Isaac’s heart quickened. Now, he became the one who glanced about, like a person in the dark hearing skittering sounds in whatever direction he wasn’t looking. However, instead of fearing it, he couldn’t wait for the shadows to creep in close. Excitement, not dread, filled him to the brim.

By the time Lei reversed out of Mallory’s driveway, Isaac was close to coming apart at the seams. Even with all he’d experienced in Maui, he remained susceptible to Morgan’s favorite word: anticipation.

It churned his insides like a tidal force, increasing in strength with each passing second. Morgan needed to hurry up; Isaac didn’t know how long he could wait.

This anticipation went beyond tonight’s plan. Yes, the chance to kiss Morgan and Adria thrilled him, but he had an eye toward the future. Toward what would begin tonight. His hopes for tonight, his hopes for future nights. Days to come, weeks to come, months to come.

But first, tonight. Right now.

Without fanfare or announcement, slipping in like a teen past their curfew, the time arrived. Aware of his and Morgan’s plans, Mallory provided an excuse that sent her back inside. Almost immediately after four became three, Morgan made her move. Tapping him on the knee, she pointed toward Adria, who currently floated on her back in the center of the pool, eyes shut.

“Follow my lead, and you’ll have the night you’re hoping for,” Morgan said. “Count to twenty, then come in after me.”

Isaac spent a handful of those twenty seconds admiring her as she slipped into the pool and swam toward Adria. She glided noiselessly through the water, wildly curvaceous, her confidence magnetic. He didn’t mind letting Morgan take charge. Not tonight, not for this. So, he sat there, counting in his head, waiting for one very special moment.

As Morgan drew close, Adria opened her eyes. The younger woman rotated onto her side, saw who was approaching, and swallowed. A knowing gesture. From his vantage point, he spotted her eyes as they widened and saw her nod in a dumbfounded way at whatever Morgan then said. Then she shook her head, and then she nodded again.

Just as Isaac reached twenty, Morgan and Adria headed away from him. Toward the shallows, where they could stand more easily. Not to leave the pool.

Slipping into the pool, he seized a full breath, submerged himself, and shoved off the wall. Like during the race, he traveled from one end to the other with only a single breath. Mallory’s bright pool lights removed any chance of him sneaking up on them, but that wasn’t his goal. He wanted to be seen. They couldn’t kiss him if they didn’t know where he was.

Just so, as soon as his head emerged from the water, both women glanced over. Morgan smirked, and Adria looked awestruck.

“That eager, huh?” Morgan said. “I told you to wait a full minute, not a third of one.”

Biting down on the urge to call out her lie, Isaac shrugged. “Yeah, I am, but who can blame me for that?”

“Not I,” Morgan said. “But hold your horses; us girls aren’t done discussing your conduct just yet.” She turned back to Adria. “So, as I was saying, I hear my tenant has been spreading nasty rumors about how I used to be.”

“Facts, not rumors,” Isaac said.

Morgan shot him some side-eye. “If you can’t stay quiet, you’ll have to sit on the bottom of the pool until we’re done.”

Struggling against another urge to retort, he rolled his eyes and remained silent.

“I wouldn’t call them nasty rumors,” Adria said, still star-struck. “He didn’t frame them that way, and I don’t own any pearls to clutch.”

“Still, I’ve been working hard to cultivate the right kind of image for myself here in Maui,” Morgan said. “So, I don’t want too many people knowing about my sordid past.”

Adria nodded slowly. Sure, she’d heard it from him in the kitchen a few hours ago, but it was hardly the same as hearing it from the woman herself. Adria gave him another glance. He shrugged and motioned toward her with his hands.

“Ball’s in your court.”

“I’m no gossip,” the younger woman said.

“Yeah, I know, which is why you don’t see me drowning Isaac for running his mouth like he did. But are you interested? Sure, this guy fidgeting beside us has been salivating over me for a long, long, long time. But that’s his deal. Doesn’t have to be yours.”

Before he could defend himself against this completely true accusation, Morgan folded her arms and dared him to deny it. One more shrug for good measure, it was.

“And seeing as how I didn’t immediately blow him off when we were chatting earlier, I’m sure he’s riding high,” Morgan continued. Isaac couldn’t deny that accusation either. I am all for having some fun tonight. I’m all for maybe a little more than some fun on future nights. We’ll see how things go. If they go. Because I know you two have been spending a lot of time together. I’ve been hearing about how great that time has been for days and days. So, I’m not looking to ruin that for you two.

“That’s why I’ll admit—at the risk of inflating Isaac’s ego to monumental proportions—that I’m into him. I’ve been into him. You should know that. In this curious arrangement he’s been setting up all afternoon, I’m most excited about kissing him. Does that sit all right with you? Does everything I’ve mentioned sit okay with you?”

There it was: the question they had to ask before anything more could transpire.

Isaac hid his hands, formed into fists so as not to shake, behind his back. Nothing Morgan had said was new to him, but it still overwhelmed him to hear it stated like this. So, Isaac quietly exulted. Holding his breath, he awaited Adria’s response.

Going on a round-the-world trip, Adria’s eyes traveled from Morgan to him, from him to Morgan. She visibly swallowed. The moment of truth arrived.

“I guess I would have to see and find out. Gotta be honest, today’s given me a bit of whiplash. Hard for me to decide before the deed is done if I’m the jealous type, or if I’m really going to like this, or if I’ll fall somewhere in between. Earlier, I said I’d feel like a coward if I didn’t see where things went, and I’m sticking by that. Anything else, I guess I’ll need to figure it out afterward.”

“Fair enough,” Morgan said. “Just don’t keep it locked away. If things feel bad afterward, say so. We’ll understand. Both of us. Right?”

“Right,” Isaac staunchly agreed. “It’s a fun time for all three of us, or it’s nothing.”

“Well, okay,” Adria said, fidgeting from foot to foot. “So, now what?”

“I pick which one of you I’m kissing first,” Morgan said with a languid smile. “And I pick you, Adria.”

One of the most beautiful women alive closed the distance with another woman who could say the same. Adria stiffened but didn’t pull back. Instead, eyes widening by the second, she let Morgan press herself against her, one voluptuous body against another. Isaac tensed nearly as much as Adria did.

“Say no more at any point,” Morgan whispered, then led her lips to Adria’s.

They kissed. Morgan closed her eyes first, a second after their lips met. After drawing in a sharp inhale, Adria did the same. Two incredibly luscious mouths moved in tandem, Morgan in control, Adria accepting everything she was given.

After a time that was both too long and too short, Morgan pulled back. Just a matter of inches, but that broke the kiss. Both women opened their eyes.

“Not so bad?” the older woman asked.

“Nope,” Adria croaked.

“Again?”

“I could go for another.”

Smiling, Morgan shut her eyes and reclaimed Adria’s lips.

Isaac had been a third wheel before. A few times. Mostly without realizing it for too long, only for the anvil to land on his head at the most uncomfortable moment. Usually, the realization motivated him to find an excuse to leave.

However, this situation didn’t line up with those. Because he was effectively waiting for his turn. Which was rather weird to think about, but well, he needed to stick around. His turn would come. Soon. Eventually. Maybe. Perhaps by tomorrow.

Morgan and Adria made out, then made out, and then made out some more. So, there was that. As arousing as it was to witness two incredibly attractive women combine their passion into one, Isaac wanted to play, not sit in the stands.

Seeming to know right when his impatience would reach the red, Morgan opened one eye. With no real bite behind it, he scowled at her. She smiled mid-kiss and drew back.

“Someone’s upset that his turn hasn’t arrived yet,” she said.

Adria glanced toward Isaac, blinking as if he were a sunspot in her vision. She blushed. “Oh. Sorry. Got a little carried away, I guess.”

“It happens,” Morgan said, smirking victoriously. “I happen to have kissed my fair share of beautiful women.”

“Yeah, we know,” Isaac said glibly. “Now give her here.”

Morgan chuckled and pushed the younger woman toward Isaac.

Wrapping her in his arms, he kissed Adria. It felt like the right thing to do. Just as Morgan hadn’t rushed to kiss him first, he avoided the same potential pitfall. Yes, he was wildly attracted to Morgan. Yes, he lived with her, giving him easy access to that luscious set of lips.

That didn’t dull how strongly he felt about Adria. It didn’t stop him from hoping for invite after invite to her apartment, or to a beach together, or to anywhere where one stunning Spanish import could improve his day with just a smile.

That was why he put everything he had into his kiss. With a little extra on top as a petty way of getting back at Morgan for making him stand there for so long.

When their kiss started going on for longer than she liked, Morgan began sweeping her arms about, ushering waves toward them. Trying to snatch her wrist while still kissing Adria, Isaac flicked water off his fingertips when he failed. In response, she scooped up water with both hands and tossed it at his shoulder.

“You’re a child,” he growled.

“I own a house, a car, and a business. You only just bought your first true car, so watch your mouth.”

He rolled his eyes, flicking more water at her. Adria shook her head, smiling. Good. That was good.

“So, I guess there’s one combination left,” she said.

“If you’re still up for letting it happen,” Morgan said.

“I’d feel like a pretty big asshole if I stopped you two.”

“It would piss off the two people you’ll be spending hours with in a dangerous other world in a few days. Not that I’d ever forget to camouflage you or anything.” Morgan batted her eyelashes innocently.

“Yeah, it will just be the three of us, won’t it?” Adria said, slightly wide-eyed. “For hours.”

“But we’ll be on the job, so don’t get too many ideas,” Morgan said, basically ordering him and Adria to do the opposite with how she grinned.

“That’s then, this is now,” Isaac said. “Now, come here, Morgan.”

Morgan eyed him. “How long have you been waiting for a chance to say something like that?”

“An afternoon, give or take six or seven years.”

Snorting softly, Morgan approached. Both kept an eye on Adria. Not because they thought she’d hit the STOP buzzer, but because she might be lying about how comfortable with all this she was. If either of them detected any subtle signs of distress or misery, they’d stop.

They wouldn’t have to. Adria watched with wide eyes, barely blinking as another woman pressed her body against Isaac.

For the… eighty-third or eighty-fourth time since he had arrived in Maui, Isaac kissed Morgan Reynolds. This one easily launched itself into the top five, probably the top three. Isaac saw stars behind his closed eyelids, felt the cannon fire that was his heartbeat. He wished it had gone on forever.

But Morgan, showing off her… romantic wisdom, stopped things after a few seconds. A brief “first” kiss, then one more check-in with Adria. More would follow.

“Not bad,” Morgan said, skirting a playful fingertip across the corner of her mouth.

Despite himself, he blushed. He also glared at her. As always, that just improved Morgan’s mood.

“So, did we all have a good time?” one devilish redhead asked. “‘Cause I did.”

Isaac glanced at Adria, intending to let her answer first. Humorously, they rode the same wavelength, and he found her looking at him. Guess that meant he was up.

“I did too,” he said.

“Same,” Adria said a moment later.

“Well, Mallory’s not back yet,” Morgan said, pushing up on the pool’s gutter to give her a better view of the mansion. “So… shall we keep going?”

“Obviously,” Adria said. “You don’t just take one sip of a new drink; you’ve got to make sure you still like it after four or five.”

“Wise words, and the right ones to my heart,” Morgan said.

“I just hope Mallory doesn’t check her security cameras tonight,” Isaac said.

“Oh, God,” Adria said, chuckling, then outright laughing. “Oh, God. What is about this place that apparently makes me a horny idiot?”

“Could be the swimsuits,” Morgan said. “I know I’ve been enjoying the times that Isaac and I have swum together.”

Adria clicked her tongue. “Do I get an invitation to some of those?”

“Maybe some. But I like my time alone with this handsome young man. Same as you do yours, I’m sure.”

Adria blinked. A few seconds later, surely aware of what the gesture meant for their futures, she nodded.

And that just might have been the most important moment of the entire night. Morgan beamed at Adria, then pushed in for another long kiss with the voluptuous bartender, who occasionally moonlighted as a protector of humankind. More than just lips started getting involved, and both women put their hands on all the places that Isaac’s hands liked to go. Yet again, he ended up as the third wheel.

However, he no longer worried about interrupting. Muscling his way into the mix, he kissed lips, necks, and shoulders, felt up shapely butts and mouthwatering hourglasses. Both women eventually clung to him, embracing every chance to kiss him. He held them close, so hot that it was a wonder that the surrounding water didn’t boil.

And we’ll be very much alone for hours and hours in a place hotter than this, a part of Isaac registered. Less than a week away. And if these caves they would guide him through were as devoid of dangers as they said, then there’d probably be plenty of downtime. Breaks too, he suspected. Very, very enjoyable ones.


Chapter Thirty

Christening

As the saying went, all good things must come to an end. For Isaac, it was a very good thing that ended. So good, in fact, that he spent the rest of the night exuding unfettered joy. The two women responsible for his unchangeable mood chose different approaches. Morgan teased him whenever she could place a whisper against his ear, whereas Adria practically purred with delight whenever he brushed up against her. It happened often. Even when Mallory was around.

The mansion’s owner dutifully pretended as if she saw nothing. Like she missed Isaac getting a handful of Adria’s ass as they finally climbed out of the pool for the last time of the night. Like she missed when Morgan nibbled on his earlobe, her hand crawling across his abdomen. With only a showing of mild annoyance, a sigh here, a shake of the head there, Mallory bore their lack of subtlety. Isaac would make it up to her tomorrow.

But first, today needed to end. And yet, when they all finally agreed that the party was over, only two cars ended up having drivers. That left one sitting untouched in Mallory’s driveway.

Adria remained in a fine mood as she backed out through the gate, waving at all of them—but Isaac most of all. Waving back, Isaac climbed into his new car once she disappeared. Seconds later, Morgan slid into the passenger seat beside him.

Isaac and Mallory, who leaned by his open door as they finalized their plans for tomorrow, turned their attention to the beautiful doctor sitting in his passenger seat. One who acted as if there was nothing unusual at all about picking his car over hers.

“Morgan, I think you’ve gotten lost,” Mallory said.

“No, I’m pretty sure I’m right where I want to be. First ride is mine, by right.”

Sighing, the mansion’s owner nodded toward Morgan’s abandoned vehicle. “Will you be back tomorrow to retrieve the car you’re leaving in my driveway?”

“At some point,” Morgan said.

One mildly miffed actress ignored Morgan from then on. Returning them to their plans for that evening walk, Mallory sealed things with a swift but smooth kiss. One she was most certainly owed.

Sitting patiently the entire time, Morgan wisely kept any teasing barbs to herself.

“See you tomorrow,” Isaac promised his favorite movie star.

“And only you,” Mallory said, kissing him again.

“Would be more fun if I showed up,” Morgan muttered to herself.

A minute later, when Isaac pulled out of Mallory’s driveway, he had a passenger along for the ride. As her gate shut, he spotted Mallory shaking her head in an exasperated manner.

“First time doing this is mine, too,” Morgan said, then unfastened her seatbelt and leaned over.

They were fortunate that Makena didn’t have traffic. Because Isaac’s car didn’t move for over a minute. It sat there, still as a broken-down junk heap, right there in the middle of the road, a mansion on one side, an ocean on the other. Over a minute.

More than long enough for Morgan to bully him into freeing his cock, more than long enough for her hands to work their magic. All while providing him with a few well-aimed remarks about what she was about to do for him. In no time at all, he was as stiff as steel.

“You need to get this car moving, Mister Matthews, or Mallory’s going to get a show,” Morgan whispered, hand pumping his cock, thumb feeling for the precum that would soon begin oozing out. “Not that I suppose you’d be against that, huh?”

“You talk about my ego all the time, but you’re the cockiest one of us all,” Isaac said.

“What a choice of words,” the woman jerking him off remarked.

“Oh, shut up.”

“Make me.”

Isaac met Morgan’s eyes. Right now, shadowy green, with the barest hints of blue visible. He made both colors vanish by rushing a hand into her hair and pushing her lips toward his throbbing cock.

Greedy, luscious lips, eager to wrap themselves around his length. Everyone else had found time to kiss him today. But only Morgan would get this opportunity.

And she was the kind of woman to see it like that. This wasn’t a gift given reluctantly or half-heartedly. She wasn’t in a rush to get things over with; in fact, Isaac suspected she wanted to time his release with the very moment his wheels reached her driveway. That suited her to a T.

With his car finally in motion, and Isaac exhaling happily, Morgan’s lips slid down his cock. He could have removed his hand; it wasn’t needed, just as you didn’t need to restart your car after each stoplight. Still, he kept it there anyway. His next blissful sigh escaped his lips before he was fifty feet away from Mallory’s mansion.

She knew what to do to produce more such sighs. She knew the way he loved when she twirled her tongue, when she suctioned her lips, when she exhaled hot air onto his thigh when he was deep in her throat. She knew, because how could he possibly hide it? Every inch of him swam in deepest bliss, and it took all his focus to keep his eyes on the road. So much pleasure in one place. Most of it was his, but not all. Morgan wouldn’t deny it, either. She loved sucking his cock.

Before he turned into a satiated pile of goo, Isaac drove them home. His home for weeks, months, maybe longer. But first, Wailea.

No one first thought of Wailea or Kihei when considering after-hours entertainment. The same could be said for Maui in general. You didn’t pick this island for its nighttime activities. Even on a Saturday night, things were already winding down.

Those who joined them on the road headed for home, hotel, or one of the handful of locations that stayed open late. And of course, there was the occasional gaggle of late-night pedestrians walking along Maui’s many beaches, flashlights scanning the sand for crabs or sand dollars. Tomorrow, that could be him and Mallory.

Deciding he was spending too much time focusing on what was happening outside of his car, Morgan dropped her lips all the way to the root of Isaac’s cock. A raspy moan forced its way between his teeth, and he nearly let go of the steering wheel.

“I’m trying to keep us alive, Doctor Reynolds,” he groaned.

She merely shrugged and kept going. Heat smothered his cock, as great as it had been on that day in Kainoa’s shop. Morgan’s throat could match a supernatural event. Seemed about right.

They got closer to home, and he got closer to exploding. He’d guessed right. Morgan took her time, building him toward euphoria block by block, but in no hurry to raise the tower too high. It was a gradual process, with small breaks in between. If being a doctor didn’t work out, maybe her true calling was in construction. She knew exactly how to stretch a quick job into a much longer one.

Isaac moved his hand to the back of her neck, then slipped it under her collar. Spreading his fingers across the smooth skin of her upper back, he absorbed her warmth. He curled his fingers back in, then spread them back out. Imitating him almost immediately, Morgan teased him by doing the same thing on his left thigh.

“What are we doing this for?” her eyes seemed to ask.

He shrugged and focused on the road, hissing with panic as a pair of pedestrians decided the right time to cross the road in the dark, wearing no lights or reflectors on their clothes, was right now. While he didn’t have to slam on his brakes, they still received their first proper stress test. As his car slid to a halt, one of them, after spending a moment looking like a deer in headlights, lifted a hand in what might have been an apologetic fashion, then finished scurrying across the road.

“Geez,” Isaac growled.

Morgan pulled off his cock, grinning. “Gotta watch out. Distracted driving is dangerous.”

“Are you planning to stop, then?” he challenged, glancing in his rearview. Another car approached, so he got them moving again.

Morgan pretended like she was considering it, but they both knew better. He didn’t give her the worried look she was hoping for, nor the physical push to get back to work. If she wanted to make him cum right when they made it into her driveway, she couldn’t dillydally for too long.

Sighing, Morgan languidly slid her tongue along his wet cock, batting her eyelashes. Nope. He still didn’t look.

Sighing again, louder, Morgan flicked him on the thigh, then resumed her deepthroating effort.

Those sighs tempted him to speed up, to really make her work for her perfect ending. Unfortunately, the minivan plodding along in front of him had other ideas. With no good way to get around it, his plan died in the womb.

Morgan’s did not. Turning onto Ponana Street, one brief climb and one final turn awaited—and Morgan’s eyes glinted with lustful purpose. Sending him deep into her throat with each plunge of her lips, Isaac’s willpower crumbled from sturdy stone to frail sand. He hissed between his teeth, toes curling, his foot momentarily slipping off the pedal.

“Don’t you dare mess up the timing of this,” Morgan said with a sharp upward look, even as she dominated him with another skillful plunge of her lips.

Her head bobbed, and Isaac’s body shook. She was pure rhythm, and he was entirely arrhythmic. Smooth versus jerky, controlled versus faltering.

With the last shred of self-control he possessed, he turned into her driveway, wheels bumping as they climbed the pavement’s lip. Into the driveway, stopping right there, putting them in park. There wasn’t time to let the garage door lazily climb up. This would have to suffice.

So, maybe she could say that he was at fault. Her timing was flawless, naturally. Even if she needed four more rapturous plunges of her plush, wet lips after he put them in park to shatter him. But all things considered, it was hard to criticize a woman who deepthroated you like Morgan Reynolds could.

Isaac came alive like the lights of a stadium. Section by section, spreading until all was illuminated, pleasure engulfed him. Isaac’s hips bucked, all self-control departing. He erupted.

“Fuck, Morgan!” he hissed, expelling the last puffs of breath in his lungs. They stopped working there for a few seconds. All he could do was send things out of his body, not bring anything in.

Morgan received all that she’d hoped for. With each euphoric spasm his cock experienced, he emptied more of himself into her throat. Eyes shining with excitement, she kept him in her throat until his cock stopped twitching, until Isaac’s pleasure receded to a manageable amount. He gasped and tottered, shivering as Morgan withdrew her lips from his cock, leaving it covered in a sheen of saliva and cum.

Her lips curled into a catlike smile. “Shall we slide your nice car into my cozy garage, then see where else you can slide that nice cock of yours into me?”

“What other places?” he panted.

That smile grew. “Perhaps between my breasts, perhaps between my ass.”

Isaac’s hopes plummeted. His shoulders visibly drooped.

Morgan’s eyes kept on shining, however. “Where were you hoping to put that big, thick cock, hmm?”

“You know where.”

“You haven’t even been living with me for two weeks yet. How could we already start fucking?”

“Say that’s a rule you actually followed back in the day.”

Morgan shrugged. “A new me, a new rule. This me only wants Isaac Matthews, and maybe whatever other women he’d be interested in seeing me make out with. Does that sound so bad?”

Isaac swallowed. No, no, it did not. He shook his head.

“Don’t you know how I work?” Morgan asked, rubbing his thigh. His cock’s revival was already well underway. She knew how he worked, too. “I have a schedule in mind, and it won’t disappoint you. Trust me.”

He did, and so he would. Sighing, he nodded.

They headed inside. Both—that was his answer. Between her breasts, first, but then between her ass. Sighing about how she was spoiling him, she let him have both. And then she let him do plenty more for her.


Chapter Thirty-One

Experiment

When Isaac next awoke, five days remained before he set foot in another world. That meant four days before another heatstroke event. Three before his next shift with Lei. One before Morgan headed back to work. Thirteen hours before he and Mallory shared a romantic walk—the first of many—along a beach. Two before he and Morgan drove over to get her car. And sixteen minutes before he made Morgan climax.

He was going to be busy. In the best way possible. Spending time with some of the most incredible women on Maui. Or anywhere. And when his time with one ended, his time with another usually began. Or it was only hours away. Never more than a few. His Maui experience didn’t allow any droughts.

Now, to be certain, Isaac spent some of that week stressing over Friday’s coming visit to another world. How could he not? Even if by all accounts it wouldn’t be dangerous in the slightest, such accounts often got things wrong. He still meant what he’d told Morgan: he wouldn’t make problems for the group. An asset or not involved, those were the only two options he allowed himself.

And so, there was one other morning activity that he got up to, following the five climaxes he provided—and the one he received—before climbing out of bed. Tossing the last chunk of a granola bar into his mouth, Isaac returned to his original bedroom. To his original bed, where Alyssa’s bestiary, thick as can be, waited.

Two hands, one brimming with enthusiasm, the other choked with pain, picked it up. Trying to temper both emotions, Isaac settled onto his bed, drew in a steadying breath, and let himself soak in his sister’s brilliance.

Each sentence was a reminder that this was all he had left of her. Words like these, or like her letter, were all that remained. Yet he still found comfort in holding this binder. It was the first of many, not the last, as he’d believed the letter to be. How many Fragments had she delved into? How many reports had she written? How many bestiaries were out there?

With the type of certainty that could withstand a plasma cutter, Isaac knew he would read them all. Whether it took him a year or ten, he would. If he could, just like this. Holding a tactile object. Yeah, he knew he could save himself some time by simply asking Raymond for a flash drive or twenty, but there was something soothing about holding her guidance, not just tapping documents on a Google Drive.

Alyssa was, as she had always been, impressively thorough. Isaac skimmed a table of contents before fully focusing on a brief foreword. In it, his sister reminded potential readers that these were theories, not facts, and that eidolons often possessed capabilities that could not be researched outside of a Fragment. Too many belonged to cultures that were long gone, with little to nothing of their lore left behind. Besides, plenty of eidolons would have connections to multiple cultures, and it was often difficult to guess which had had a stronger influence on who they were and what they could do. So, best to be cautious and alert when dealing with any eidolon, even those that Alyssa personally viewed as unthreatening or even friendly.

Then she provided a standardized template of what each entry would hold.

Historical names—or theorized ones, if that link couldn’t be certain—for the eidolon in question, then information, in as much detail as was available, on its typical appearance, personality, and abilities. Weaknesses to exploit, resistances and immunities to be wary of. She also spared at least a page or two theorizing about abilities that the eidolon might have but hadn’t had time to show.

Before you destroyed it, Isaac thought, understanding the implication.

Unsurprisingly, many of the heroes, spirits, and creatures within the bestiary came from Hawaiian history or myth. Like the Fragment’s first Ruler, a Nightmarcher, a deadly warrior said to march between dusk and dawn. Alyssa described it here as exceptionally durable, requiring her and Cora’s combined efforts to take down.

Other encountered eidolons belonged to Polynesian culture rather than strictly Hawaiian culture. Some had none to either, but their connection to fire, volcanoes, or islands had been enough to make them “suitable” for Maui’s Fragment. That was the word she used, and Raymond would later confirm via text that even non-Rulers needed some tenuous connection to a Fragment to take up residence within it.

Finally, skimming his way to a section on eidolons that Alyssa deemed reasonable to encounter one day, Isaac perused long lists she had thankfully grouped by culture, with only a paragraph or so on each. Which was good, as there were hundreds of “potential” eidolons, while Alyssa had only encountered around a hundred in the flesh.

So, she didn’t elaborate overmuch on the Mo‘o, shapeshifting lizards who sometimes could manipulate the weather and often turned to stone when slain. Or the Ponaturi, a group of goblin-adjacent creatures who lived beneath the sea by day, dreading the daylight that was fatal to them.

Who could be sure what powers eidolon versions of these might have? As such, Alyssa again advised caution. She did the same for the Kaupe, a malevolent spirit who ate people, the Maero, often depicted as giants wielding stone clubs, and the Cherufe, another man-eating monster. That last one belonged to the Mapuche people of Chile, whose nasty monster dwelled within magma pools, inciting earthquakes and volcanic eruptions.

It's crazy that I now need to recognize that all these things could be real, Isaac thought to himself. And many would want to eat me, apparently.

Of course, no less crazy—at least to pre-First Empire Isaac—was his planned experiment for the morning. After spending about forty-five minutes scanning the bestiary and then properly diving into the first few, he reached out to Aria.

“Could I come visit you now? I want to test something.”

“Yes,” a smooth voice said within his mind.

Though unnecessary, Isaac shut his eyes. He waited a moment, then—yes, there it was. A change in temperature, the sounds he associated with Morgan’s home vanishing in an instant. He opened his eyes.

Mildly disappointing, he found himself in a place he had already visited. Heaven’s Pillar rose to staggering heights above him. An inconceivable number of books, scrolls, and etched stone carvings sat on their shelves, gloating at Isaac, who, even if he spent the rest of his life here, wouldn’t make a dent in the mystical repository.

Sighing as he stood, he found Aria, in a toga like last time, standing nearby.

“You were hoping for a different outcome?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he admitted. “Like, maybe a more curated version of this humongous library. One I might actually make use of.”

The silver-haired woman looked at him, eyes so blue as to be his only reminder of what the sky looked like. In this reproduction of a place that actually existed in the Great Beyond, there was no ceiling or sky, but a golden light that, like fog, grew too dense to pierce.

“I understand,” she said, then seemed almost thoughtful. “Perhaps there is something I could do to assist you in this.”

“Really? Can we try it now?”

But a woman who might be able to claim that she was the most beautiful woman in two worlds he knew about shook her head. “It’s possible this is a precise recreation of Heaven’s Pillar. If that’s the case, then one of its librarians could advise us on where to look. Your hope is that you might manage more thorough research of the eidolons listed in your sister’s compilation?”

“That’s right. As Alyssa said, a lot of this is based on what we can find. People living in the twenty-first century. But you said Heaven’s Pillar contains every text written on any entity that became an eidolon. So, I’m guessing there’ll be some texts that not even my sister or father could find. Poems, epics, stories. Of the kind lost to time over the centuries, putting them out of our reach. But not yours.”

“I’ll see if it is possible,” Aria said. “Be warned that dealing with Heaven’s Pillar’s caretakers is rarely a pleasant or swift process. I shall need to contact Jin and see if he will consider appealing to the librarians.”

“It won’t be you?”

“I am seen as an untrustworthy trickster by most of the librarians. My personal involvement would get us nowhere.”

“How exactly are you seen as a trickster? No offense, but you’re usually pretty stoic and professional.”

“Yes, and that should tell you all you need to know about how unpleasantly stiff the librarians are. Because of a few myths surrounding the general type of eidolon that I am, they would never willingly let me into Heaven’s Pillar.”

Isaac cocked an eyebrow. “Wait. The last time I was here, you said you’d visited it a few times.”

“I have.”

“So, how did you get in?”

Aria cracked a rare but beautiful smile. “Morgan’s eidolon grants her a quaint degree of camouflage. Mine is superior.”

“Want to show it off? Now that I know my little scheme won’t work, there’s not much more for me to do here. So—”

Isaac reappeared inside Morgan’s home, sitting on his old bed, Alyssa’s binder on his lap.

Well, it was worth a shot, he thought, then decided to send that thought to Aria.

He didn’t get a reply. He supposed even he had to strike out now and again.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Day by Day

For most of the group, a common flavor of anxiety took hold on Monday. Like an unpleasant aftertaste, yet this one came before the meal, not after. Or really late, as “after” an aftertaste could be. Twelve days late. Twelve days since the last opening of Haleakala’s Breakthrough. Would today be the day before, the day when an unrepentant heat stained them with sweat?

No, it wouldn’t be, which Isaac knew with full certainty. He was the only one who knew it. And it would stay that way. As much as he would have liked to soothe the tension in Morgan’s shoulders before she left for work, he stayed quiet. The same was true at lunch with Adria, who kept checking her arms as if expecting beads of sweat to sprout across them at any moment. Even Lei seemed tense when he and Adria met up with her for a surfing lesson. All the times he crashed into the sea seemed to help, though.

For the most part, he glided through the next few days without their brand of concern. It helped that he kept himself busy.

He spent time in two houses and one apartment. He spent time in the ocean, on many beaches, in three separate swimming pools—and one hot tub. In those familiar bodies of water, he practiced surfing, swam laps, and pulled beautiful women into his arms. The last of those usually interrupted the first two.

He went for drives, walks, and jogs. He mingled with tourists and locals alike, knowing he was somewhere in the middle of those two groups—or eventually would be. He got to know the town he now lived in, its southern sister, and the many places in both where good food was plentiful. Wherever he could, he did his utmost to become more familiar with Kihei, Wailea, and South Maui as a whole.

On one of those days, he headed to work, where he scooped ice cream into slightly better spheres than he had last time. Unlike his other job, this one didn’t require an excess of brainpower. Also, free ice cream!

When it came to preparing for the day of days, Isaac stepped into a familiar world. If there was one thing he knew how to do, it was how to study. Rather than with SAT prep books, he focused on Alyssa’s bestiary and various reports from her and Cora about what he should expect in just a few more days.

Across hours each day, as one hand flipped pages, the other took notes. Starting with Alyssa’s bestiary, he effectively created a notecard version. Easy to carry a set of thirty or forty around, he self-quizzed himself throughout the days leading up to the 29th. Alyssa had put a huge amount of effort into it. Isaac wouldn’t let her down by being lax in his study of it.

That was where his anxiety came into play. While the others guessed when those hot seven minutes would arrive, Isaac knew it would be on Thursday. He didn’t have a precise time; even Aria couldn’t provide that. Still, he knew what the others only guessed at. With each day closer, Isaac grew a little more wound up, a little more stressed.

Maui helped, and Morgan and the others really helped, but only so much. The day was drawing nearer. A dangerous day.

A mildly dangerous day, if that, Isaac regularly reminded himself.

There wouldn’t be any real danger, not unless he decided to bum-rush that fiery serpent. Alyssa and Cora had long ago cleared out the caves he would soon step foot in. The most he should expect was a brief encounter with that “gremlin-type” eidolon who loved hide-and-seek. Alyssa’s notes on him weren’t particularly detailed, but he learned that the odd eidolon’s name—or what it liked to be called, at least—was Ripple.

Alyssa described him as harmless, childlike, and surprisingly knowledgeable about his “domain,” whose borders were at best vague. But he wasn’t hostile, and Alyssa didn’t see any reason to harm him. According to other documents he perused, most Fragments had a few peaceful eidolons. Some had a lot. So far, this was the only one they’d encountered.

So, Isaac didn’t give little Ripple much thought. Instead, he turned his focus to the available maps of Maui’s Fragment.

Oddly, what he combed through was less… professional than he expected. He leafed through hand-drawn maps, which had clearly been used as primary sources for the computer-generated ones. Had someone painstakingly generated these in a program by hand, looking over sketches made by Bonded while inside the caves? Why hadn’t they used LiDAR to make actual maps? He understood GPS was a no-go—no satellites. But with all the resources available to them through Mallory, surely they could put together a more professional effort than this.

Yes, extreme temperatures and technology didn’t get along great. Phone too hot, not good. Phone too cold, also not good. Deep within a volcano wasn’t exactly the best place to set up a technological command center.

But these were not ubiquitous issues. There were heat-resistant drones, ones specifically designed to handle something like an active volcano. Besides, when he’d sneaked in for a quick peek, it hadn’t been that hot. So, what was the deal? Their group had been here for a year, not a week. Isaac honestly expected more.

It took a phone call with Raymond to clear up his confusion. A long one, though not because of a complex answer, but because Raymond had spent an additional hour discussing his theories afterward.

Apparently, anything deemed sufficiently “helpful” failed to transfer through the Breakthrough. Not advanced, but “helpful.” Be it carried in your arms, strapped onto your body, or forming a bulge on the inside of your mouth, it simply wouldn’t pass through. It could enter the Breakthrough, but when a person transitioned to the other side, it wouldn’t make the journey. Also, what was deemed sufficiently helpful varied from Fragment to Fragment.

“How does that make any sense?” Isaac had complained. Like an idiot.

And so, he had ceded an hour of his day to listening to Raymond’s many theories on the matter.

As to what Isaac needed to understand for this Fragment? It restricted drones, laptops, and recording devices of all kinds. Anything that would… what, count as cheating? Make exploration too easy? Was the volcano shy?

Isaac didn’t know. Raymond didn’t either, thus his nine submitted theories. Because it apparently didn’t restrict watches, first-aid kits, flashlights, water bottles, or climbing equipment. Even military-grade respirators could pass through. So, who was making these decisions?

He would need to wait until the termination of an unfortunately lengthy call to ask someone who might know. But at least this explained why they didn’t look to modern militaries for aid, beyond the whole clandestine order spiel. Even though he could have done without the additional time spent on the phone, Raymond passed on to him a spark of intrigue. Nursing it into a full flame, he considered the Fragment’s strangely curated restrictions.

He wondered—privately, after the call, wary about asking Raymond any further questions—if Maui’s Fragment would prevent a bomb from coming through. If so, did it possess enough intelligence to keep out the components of a bomb, unassembled and inert? How sophisticated could they get? What if they carted in gunpowder and dynamite? Would a gun be denied, but a modern crossbow pass inspection?

Of course, procuring explosive materials, assembled or not, was probably not in the cards. Best to keep those kinds of purchases off the bank statement.

But that didn’t mean he might not learn the answer—another one he couldn’t share. Intrigued, he reached out to someone who he was certain would answer with far more brevity than Raymond Grantham.

“None of us know,” Aria said, taking a cudgel to his hopes just like that. “It is assumed to have some connection to the Creator, but it isn’t solely their purview. Otherwise, barring a powerful sense of fair play, why would any Creator allow you to come in with anything at all? One would think they would want to remove your survival gear, notebooks for recording data, even clothing.”

“A group of naked Bonded fighting a dragon. What a story that would be.”

“Indeed. Though you would be right at home, seeing as how much time you’ve spent unclothed these past two weeks.”

“I thought you didn’t like to watch me during those times,” he replied.

That, of course, led to silence. Grinning to himself, Isaac turned the conversation back to more scientific matters. Or… spiritual ones?

“When I visit you, I don’t really bring anything along. And my clothes always change. So, another oddity with how you create your special Fragments?”

“Yes. In essence, you are the Breakthrough. For a mere moment, long enough for me to transport you. I forge a connection between you, your current cognitive focus, and myself, then create a Fragment. Beneficial, yes, but the consequence is one with a limited lifespan. I am relying on a single human’s processing power, for lack of a better explanation. Whereas true Fragments require a suitably significant number of humans unifying their thoughts over a single event.”

“Usually when some natural disaster or catastrophe hits,” Isaac finished, aware of all this. “Unifying people in pain and tragedy. Lovely.”

“It does not have to be pain and tragedy,” Aria added, “but rare is the culture that exults in the earthquake or flood that destroys their farms and families.”

“But that has happened?”

“Rarely, but yes.”

“Did those times lead to different results? Is it only a Creator who loves humanity who gets to make a Fragment from those events?”

“In a sense,” Aria confirmed. “However, before you commit to the sexual joke perched within your mind, consider that too much love can still result in disastrous results. Love can quickly warp into obsession or a need for control. A god who wants to demand loving obedience from all humankind, a king who wants to remove all painful emotions from the world, thus stripping away your humanity. A smothering parent can be as harmful to their child’s future as a distant one.”

“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Isaac sent. “But thanks for explaining all this to me. Gives me more to consider.”

And consider things he would. Such as what, if anything, he needed to get himself before the upcoming excursion. So, on Wednesday afternoon, at the same time as he made plans to see her after work, he asked Adria what she thought he might need for Friday’s expedition.

You’re thinking it’s going to be Friday? Adria responded.

Wincing as he read her words, he took what he considered the safest off-ramp. A wrong assumption, one Adria could “correct” him about.

Yeah, he hastily typed out. Since it’s already past midday, I figured we’re safe from the heat turning on today, right? Friday will make it sixteen whole days, so I’m hitching my wagon there.

Fair, but don’t assume too much, Adria replied. It’s usually earlier than later, but nothing stops the furnace from kicking on when we’re in bed. Sucks when it does. Woke up with a gasp and had to roll out of bed before I stained my sheets with sweat.

Yeah, we wouldn’t want your sheets getting sweaty.

Adria made him wait a minute, but he got what he was hoping for. A picture of her half-made bed, and a remark about him needing to keep working hard if he wanted to ruin her sheets.

Flirting with her a little more, they eventually merged back onto the highway. She and Morgan, who advised him on a few last-minute purchases worth considering, agreed that he should pick up some sturdy athletic wear. Stuff a rock climber would wear in Arizona. That included rock-climbing shoes, though Morgan assured him they wouldn’t need to scale any sheer cliffs in the tunnels during his first expedition.

They also had a ton of gear stockpiled, so he didn’t need to get a backpack, rope, harness, or anything like that. Which was good, because Isaac didn’t know where he could get a military-grade respirator in two days’ time. Not on Maui, anyway.

For what he could purchase, well, Isaac knew who to turn to. Reuniting in the same parking lot flanking The Shops, Mallory breathed in Isaac’s cologne. The afternoon that followed was good, but the evening was incredible.

The following morning, Isaac was glad to have escaped the reverse of what Adria had said could happen. Waking up alongside Morgan in the normal way, the normal—but still spectacular—way in which they warmed each other up followed. Despite that, Isaac counted the minutes. When? He hoped soon. While Morgan was still at work.

“It’s going to be today,” Morgan said as she prepared to depart. “I feel it.”

“I think so too,” he said. “Be nice if it went off right now.”

“Why, because it would get me to take my clothes off?”

“Well…”

Rolling her eyes, Morgan threw on her lab coat. Even if it was the opposite of what he said he wanted right now, she did it for him. Every morning, too. She always threw it on ten to fifteen minutes before she left, giving him time to admire her before work kept them apart until 4.

“Has to be today,” Morgan said. “Otherwise, I’ll start thinking the Creator gave up, and it’s all over.”

“I’m not sure if I would hate that or not,” he admitted.

Morgan eyed him. “You ought to love it, because then none of us would be in danger any longer. And then you could focus on what’s in Maui, and only what’s in Maui.”

Striding close, Morgan set her lips within inches of his. Unblinking and uncharacteristically stern, she waited until he nodded, then rewarded him with a lingering kiss before her departure.

Yet, even during that kiss, Isaac juggled conflicting feelings. Yes, what she said would be for the best. For everyone in Maui, not just those who knew about the otherworldly threat on Haleakala. Yet… maybe not?

In the long term, would the Creator throwing in the towel benefit Isaac and the other neophyte Bonded in Maui? This was their “training” Fragment, a safe space to familiarize themselves with their abilities and what exploring a Fragment was like. For anyone who intended to continue as a Bonded after closing Maui’s Fragment, this was where they gained experience.

Now wasn’t the time to bring that up. So, as the kiss ended, he smiled.

“I suppose you’re right. You tend to be.”

“I tend to be,” Morgan agreed, lips humming against his as she spoke. The vibrations skewered him all the way to his soul. She kissed him again, and he almost asked if there was time for her to take that coat—and the rest of her clothes—off. He held back. Barely.

“Are you coming with me?” Morgan asked as she collected her phone and keys from the kitchen island.

“And leave your pool when we both think today is the day?” He shook his head. “When the heatstroke event strikes, I plan to be within leaping distance. I want to see if it’s soothing.”

“Alas, no chance of that for me. I’ll just have to hope I’m not with a patient when it happens so that I can blast the AC in my office. Iolana was quite confused about me adding a window unit to my office at the start of the year.”

“Weird time for it, but yeah, it’s going to get plenty of use. Especially as the time between our visits shrinks.”

Morgan nodded, then glanced at her phone. Only a few minutes remained before she needed to get going. However…

“If today’s the day, I just want to ask that you keep your evening open,” she said. “All of it. Remember when I mentioned that I had a schedule in mind?”

One heart in Maui began racing faster than any other, past, present, or future. “Yeah. I remember.”

“If it’s a special day, I should make it a special day. A very special day.”

Morgan’s eyes smoldered like twin comets blazing through the night sky. Isaac’s chest clenched around the message they transmitted.

“I’m not… setting myself up to expect too much, am I?” he asked, voice cracking like it hadn’t in years.

Showing mercy on him for that, Morgan merely shrugged. “Depends. What do you think I’m promising?”

Each thud of his heart pulsed within his ears. Down to his fingertips, even in his heels. Lightheaded, he swallowed.

“That I’ll get to fuck your brains out,” he said.

Morgan pulled her mouth to one side, breathing in. “Well, I’m afraid you have misread my promise.”

Despair struck Isaac with such viciousness that—

Morgan leaned in and seized his shirt. Her eyes emitted such heat that Isaac’s brain half-believed that the seven minutes had started.

“Because I’ll be fucking your brains out, Isaac Matthews. If you think you’ll be in control, you’ve got another thing coming.”

It would have been so easy to melt away, as if he were a thin piece of butter deposited onto a sizzling hot pan. Total structural collapse. Nothing left behind.

Isaac gulped audibly, and Morgan grinned.

“We’ll, uh, see,” was the best he could manage. Too little oxygen in the brain. A real travesty.

“We definitely shall,” Morgan agreed. “So, we can exhaust ourselves tonight, then rest up for tomorrow. If today is the day, of course. So, sorry if it’s not, and I’ve just gotten your hopes up.”

Today was the day. He knew it. And now he knew this. Heart hammering in his chest, he nodded.

“I’m sure it will be. So… do I need to do anything?”

“Nope, just wait for my return.” Morgan grinned. “Hours seem to stretch on for eternity when you’re anticipating something like this, don’t you think?”

“What are a few more hours to the years I’ve been waiting?”

“Good man,” Morgan said, then kissed him one final time. “I’ll see you after work. Stay well-rested.”

He would. No matter what Adria, Mallory, or even Aria might have offered him today, he would have turned them all down. For this wonderful chance. A chance to make love to the woman of his dreams.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Burning Up

Swimming trunks, check. Relaxing outside while within easy reach of a cool body of water, check. An immense, boiling need to skip ahead eight or nine hours, also check. Just like that, Morgan disrupted plans he had formed days ago. Sure, he still planned to go through with his experiment, but it was no longer the focal point of this Thursday. Not even close.

Deep down, he’d known they were close to sex. But much like the next opening of Maui’s Fragment for everyone else, not knowing precisely when mattered. It mattered a whole lot. And now that he knew today was the day, his body buzzed with excitement. Literally. Incessantly. Whenever he thought he’d calmed himself down, his emotions overflowed. He grinned, he shivered with delight, and he began shaking again.

Today. Today. Today!

He was a balloon near bursting. It was as if he took in more oxygen than he expelled, growing, growing, growing. Hours?! How could he hope to survive for hours?!

The roiling energy within him demanded a method to burn itself off. So, he stopped sitting. He ended up pacing alongside Morgan’s pool, seeing a manic reflection on the water’s surface. If he slowed down, he might detonate. If that happened, there might not be enough of him left to make love to Morgan tonight. And that he would not miss for the world. For either of the worlds he now knew about.

He remained so energized that he forgot all about the first part of his experiment. His first experience with the burning heat had taken place about ten to fifteen minutes before midday. He had been on his way to pick up lunch for everyone at Morgan and Iolana’s clinic, then deviated toward an ice cream shop. It had just turned out to be one owned by a Bonded.

Back then, confusion had held him in its clutches. Confusion, and no small amount of panic and discomfort. It wasn’t every day that a healthy nineteen-year-old felt like they might pass out from heatstroke inside an ice cream shop.

Now, armed with an understanding of what had happened to him, he wanted to track some things. Even if Adria had confirmed that it didn’t always happen at the same time of day, even if keener minds would surely have run every important experiment by now, Isaac planned to do his own bookkeeping.

Well, he would have, had Morgan not set him off like a firecracker before leaving for work. And so, he wasn’t near his phone when it happened.

He got hot. He got very hot.

Still bounding around like a manic antelope, Isaac sucked in a sharp breath as merciless heat rammed itself into his skin, penetrating bone and marrow. Now that his mind understood what was happening, he didn’t stagger about in confusion. That understanding came with a downside, however. With no reason to wonder what was happening, his mind focused only on the searing heat.

Sprinting back to his forgotten phone, he tapped the screen. 10:18. Great. Next, he hastily started a timer. Maybe… ten seconds late on starting it? He’d remember to add that to the final total.

Sloppy first go at it, he thought.

Well, whatever. He’d do better next time.

With the timer counting up, Isaac pivoted toward the narrow lap pool a few paces away, then ran and jumped.

It was almost surprising that he didn’t hear the hiss of steam when he hit the water. Like what happened when a blacksmith shoved a newly forged sword, still glowing with the heat of the forge, into a basin of water. He felt that hot.

Hitting the water, he squeezed his knees to his chest and let himself sink to the pool floor. Once there, holding his breath, he let two forces vie for control over his body temperature.

One was external: the pool’s cool water. It brushed against his too-hot skin, absorbing heat, helping him feel… somewhat better.

Unfortunately, the other seemed to be internal.

This sucks, Isaac thought, frowning underwater.

Because while the water soothed his skin, it helped him isolate the heat within. It wasn’t just that heat gathered upon him during these seven minutes, but that he became it. The molten feeling existed within him, and the surrounding water couldn’t penetrate deeply enough to fix that.

Still, it helped a little. Enough that he stayed in the pool for the next seven minutes. Surfacing whenever he needed a breath, he re-submerged quickly.

Better. Not great. Would a trip to Sweet Sunrise’s freezer do him one better? Something else to test down the road.

The moment he stopped feeling like someone had shoved a dozen hot pokers into his organs, Isaac leaped out of the pool and rushed to his phone.

6:57… 6:58…

Okay, he thought, drying off one hand and then stopping the timer. Ten seconds extra on top, then maybe five to get in sight of your phone. So, just over seven minutes.

Was this officially the first time over seven minutes? Even without foreknowledge of when the heat would kick on, Raymond, his father, and Alyssa had surely set up watches or timers that they could easily start. Maybe they were a second or two off, but there had to be some documentation. It was probably still ongoing, helmed solely by Raymond.

Regardless, Isaac finished drying himself off and recorded his first data point.

Roughly seven hours and three minutes. The absolute longest amount of time they could stay within Maui’s Fragment. Otherwise, they’d find themselves trapped within it for over two years. Which really meant certain death in a few days, as they’d run out of water well before then. He rather doubted there were any mystical springs inside that volcano.

Within a minute of pausing the timer, messages began filling the Bonded group chat. They all knew what this meant.

Tomorrow would be the day.

Which meant tonight would be the night.


Chapter Thirty-Four

The Interruption Tax

For once, the hours didn’t trickle by at an aggravating pace. Or maybe they did. Maybe Isaac just didn’t notice, far too busy dwelling on a higher plane of existence. And compared to the usual order of things, he didn’t even need Aria’s help to make this visit.

He drank anticipation like a super-sized battery gulping electricity from a generator made just for it. The hair on his arms stood up, and giddy tremors arrived at random but frequent intervals. Nothing could dispel his good mood, and the world seemed to know that. All the messages he received throughout the day were good ones. Excitement from Adria, ready for their first shared foray into the Fragment, anticipation from Mallory, who intended to make the trip up Haleakala to see her Bonded off. He even texted Lei for a bit, getting answers about some surfing questions he had.

But first!

When Morgan made it home, she immediately noticed his enthusiasm. Of course, she had known how she’d find him: champing at the bit to get things going. It didn’t take a bond with the Oracle of Delphi to pronounce such a prophecy.

A coy smirk followed, and then Morgan let him pin her against the nearest wall. His mouth silenced a pithy comment before it escaped her luscious lips, and though she let him feel her up as much as he wanted, she didn’t let him go too far.

“Let me get changed for dinner,” she eventually said, sliding out of his reach, grinning as she backed away. “Then you can feel my ass up some more.”

Prowling after her, impatience pulsed at the very center of his being. He’d waited so long, and their texts throughout the day hadn’t helped. Things had grown increasingly raunchy, with Morgan peppering him with pictures that turned his blood into an oil spill lit ablaze. No need for coyness, no desire for it. They both knew what was on the menu.

“Stay,” Morgan said as she reached her doorway. “You’ll fuck me in a bit. A little longer.”

Clenching his teeth, he let her shut her door. When she entered it again, he would accompany her.

But for now, dinner first, Morgan’s bedroom second.

Swapping into his nicest outfit, which he’d purchased yesterday under Mallory’s acute guidance, Isaac shook out his hands. Parts of him felt obscenely hot, while other parts felt clammy. Clumsy hands applied cologne, shaking the whole time.

Things weren’t going to get any easier for him.

She reappeared in a creamy, off-the-shoulder top and a white miniskirt that left him speechless. It wasn’t the most revealing item in her closet, but it did its job. Sleek and form-fitting, it outlined her perfect shape in a way that didn’t shout that she was planning to fuck a guy almost half her age tonight. Instead, it whispered that desire. Enough cleavage on display, a short enough skirt. And eyes that stared at Isaac as if he were Morgan’s dream as much as she was his.

“Give a lady a compliment?” Morgan asked, batting her eyelashes. “Or at least make sure she doesn’t have any lint on the back of her shirt.”

Knowing precisely what she was doing, Morgan turned. Long legs, a phenomenal ass, a shapeliness that ignited cinders within him. But wait. As Morgan brushed aside her hair, she revealed a conspicuous splotch of lint, which loitered upon a place where its owner couldn’t have missed it when she selected her outfit.

You’re devious, he thought, swallowing dryly.

“I’m not sure you should trust me to put my hands on you right now,” he admitted.

Morgan’s smile was dazzling. “You can do it. You’ve waited how long? Another few hours won’t kill you.”

Sighing, Isaac fought every urge to pull the top down. And the one to glide his hands along her enthralling shape to the front of her body to grab a feel. And the one to hold her close and see if she’d grind against him. But not the one that led him to kiss her right shoulder as he removed the piece of lint from the side of her butt.

“Thank you, babe,” Morgan said, turning to reward him with a glorious look at her ample cleavage. “Second by second, a little closer.”

“I’m keeping count,” Isaac growled lustfully.

Morgan grinned and looked him up and down. Her eyes shimmered with heat. “You look good.” She leaned in. “Smell good too. Fuck.”

“Yes, you should.”

The beautiful doctor rolled her eyes but kissed him. “Soon. Very, very soon.”

Before either of them broke and decided they couldn’t stand to head out, they shoved themselves into Morgan’s car and put distance between themselves and her bedroom. Soon couldn’t come soon enough.

They headed for Asuna, one of Morgan’s favorite restaurants. Located in Kahului, it reduced the likelihood of them being recognized, which could only be a good thing. Morgan didn’t want to see anyone she knew tonight. She didn’t want to have any conversations with coworkers, friends, or patients. No distractions.

Soon they settled in on a terrace that overlooked the bay to the north. Salt tinged the air, mixing well with the clean, slightly sweet scent of the sushi on their plates. A constant murmur of ocean waves lapped into the bay, complementing his and Morgan’s conversation, which mostly stayed appropriate for their public setting. Mostly. On more than one occasion, it strayed into dangerous territory. And the looks Morgan pointed his way nearly overwhelmed him.

“Long time coming,” Morgan whispered, smiling as she lifted her drink to her lips.

“You have no idea,” he said.

“I think I have a reasonable one.”

He shook his head. “Nope, you have no idea. It was torturous. Remember, I was living in a world where I assumed I would never have a shot with you. A cold, dreary, hopeless world.”

“Sounds awful,” Morgan teased. “Must be nice to live in this one instead. The one where I’m going to ride you until you’re begging me to give you a break.”

“It’s not going to be my stamina that gives out. Not tonight.”

“Oh, I can assure you, Isaac, it will be you who calls for us to stop.” Morgan’s eyes gleamed as she stared at him, gathering the fading glow of twilight within them. “You’re going to need to stay in bed all morning, recuperating.”

“Just try to make that happen.”

The beautiful redhead grinned seductively. “I intend to.”

They held each other’s stare, then, neither willing to back down. Of course, nothing about the forthcoming competition sounded unpleasant. Isaac was ready. He was excited. He was—

“Oh.”

Isaac furrowed his brow, noticing as Morgan broke eye contact as she spoke that single word. He followed her shocked expression to the doors leading back into the restaurant. Someone was heading toward them. Someone rather beautiful, rather dressed up, and rather unaware that Isaac and Morgan were in a relationship.

“Iolana,” Morgan said, hiding her shock before her colleague noticed it. “Wow. Looking good, girl.”

She very much did. The slender, attractive Hawaiian doctor wore a backless white dress that coveted her figure. Her windswept hair fell over one shoulder, doing its usual thing: making other women envious of its lusciousness. If not for Morgan’s presence, Isaac would have considered Iolana the most beautiful woman at the restaurant.

And… now she was here. In Kahului. Dressed up. So…

“How’s the date going?” Morgan asked, looking past her friend and colleague, trying to identify the lucky guy in question. “Didn’t realize you were coming here.”

“It went terribly,” Iolana said. “I, uh, was wondering if I could slip in here for a little while. Just to chase away the bad taste? I won’t bother you all for too long, promise.”

“I wouldn’t mind,” Morgan said.

At this, Isaac fought back a frown. A flicker that faded before it grew into a full-fledged flame because of a subtle look Morgan sent his way. It carried a message that he couldn’t quite parse, but he understood the request for trust. Reluctantly, he gave it.

“Sure, that’s fine by me too,” he added. “The more, the merrier.”

“However,” Morgan said as Iolana turned to pull a chair from an unused table, “I will have to invoke the Interruption Tax.”

Iolana froze in place, one hand on her chosen chair. She looked at Morgan, then blinked. She looked at Isaac, then blinked again. Her eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. She didn’t correct her shock nearly as quickly as Morgan had a minute before.

“Are you… being serious, Morgan?” the beautiful Hawaiian slowly asked, as if she were carefully picking her way through a thorny forest while barefoot.

“Completely. You’re stepping in on Isaac’s and my very romantic date. So, the tax must be paid.”

Morgan’s colleague appeared flabbergasted, and well she should. Isaac was pretty shocked too. Morgan had just come out and said it, no hesitation, no innuendo. And what was this about a tax?

With one hand still on her chosen chair, Iolana gaped at Morgan. In response, Morgan smiled and beckoned with one hand.

“I don’t have to interrupt,” Iolana found the means to say. “If it’d be a problem.”

“No problem,” Morgan said. “Right, Isaac? We’re happy to help my very close friend, who seems to have just had a terrible time on her own date.”

Again, Isaac wasn’t sure what Morgan was playing at, but he stayed on the ride. He nodded and met Iolana’s frazzled stare.

“Happy to have you join us, Iolana. Really.”

Careful of all those thorns that only she could see, Iolana slowly pulled over the chair. Smoothing her dress, still recovering from the biggest shock of her year, she sat between him and Morgan.

“Re-contextualizing a few conversations we’ve had over the past week or two?” Morgan asked lightly.

“Yes,” Iolana said. “A few.”

The beautiful redhead smiled and waved at the leftover sushi on their tray. “Help yourself. You at least got some good food, right? What went wrong?”

Iolana didn’t accept Morgan’s offer of sushi. Not yet. Nor did she immediately begin explaining what about her date had been so lacking. Her shocked expression persisted for several minutes, though she never once looked appalled or revolted. Eventually, Morgan got her talking, and she explained what had gone so wrong for her date: rudeness to a waiter, a few signs of apathy that Iolana hadn’t cared for.

“Sorry about all that,” Morgan said at the end of Iolana’s explanation. “At least he showed his true colors on the first date.”

“At least,” Iolana agreed, sighing. She glanced at Isaac, as she’d done many times since sitting down. “So, have you two been having a good time?”

It seemed a loaded question to Isaac, but Morgan, deciding to be a bothersome instigator, offered more than was probably necessary.

“A great time. We’ve been living it up, enjoying every second together. So, it’s probably going to be a big tax.” Her eyes positively gleamed. “Or I might pass it over to Isaac, let him collect.”

Iolana bit her lip but didn’t… what? Argue? Complain? Isaac didn’t know enough about this repeatedly mentioned tax to understand what kind of response he should expect from the gorgeous Hawaiian doctor. Morgan was having a hell of a time, though. Clearly.

“Do either of you want to fill me in on what an ‘Interruption Tax’ is?” he asked. “I kind of get it, from the name, but it’s still halfway like you’re speaking in tongues.”

“Want to take this, Iolana?” Morgan asked, channeling far too much amusement into her smile.

“Not particularly.”

“Do it anyway.”

Iolana finally managed to collect enough of herself to glare at the other beautiful woman at the table. It didn’t affect Morgan’s ear-to-ear grin in the slightest. So, sighing, Iolana redirected her focus to Isaac, then drew in a breath.

“It’s something from our days in medical school. Because of our shared tastes and schedules, our date nights would frequently overlap. It was pretty common for us to be in the same venue or just a street over at another bar or restaurant. And, well, we were both reasonably active in the evenings, so that meant we had our fair share of bad dates.”

“Like the one she just suffered through,” Morgan said.

“Like that one, yes,” Iolana said. “I don’t really remember how it started, but we just started looking out for each other. If one of us was on a bad date, they could signal to the other, and then we’d help each other out. Even if it screwed up the other person’s good time.”

“Bros before hoes, but our version,” Morgan said lightly. “It was usually me doing it, too. Before I corrupted her, Iolana was originally too polite to shove her way into another person’s date.”

“And the tax?”

“A byproduct of all those interruptions,” Morgan said. “Seemed only fair that the person who might have been living it up should get something for being so understanding and selfless.”

“And what do they usually get? Their dinner paid for?”

“As if I’d go for something that boring,” Morgan said, grinning. Next to her, Iolana sighed and looked down. And… was that a blush on her face?

Though his throat itched with dryness, Isaac didn’t reach for his drink. Until he received the answer he now craved, there could be no distractions.

“Okay, so not a covered check. What then?”

“Just depends,” Morgan said. “Since I’m giving the payment due over to you, it’ll be up to you and Iolana to discuss what seems… reasonable.”

A vague answer, but was it really? Coming from Morgan Reynolds, the answer felt obvious. Despite that, Isaac wavered on how to proceed. During that time, Iolana glanced at Morgan, who met her eyes and shrugged playfully.

“Care to provide an example or two of previous ‘reasonable’ requests?” Isaac asked.

“No,” Morgan said. Maddening woman.

“Thanks for the help,” he grunted.

“The opening request is in your hands,” Iolana said. “Sometimes… Morgan asked for more than I felt she was due, so we’d argue back and forth. We usually reached a compromise.”

“Okay, well, how far can I take things?” he asked, slightly annoyed that they’d been open at the start but were now keeping the shiniest diamonds hidden under a cloth.

“It… depends,” Iolana whispered, blushing anew.

“Far,” Morgan mouthed.

“Then I’ll need your number, Iolana. So we can discuss things on our own time.”

“Come on, why not do it now?” Morgan complained.

“Tell me something you’ve asked for and gotten in the past.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Then I don’t want to negotiate in front of you.”

Morgan clicked her tongue against her teeth, then smirked. “Fair enough. I’ll leave you two to figure things out at your leisure. I’m sure you’ll both come up with something you can agree upon. Something to make the heart race a bit.”

Iolana didn’t confirm or deny Morgan’s assumption. Though she’d recovered for the most part, she was clearly still processing what she had learned—and what she would now see throughout the rest of their time at Asuna’s. Because Morgan didn’t change her behavior, regardless of there being a third wheel to their date. She flirted with Isaac as brazenly as she’d done before two had become three. No way Iolana would think this was some elaborate practical joke. Those smiles, those batted eyelashes, they were far too real.

She knows we’re going to end up fucking tonight, Isaac thought, watching Iolana. If she and Morgan are this close, then she must know it.

She did. More than once did Isaac and Iolana meet one another’s eyes. Even if she still seemed a bit mystified, a bit awed, she understood. She also, at a few times when she didn’t think Isaac was paying attention, looked him over in that thorough way a woman sometimes judged a man. Once, she even bit the corner of her lip, seeming thoughtful. Perhaps even intrigued?

Just one more thing for him to revel in. As he would again when he and Iolana discussed this tax she owed him. With how busy his next twenty-four hours would be, it would have to wait until Sunday or later.

When dinner ended, it was well past sunset. Hugging Iolana, Morgan whispered something into her ear, but Isaac failed to catch even a word. Whatever it was, as Iolana separated from him and Morgan, she appeared almost dazed as she approached her car.

Can’t blame you, Isaac thought, feeling similar emotions.

However, his night still had a few daze-inducing events still to come. Morgan’s hungry stare promised that.


Chapter Thirty-Five

The Night Before

Beyond the Interruption Tax that he was due, Iolana’s appearance added one more positive component to Isaac’s night. Morgan reminisced. Along the drive home, she recounted a few bad dates that she’d suffered and a few that she’d saved Iolana from. As she spoke, her smile grew. A woman in her element, a woman who seemed even more excited about how things had played out than Isaac was. As such, she was hornier than ever when they finally made it into her garage.

So, they started things there.

With a see-through garage door doing nothing to preserve their privacy, Morgan intentionally held off kissing him until they exited her car. Grinning, she waited for him to round her vehicle, then grabbed his wrist. Rather than leading him inside, she pulled him toward her, then reversed things at the last possible second.

Pinned between her and her car door, a nineteen-year-old with no reason to resist let Morgan do as she wished. She wished to kiss him, so she did. She wished to thrust her tongue into his mouth, so she did. And she wished to grab both his wrists, so she did.

From there, with him as her willing marionette, she yanked his hands to her ass. Once his fingers instinctively spread themselves, hoping to contain such shapely softness, she placed her hands on top of his. She made sure his grip remained firm.

He responded as she wanted. His hands squeezed her immaculate ass, pressing in deep, claiming ownership. She purred as he groped her, satisfaction oozing off each throaty noise.

Her eyes glowed in a way that Isaac had never seen before. This was Morgan. Uninhibited, unworried. Aware of her goal and aware of how to reach it. Her hands headed for his waistband.

What happens if I get off your clothes first? Isaac thought.

That became the game. Or the competition. Or the battle. He wasn’t really sure which. Morgan could decide later.

Unlike how he’d dreamed things might go in distant fantasies, their clothes didn’t fly off in a tornado of fabric. In fact, they stayed completely dressed for far longer than either of them wanted. But alas, that was the game-competition-battle.

When the sexiest doctor alive tried to rip his shirt off, he countered by catching her wrists, holding them above her head, and pushing her into the wall. When he tried to turn her around and began tugging down her top, she escaped his grasp and wrapped her arms around his neck, refusing to let go.

They jockeyed back and forth like this, ignoring how exposed they were to passersby. Nothing beyond this room mattered, as each fought for control. There had to be a winner and a loser, yet there couldn’t be a loser. It was a matter of different paths to the same destination, one they both desperately wished to arrive at.

Finally, Isaac caught her wrists and kept them in his grasp. Yanking away from their impassioned kiss, he made a show of glaring at her, acting as if she’d annoyed him with this delay. She merely grinned.

With his free hand, he hefted one of her breasts, then squeezed it, then moved his hand up to her throat. Morgan hummed seductively and tilted back her chin. No sign of defeat in her eyes, she pushed herself onto her toes and kissed him.

“My win,” he growled as their lips moved in tandem.

“Don’t know about that.”

Isaac did. And as the winner often did, he reaped his rewards.

Squeezing, feeling, glorying in all of her, he tugged down her top.

“Okay, I suppose I surrender,” Morgan whispered.

“Then stop wriggling,” he said.

“Fine.”

With his captive feigning docility, he released her wrists. Acting as though invisible bindings held them in place, Morgan kept them above her head. Their kiss broke apart, and Isaac nestled his lips against her throat. Tasting her skin from below her ear to the beginning of her shoulder, his hands hefted her breasts.

Stiff nipples awaited his probing fingertips, and Isaac nipped at Morgan’s shoulder.

“Horny all day?”

“Do I really need to answer that?” she said.

Shrugging, Isaac slipped one hand around to her back, where it then traveled down the smooth line of her spine. Then lower still, getting another handful of her shapely butt. As Morgan bit her lower lip, they looked at the same place at the same time. Another kiss, a moment of thought, a plan realized.

They wouldn’t be leaving her garage. Not for a while longer.

No longer enemies but unshakeable allies, they moved as one. Slipping off her shoes and her panties, Morgan left everything else as it was. Drawn toward the hood of her car as if by unheard music, Morgan placed her hands on the metal.

“Still a little warm,” she remarked.

“You’ll be warmer soon,” he promised as he positioned himself behind her.

“God, I hope so.” Pushing out her butt as she looked over her shoulder, Morgan grinned again. Isaac was too busy hurriedly freeing his cock to catch that one.

“Ready, big boy?” Morgan asked, staring at his engorged manhood, which boisterously answered her question.

“Yeah, for a long fucking time,” he still said.

Spitting onto her palm, Morgan reached behind herself and smeared saliva onto his cock. “I’m wet, but this’ll help. You’re damn big, Isaac.”

“Tell me if it’s too much.”

Morgan snorted. “All in, baby. Make me gasp and mewl and beg for you to keep going.”

It was a request he fulfilled gleefully. Once she was through stroking his cock, once he was through rolling up her miniskirt, he finally fucked Morgan Reynolds.

A dream of years became a moment of reality. And another. Another. He entered her. He felt her tight walls; the heat surrounding his cock, the slickness that helped him slide deep inside.

“Holy fuck,” Morgan moaned, tensing as he filled her up. “This is going to be so fucking good.”

“Yeah,” Isaac said, shutting his eyes, settling into the bliss that overwrote all else. It was all he could make himself say. Even knowing this was coming, it unmade him. A matter of when, not if, and it still overwhelmed him. For days, he’d known he would soon fuck the woman of his dreams.

Didn’t matter. A month wouldn’t have been enough. There was no way to prepare fully. There was no way to keep it all under control. A filled bucket, when shaken, splashed water onto the ground. It just happened. It was an understood reality of the world they lived in.

Isaac exhaled, listening to the world around him. His thunderous heartbeat, Morgan’s anticipatory breathing, the whisper of air conditioning in the vents, a nearby car’s tires grumbling across the pavement. One by one, he cut out the unimportant details, focusing on the only things that mattered. Himself. Morgan. Only them. Only this.

Opening his eyes, he gazed lovingly upon Morgan’s naked back. He shifted forward, sliding his cock in the last few inches. Morgan’s pussy tensed, slick walls squeezing him tightly.

Enough silence. Now, Isaac was going to make her moan his name louder and more vigorously than any of those other sounds.

With that goal in mind, he picked up the pace. Long, languid plunges to begin, to help her acclimate to his size. Enough to do the job, as neither of them wanted him to stay slow. Not because they were in a rush. Not even because they were worried about someone driving past her home and seeing something unusual moving in the darkness of her garage.

Morgan didn’t have to say that she wanted to be thoroughly ravished. She didn’t have to articulate how weak she wanted to be when they were done, or her desire that he would have to carry her inside afterward. She didn’t have to make requests. Not tonight. It was understood, somehow felt deep within Isaac’s soul. Not even his attunement with Aria could match it. They didn’t need words, spoken aloud or conveyed telepathically.

They simply understood what the other wanted.

A new suite of sounds filled her garage. Quick, repetitive, and boisterous, the slap of his groin against her butt as he thrust himself deep into her pussy. Crackling, throaty, and varying in volume, Morgan’s moans as she urged him on, back arching from the force of his thrust. Harsh breaths, satisfied sighs, and more “yeses” than you could find at Sycophants Anonymous.

Throughout it all, Isaac danced on the edge of rhythm and disorder. He drew his cock back, and with less than a second between his last full thrust, he drove himself forward.

“Yesss!” Morgan hissed, quivering. She rewarded him with another grateful look, happy that he had understood.

He forced weakness into her knees, stole away the evenness of her breathing, and set her body ablaze. With each dominating thrust, he speared her with pleasure. Isaac gritted his teeth, shut his eyes, and swam yet again in the sensations sticking to him like honey. Submerging himself into an ocean of pride, he exulted each time Morgan called his name, begged for more, and promised that she would repay him for his hard work soon enough.

Determined to deserve those rewards, he moved one hand to Morgan’s clit. Already near her breaking point, she shattered almost immediately after he began playing with it.

“Yes! So. Fucking. Good!”

She climaxed right as she forced out the final word. It emerged as a sharp growl through gritted teeth, her way of keeping somewhat quiet. Who knew what her neighbors might think if they heard her screams.

Isaac quickly wrapped a hand around her waist, offering support as waves of euphoria crashed into her. Cast adrift, eyelashes fluttering, head down, Morgan sighed his name. Contentment glittered upon every syllable.

She didn’t expect him to stop, however. She didn’t even ask him to slow down. He was next. Or maybe she would find a second orgasm between her first and his first.

“You’re up now,” she said, reaching without looking to grab his left wrist. “Get on me, Isaac. I want your weight on top of me.”

She led his hand under her body and pressed his palm into her left breast, forcing him to bend forward more. With his weight pinning her precisely how she wanted, Isaac bucked his hips forward, cock throbbing. Unable to draw himself back as far as before, it was impossible to use a flowery word like “lovemaking” for it.

It was primal, bestial. More rutting than anything, animalistic and raw. Lustful panting and the echoing smacks that accompanied each of his thrusts filled Morgan’s garage. By her own request, his weight held her down.

“I’m going to fill you up,” Isaac growled, squeezing her breast tightly.

“You better,” Morgan whispered, running her nails along the back of his forearm. “You’re only allowed to pull out when I say so. And I’m not saying so.”

Isaac kissed her shoulder, then moved his mouth to her ear. “Think Iolana knows this is happening right now?”

“Oh, she knows. One hundred percent. Right now, she’s home, and she’s thinking about us fucking like this.” A car drove by her garage, and Morgan’s eyes captured some illumination from its headlights. Their figures formed a bizarre shadow on the wall behind them. “Well, maybe not exactly like this. And don’t worry, I’ll be sure to sing your praises when I see her tomorrow morning.”

“Am I going to end up fucking her too?”

“Maybe. That’s not something she’ll owe you, though. I’ll whisper into your ear what kinds of things you can probably get out of tonight’s interruption later.”

Isaac nodded, then felt the final shreds of resistance evaporate within him.

“Morgan,” he whispered.

“No pulling out,” she ordered.

With a few final frantic thrusts that he couldn’t have stopped if he’d wanted to, Isaac drowned in the throes of pleasure. As his cock swelled and then released everything it could, as his cum poured into Morgan’s pussy, and as he bordered on the brink of sanity.

It was too good. Unmeasurably so. Dangerously so. This was a feeling to get addicted to, one that could ruin a life. If Morgan cut him off, he didn’t know what he’d do. He had tasted her, and now he needed her.

Forevermore.

Fortunately, the idea of this being a one-and-done situation was as unappealing to Morgan as it was to him. Another car drove by as he recovered, still buried within her, its headlights illuminating Morgan’s garage. If they hadn’t leaned on her car as they had, anyone who so much as glanced over would have spotted them.

“Good?” Morgan asked.

Having mostly caught his breath, Isaac nodded. “I’ve got more in me.”

The stunning woman chuckled. “Good to know, and we’re not done, but I was asking if it felt good.”

“Of course it did.” He frowned. “Did it not feel good to you?”

“Of course it did,” Morgan echoed, lips curling upward. “I’ve been so looking forward to this, and you didn’t disappoint. Mallory and Adria will be so jealous.”

“Are you planning to let them know anytime soon?”

“Hmm. Maybe. Or I could let you do it.” She grinned. “Yes, I like that idea. You have my permission, at the most opportune time, to brag about how good it felt to fuck me. Just let me know how they react.”

“Promise I will.”

Rather than restarting or heading to a new location to continue, a minute of silence followed. It offered them a brief opportunity to prepare for the next round, but also to reflect.

Theirs wasn’t a relationship of weeks, as he had with Adria and Mallory. It was extensive and well-worn, stretching back along a road that disappeared into the horizon. Their time as… lovers was less than a few inches along those many miles.

But each new second worked to even those scales. If all went as Isaac hoped, inches would become miles. No matter where a life involving monsters and myths took him, he wanted to be with this woman for as long as he could. Forever. He wanted this to be his forever. No regrets. Not from him.

If Morgan had any, she didn’t voice them now. Instead, she opted to get things moving to the next location where they could continue fucking.  

“Suppose we should head somewhere else,” Morgan said.

“Suppose so.”

“So… couch or bed?”

“Does the same thing happen at either spot?”

“It does. I’m riding you, no matter where we go.”

“Then the couch.”

Morgan grinned. “Works for me.”

Work was precisely what she put in. Enough to leave Isaac gasping for air, their experiences reversed. He exploded within her, vision going hazy, and she kept riding him until she climaxed a short time later. A long shower full of soapy distractions followed.

Then the next morning arrived, and Isaac fucked the most beautiful red-haired woman on planet Earth two more times—once on her kitchen island and once by her pool, in lieu of actually swimming any laps in it today—before he let her get ready for work. So she could go brag about him to her colleague.

“I’ll see you soon,” Morgan said, holding him close as the minute of her departure arrived. She didn’t want to let go, and Isaac was happy to keep her in his arms for as long as he could. “And then… you know.”

“A visit to another world. Yeah, I know. And I’m going to be good.”

“Will you?” Morgan asked, pulling back far enough to eye him suspiciously.

“Duh. What day is it?”

“Friday.”

“Which means your weekend starts tomorrow.”

“Suppose it does,” Morgan said, looking bemused.

“So, I want you to be in a good mood on your days off. That way you’ll want to fuck me a good ten more times before Monday rolls back around.”

Morgan snorted but smiled. “Well, when you put it like that, I suppose I don’t need to worry about a thing. You’ll listen to every single thing I say.”

“Every single thing,” Isaac agreed.

She had to go. She didn’t want to, but she had to. A return to reality. It was what it was.

They both knew her day would be filled with worrying. During the drive to Haleakala’s summit, when they met up with the others, and certainly as they entered Maui’s Fragment. Even if there shouldn’t be any danger, even if the game plan only entailed giving Isaac a chance to get a lay of the land, she would worry.

He didn’t resent her doing so. If anything, given how much their relationship had progressed in the past few weeks, it made even more sense for her to worry. He would worry about her, about all of them. The last thing he wanted was for someone to get hurt because of his recklessness. He would not be responsible for another tragedy on Maui.

With each passing second, more time placed itself between when he and Morgan had last fucked—and he didn’t like that one bit. However, it also shrank the time between now and his first true visit to Maui’s Fragment. Where fire and fangs awaited.

End Book 2
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