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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

~ Ian ~ 

You’d think I’d be used to surprises by now.
But when I'm introduced to Rene, I’m more than a little wary.
She’s clearly used to being in control.
But she’s never met anyone like me.
And I’ve never had anyone challenge my instincts quite like her. 

~ Rene ~ 

I’ve made a career of getting what I want.
Rich men. Fancy homes. Easy exits.
Love? Please. That’s not part of the deal.
But Ian isn’t like the others. Neither are his women.
For the first time in my life, I’m the one being seen through.
And maybe, just maybe, I want them to keep looking. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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~ Ian ~

I sit at the head of the oak breakfast table—the same broad, time-polished slab that has borne everything from Teri’s swoon-inducing cinnamon-brioche French toast to the more risqué spread of strawberries and whipped cream we sampled, somewhat athletically, one night at two a.m.—and as the late-spring sunshine pours through the tall windows in a shimmering, butter-yellow sheet, I watch my four lovers drift toward their chairs like bright fragments of a dream that refuses to end, each of them barefoot, tousle-haired, and wearing an expression that hovers halfway between sleepy satisfaction and a warm jolt of hot caffeine.

Lorna claims the spot on my right, sweeping the waterfall of her dark hair behind one shoulder, the silky robe she forgot to fasten offering every one of us an unapologetic glimpse of last night’s love bites; Teri slips in beside her, hands wrapped primly around a steaming mug even while her cheeks turn the precise pink of the raspberry glaze she drizzled over the fresh scones; Jamie drops opposite me, notebook already flipped open, pen tapped against her lip as if the morning’s agenda ought to be bullet-pointed and archived before the bacon cools; Harper arrives last, still fastening the top button of an oversized Michigan sweatshirt that falls almost to her knees, muttering that 8 a.m. is cruel and unusual for any day that follows a night as… “Vigorous,” she says, and everyone laughs, because vigorous might be the gentlest euphemism in the English language for the half-remembered athletic carnival we staged in my brand new California king-sized bed.

I clear my throat, lift my cup, and wait for the gentle clatter of plates—Teri can’t sit without tidying, even on her supposed day off—to subside.

“All right,” I say as the coffee’s aroma mingles with the faint perfume of scented candle wax that still lingers on our skin. “Roll-call: what mischief is everyone planning while I barricade myself in the study and pretend I’m making progress on cataloguing Neil’s eighteenth-century poetry?”

Lorna gives me that sly, feline grin I first saw back when she was merely the brightest student in my statistics seminar—before statistics yielded to circumstance and circumstance to something infinitely more intoxicating.

“I’m on campus till three,” she says, tracing idle circles on the table with one coral-pink nail. “Senior colloquium. Two kids are presenting a Bayesian approach to predicting election turnout, so I want to heckle them lovingly in your honor.” She winks, and the laugh that escapes my throat surprises even me—God, I have missed the classroom, but I have not missed the faculty infighting in the least.

“After which,” Teri interjects, setting a platter of cheddar-chive omelets in the center of the table, “she promised to pick up another case of that dark roast I like, because somebody—” she flashes a scolding glance my way that melts into a grin when I raise both hands in surrender—“went through half a pound staying awake for Jamie’s hands-on demonstration of, what did you call it, structural ergonomics?”

Jamie snorts, scribbles, and doesn’t bother to look up. “I called it testing a hypothesis, thank you. Ian’s back probably still remembers the control group.”

“My back remembers,” I admit, rotating one shoulder with exaggerated caution, “and my back would appreciate a hypothesis that involves fewer wrought-iron banisters.” The table dissolves in overlapping giggles, Harper’s the most musical of all.

“So!” Harper says, cheeks dimpling, “I’m on flyer duty for the shelter’s new greyhound rescue charity—apparently printing six hundred notices was my penance for skipping the debrief yesterday. I’m stapling them around Lincoln and Granger before lunch, unless someone wants to rescue me first.” She smiles hopefully at the group, and I can see the echo of drizzle-soaked heartbreak in the memory behind her eyes, the morning we met, but it passes like sun through cloud when Jamie reaches across and squeezes her wrist.

“I’ll tag along,” Jamie says, her pen finally stilled. “Free labor in exchange for a quote—my editor needs a human-interest side-bar on local grassroots, and we all know ‘adorable dogs’ gets more clicks than ‘city council reform.’”

Harper beams. “Deal, but only if we swing by the bakery on State. Teri polished off the last of my cinnamon-roll stash, and I cannot face three hours with a stapler unless I have frosting in my future.”

Teri pretends outrage—hand to heart, eyes wide—then breaks, laughing. “Guilty. But I’ll make up for it: while you’re stapling and Jamie’s fact-checking, I’m reorganizing the pantry, prepping spinach-ricotta ravioli for dinner, and maybe running a load of sheets, because these—” she fans a cluster of tiny wax-seals that cling to her forearm like constellations—“have a faint hint of scented candle and sin.”

The word sin hovers, gentle and spicy, over the table. Silence—not awkward, but anticipatory—settles until Lorna picks up the thread with theatrical innocence. “Speaking of last night,” she murmurs, spearing a bite of omelet and holding it mid-air, “can we please all agree that Harper’s idea of turning the lights down so we could watch the lightning was inspired? I have literally never seen Ian’s silhouette look so… heroic.”

Four sets of eyes lock onto me; I cough on coffee that abruptly feels hotter. “Heroic? I was kneeling on a footboard bench, afraid the thing would collapse under three people’s worth of unbridled enthusiasm.”

“It squeaked,” Harper admits, hiding behind her mug, “but it held. And I, for one, had a perfect view.” We all imagine, for a moment, exactly what she saw by that crackling flash of sky—and the room shivers collectively with the memory.

Jamie flips a page, voice deceptively casual. “Data point: Lorna recorded six–no, seven–separate orgasms: two hers, two Harper’s, one Teri’s, one mine, and, ahem, one spectacularly audible Ian finale. But I’d like independent verification because my stopwatch app froze somewhere around the second thunderclap.”

Teri’s blush threatens to set the curtains on fire. “Jamie, you promised no footnotes during breakfast.”

“I promised no photographs,” Jamie counters, eyes sparkling. “Footnotes are my love language.”

Lorna leans back, stretching cat-like, robe slipping scandalously. “Footnote all you want, just spell everyone’s name correctly in the acknowledgments.”

At that, I reach for my fork and point it in a general warning. “Names, timestamps, mechanical schematics—fine. But the footboard bench lives another day, and tonight I’m picking the furniture, preferably something built after 1950 and rated for hurricane loads.”

“And tomorrow morning,” Teri adds, sliding from her chair to retrieve more toast from the counter, “someone has to sign Ian up for a yoga class, because if we keep using him as leverage, he’s going to need flexibility.”

I groan, partly in protest, mostly in acknowledgment that her assessment is tragically accurate, and the sound triggers another ripple of laughter that feels, in my chest, like the exact opposite of loneliness.

Conversation drifts then, easy and overlapping: Lorna reminding me again to eat before I lose myself in cataloguing; Jamie quizzing Harper on staple-gun technique; Teri asking, very softly, if anyone objects to homemade strawberry gelato for dessert and receiving four synchronized “never”s in reply. I absorb every note of it—the coffee aroma, the sun on Lorna’s hair, the way Harper’s bare knee bumps mine under the table as though she can’t quite believe proximity is allowed—and I realize, with a swell of gratitude intense enough to ache, that the house no longer feels like a beautiful museum with echoing rooms; it feels occupied, it feels resonant, it feels alive.

Outside, a finch chirps near the ivy-choked eaves. In here laughter flows in lazy waves, and I think: this—this banquet of ordinary morning moments laced with extraordinary affection—might be what everyone means when they talk about happily ever after; except ours is less a tidy ending and more a perfectly untidy beginning, and I am ravenous for every messy, marvelous page to come.

Then, the doorbell rings.

“Who could that be at this hour?” I ask no one and everyone.

~ Rene ~

There are two problems in my immediate future. The first, and most pressing, is that I am sitting in a coffee house and there isn’t a steaming mug of caffeine-infused goodness in my hand. The second is that my slush fund is running low. Dangerously low, in fact. It hasn’t been this low in several years and I’m on the verge of breaking my cardinal rule of dipping into the reserves just to get myself a warm drink this morning.

Seriously, I’m down to my last ten thousand dollars.

Practically broke.

I scan the little coffee house, searching for a mark. It’s early in the morning and even the baristas look half-asleep, but a handful of seats are already occupied. I’m lounging in a booth on the far wall, gazing across the open-plan floor of the little store. There are a couple of younger people seated alone. They look like good targets—alone, easy pickings—but in this town, they could well be students. In my experience, the people least likely to part with their money are students because they never have any. No, I can’t go after them.

One table is occupied by a couple of men. They’re in suits and absorbed in animated conversation. Could be accountants or lawyers. About my age. Not bad looking, either of them, but there’s something about the way they’re talking that makes me hold back. Even though men are often the best marks for a girl like me, it’s not a good idea to interrupt them in the middle of an intense discussion. They might resent me for it, no matter how hot and coy and distressed I appear to be. No, I can’t go after them, either.

But then I see the perfect mark. He’s an older-looking guy, sitting on his own in the middle of the coffee house, stirring his mug with idle flicks of his wrist. His gaze is toward the wide glass windows at the front of the store and his expression is gentle, serene, calm. He looks like the perfect candidate. Besides, I’ll only get one real chance at this before I need to either leave the store or wait for a fresh batch of potential targets and I want a shot of coffee sooner rather than later.

I open my phone’s selfie camera and take a quick check. Yep, still stunning. Still beautiful. Still going to turn the head of any male with a pulse. Blonde hair. Bright, keen eyes. Sensual lips. Smooth, creamy skin. A body that most women would kill to have and every man would love to touch. Perfect.

Lights. Camera. Action.

I stand up from the booth seat, taking care to bump the table. It makes a loud sound as the legs scrape against the floor. The two younger student-looking customers throw a glance in my direction, while the suited men don’t look away from their intense discussion. The older guy sitting alone also doesn’t look over, which bugs me a little. I like it when I’m able to hold a man’s gaze during my first approach. In most cases, they’re eating out my hand before I’ve even made my opening gambit.

The older guy finally looks up as I approach. For a moment, his expression is blank, with a hint of confusion in the eyes. Then I flash my brightest, most alluring smile and he blinks. Surprise settles in his features. It’s a look I see a lot in men when I make my first contact. Is this babe looking at me?, is what that look says. They can’t believe it. And this guy can’t believe it either.

“Hi, I’m so sorry to bother you,” I say, my voice as meek and shy as can be. My goal is to play the role of a damsel in distress. Guys eat that up. Very few men can resist the chance to be a good guy for a woman in need. “Can I ask you something?”

“Do you need the table?” He points down, already positioning himself to move back and vacate the space.

I offer him a coy smile, still playing the role to a tee. Inside, I’m triumphant. He’s about to give me the table without argument. I wonder what else I can make him do for me?

“Oh, gosh, no.” I shake my head and give an embarrassed laugh. I slip into the seat beside him and lower my voice. “Actually, I’m really sorry to ask, but do you have a couple of bucks I can borrow for a coffee?”

He flounders for a moment. Everyone flounders when a stranger approaches them out of the blue and asks for money. If I was holding a charity clipboard, he’d reject me out of hand, but all he sees is a coy, slightly embarrassed, beautiful young woman. I’m a lot harder to turn down than some open-handed charity worker. A look of discomfort settles over his eyes and I can already feel him trying to find the words to decline me. Before he can stammer his way to a polite rejection, I continue, reeling off a quick sob story and throwing in a few awkward glances for additional sympathy.

“I’m so sorry, again, I’ve never asked anybody for money before, but I left my purse at my boyfriend’s—well, my ex-boyfriend’s house. I pretty much ran out of there in a hurry because I thought he was going to hurt me and all I need is a quick cup of coffee so I can figure out what I’m supposed to do about getting my stuff back…”

As I talk, that cloud of discomfort lifts and is replaced with concern. I’m just a little girl, you want to help me, right? I can almost feel his resolve melting at my gentle blushes.

“Just a cup of coffee?” He frowns. “You don’t want anything else?”

“Maybe a piece of toast, but that’s urgent.” I give a nervous laugh. “I’ve been awake most of the night, I just need a coffee for now. At least until I can get back into the apartment while he’s out.”

It’s all complete bullshit, of course. But he has no choice but to believe me. I’m the total package. Young, pretty, scared, in need of rescuing. He can save this poor damsel, all for the low, low price of a cup of coffee.

He hesitates. I reach out and put a hand on his arm and say, “Please?”

That one gesture cuts through his remaining defenses like a laser. He leans to the side and reaches into his back pocket and grabs his wallet.

“Hey, dad!”

A voice intrudes into our private moment, stealing his attention away from me. He glances toward the speaker and his face brightens. He says, “Heya, kiddo!”

I follow his gaze, fighting the frustration that wells up inside me. There’s a young woman standing over the table, smartly dressed, with a handbag over her arm. Her eyes and nose look almost the same as the old man’s. A daughter, I presume. She smiles at the older guy, then shoots me a confused look. She sees my hand on his arm and frowns.

Shit.

“Who’s this?” She looks at me with cynical eyes. A young woman touching an older man. I can feel her hackles rising as if we’re two alley cats attempting to snag the same mouse. A daughter will always try to protect her father, especially when she thinks he’s under threat from a woman just like me.

“Oh, this? I, uh…” The older guy looks at me again. He blinks. He suddenly realizes that he doesn’t know a damn thing about me except that I just asked him for money. I inwardly curse the brat for ruining such an easy score and get up from the table.

“No, it’s okay. Your father was being a friendly shoulder. I’m sorry to bother you.”

I turn and head back to my seat at the booth, trying to quell the anger in my gut. All I want is a damn cup of coffee, why is that so freaking hard? I really don’t want to break into my slush fund just for a hit of caffeine…

One of the younger student types has vacated his seat while I was trying to work the older man. He seems to have left a paper on the table. I snatch it up as I walk by. At least I can use it to hide my face until the father and daughter have gone. I slump down in the seat and open the paper and stare at the page.

Not at the page itself. At a picture on the page. I blink. I read the headline. I look at the picture. I read the headline again. It’s almost too good to be true.

The picture is a grainy, yet colorful, photograph of a reasonably good-looking guy. He’s older than me, possibly in his early fifties, with some salt in his pepper and a decent physique. He stands in front of a large shelf lined with book spines. The headline reads, Opening the Pages: Inside a Collector’s Extensive Vault, with a byline attributed to somebody named Jamie Martin. He must be the staff junior writer, I presume, sent to knock up a quick puff piece and pad out the paper. I scan the article and a few key words jump out at me. Billionaire. Book lover. Widower. My heart begins to race.

I don’t believe in destiny, but sometimes things are too good to be mere coincidence. Here I am, down to my last ten grand, and this opportunity lands right in my lap. There’s a rich, bored widower in town. The perfect target. Even more perfect than this guy at the coffee house, at least before his dumbass daughter got in my way.

Everything comes to a halt for a little while. I take out my phone and do a quick bit of research on this Ian Chandler guy, the subject of the article. Made a shitload of money in the tech world, then vanished when his wife died. Boo-hoo, very sad, I’m sure. But now he’s all alone with his fortune and nobody to spoil, apparently. It’s the perfect opportunity. All I need to do is find a way to slip into his life and that fortune could be mine.

I stand up and walk out of the coffee house in a haze of excitement. I haven’t been this eager to meet a mark since I worked an angle against a music producer in Los Angeles a few years back. That was five long, unsatisfying weeks, but the payoff was worth the effort. Imagine what I could wring out of this guy. I hail a cab and give him the address I found online for Ian Chandler, right here in Ann Arbor. The car rolls through early morning rush hour traffic and by the time the ride is over, I’ve got a pretty good plan of action in mind for the best way to approach Ian. It’s all about the angle, baby. All about the angle.

Ian’s house is huge. Unreasonably huge, to be honest. There’s no need for a place that big, that grand, that ostentatious. This guy Ian must be going crazy in a house like that with those stupid books and all that money. I take a moment to collect myself. Then I walk up the drive and ring the doorbell.
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~ Ian ~

I set my coffee mug on the table and stand to answer the bell. But first, I look around and ask, “Did anyone order groceries?”

“As if,” Teri sniffs. “I’ll pick my own produce, thankyouverymuch.”

Jamie frowns. “Eight-thirty visitors are never good news.”

Harper pushes back a strand of hair. “Could be someone who needs directions or something.”

Lorna smirks. “Maybe it’s some aging boomer with a flip phone,” she offers.

“Only one way to know,” I say, and stand. Behind me, Harper whispers a quick bet with Jamie about who it might be. I don’t catch the stakes.

Before I stand, Jamie claps her hands and laughs. “Wait, what if it’s a secret admirer for Ian? We should all hide and watch.”

Harper shakes her head and smiles. “If it is, they picked the wrong morning. He’s still walking like last night happened.”

Teri sets down the omelet pan. “The man needs a day of rest, not visitors.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re not helping.”

“Or maybe it’s a politician,” Jamie adds. “Door-knocking season starts early.”

“That’s worse,” Lorna says. “Slam the door if they mention polling.”

The joking helps, but as I cross the hall, I slip my phone into my pocket just in case.

In the foyer, sunlight washes over a tall woman. Once I open the door, her outline becomes clear. She is about five-ten, slim but not fragile, with long blonde hair that frames high cheekbones and wide hazel eyes. A pale blue blazer fits her as if tailored, the white blouse beneath it crisp, the dark jeans neat. Low brown heels, gold chain, light makeup. She carries a leather portfolio. She is strikingly beautiful.

“Mr. Chandler?” she asks.

“That’s me.”

“I’m Rene Haber from Meridian Rare Editions. Sorry to bother you at this ungodly hour, but I had a client cancel at the last minute after I drove all the way up here from Chicago.” She hands me a business card that matches her introduction. “I read about your collection and wondered if I might steal a minute or two of your morning.”

“You read about me?” I ask before I remember that Jamie’s article is still being talked about on social media. Not in a big way, but more than I expected.

“I try to keep my ear to the ground here in the Midwest about private collections such as yours,” she says with a look over my shoulder as if she wants to be invited inside. I'm not sure where this might be going, but even though I’m living with four beautiful women already, I have the same inability as most men to not give a beautiful woman what she wants, so I invite her in.

“We’re just having coffee, if you’d like to join us,” I tell her, and she brightens.

“That’s very kind of you,” she says as she walks inside as if she expected to be invited. It's a cause for concern, not a big one, but there was something about her, and her appearance on my doorstep, that had me on guard.

I walked her to the kitchen, and the girls all raised their eyebrows in unison when they saw her. “This is Rene Haber.” I go around the table and introduce each of the girls in turn. I’m more than a little curious to see how our visitor takes in this unusual breakfast scene, but if she’s shocked, or even just surprised, she hides it well.

Perhaps too well.

“You buy old books?” Teri asks.

“I mostly represent clients who buy them,” Rene says smoothly.

“Wow. The old book business is bigger than I realized,” Harper says with wide eyes. Everyone chuckles.

“Can I get you a cup of coffee?” Teri asks Rene earnestly.

“Actually, if I could just see your collection,” the woman says to me, ignoring Teri. “I won’t take up any more of your time than necessary.”

“This way,” I tell her as I point the way and usher her out of the kitchen.

“Ian,” Lorna says as we’re about to leave the room. “A word? Harper and I need to get to class.”

“Sure,” I tell her and motion to Rene that I’ll be along shortly. “What is it?” I ask in a whisper.

“I’m not sure,” she whispers in kind, “and maybe it’s nothing, but I’m getting a feeling with her.”

“Noted. I felt the same way,” I tell her as I nod and look her in the eyes. “I’ll be careful.”

I follow Rene down the hallway to the library and wave her in ahead of me. She looks around with stunned reverence, as almost everyone does on entering my treasure room.

“This is extraordinary,” she says as she takes it all in. “How long have you been collecting, Ian? You don’t mind if I call you Ian, do you?” she asks with a tone that is just this side of inappropriate.

“Not at all,” I respond. “It’s just been a few months, to be honest. I knew the previous owner of the house and the collection…”

“Oh, that’s right,” she says with a surge of recognition. “The article mentioned your friend. A former colleague, if I remember correctly.”

“That’s right,” I confirmed while wondering how she could have forgotten, even momentarily, such a key detail in the story. “So, what’s your area of expertise?” I ask innocently.

“Oh, I’m all over the map,” she says with a flip tone. “You know, the client knows best. I don’t pretend to be anything more than a glorified gopher, ready, willing, and able to hop on a flight to find a rare edition they just can’t live without.”

“What was the client looking for that brought you to Ann Arbor?” I ask patiently.

“A first edition of The Great Gatsby, if you can believe it. I mean, how bougie can you get?” She laughs at her client, and my bullshit meter ticks up again. “But I’m always in the market for 19th-century works by the Brits,” she adds quickly. “Your specialty, right?”

I nod and point to the shelf that holds my prized Dickens first editions. “But I’m not all that interested in selling, to be perfectly frank, Rene.”

She gives me a look. “Oh, come on, Ian. Everyone has his price,” she says with more of that tone that sets my teeth on edge. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear she’s coming on to me. Which is absurd, given the scene she walked in on in the kitchen. Did she think all of them were my daughters? I don’t look that old. Do I?

“I really don’t, Rene,” I tell her again. “I’m quite comfortable, financially…”

“And personally, from what I saw in the kitchen. Tell me, Ian. Are you… involved with all of them?” She rolls her eyes and laughs. “Not that it’s any of my business, to be sure.”

“That’s exactly right, Rene,” I tell her pointedly. She stops laughing and looks at me, her mouth hanging open, her perfectly sculpted eyebrows raised almost to her hairline.

“It’s none of your business.”

~ Rene ~

All right, so there may be a little snag in my scheme. Apparently I’m not the only one trying to work the old man.

When Ian first invites me into the house—with barely any pressure on my account, I should add—he brings me to the kitchen, where no less than four young women are all milling around. It takes a huge effort not to show any kind of reaction at the scene, even though I’m internally frustrated and confused in equal measure. None of the sources I used for research mentioned anything about Ian having kids. It’s strange that four daughters would still be living at home with their father, but if he’s loaded, who can blame them?

Then I take a closer look. Nothing intrusive, nothing invasive, just tiny little glances. My gaze and attention is mostly on Ian, as it should be. He’s the mark, the target, the prize. The more I look at him, the more he’s going to look at me in return. It’s psychology 101. But I assess the girls for a couple of seconds and come to the conclusion that, no, they are not his daughters. None of them look alike and their ages are too random. These girls must be like me, here for the same reason.

Which means I have some competition.

It’s obvious that this guy has a relationship with all four girls. I don’t mean the familial kind of relationship, either. I mean in the biblical sense. It’s as plain as the gleam in Ian’s surprisingly captivating eyes. I’d have to be deaf, dumb, and blind not to notice the way they all look at Ian. Apparently the old man can still go. That’s fine with me. I have no problem getting down and dirty if it helps me get what I want. Besides, Ian is a lot better looking than some of the rich guys I’ve snagged in the past. At least I won’t have to close my eyes if the job requires me to get up close and personal with him. It’ll be a lot easier to fake being attracted to a guy who is actually pretty attractive.

Ian guides me to his library and we’re finally alone. I was half-expecting one of his brats to trail after us, like the daughter protecting her dad back in the coffee house. Now I can start to work my magic. We start discussing his admittedly impressive collection and I let my eyes wander the shelves. It’s time to get in character.

The key to a good lie is blending it with enough of the truth so that the two become indistinguishable. If someone can detect two truths, the third statement will be accepted, even if it’s a lie. My approach with Ian is simple: I do not know anything at all when it comes to collecting antique books, therefore I will not try to fool him by talking up my own knowledge. Besides, he probably knows way, way more than I could ever learn about this niche field of human experience. Therefore, my character, Rene Haber from Meridian Rare Editions, doesn’t know much about the books themselves. But what I can do is dangle a little carrot in his view. He’ll want to get to know me because I can offer him something he wants. By the time he realizes that I don’t have anything, it’ll be way too late and I’ll be long gone, hopefully with a healthy boost to my bank account to keep my head above water for at least the next next six months, maybe longer if I resist the temptation to check into a few five-star resorts on the coast.

But there’s just one nagging, niggling doubt worming its way into my brain. The girls upstairs. I need to know what kind of competition I’m dealing with.

I give a soft, flirtatious laugh and say, “Tell me, Ian. Are you… involved with all of them? Not that it’s any of my business, to be sure.”

His reaction surprises me. I half-expect him to laugh along with me, or maybe brag about his conquests, or even tap his nose and wink, like some men do when they pretend to be subtle. Instead he fixes his gaze on me and says, “That’s exactly right, Rene. It’s none of your business.”

My laugh falls short and I try to change tack. “I didn’t mean to offend you, of course.”

“No offense taken. But I’m not going to discuss myself or my private life with someone I just met.”

“Business, then.” I flash him a bright, winning smile. His refusal to go into more details gives me all the answers I need. There’s zero doubt in my mind that Ian is far from the wounded widower he seemed in that article. It seems that he’s enjoying a late-life resurgence as some kind of Lothario. Can’t say I’m surprised. He’s doing what every man would do if they came into a huge amount of wealth: using it to bed as many hot young women as possible. The only question that lingers in the back of my mind is where I can find a space to plant my roots.

“Business?” He frowns. “I said I’m not interested in selling.”

“And I heard you. But I can do more than buy books, Ian. A lot more.” I inject a sultry edge to my voice with those final three words, then turn my attention to a row of leathery-looking book spines with gold text. I have no idea what they are, but they look old so they’re probably valuable. The author is Proust-somebody. That name means nothing to me, but it’s probably one that Meridian Rare Editions would know, so I purse my lips as if impressed. “See, Ian, I work both ways, if you follow my meaning. A man such as yourself, with a collection this big and impressive, well, obviously you want to add to it, am I right? There must be a gap somewhere you want to fill. You can’t have naked shelves, wouldn’t you agree?”

That little speech is a calculated risk on my part, but a sly one. It’s peppered with plenty of seemingly innocent double entendres, but they should rattle around in his mind later. Especially when I casually slip the word naked into a sentence. Most men tend to get stuck on that word. Most men hear the word naked and they look at me and I can practically see their minds turning to mush. They think of naked and they think of me and they think of big and impressive and of filling gaps and they become putty in my hands.

Yet Ian refuses. Instead of looking at me, his gaze drifts to the shelves. His expression turns thoughtful.

“I haven’t thought about it, to be quite honest, Rene. A few weeks back, I came into possession of even more books for the collection. I still haven’t fully catalogued all of them.”

“How exciting.” I flash him another smile. I’m keen, eager, happy for him. I’m totally focused on my character. “How would you like to be brought on as a client at Meridian?”

“A client? What-”

“Think of me as your own personal rare book shopper. If you find that your collection has a gap, you call me and I move heaven and earth to fill it.”

“I’m not sure-”

“Oh, think nothing of it, Ian.” I take a step forward, rushing to cut him off. The last thing I need is for this man to start thinking his own thoughts. “It’s not an inconvenience at all. It’s my job - and my pleasure.”

He nods and returns my smile. At least he’s halfway interested in what I’m selling and not rejecting me out of hand. That’s good. If I can’t hook him with my looks, I can dangle that carrot. Either way, I’ll get him.

“I guess it couldn’t hurt,” he says.

“Not unless you want it to.” I throw in a wink. He doesn’t react. “I’ll tell you what, Ian. How about we discuss this further later tonight? Over dinner? There’s a fabulous restaurant I know in town, Alessandro’s. Let’s get together and see how well we fit.”

He gives a slow, thoughtful nod. “It’s been a while since I went out for dinner. Usually Teri makes the meals.”

“Terry? Is he your chef?”

“Teri. She’s the head of the house. Takes care of the food, the cleaning… Actually, she kind of keeps the place running.”

“Sounds like the girl could use a night off.” I touch him on the arm. He doesn’t pull away. That’s encouraging. “See you tonight at eight.”

I give him a peck on the cheek and head to the steps to leave the library. I pause just once, to glance back and confirm that he’s watching me walk away. He is. A surge of pride blooms in my chest. I’ve dangled the carrot and he’s nibbling. We’re off to the races.
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~ Ian ~

I slip on a dark blue blazer and check myself in the full-length mirror in the master bedroom one last time before I head downstairs to present myself for the girls’ approval. I fiddle with my tie before I decide to discard it as a sign I’m trying too hard. I pull it from my collar and toss it on the bed, leaving a clear indication that I toyed with the idea, which I’m sure I’ll hear about later. I smile at the thought.

When I arrive in the kitchen, all four women stand around the island: Harper dries a pot with quick circles of the towel, Teri stacks plates in neat towers, Jamie scribbles a final note on the pad that never leaves her side, and Lorna, sleeves pushed to her elbows, rinses the last glass under quiet water, yet the moment they register the click of my shoes they pivot as one and grin in that conspiratorial way that reminds me I will never again be able to slide through a room unnoticed.

“Wow, you do clean up nice after all,” Jamie smirks. “Not that I doubted you would.” I give her a nod and a smile.

“I still don’t understand why you’re going on a date with this woman,” Harper says with a pout. “I mean, what’s up with that, Ian?” she asks with a giggle, unable to maintain the pretense that she’s jealous.

“I know, right?” Teri says with feigned indignation. “I mean, how much attention does one man need? Am I right?” She looks at the others, who nod solemnly before laughing uncontrollably. Only Lorna resists joining in the fun.

I play along, lifting my hands in surrender, telling them that I will be home long before breakfast to mock-doubtful looks and comments; the banter spins another minute until Lorna clears her throat and says, more carefully than the others, “All joking aside, I’m still not convinced this Rene person only wants to talk about books,” and the shift in her tone is enough to bring the teasing to a grinding halt.

Harper’s brow creases; she assumed, I think, that whatever caution I showed this morning faded the moment a dinner invitation appeared, and Jamie’s eyes flick between Lorna and me like she’s trying to decide if the tension is a subplot worth chasing, but I answer before their concern grows all out of proportion.

“I agree with Lorna. Rene came with a hidden agenda; dinner is just the easiest place to hear the rest of it, and I promise I’ll be on my toes.”

We all trade quick hugs, Lorna’s lasting a second longer, a brief press of promise at my shoulder, and as I leave the room the four of them call overlapping instructions—drive safe, tip well, remember to breathe—until the sound fades behind the closing door and the house settles, leaving me alone with the steady drum of my pulse and the cool night air waiting beyond the porch.

~ ~ ~

Alessandro’s sits on a corner near campus, all brick arches and warmly-lit lamps, and when I arrive, Rene is already inside, seated at a small window table, blonde hair tucked behind one ear, a slim black dress replacing the blazer, the leather portfolio nowhere in sight. She stands as I approach, offers a handshake that hovers between professional and familiar, and the maître d’ appears almost immediately to settle us, pour water, and promise bread in a minute.

“You find the place all right?” I ask.

“Easier than most college towns,” she says. “And the aroma tells me someone here knows how to cook with garlic.”

“Wait until you try the risotto, if that’s a dish you like. Their specialty.”

“That sounds great,” she admits with a warm smile. “Do you eat here often?”

“Not lately,” I begin, but then cut myself off. I was about to say that Teri’s cooking makes going out unnecessary, but I hold that bit of info back. Not sure why, though.

“Alessandro’s real gift,” I say, “is that they make no effort to jump on the fashionable trends that ruined so many places...” I stop again, wondering if I’m being too cautious with Rene.

She laughs—quick, genuine—and opens the list again. “Are you a wine snob or…?”

“Barbera. If you’re okay with…”

“No, that’s fine,” she says, laying the wine list to one side.

I stare at her as she settles into her chair and looks around. She’s an interesting combination of looks to my eye–attractive, put-together without trying too hard, fashionable but not ridiculous, either. Her figure is intriguing to me, as someone who has recently come into his own in that regard. I have four women to choose from at home, not that I have to choose, but each of them is unique in their body types. I never noticed how different women could be when I was married, and it rarely came up since my wife died, my dating history being sporadic at best and lame at worst.

“Earth to Ian,” Rene says at last with a slight smirk. “Where did you go?”

“Sorry, I was just thinking about something I forgot to put on my calendar.” It’s not a lie, but it’s not exactly true, either. I need to have my attorney add Harper to my estate plan.

The waiter arrives; we order mushroom risotto for her, grilled sea bass for me, a bottle of Barbera for both, and when he glides away, she folds her hands. “So, Ian, how often do you escape the house for restaurants?”

“Often enough,” I say, then steer the talk to safer ground. “Chicago treating Meridian well?”

“Better every quarter,” she replies. “Virtual auctions shove prices up, but physical scouting still wins the strange pieces. Half my job involves mileage.”

“I miss the chase,” I admit. “Lately, I buy with only images more than paper.”

“That’s a shame.” She tilts her head. “The feel and the smell matter.”

“Leather and foxing,” I say, “beats new-car scent every time.”

The wine arrives, and after the cork is removed and placed before me, the waiter offers me a taste. I approve, and after two generous pours, we toast silently.

She sets her glass down. “Your Dickens shelf—how deep does it go?”

I laugh gently. “It’s obscure enough to bore most students, if I had any,” I say. “But nothing that needs climate-controlled vaults.”

“Still, first-run imprints aren’t cheap,” she presses. “Repairs alone must require a budget.”

“That depends on the budget.” I keep the line easy. “Some people collect cars; I fix spines.”

Her eyes flick, measuring. “And the house itself? Big place for one man.”

I sip wine, stall. “Old properties can be reasonable if you buy them before alumni discover real estate apps.”

She smiles, waiting. “The article mentioned three housemates, but I counted four this morning.”

“A recent addition,” I explain without further explanation, even as she waits.

Finally, “Are they tenants? Partners? Jamie’s piece was discreet.”

I break a breadstick and watch the steam rise. “Friends, to begin with. They help keep the place lively.”

“And expense-sharing makes sense,” she offers, clearly digging.

I nod, noncommittal. “Everybody contributes in their own way.”

“How did you meet them?”

“Different paths. University, charity events, luck.” I shrug.

She studies me. “Sounds… unconventional.”

“It’s open and honest,” I say, wondering how far to go in explaining. For the first time in months, I’m feeling uncomfortable about my living arrangements. It’s not a pleasant feeling, but I can’t blame Rene for being curious.

“Honesty also invites questions.” A gentle push.

I turn the conversation back to books, and Rene does her best to act the expert, but her lack of knowledge about basic facts is hard to hide. I don’t call her on it, but I have to wonder what her true agenda might be.

The waiter returns with dinner plates, buying me thirty, maybe forty seconds while he lays out risotto, bass, and lemon wedges. When he leaves, Rene lifts her fork but keeps her eyes on mine.

“Regarding your…roommates, I won’t pry if it’s off limits,” she says, “but transparency makes business simpler. Meridian doesn’t care, of course, but I prefer clear pictures if we’re going to work together.”

I roll a piece of fish in charred lemon, weigh disclosure against evasion, then decide partial truths only invite more questions.

“They’re not just housemates, Rene,” I say, my voice low but steady. “We’re partners in every sense. Romantic, yes. Sexual, yes. But it works because no one hides anything.”

A heartbeat of silence. She sets her fork down, dabs her napkin at the corners of her mouth, and gives a small, knowing glance—half appraisal, half approval—that tells me she understands more about people than books.

“Thank you,” she says at last. “Clear pictures, indeed.”

Her smile is polite, but unreadable. It’s my turn to wait.

~ Rene ~

I bloody knew it. I knew those little harlots had their claws in Ian—and, more importantly, his money—but I could never have guessed that he was sleeping with all of them. The revelation surprises me so much that I pause to dab my mouth with a napkin and take a moment to collect myself. The idea that Ian is knocking boots with all the girls, instead of just one or two, is totally unexpected. I can compete with one. I’m confident that I can outshine two. But if I want to usurp four girls, I’m going to need to work harder than ever.

“No judgment from me, of course.” I offer a smile, hiding the swirling frustration in my gut. This man has taken what should be a fairly simple job and managed to turn it into a much more complicated affair. It’s not just get in, drain his account, get out again. “I admire the way you live your life.”

“How so?”

“You’re living life on your own terms. That gives me a lot of confidence that you and I will work well together.”

He cuts into his bass and chews a fleshy chunk, his face indicating that it tastes as good as it looks. I dig a spoon into my risotto and nibble on a small, lady-like portion. It’s every bit as delicious as the restaurant’s price tag would suggest.

After a moment of silence, Ian says, “You seem pretty confident that we’re going to work together, Rene. What if I’m happy with my current book collection?”

I smile. My man is playing hard to get, it seems. No matter. Sometimes the fish needs to be encouraged to swim onto the hook. “If that’s true, you wouldn’t have agreed to this dinner. Besides, I’ve worked with a lot of clients who have some pretty out-there and extravagant needs. There have been more than a few times I’ve had to track down rare books from private collectors in the far-flung corners of the earth.”

He nods, impressed with my dedication. It’s all bullshit, obviously, but he doesn’t need to know that. I decide to push him a little further.

“Of course, there might be another reason you agreed to this dinner…”

Ian pauses, fork almost in his mouth. He fixes me with a quizzical look.

“Oh, don’t be coy, Ian. You can’t deny that you feel it, too?”

“Feel? Feel what?”

“A connection.” I give him a shy yet knowing smile, reaching across the table and placing my hand on top of his. He freezes. For a rich guy with four girls at his disposal, he’s surprisingly shy. “I don’t know how to explain it. You and I, we have this bond. Maybe it’s because we share a love for rare books or maybe we’re kindred spirits. I know I shouldn’t admit this, given that I want to take you on as a client and all, but I find you engaging.”

He eats a few bites for a moment in silence. It’s almost long enough for me to wonder if I’ve come on too strong or he’s not interested. But there’s a coloring in his cheeks that tells me everything I need to know. What a strange and unusual man he is. Most guys with his level of wealth live a very particular lifestyle: one filled with luxury, ego, and privilege. Ian is almost the exact opposite. I’ve made moves on men with far smaller bank accounts and wound up in their beds, being showered with riches, in less than half the time it’s taken just to get to this dinner. It’s a strange change of pace, but I can work with that. If he wants to play hard to get, I can give chase. It only adds to the thrill of getting what I want, after all.

“That’s, um, kind of you to say, Rene. Can I ask what made you want to do this for a living?”

Changing the subject. Cute. I offer a coy smile and say, “You may ask me anything you like. For me, I kind of fell into this line of work. I’ve always had an appreciation for older things. Art. Books. Men. Several years back, I worked as a curator in an art gallery. Through that, I became acquainted with wealthy clients and connected them to artwork they wanted to purchase. After that, Meridian headhunted me for this exact role. I love the work. I get to travel, meet fascinating people, enjoy the thrill of connecting clients to objects they adore. I feel like I was born for this position.” I allow for a brief pause, then throw out a risque line. “Of course, I’ve learned a lot of positions in this role…”

Somehow Ian doesn’t bite. He gives a thoughtful nod before responding. “I confess, I’ve never thought about it as a job that needed doing. I assumed that collectors attended auctions or galleries or made private sales.”

“Sure, some do. I personally know several clients who prefer me to track down the items they want so they can close the deal themselves. Everyone has different tastes, different preferences, different… desires. How about you, Ian? What do you desire?”

A flicker of doubt crosses his eyes, as if wondering if that was a question with hidden meaning. It was, but I keep a charming smile on my face to add an air of mystery. Men love to solve mysteries. It makes them feel accomplished.

“Me? I’m not sure. I suppose it would be nice to have enough time to read through all the books in my collection.”

“You actually read them?” For one moment, the mask - Rene Haber, Meridian Rare Editions - slips and my genuine reaction emerges. Luckily, it’s what both myself and my character are thinking.

“Of course I do.” Ian hasn’t noticed. If anything, he seems amused by my blurted question. “What’s the point in owning books if you don’t read them? Most of them are regarded as masterpieces, the least I can do is find out why.”

I recover quickly and slip back into character while enjoying a mouthful of my wine. “You surprise me, Ian.”

“How so?”

“Most of my clients like to have things just because. Cars, paintings, furnishings - they want to own these things because the items make them appear more valuable. They don’t care about the history of a painting or how it was intended to make the viewer feel, only that owning it is a symbol of power. I’ve sourced paintings for clients only for that painting to be placed in a private vault, never to be seen again. Yet you… you actually want to enjoy your collection.”

“Absolutely. An author writes to share a piece of his or her heart with the world. If the story isn’t read, it’s meaningless.”

“Hear, hear.”

I raise my glass and we toast, a tinkling chime sounding across the table. Our faceless waiters appear from the shadows and remove empty plates, leaving us alone. It’s time to push him a little harder now. He’s had a couple of glasses of wine, he’s had a good meal, he’s enjoyed my wonderful company.

“It seems to me that you collect more than just books, Ian.”

His brow furrows in thought while he takes another mouthful of wine. He gives me a quizzical look.

“The girls in your home.”

“Hardly a collection,” he says, with a small chuckle.

“Even so, living with four attractive young women is more than most men.” I lick my lips. “I just want to make sure there won’t be any problems.”

“What kind of problems?”

“The kind that always inevitably arises between girls when a man focuses his attention elsewhere. I fully intend to bring you in as my client and work underneath you for as long as you want to have me, Ian. Will that be an issue for the girls in your life? They won’t be mad at me for stealing you away?”

He thinks about the question for a moment before responding. He says, “No. I don’t think it’ll be a problem, Rene.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Because I intend for us to have a long and fruitful partnership.”

A waiter materializes from the shadows clutching two dessert menus. I take one and look across the table at Ian.

“What do you say? Would you like dessert? Or maybe we can get something… to go?”
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~ Ian ~

I sign the credit-card slip, thank the waiter for everything, and follow Rene through the narrow aisle that leads from the table to the host’s station, stepping past couples who have drifted into soft talk and servers who are clearing plates that smell of garlic and olive oil even when they are empty. By the time we push through the front door, the heavy air of an unseasonably warm fall night hits us in the face, humid and thick after the restaurant’s air-conditioning, and the streetlights toss a plain yellow glow onto the short row of parked cars and sidewalk planters.

We stop together under the striped awning that shelters the valet desk, the kind of shelter that is more for show than for weather, because the rain that had threatened during dinner never arrived, but the attendants stand there anyway in their matching dark windbreakers, ready to jog for keys; Rene thanks the nearest one, hands him her claim tag, and turns back to hand me with the small white box that holds two squares of tiramisu, saying in a calm, level voice that they did not bother with coffee refills inside but her hotel keeps a single-cup brewer that is “serviceable and quick,” and if I have a few spare minutes, we can finish dessert while the traffic thins.

I look down at the box, then back at her eyes, the same steady hazel color that flicked toward my wallet a few times during dinner but never stayed long enough to be rude, and I decide that I have been waiting for a clear next step all evening; a ride to the hotel will place us on non-neutral ground, will let me see whether she presses for something more than conversation, and will give me extra material to share with the girls when they insist on a debrief later. “Sure,” I say, keeping my tone easy, “as long as your brewer accepts actual ground beans and not flavored pods.”

She smiles, not wide, not coy, just a simple approval that says the plan is set, and as her rental car appears at the curb, she walks toward it without glancing back to check that I will follow. I watch her for a moment, see that her pace is unhurried even in heels, and decide again that confidence is her favorite outfit.

My vehicle arrives thirty seconds after hers pulls away; the valet apologizes for the wait, even though there was no actual delay. I slip him an extra bill, climb in, and pull the door shut on the sound of clinking dishes drifting out through the restaurant’s half-open windows.

Once I press the start button and the engine settles into its steady idle, the space of the cabin lets my thoughts line up in a way they never do when someone is across the table watching for my reactions; I remember every place during the meal where Rene gave me details about Chicago storage costs or Meridian’s bidding strategy, yet each time I asked for the names of current consignors she offered broad descriptions instead of real titles, which is not fatal in itself—dealers protect leads—but when her loose answers combine with the obvious slip about Dickens printing history and the direct questions about my money it forms a pattern I can’t ignore.

The steering wheel feels cool and smooth under my hands, and as I make the short turn onto Huron I decide that none of the red flags matter enough to shut the evening down because nothing she has done so far threatens my security or the girls’ safety; if she aims to charm me into careless disclosure, I can manage that pressure, and if she tries something bolder—some pitch that trades flirtation for favors—I will draw the line there and drive home. But I am also honest enough with myself to admit that part of me is curious to see how far she will go, what tactics she thinks will work on a man who already has everything he truly wants waiting at home.

The boulevard lights flick past in wet loops, and I run a fingertip over the steering wheel, deciding in that small tactile moment that I’ll let her try whatever play she has planned, up to the point it risks something more than my ego; that means the girls deserve a heads-up. I hit the voice-dial on the console and call Lorna, knowing she’ll still be awake because probability theory in the current session gives her insomnia.

She answers on the second ring with background laughter—Teri’s, I think—and says, “How’s the espionage date, Professor?”

“Just concluded the field briefing,” I tell her, keeping the humor in my voice so she doesn’t jump straight to alarm. “Rene suggested coffee in her hotel suite; I accepted on the strategic grounds of collecting data and possibly tiramisu.”

A beat of silence, then a soft exhale that carries equal parts concern and teasing: “You do realize coffee is euphemism-adjacent at this hour, right?”

“I’m counting on it,” I say, and honesty makes the next part easier. “She’s fishing, Lorna—tried a slip about The Mystery of Edwin Drood that would make Dickens spin in his grave. I want to see if she drops more clues when we’re alone.”

Lorna’s voice steadies, the mathematician slipping back on her lab coat. “Boundaries?”

“Wallet stays closed, heart stays skeptical, zipper negotiable,” I answer, and Teri’s muffled snort confirms I’m on speakerphone. “If she tries overt extraction of cash, favors, or manuscripts, I bail; if it’s just flirtation, I’ll go with the flow. You good with that?”

Teri calls out, “Bring her home if she passes the vibe check!” and I picture her twirling a dish towel like a rally flag.

Lorna hums—thinking, weighing, always two moves ahead—then says, “Have fun with the new blonde in your life, but keep a recording angel on one shoulder. Text if coffee turns into something else.”

“Footnote,” I promise, using Jamie’s rescue code, and end the call as the hotel towers into view above the next set of lights, twenty stories of mirrored glass catching neon from the downtown bars.

I swing into the circular drive, hand the keys to yet another damp valet, and tuck the dessert box under my arm like a bribe I’m not sure I should pay. The elevator is chrome and whisper-quiet. I catch my reflection in the brushed metal walls—tieless, hair humidity-ruffled—and think I look almost jaunty for a man heading into ambiguous territory, but maybe that’s the thrill talking.

At the twentieth floor, the doors part on silent rails, and the corridor stretches left and right, soft-lit, lined with identical doors and tasteful abstract art nobody stops to admire. Rene’s text said 2009; I find it halfway down, raise a hand to knock, then pause because some part of me remembers the way Katie used to answer late-night knocks—bare feet, loose bun, half-embarrassed grin—and the memory flashes soap-bubble bright before it pops and floats away. I knock twice, light but sure.

Locks click. The door opens six inches, and Rene peers through, blond hair now unpinned and falling straight, jacket gone, black dress exchanged for a gray silk blouse that shimmers like mercury under recessed lights. “That was quick,” she says, stepping back to let me in. “I was about to see if room service stocks decent spoons.”

The suite surprises me: corner layout, one wall floor-to-ceiling glass overlooking campus rooftops glistening under streetlamps, kitchenette already set with two china saucers and a silver coffeepot releasing faint steam; no briefcase in sight, no laptop glowing, just a precisely arranged intimate stage. She takes the cake box, sets it beside the pot, and pours without asking how I take it—another small assertion of control.

“I hope you don’t mind decaf,” she says.

“Not at this time of night,” I answer, accepting the cup. The first sip is lukewarm but rich. For a minute, we trade easy remarks: the rain, the poor showing of the Tigers this season, the irony that second-tier Italian restaurants have the best desserts because nobody orders them. Then she sets down her cup, folds her arms on the counter edge, and asks, as if she’s reading the weather, “Did you always imagine yourself landing in a poly-household?”

The directness catches me, not because it’s blunt but because it feels like the first genuine question of the night rather than a probe. I lean back against the table, cross my ankles, and tell her the truth: “I never imagined leaving California, never imagined loving four people at once, never imagined collecting first editions. Man plans, the gods laugh.”

She smiles at that—small, acknowledging. “Adaptable. Investors love adaptable.”

“And rare-book opportunists?” I probe, watching her eyes for the faint twitch that might betray motive.

She gives me a lazy shrug. “Opportunists love opportunity. Maybe that’s money, maybe access, maybe proximity to people who matter.” She lifts a forkful of tiramisu and studies it as if it might reveal… something. “You matter, Ian.”

“To Meridian?”

“To me,” she says, tasting the cake, wiping a crumb from her lip with her thumb in a gesture so casual it’s clearly rehearsed. “A man who can hold four hearts without dropping one—tell me that isn’t a collectible skill.”

I laugh softly, more at the metaphor than at her flirtation. “You’re the first to phrase it that way.”

“First to say it aloud,” she corrects. “They know.”

The ‘they’ hangs there—Lorna, Teri, Jamie, Harper—and I realize she’s baiting again, seeing if I’ll confirm how many women orbit the Chandler house. I sip coffee instead, let silence fill the suite until the newly arrived rain against the glass sounds like static.

She sets down her fork, walks to the window, and gestures with her eyes for me to join her. The city glows in wet amber below, the diagonal line of State Street traffic lights pulsing red-green-yellow like a slow heartbeat. “Tell me something,” she says, voice softer than before. “Are you suspicious of me because of the slip about Dickens, or because a beautiful woman asked to see your books unannounced?”

“Both,” I admit, stepping beside her, hands in pockets. “And because beautiful women seldom make small mistakes.”

She laughs, low and honest. “True. But sometimes I drop a stitch to see who’s watching.”

“And tonight you confirmed I was?”

“Confirmed you notice details,” she says, turning so we stand almost shoulder to shoulder, her perfume warmer now, less floral, more musk. “That matters in my line.”

“Which line is that, really, Rene?” I ask the question, a feather, not a hammer. “Dealer, scout, negotiator, or something proxied through Meridian’s letterhead?”

She considers, eyes on the rain-silvered horizon. “All of the above, depending on the room.” Then she tilts her head, studying me. “Does the answer change whether you come farther in?”

There it is—the shoe dropping, not with a thud but a soft invitation. I think of Lorna’s caution, of my own decision to let her try seduction, of the line between collecting data and being collected. I take one slow breath, measure the room and the distance back to the door, and decide: the line isn’t crossed until it is.

So I smile, tap my cup to hers on the sill. “Show me the view,” I say.

She steps closer, her shoulder brushing mine, city lights flickering in the glass like restless fireflies.

~ Rene ~

He’s testing me. I feel it. I know it. I like it. His hesitation and resistance and caution will only make this all the sweeter when I get what I want and bounce. I can almost taste my victory.

Even better, he swallowed my line about pretending to fumble some of the facts. Naturally, I know next to nothing about collecting old books, in fact everything that’s come out of my mouth all evening has been a careful mix of quick research, inspired guesswork, and total fabrication, but if he thinks that my mistakes are deliberate, that works perfectly. In fact, it’s even better if he believes that we’re both equally suspicious of one another. By doing that, I ensure that his remaining doubts will dissipate when mine appear to vanish.

And it’s now time to start changing the rules of our little game.

We stand at the huge, gorgeous window and look out across the city landscape, watching the world begin to glisten beneath falling rain. Lights shimmer. Streets begin to gleam as water settles. Cars kick cloudy sprays out from behind. I love the rain. It has a cleansing, calming effect on a huge area. Plus, it makes people reluctant to leave their current comforts and head outdoors, which means that Ian is going to be more and more likely to remain in my hotel room until the rain passes. That gives me plenty of time to cast my next hook.

“I love what I do, Ian. Truly. There’s nothing quite so exhilarating as getting what I want.” Truth and lies. Lies and truth. “All I want is to make my clients happy. Everyone out there wants something. Happiness. Success. Prosperity. But what about the people who already have those things? People like you. They still have wants and needs. My job is to fulfill those desires.”

I pause and take a sip of wine, giving him a knowing look over the lip of the glass.

He says, “I have very few needs or desires that go unmet. Especially these days.”

A smile dances across my lips. I’ve taken care to touch up my lipstick before he arrived, so the vivid red shape is more enhanced than usual. His eyes glance down, pulled toward my smile. I say, “I’m sure that’s mostly true, what with those young women at your beck and call…”

He says nothing, but his lips pinches inward, almost imperceptibly. That’s enough for me to continue.

“Of course, I don’t mean to make assumptions. I’m sure they’re good at what they do and they keep you satisfied well enough.”

“They do.”

A hint of defense enters his tone. That’s interesting. Most rich guys don’t care all that much about the women swimming in their wake, even if they’ve gotten married. Wealthy men view women in the same way they view the things they collect: as possessions. As things to own. As objects to be admired for what they mean rather than treasured for what they are. But Ian, it seems, is full of surprises.

“I’m glad to hear it.” I’m not, truth be told, it makes my angle of approach that much more challenging, but I’ve never been afraid of a tough job. “But I’m sure I can find something you’d like to get your hands on…”

He lifts the wine to his lips and takes a sip, deep in thought. I never finish my sentence, preferring instead to let the wheels of imagination turn in his mind as he looks at me with those words hanging in the air. I lick my lips and say, “Dessert?”

“I could go for some tiramisu, sure.”

“Bring the plates.”

For a moment, he pauses, as if not expecting to be given instructions. Few rich guys like being told what to do. They became rich to get away from following orders, afterall. But they all do what they’re told when a woman like me asks for something. All men love to play the role of a gentleman. Plus, it makes them think that I owe them something in return. It also makes a man want to assert himself over me, to prove his masculinity in a deep, primal way. I know my psychology.

Ian gathers the dessert plates and two coffee spoons for eating and brings them back. I sit on the bed and gesture for him to join me. He glances at the sheets as if worried about making a mess with our food, but doesn’t say anything.

“You know,” I say, taking my plate and talking with a conspiratorial edge, “for a minute, I wasn’t sure if there were any plates in the room. You would have eaten this off my body instead.”

A surprised look crosses his face, a tiny ripple of surprise. Instead of following my lead and continuing down the path of sexual ambiguity, Ian says, “You’re quite forward, aren’t you, Rene?”

“Absolutely.” I wrap my lips around the spoon and swallow a piece of dessert with sensual slowness. He watches every moment. “Life is too damn short to tread lightly. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my line of work, it’s that nobody should ever be shy when it comes to taking what they want.”

I let a knowing smile tease my lips. He pauses, watching, thinking, maybe fantasizing. It’s hard to read his expression. Ian is a guarded man, but all men are the same deep down. All wealthy men are more alike than any of them ever truly realize. They all crave one thing: more. More money. More art. More books. More cars. More women. More pussy. More adoration. I have no doubt in my mind that Ian is exactly the same as all the others, no matter how decent and noble and absurdly chivalrous he seems to be.

“Something tells me that you know what you want.” He keeps his eyes on mine, instead of where I want them to be - my lips, my chest, my body. Fine, I’ll let him keep playing the gentleman if he wants. “I just haven’t worked out exactly what that is, yet. Or why you want it.”

“No? I’d have thought that was perfectly obvious to a man like yourself.”

He’s a fish on the line. I can almost feel him wriggling as my hook sinks deeper. He’s intrigued, if not downright fascinated. He’s right where I want him, so it’s time to kick this into a higher gear. I bring another spoon of dessert to my lips, but this time I accidentally smear a little on my cheek. He notices immediately and taps his cheek, indicating that I have something on my face. I frown, pretending not to understand. He taps his cheek again. I make no moves to clean the smear. Finally, Ian leans closer, extends his hand-

-And I’ve got him.

He touches my cheek. I tense my body and let a surprised gasp escape my lips, as if electricity has passed between us. I gaze into his eyes, which, in fairness, are pretty damn lovely and bright and filled with simmering intelligence. He strokes my cheek with a thumb, caressing a smudge of dessert away. This is it. The moment. I’ve lined him up and worn him down and softened him perfectly for this exact moment. We’re alone in my hotel room, without any of his giggling girls to interrupt us. I’ve made my feelings clear. There are no more games to play.

I lean in and put my lips to his. He stiffens at my touch, still playing the coy, reserved gentleman. Oh, Ian. We both know you want me. I place my hands on his cheeks and let them slide up, fingers gliding through his hair, locking into place as I clutch him tight. Now I have him. Now I have him.

Now I have him.

He puts his hands on my body. I let out a groan, maybe a little over the top, maybe a little forced, but it has the desired effect. His tongue brushes mine like paint on a canvas. I return the favor, but with more hunger, more aggression, more desperation. Usually I have to fake my enthusiasm for a mark at this point, but Ian is genuinely attractive and charming and kind of sweet in a weird way, so I’m determined to enjoy what comes next to the fullest.

Our kiss starts slow but builds quickly, like a fire catching on a stack of dry wood. He refrains from groping, cupping, or caressing me, preferring instead to keep his hands on my waist instead. Now that our lips are locked in tight, I don’t need to keep my hands in his hair, so my fingers begin to work on helping him out of that blazer and opening the buttons of his shirt.

Then he pulls away. He shakes his head, as though clearing away all these naughty thoughts I’ve planted within. He says, “Wait, is this… a good idea?”

“It’s the best idea, Ian.”

“If we’re going to work together, maybe we shouldn’t do this?”

Damn, maybe he really is a gentleman. I give them those big, injured eyes and let my lower lip tremble. “Don’t you like me?”

“Uh, well, yes-”

Before he can stammer and stutter and give the age-old, it’s not you, it’s me speech, I push my mouth to his again. I wrap my arms around his head and shoulders. I fall back onto the bed and pull him with me. The plates and spoons and tiramisu clatter to the floor. We both ignore it. That’s a problem for housekeeping tomorrow morning, not for us right now.

My hands slide beneath his clothes and brush the warmth of his skin. I like the way he feels. Youthful, vibrant, firm. Not saggy and old. This deal is getting better all the time. He groans into my mouth as I touch him. Explore him. Feel him. His body stiffens above me. I can almost see the blood flowing south, heading to the place that matters most. It’s better this way. Easier. When a man’s blood rushes south, his brain stops working so well.

Clothing comes off. His blazer. His shirt. Our shoes crash to the floor like distant thunder. I unzip his pants and reach inside.

Well hello there, Ian. All warm and hard and ready for me. And here I was, thinking that he was playing all shy and noble. See what I mean about guys? All the same. Always thinking with the same organ. Always with the same goal in mind.

“Oh, Rene…”

His throaty groan is everything I need to hear. I ease him free of his pants, of his shorts, bringing that soft-yet-hard glory out into the air. This is another pleasant surprise for me. Ian is… adequate. More than adequate. A good size. A nice thickness. A pleasing weight. And he obviously takes care to groom and look after himself. Maybe, just maybe, there really is more to this man than meets the eye.

But that hardly matters right now. I have a job to do. And speaking of jobs…

I roll him into position, in the center of the bed. I wrestle him out of those unnecessary clothes. He lets me undress him. Now he’s naked on my hotel bed, eyes gleaming, cock hard, cheeks flushed. Right where I want him. I bring my mouth to his rock-hard manhood and breathe several long, slow breaths, letting warm air tickle him. He lets out a soft, gentle groan.

“God, Ian, you have no idea how bad I’ve wanted this…”

And with that, I take him inside my mouth. Slowly. Gently, Softly. Easing him over my tongue. Gliding him deeper, deeper, deeper. Inch by inch. Rock solid cock filling my mouth, until the tip reaches the back of my throat and I don’t need my hands anymore.

“Oh… God…” Ian says, groaning in pure satisfaction.

Then I start to blow him.

He’s probably had plenty of oral sex from those skanks who surround him back home. He’s probably had more than his share of wild head since coming into a bajllion dollars or whatever. But he has never had a blowjob from me.

I lavish him with my tongue. I caress him with my throat. I pleasure him with my mouth. I moan for him and drool for him and make all the noises men love to hear when a smoking hot girl is sucking his cock like it’s her reason to live. My head bobs up and down in his lap. Up and down. Base to tip. Balls to head. Head to balls. Saliva coats his throbbing shaft, making it gleam and glisten and pulse with each stroke. His groans start out low and soft. They quickly build with intensity and volume at my steady, insistent, passionate cocksucking.

“Shit, Rene…”

“Mmm…”

I drag my nails over his bare thighs, sending fresh tingles through him. His body shudders beneath me. I keep working his aching cock with my mouth - all without my hands - sucking and moaning and drooling and driving him fucking crazy. When his moans reach a crescendo, I ease his shaft from my mouth and focus on his full and juicy balls, sucking each in turn, trailing my tongue across the delicate skin, making him gasp in pleasure.

He watches me with disbelief. Either he can’t believe his luck in doing this with me or he can’t believe I’m this good. Both are a win in my book. I smile and run my tongue over his manhood. He shudders from head to toe.

“Mother of… Rene, if you keep that up, I won’t last much longer.”

I pout and kiss the tip of his cock. There’s a deliciously salty bead of precum gathering at the head and I take a moment to lick it up. His eyes almost roll to the back of his head.

“We can’t have you cumming just yet, Ian. Not when the night is so young.” I get to my knees. “Undress me.”

He lunges forward and grabs at my clothes. I anticipate a flurry of aggression and can already hear top fabric and popped buttons, but Ian has enough self control, somehow, to take his time and strip me with care. My blouse. My bra. My pants. He grasps my underwear and pauses. Is he hesitating? Seriously, now? What’s a girl gotta do-

And then he eases them down and reveals my body in all its glory. His eyes linger on me. Every curve. Every smooth, shaven part. My firm breasts and hard nipples. My toned belly. My tight hips. My clean mound. He swallows.

“Rene, you…”

“I know, I know. Lie down.”

I push him back to the bed and climb on top. I lace my fingers through his and sink down, down, down and let out a gasp. It’s not a fake gasp. It’s all me. Ian’s hard, wet cock glides inside my soaking entrance. There’s a fraction of resistance in my tight muscles, then my body relents and accepts him and Ian plunges inside.

“Oh, fuck, Ian!” I lean down over him, my face filling his vision. “Make love to me. All night!”
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~ Ian ~

As Rene settles onto my cock, I grab her breasts and palm her hard nipples. She’s a tigress, so lean and active, so unlike the girls I’ve grown used to over the past few months. It’s hard to believe I’m enjoying even more variety in my choice of sexual partners, given the embarrassment of riches I’ve been blessed with, but Rene is so different.

Not that she’s anything but what she is. I’m certain she thinks she’s playing me, and that’s fine. If this is what she thinks I want from her, more power to her. I’m more than willing to play the fool to her manipulative siren, especially as she writhes for all she’s worth on my manhood.

“Oh, fuck, Ian,” she says again and again. “You’re incredible.”

I know I’m many things, but an incredible lover is not one of them. I’m good, I’ll admit that. And I’m better, with all the practice I’ve been getting since Lorna wandered into my life. And Teri. And Jamie. And Harper. I’m better than good.

But I’m not incredible.

Rene, however, is intent on making me think she’s overwhelmed by my sexual prowess. Which gets me to thinking…

“Rene,” I whisper during a rare lull in her performative antics. She breaks character for a split second and looks down at me, only to find me smirking up at her. “Cut the shit.”

“What are you talking about?” she gasps as she reverts back to form. “You’re an animal, Ian.”

“No, I’m not,” I tell her with a half smile and a raised eyebrow. “I’m average, at best, and we both know it, so drop the act and let's have some real fun, okay?”

She stops her grinding and gyrating, reluctantly but completely. “What’s wrong?” she asks in a tone that almost strikes me as honest. Almost.

“I’ve made no attempt to hide the fact that I’m intimate with the women I live with, Rene. And they’ve been more than appreciative of my, uh, talents in those endeavors. But I know my strengths as well as my weaknesses, and there’s no need to oversell here, Rene. It’s just off-putting.”

She watches my face as I talk, and I can almost see the wheels turning in her head as she recalibrates her performance and her intent. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she sniffs at last, although she’s not coming close to being convincing.

“I imagine this act works well for most men in my demographic,” I tell her with all honesty. I’ve dropped the smirk and she seems to notice. “And make no mistake, Rene. I’m flattered that you went all out to convince me I'm god’s gift, or whatever. But come on. We both know better, don’t we?” I cock an eyebrow in a last-ditch effort to get her to own up to what’s really going on.

She hesitates for a few freighted seconds before she smiles, honestly, for once, and then laughs. I smile to encourage her and she throws her head back and laughs a little too hard, but that’s fine. She’s saving face to some extent, and I respect that.

“I guess I did overdo it just a bit,” she admits when she stops laughing. “Can you blame me?”

“No, I get it,” I tell her as I reach for her shoulders and ease her off my body. I turn as I lower her to the bed next to me, my dick still planted in her pussy, which is a little odd, but whatever. She goes with it and we lie side by side until I begin to move my hips to slide out of her.

She stops me.

“Can you stay in me?” she asks in the most honest tone she’s used all evening. “You do feel good, you know.” She almost blushes at that bold admission.

“You do, too,” I respond with an equal measure of politeness and my own honesty. “More than good, in fact.”

“Thanks,” she whispers. “I work at it.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yeah,” she says with a bit of the old flipness that disappeared for a few blissful seconds. Then she looks at me through her eyelashes and gives me a shy smile. “Well, I do, but I guess it’s TMI, right?”

“No, I don’t agree,” I whisper. “Tell me more.”

“Later, maybe,” she says as she backs away from me and I slide out of her wetness. She props herself up on her elbow, cupping her cheek in her hand and touching my arm. “You’re a tough one, Ian. You really are a tough one to figure out.”

“Me?” I ask, with a laugh of my own. “I’m an open book, Rene. No pun intended.”

“Yeah, right,” she says with a genuine smile. “It’s all good, though. I figured I was outgunned in this, but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.” She rolls onto her back and makes like she’s going to climb out of the bed. I touch her arm to stop her.

“Hey, I didn’t say I’m not interested, Rene. I just want you to be yourself, is all.”

She side-eyes me and doesn’t smile. “Seriously? Didn’t you just tell me it’s all bullshit, Ian? That you’re on to me?”

“Well, yeah, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you, Rene. I just want a bit of honesty from you, too.”

She stares at me as if she’s trying to figure out what my game is. Which makes sense. Gamers are always looking for other gamers. It’s their way of making sense of the world they live in.

For a half-second, it looks as if she's got something to say but then decides to keep quiet. I raise an eyebrow. “What?” I ask gently.

“I’m not…” she begins but falters. “I can’t afford to be honest, Ian,” she whispers.

I smile. “And yet, you just were. For the first time tonight, I’d wager.”

“For the first time in a long time,”  she admits grudgingly. “Maybe ever.”

“Doesn’t that get old, Rene? Always being on? Being someone you’re not?”

“Yeah, it does,” she says as she looks away. “But what choice do I have? It’s not like I’m…” She glances at me. “Never mind. I’ve said too much.” She rolls away from me again and sits facing away from me on the edge of the bed.

I sit up behind her, the sheets twisted around my legs, and take a long, quiet breath. Her back is straight, her posture alert. I reach toward the curve of her spine, letting my fingers trace a faint line between her shoulder blades before resting lightly on the back of her arm. She doesn’t pull away, but she doesn’t lean in either.

“You don’t have to say anything more,” I murmur, my voice soft enough to give her an exit if she wants one. “But for what it’s worth, Rene… I like the real one better.”

She laughs once—just air and bitterness. “You don’t know the real one.”

“Maybe not,” I admit. “But I know enough to see there’s more under the surface. And I know what it feels like to keep performing after the audience has gone home.”

That gets her. Her head turns slightly, just enough for me to see the edge of her face, her profile caught in the reflection of the tall window. She’s still beautiful. She’ll always be beautiful, probably, no matter how old we both get. But this moment—the tension between her sharp tongue and quiet hurt, between my curiosity and her defenses—that’s what makes her interesting. That’s what holds me here.

“I wasn’t lying about everything,” she says after a beat. “I mean, yeah, I don’t really work for Meridian. Not officially. But I have worked with them before. Freelance, mostly. I’ve been on a few consignment jobs for private clients. All above board, at least at first. Just… one thing led to another.”

“And this?” I ask, tilting my head. “Me? The collection?”

She shrugs. “You looked like a good bet. Lonely guy with money and a hobby. I didn’t know about the harem until I walked into your kitchen.”

“Not a harem,” I say reflexively, though I’ve stopped correcting people when they make the assumption. “But yeah. I get it.”

Rene turns fully now and curls one leg under the other, facing me on the bed. “Doesn’t it get complicated?”

“Of course,” I say. “Anything real gets complicated.”

She studies my face. “But they all live with you. Sleep with you. Share you.”

“They choose to be there. It’s not about ownership. It’s about trust.”

She raises an eyebrow. “You trust them?”

“With everything,” I say, and I mean it. “More than I’ve ever trusted anyone.”

“That’s insane,” she mutters, half under her breath. “How can you trust anyone that much?”

I don’t answer right away. Instead, I reach across the bed and pick up her hand—not with any agenda, not as a move, just to hold it. Her fingers twitch but don’t pull away. Her eyes dart to mine, unsure, maybe even a little afraid of what comes next.

“Because they’ve earned it,” I say. “And because I want to be the kind of man who deserves it in return.”

Rene stares at me like I’ve spoken another language. Like she doesn’t understand the words but senses their weight. Slowly, she breathes in, then out.

“I’ve never trusted anyone in my life,” she says. “Not fully. Not even a little. Not without knowing what the payoff would be.”

I nod, letting the silence hang.

“I’m not saying this to get sympathy,” she adds quickly. “I’m not some wounded little girl who needs rescuing.”

“I never thought you were.”

She looks away again, this time toward the window where the rain has slowed to a whisper. Her voice is quieter now. “But maybe I’m tired, Ian. Tired of running games. Tired of pretending I don’t want something real.”

I shift closer. “What do you want?”

“I don’t know,” she whispers. “I thought I wanted your money. Then I met you and I thought maybe I wanted your attention. Now I’m sitting here naked on my bed and I don’t know what the hell I want, except… I don’t want you to leave.”

“Then I won’t.”

That startles her. She blinks. “What?”

“You heard me,” I whisper gently. “Let’s spend the night together. No games, no pressure. Just… sleep.”

She stares at me like I’ve flipped a switch she didn’t know existed. “You’re serious?”

I nod. “Sleep next to me. That’s all.”

She hesitates. Then, without another word, she reaches down, pulls the sheet over us both, and lies back against the pillows. Her body curls toward mine instinctively, and I wrap an arm around her shoulders, feeling the way her breath begins to slow, deepen.

“I’ve never done this before,” she says quietly.

“What? Slept beside someone?”

“No. Slept beside someone with no ulterior motive.”

I rest my cheek against her hair. “There’s a first time for everything.”

She gives a soft laugh. “You’re a strange one, Ian Chandler.”

“Maybe,” I say, eyes drifting closed. “But here we are.”

“True,” she says. And then, after a moment, so quietly I almost miss it: “Thank you.”

~ Rene ~

I have never been so naked in my life. Not physically naked, although I am lying here without a stitch. No, I’ve been naked lots of times in my life, with plenty of men and women, yet this is the first time I’ve felt so exposed. How did this happen? How did the mask slip so badly, so suddenly, so dramatically? It feels as if Ian has been onto me from the start and waited for this exact moment to pull the rug out from under me.

Now we’re lying here together under the sheets, looking up at the same ceiling, not doing anything except existing. But doing it together. Resting together. Breathing together. Unwinding together.

And it’s nice.

God, it’s so nice.

No expectations. No challenges. No demands. Any other man I’ve targeted over the years would be insisting on me doing something for him right now, either with my hands, mouth, or breasts, while he swallowed a blue pill “to get ready” for the next round. But Ian is content to lie beside me and simply enjoy the bed. There’s no denying that he’s still rock-hard—after all, we didn’t get anywhere close to finishing our lovemaking—but he makes no demands that I relieve his blue balls. He’s not even jerking off.

What a gentleman.

We lay together in silence. After a while, his breathing deepens. Neither of us says a word. We just stay still and calm and peaceful. I look over at Ian in the half-light. His eyes are closed and his face is relaxed and his body is loose. He looks like he doesn’t have a care in the world. It doesn’t make any sense to me. I just confessed that I’m after his money, that I’m throwing myself at him to get what I want, that nothing about me is real. Yet he’s able to get comfortable and fall asleep as if nothing is wrong. How the hell does he manage that? It can’t be a rich guy thing, nobody achieves such a level of comfort and calm just because they have a few extra bucks in their bank account. No, this is all him. I have a feeling that he would be able to sleep this easily even if he wasn’t totally loaded.

And now, in the dark, my mind starts spinning again, trying to figure out how I can turn tonight’s unexpected confession to my advantage. I can’t help it. This is who I am. A survivor. A snake.

Maybe I could let him think that he’s gotten through to me and convince him that I need a small favor of a hundred grand. Maybe I’ll make a fake confession about the reason I’m a con artist, something heartbreaking and shocking so he feels compelled to help me financially. Maybe-

“Stop it,” I say, whispering the words into the silent room. “Just… stop.”

Ian continues sleeping soundly. I watch him for a while longer, amazed at how a man could fall asleep after a night like this. I had a grand plan for tonight. I let him wine and dine me. I brought him back here with the intention of getting him between my thighs until he begged to give me anything I wanted.

In a way, I suppose he has. He’s set me free. Now I don’t have to pretend. I don’t have to keep up the pretense. I don’t have to act like someone else. Which leads me to a strange and unsettling new question: who is Rene Haber and what does she want?

I’ve never asked that before. I thought I knew the answer. Rene Haber was what anyone wanted her to be and she wanted what someone else possessed. Now, though, I’m not so sure.

Ian’s breathing deepens beside me as he slips further and further into a peaceful sleep. My gut instinct is to gather my things, pack my bag, and get the hell out of Dodge before the morning. I’ve never stayed in one place long enough to deal with the fallout. But I talk myself out of such drastic measures. It’s late, I’m tired, this bed is soft, and I feel nice like this. Who knows when I might get the chance to feel so calm and relaxed ever again? Sure, Ian might drag me across the coals tomorrow, but that’s a problem for the morning.

With that thought echoing in my mind, I do something that I’ve never done before with any of the men littering my sordid past. I move closer and put an arm around Ian and cuddle into his chest.

I fall asleep in minutes.

~ ~ ~

When I wake, I’m still in the same position, cuddling Ian, holding onto him for support. I’m refreshed and calm and, in a weird way, happy. That doesn’t make sense to me. Last night, my little scheme utterly fell apart before my eyes, so I should be furious and frustrated and preparing my next plan right now. But I’m not. I haven’t slept that well in years.

Pity that all good things come to an end.

I slip out of bed with as little noise as possible. Ian doesn’t move. My bare feet pad across the soft carpet with barely a sound. I gather up my fallen clothes and step around the broken plate and mushy pile of tiramisu and shove everything into my bag. One of my personal rules, alongside never dipping into my reserve funds, is that I always travel light and that I’m always ready to drop everything and leave without hesitation. Right now, I have one bag and a fresh outfit. That’ll see me through until the next time I stop moving, maybe in a few days.

I glance back at the bed. Ian looks so peaceful. Even a little happy, although that might be my imagination. For the first time in my life as a con artist, I get a stab of sadness. Weird. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve high-tailed it out of a hotel room with a padded bank balance, leaving a confused naked man asleep in my wake. But this time, for the first time, I feel guilty about ditching Ian without at least a little explanation.

There’s a pad and pen next to the phone. I lean over the desk, still naked, and begin to scribble a quick note of explanation. It begins—

Dear Ian,

Thank you.

For what? I can’t put it into words. Do I thank him for screwing up my little game and wasting a couple of days’ effort? Or do I thank him for giving me a night, just one night, where I didn’t have to be something I’m not? Or maybe I should leave the note like it is and-

“I hope that’s not a Dear John letter.”

Ian’s voice startles me. I whirl around to see him reclining in bed, the sheets half-pushed away to expose most of his naked body. He looks at me in that strange, indefinable way he always looks at me - as if he’s seeing through me, seeing something that nobody else does, seeing into the very core of my being. I force a laugh and use my body to block his view of the notepad, as if he might be able to read the words written there.

“No, of course not. I was just… going to grab a coffee. Do you want one?”

“Rene.” His voice is measured, calm, yet full of authority. “No more lies.”

I hang my head, more ashamed than I have been in forever. Certainly not since I became an adult. It almost feels like I’m back in the principal’s office, forced to explain why I cut Sandy White’s hair with a pair of scissors.

“I was about to leave.”

He purses his lips, neither angry nor saddened by that. Almost as if he expected it.

“Why?”

I blink. “Why do you think? My plan backfired, so I’m out.”

“Why?”

I almost laugh. “Are you dense? You figured me out. There’s no point in staying with a mark who knows he’s a mark.”

“I was hoping to get to know you. The real you. The real Rene.”

“What’s there to know?” I gesture at my naked body. “There, that’s it. Just this. This is me. I find guys with money, throw myself at them, and then I leave.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. We both know you’re so much more than that.”

Now I do laugh. A harsh, barking, insolent snort. I shake my head. The room blurs before my eyes and I start to wonder if there’s a problem with my vision but a tear rolls down my cheek. Son of a bitch. How? Why? I never cry, especially not over a man, of all things. I wipe away the tear and study it on my fingertips, glistening in the sliver of morning light beaming through the drapes.

Ian gets out of bed and stands before me. Two naked people, seeing each other fully and completely. He extends his right hand.

“Hi, I’m Ian Chandler, book collector.”

I stare at his outstretched hand for a moment in disbelief. He can’t be serious. This must be a joke, a trap, a gag. But somehow I know that it isn’t. Like everything else, this is a real, genuine offer from a sincere man with no ulterior motive. I’m aware of the choice on offer here. Painfully aware. I reach out and take the offered hand. It’s warm. Soft. Welcoming. An electric current seems to ripple between us.

“Nice to meet you, Ian. I’m Rene Haber, professional scammer.”

He smiles. I smile back. It’s impossible not to. He’s so goddamn nice and upfront and honest that I can’t help myself. He’s the perfect mark, yet he’s stripped me bare in every way a man can strip a woman.

“It’s nice to meet you, Rene. Tell me, what does a professional scammer do? I’m interested.”

“I find guys with big bank accounts and make it my mission to help drain those funds for my own benefit.”

“Fascinating.” There’s a twinkle of good humor in his eyes. “Just guys?”

“It’s easier. A man’s brain stops working when he sees a naked woman. In general, I find that men are more willing to throw their money at a pretty girl, they try to buy her affection and win her over. Women tend to be suspicious of other women, especially when they look as good as I do.”

“And you do look good.” He nods, conceding the point, yet his gaze never leaves my face. I have this whole body on perfect, unashamed display, but he doesn’t look at it. Not even a glance at my bare breasts. Is this guy even human? “So what brought me into your orbit?”

“Pure luck.” My eyes flick down to his manhood for a moment. I can’t help it. “I happened to pick up a student paper in a coffee house and ready an article by some guy named Jamie about you.”

A wrinkle crosses his brow. It vanishes, chased away by a wry grin of pure amusement.

“Jamie’s a girl. You saw her in my kitchen yesterday morning.”

“Oh.” Heat creeps into my cheeks. “I guess that explains why the article was so complimentary about you. Anyway, I figured that a wealthy widower with no hobbies besides books would be easy pickings.” I shrug. “I guess I was wrong about that.”

“Sorry for tossing a wrench into your plans.”

“It happens, Ian. You win some, you lose some. The trick is to make the wins much bigger than the losses.”

I glance at my bag, all ready to be grabbed on the way out. I glance at my outfit, waiting to be worn while I beat a hasty retreat. I glance at Ian, still gazing at me with a mix of intrigue and, dare I say, admiration. He waits for me to say what’s on my mind.

“What happens now?”

“What do you mean?”

“I just confessed that my lifestyle isn’t exactly on the straight and narrow. Are you going to have me arrested? There’s probably a file on me somewhere in the world.”

“No.” He seems taken aback by the suggestion. “That doesn’t interest me. Like I said, I want to get to know the real Rene, the woman behind the body.”

I’ve heard plenty of sappy things in my life. Dozens of men have professed their love to me in a myriad of baffling, deranged, absurd flowery ways, each one as silly and meaningless as the last. But this man and those words - they touch me in a way nobody else has ever managed before. Ian makes my heart yearn like I’ve never felt before. He wants to know me and, for the first time, I want him to know me. I want him to understand who I am and why I am and all the strange things I keep locked up deep in my heart. I move closer and place my lips on his, little more than a gentle peck. A surge of pure desire overwhelms me. I push him back onto the bed. He falls back, face shocked, body splayed, cheeks flushed.

“Rene, you don’t have to do this.”

“I know I don’t. I want to.”

I mount him. Ian’s manhood rises to meet me, stiffening in response to my sudden aggression. I sink down onto him and enjoy that wonderful sensation of being stretched and filled and claimed by his intense warmth and hardness. We moan as one.

“Are you sure?” In spite of the situation, Ian looks at me with a questioning eye.

“Ask me another question and I’ll stop.”

He falls silent, save for heavy breathing and masculine groaning. We pick up where we left off last night, except this time it’s different in all the right ways. I’m not making noises like a pornstar. I’m not vocalizing my amazement at his size and skill. I’m not riding him as if his body is a bucking bronco. Instead, I’m enjoying it. Enjoying him. Enjoying the act.

Ian’s hands grasp my hips and guide me in slow, gentle, sensual movements. I rise and fall in his lap, my pussy clenching and gripping his shaft in ways I know from experience that men adore. My butt bounces with the motion, breasts shaking, hair waving. He watches me with total concentration. I smile at him.

This might be the first time in years that I’ve enjoyed sex for its own sake and not a necessary step on a well-worn path. Instead of worrying about my own performance, I’m free to cut loose and have fun. I don’t have to make it seem like he’s the greatest lover I’ve ever taken to bed. We can be ourselves.

“Yes, yes, yes…” My breathless groans of encouragement aren’t false or forced or fabricated. My movements are gentle and slow and genuine. I know that Ian can tell this, too. His eyes gleam with the thrill of making love, but his smile is the best part. He’s smiling because I’m enjoying myself.

We take our time. Nothing is hurried. No wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am here, not today. I’m not racing to blow his mind and he isn’t desperate to bust a nut. We’re two lovers enjoying the warmth of each other’s bodies. Loving the sensation of a shared connection. Embracing the joy of becoming one.

Ian is right about one thing. He’s not incredible. He’s good. More than good. And for me, that’s enough. I don’t need incredible right now. I need him.

“Oh, Ian…”

My movements begin to quicken as gentle enjoyment gives way to determined need. A bubble of heat rises in my belly, expanding and swelling and crying out to be popped. My body takes over, hips rising and falling, fingers clutching his chest, back arched, chest pushed out, lips parted. My eyes roll back in my head and I let out a low cry of pure delight.

I can fake an orgasm with the best of them. But this time, I don’t have to. This time, I don’t need to. This time, it’s all me.

He holds me in place, pulling me down onto his throbbing spear, letting me clench and contract and squeeze as my orgasm reaches a crescendo. I look at him through hazy eyes, my mouth open to allow that single rising note of pure bliss through.

Then it passes and I relax onto him. It might not have been the longest orgasm of my life or even the most intense, but it was the one I’ll treasure for all time. It was the most real climax I’ve ever felt.

I lean down onto Ian, pressing my body to his, and kiss him hard, trying to show how much I appreciate this moment. He kisses me back with fire and passion and fervor, hands squeezing my ass in a way that drives me wild. His cock pulses inside me.

We roll onto the bed, Ian now assuming control. His hands find mine and he gently pins me to the mattress. His hips buck and piston and rock, driving that wonderful -that good - cock back and forth, hitting me in all the right places and gliding in all the right ways. I look into his eyes and moan. He groans. His breathing turns ragged. His thrusting gets faster, less controlled, more intense. He gives me one final look, seeking unspoken approval to a question we both know without words.

“Cum in me, Ian.”

His intense, firm, yet always considerate passion reaches a peak. His body stiffens above me, fingers tightening around my hands, cock pulsing deep inside my tunnel. He moans. I moan. I wrap my legs around my waist and pull him closer so there’s no chance of escape, even if he wanted it. He erupts. A wave of intense warmth fills me, followed by another, then another. We moan in joint rapture. He remains buried inside me, pumping each and every wonderful load into my waiting womb. I love it. I love the way he does it. The way he makes me feel. The way he needs me.

He releases my hands. I grab his cheeks and kiss him, long and slow and yearning, until his climax has subsided and there’s nothing left to give me. I’ve never kissed anyone like I’m kissing him now. I’m so happy that I could cry.

What the hell has happened to me?

Finally, we break apart. He stays inside me, resting on his forearms, our bodies intertwined. He says, “You are…”

“Incredible?”

“I was going to say fantastic.”

We laugh. I stroke his hair, a gesture that surprises me in its intimacy. I say, “What do we do now?”

“I was thinking breakfast.”

My heart surges. I had almost expected this to be a one-and-done deal, a little morning pump-and-dump. Once again, I’m wrong about him.

“Sure. Want me to call room service?”

“Actually…” He smiles. “Teri makes the best muffins. You’ve got to try them.”

“You want me to have breakfast at your house? Seriously? After everything?”

“Why not? I’m inviting you. If you want.”

I think about it. Somehow, it’s an easy question to answer.
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~ Ian ~

The sky is a soft gray with hints of gold, and the roads are quiet enough to let me pretend this is just a drive like any other. Rene sits in the passenger seat, legs crossed, one manicured hand resting on her thigh, the other curled loosely around a paper coffee cup she insisted on grabbing for both of us before we hit the road. My cup sits untouched in the console. I don’t need caffeine. Not this morning. My nerves are doing a fine job of keeping me awake.

She’s quiet for the first few blocks, watching the buildings slide past her window, the tip of her tongue barely peeking out between her lips like she’s chewing on the words she hasn’t decided whether to say yet. I glance at her and catch the shadow of a smile playing on her face.

“This is the part where you ask if I’m nervous,” she says, still looking out the window.

“I assumed you’d tell me if you were.”

“Would I?” She finally turns her head and gives me a sidelong look. “You’re taking me to have breakfast with the women you sleep with. If I weren’t nervous, I’d be an idiot.”

I smile at that. “I’ve never brought anyone else home quite like this. So if you’re nervous, you’re in good company.”

“Am I, though?” Her brow arches. “Because I’ve been thinking. About last night. About you. And about them.”

Here it comes.

“I was hoping you might fill me in. The girls. How did they end up with you?”

I nod, keeping my eyes on the road. “Sure. It’s a fair question. Want the short version or the whole tangled web?”

She leans back. “Let’s make this drive interesting.”

“Okay. Well, Lorna was first. She was my student at the university, years ago—brilliant mind. She came to office hours with questions, and over time… the questions changed. She challenged me, pushed me, but never crossed the line. When I left the university, we didn’t stay in touch. When I moved back to Ann Arbor, I almost literally ran into her on the side of the road. She’d moved out of her apartment, and I invited her to crash with me. She never left.”

Rene nods, listening carefully. “Okay, that’s one.”

“Teri came next. She and Lorna worked together at a diner, but she had bigger ambitions. At Lorna’s suggestion, we brought her in to manage the house and to keep everything running.”

“That tracks,” Rene says, “She looked like the kind of woman who knows how to keep things going, where everything in the kitchen belongs and what it’s for.”

I chuckle. “She does.”

“And Jamie?”

“Journalist. She wanted to interview me for a piece about rare book collecting. It was supposed to be a one-hour conversation. We spent the whole day together. When she came back for a follow-up, she never really left. She’s got this energy—like caffeine, personified. Smart, relentless. She challenges me in different ways.”

“And Harper?”

I slowed for a yellow light. “Harper… Harper was a surprise. She was going through a rough patch. I met her by chance, rainy day, cold as hell, and I offered her a ride. One thing led to another, and, well, it was supposed to be one night. Just a safe place. But she stayed. And quickly enough, she became one of us.”

Rene is quiet for a moment. I glance over and see her chewing the inside of her cheek, processing. Finally, she asks, “So none of them… mind? That you’re with all of them?”

“They didn’t all come to it at once. It took time. Honesty. Trust. A lot of conversations. But yes, they all get it. We talk constantly. We agree on boundaries. We protect each other. It works because we choose each other every day.”

“And you think I might… what? Fit into that?”

I look at her. “That’s not up to me alone. It’s not even up to you. It’s up to all of us. But this breakfast… It’s a chance to see. No pressure. Just introductions.”

She watches me for a long second, then asks, “Is this really just breakfast?”

“No.” I say it plainly. “It’s more than breakfast. It’s an exploration and maybe a step forward. Or not. Depending on how it goes.”

“Do they know?”

“They know you’re coming. They know what happened last night. I told Lorna. She told the others.”

Rene laughs—short, amused. “Efficient household. What if they hate me? Or worse, see me for what I am.”

I look at her. I want to argue that’s what she was, not what she is, but I don’t. It’s not the time or the place. “They won’t.”

“But what if they do?”

“Then we go from there.”

She exhales slowly. “I’ve never done anything like this, Ian. I’ve played a lot of roles. Worn a lot of masks. But I’ve never walked into a house full of women who already love a man and asked if I can sit at the table too.”

I nod. “That’s fair. But I’m not asking you to promise anything. I’m asking you to be open, and open-minded.”

She looks at me, really looks. Her face softens. “I still don’t know why you’re giving me a chance. After everything.”

I glance away. “Maybe I’m tired of being cautious. Maybe I believe people can change. Or maybe I just want to see what happens when we all stop pretending.”

I pull into the driveway. The house looms ahead, stately and warm in the morning light. Rene stares at it for a beat too long, then says, “Well. Here we go.”

“You ready?”

She snorts. “Not even a little. But I’m curious.”

“That’s all I ask.”

I shift into park and kill the engine. We sit in the quiet for a moment. Then I open my door and climb out. Rene follows a second later, heels clicking softly on the drive. I look over as we walk to the front porch. Her face is unreadable.

As I unlock the door and gesture her inside, she pauses.

“Ian?”

“Yeah?”

“What if they say yes? What if this becomes real?”

I smile. “Then we figure it out.”

She nods, then steps inside. I follow her.

“We’re here,” I call out from the foyer. I hear the girls in the back of the house, likely in the kitchen, waiting for us. But they surprise me–chairs scrape against the hardwood floor, and they come as a group to greet us. And to welcome Rene. For breakfast, at least.

I’m not surprised but more than pleased when Lorna takes the lead and approaches Rene to embrace her as the others watch.

“Welcome, Rene,” she says softly. I watch Rene’s reaction, and it’s clear to me that she’s just as surprised and pleased as I am, but I’ve come to expect the unexpected from Lorna. “We’re so glad you decided to join us this morning.” After a beat, she adds, “For breakfast.”

She steps back and the other follow her lead, stepping forward, one after the other, to embrace the woman who was, just a few hours ago, trying to scam me and them, indirectly. My heart swells at the thought that this group is so open and inviting. That our family is devoid of cynicism and suspicion. That they trust me so completely.

I wonder, not for the first time and certainly not for the last, what I’ve done to deserve such a wonderful group of human beings. 

We walk to the kitchen together, and I can feel Rene stiffen beside me. Her posture changes—not rigid, but poised, guarded. She carries herself as if she wonders if she’s walking into a trap.

But the girls don’t make her wait.

“Sit wherever you like, Rene,” Lorna says with that steady confidence I’ve come to admire in her. “We’re so glad you came.”

Then Jamie says, “You must be brave or stupid to come here after bedding the head of the house.”

Rene blinks. “Excuse me?”

Jamie just grins. “Joking. Mostly. But seriously—brave.”

We sit around the table. The food is already out—scrambled eggs with herbs, buttered toast, fresh raspberry muffins, stacked like a tiny sculpture of domestic bliss. I watch Rene scan everything, not just the food but the setup, the way the girls move together, pass plates, and pour juice without asking, without checking in. They know each other’s rhythms. She doesn’t. Yet.

No one speaks for a bit. Not out of awkwardness—more out of anticipation. Like everyone knows, we’re going to have to talk about the elephant in the room, but no one wants to start with it.

Rene’s the one who finally clears her throat.

“This is… a lot friendlier than I expected.”

Jamie raises her coffee mug. “That’s just the caffeine talking.”

Harper smirks. “Or the muffins.”

Teri shakes her head as she reaches for a slice of toast. “No, it’s us. We’re like this.”

Rene nods slowly. “That’s… kind of the problem.”

Everyone pauses.

She presses her fingers against the ceramic of her mug, like she needs the warmth to steady her. “You’re all being kind. Which I appreciate. But it makes me think you don’t know who I am. Not really.”

Lorna tilts her head. “And who are you?”

Rene meets her eyes. “A liar. A manipulator. I came here because I thought Ian would be an easy mark. He wasn’t. But the plan was never breakfast. The plan was to take his money.”

Silence again. The kind that actually hurts a little, even though I knew she’d say… something. I admire her for it. That’s a harder confession than most people ever make, even to themselves.

“And yet,” Teri says softly, “here we are.”

Rene laughs. It’s short. Bitter. “Yeah, well. Maybe I didn’t plan on being a terrible liar.”

Jamie leans forward, elbows on the table. “You’re not a terrible liar. You’re just not lying anymore. That makes a difference.”

Rene looks between them, visibly uncomfortable. “Why are you doing this? Why are you all acting like I belong here?”

“You don’t,” Lorna says plainly. “Not yet. But you might.”

Rene stiffens. “So this is an audition?”

“No,” Harper says. “This is breakfast.”

“And a chance,” Teri adds. “A real one. If you want it.”

“I don’t understand,” Rene says, frowning. “You don’t even know me.”

“Ian does,” Lorna says, her voice softer now. “Enough to trust you with the truth. And that matters.”

“You trust him that much?” Rene’s eyes flick to me, then back. “Even knowing what I am?”

Jamie laughs. “Oh, honey. You’re talking to a group of women who all started out as question marks in this man’s life. Lorna was his former student. Teri was brought in to run the house. I showed up with a notepad and a press pass. Harper was stranded in the rain. We all arrived with something complicated. And he made space for it. For us.”

Rene’s voice drops. “And you just… share him?”

I open my mouth, but Lorna beats me to it. “We don’t share him like a possession. We share this life. This space. He’s part of it, but so are we.”

“You can’t fake this,” Rene says quietly, like she’s still trying to talk herself out of believing it. “This whole… harmony thing. You all really care about each other.”

“We do,” Lorna says. “And that’s why we’re being honest with you. We’re not asking you to commit to anything. But we are asking you not to lie. Not to pretend.”

Rene studies each of them in turn. “And if I can’t do that?”

“Then this ends with breakfast,” Teri says, kind but clear. “And that’s okay, too.”

I watch Rene breathe slowly, eyes scanning the table again. Her gaze settles on the muffins. She picks one up and turns it in her fingers.

“No one’s ever offered me something like this without a price tag,” she says. “Not without expecting something in return.”

Jamie shrugs. “Then it’s time someone did.”

Rene takes a bite of the muffin. Her expression shifts. Just a flicker, but I catch it. Something like surprise. Or maybe relief. She chews in silence. Then sets it down and says, “I don’t know how to do any of this. But I’m… curious.”

Harper lights up. “That’s all we needed to hear.”

Rene glances at me. I nod. Not to push, just to show her that I’m still here. Still on her side. She blinks a few times, like she might cry, but she doesn’t. She just looks back down at the muffin and says, “Goddamn, that’s good.”

Teri beams. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

Jamie raises her mug again. “To curiosity.”

“To beginnings,” Lorna says.

Harper leans her head against Rene’s shoulder briefly, a soft, sisterly gesture that makes my heart swell.

I take a sip of my coffee, watching them all, watching her, and think—again, not for the first time—that I have no idea how I got this lucky. But if Rene’s willing to meet us here, in this weird and wonderful thing we’ve built, then I’m going to give her every chance in the world to find her place at the table.

Even if she doesn’t know yet that she wants one.

~ Rene ~

I feel like Alice following the white rabbit into that burrow and falling, falling, falling all the way to a world where nothing makes sense. Up is down. Black is white. Strangers are family. I have never seen anything like this. Sure, I’ve sat at breakfast tables in the homes of rich men and I’ve shared meals with the other women being fucked by that same man, but this is different. In those situations, we all knew what we were after. All us girls were sharks, swimming after the man’s wallet. He, in turn, knew what we wanted but was willing to play the game, so long as he got what he wanted from us. In short, my previous breakfast encounters like this have been a mess of everyone playing mind games with each other and trying to get their hands on something they desire.

This is almost the complete opposite of that.

The four girls eat breakfast and share food and engage each other in casual conversation. There’s no pretense to any of it, no hidden agendas, and no snide comments or remarks. They talk easily and openly, without any shame of judgment or ridicule. Laughter is frequent and wonderful. Ian chimes in now and then, offering advice when needed, giving suggestions when requested, and making jokes when appropriate. It’s the most unique breakfast I’ve ever enjoyed.

Through it all, I start to understand this strange and unusual new group of people much better. At one point, they were all strangers. They were all outsiders. They were all like me. And then they found each other and forged bonds and made connections. Through that, they have become something new and unique. Closer than mere roommates. More intimate than lovers. More cherished than a family. And as I watch and listen and observe this strange group of four gorgeous young women and the man who cares for them, I realize what that secret ingredient is that makes this click so well.

It’s love.

“Teri, I don’t know what you’ve done today,” Ian says, holding up a homemade muffin with a big bite taken out of it, “but these are better than ever. What did you do?”

Teri flushes with obvious pride. Something about her body language and the way she holds herself gives me the impression that she’s probably the most submissive one of this little group. Probably the easiest to maneuver into obeying.

I need to stop thinking about them in these terms, dammit.

She says, “You really think so? I used less butter and a smidge more brown sugar than normal.”

“You should sell these.” Ian takes another bite, his expression that of a man ascending to heaven. “Maybe you missed your calling.”

“You’re too much!” Teri is almost crimson now, clutching her cheeks and smiling as if praised by a beloved idol. “I could never do that…”

Now Lorna speaks up, helping herself to another muffin. “You could absolutely go into business with this. People would pay. These are bakery quality, easily.”

I help myself to a muffin and take a bite, curious to see what all the fuss is about. It immediately becomes obvious. Good lord, that’s a delicious muffin. The taste is off the charts and it’s so light that even a girl like me, who always looks after her figure, can probably demolish at least two without any sense of guilt. I swallow a couple of bites before noticing that Teri is looking at me, waiting for my opinion.

“It’s good. Really good.”

She beams at my appraisal and takes one for herself, now that everyone else has had a chance to eat. A moment of thoughtful silence passes over the table as we all enjoy the fruits of her labor. Lorna finishes first and turns her attention to me.

“So, Rene. What’s your story? Ian has only told us a little, but we’ve got the broad strokes.”

The three other women turn their eyes toward me, not in an accusatory way, but with mild interest. Ian, I notice, continues concentrating on his breakfast, happy to let me take charge of my own story. It’s weird that this doesn’t feel like an interrogation. If anything, it’s more like I’m explaining how a magic trick was performed after the fact. I don’t even know why I’m doing this, I’ve made secrecy part of my life for years already. Maybe it’s just nice to be able to talk this openly with people about the way I work.

“It was all total fluke. I found a college paper and read Jamie’s article.”

The dark-haired girl leans forward with interest. “What did you think?”

“It caught my attention, so good job, I guess. When I read through the article, I thought that Ian sounded like the perfect mark. Wealthy, widowed, with a niche book collecting hobby. The ideal target. I was planning to weasel my way in as someone who could track down rare books. It went sideways almost immediately when I walked in and saw all of you.”

“Us?” Harper looks around, confused. “What did we do?”

“You were here.” I shrug. “A wealthy older man living alone is way easier to fool than one who already has a girl in his life. Especially four girls. That forced me to try a new approach. Instead of coming at Ian as a possible lover, I had to pretend to know more about books. How did I do, Ian?”

“Poor to middling.” He smiles over a muffin, his second.

“Exactly. And I could tell that he was starting to see through me, so I had to get him away from all of you so I could work my magic. How did I do on that front?”

“Magical.”

We share a look. The others throw a few knowing glances at each other. Jamie’s lips curl up at the corners, while Harper throws a glance toward Ian, a hint of worry in her eyes.

“My plan kept changing in response to Ian and his lifestyle. I was hoping to convince him to part with a few thousand dollars under the guise of a retainer for my services, then, in a few weeks, I’d make him believe that I’d found a copy of whatever book and it would need at least two million for a down payment.”

I shrug, as if it doesn’t matter, but the girls look shocked. Harper, in particular, seems aggrieved by my blunt explanation. She says, “Oh my gosh. Would that really have worked?”

“No reason why it wouldn’t. It’s worked before. You’ll be amazed at what rich men are willing to throw around for the chance to get me in bed. One time, there was this music producer-”

I catch a glimpse of Lorna’s downturned mouth, as if she’s tasting something especially sour, and hurry to stop myself.

“But anyway, that doesn’t matter. The point is, I came here with the intention of swindling Ian and he foiled all my schemes without doing anything.”

They look at Ian as if he is some kind of deity. He swallows the last piece of muffin and gives a charmingly awkward smile. He says, “I have no idea how I did that. I had a weird feeling about you that I couldn’t place, but I never would have guessed. To be honest, I was pretty sure you were just a super pushy art procurer at first.”

“Oh, good, then I did that part right, at least.”

We laugh. All of us. Ian, his girls, and me. Laughing as one. It feels nice to be a part of something like this. As our laughter subsides, Jamie takes charge of the talk.

“I’m curious, Rene. Do you have a lot of success in duping rich men?”

“More than you’d think. They don’t even need to be rich, they just need to want me enough to give me something. Money, jewelry, plane tickets, collectibles… It doesn’t matter. As long as they think giving me something will increase their chances of fucking me. Sorry, I apologize, I don’t mean to swear at the table.”

“Why not?” Lorna grins. “Fuck!”

“Cock!” Teri says, giggling.

“Balls!” Jamie adds.

“Ass!” Harper says.

We all turn to Ian at the head of the table. He says, “Dick!” and we collapse into wild laughter again. It’s impossible not to like this strange, ragtag group of human beings. They’re all so different and unique and fun. Teri puts her hand on mine. The feel of her soft touch is so surprising that I almost flinch.

“So when did you think that your plan had gone wrong?”

“Pretty much as soon as I walked into this house.” I look at each of the girls in turn as I speak. “Jamie’s article painted Ian as a soul-searching loner with a dull hobby, so I thought it would be pretty easy to seduce him into handing over his wallet. Then I saw all of you and assumed he was one of those old perverts who uses his money to bang young, pretty girls.”

“Oh, I getcha there, sister.” Jamie winks at me over the rim of her coffee mug.

“But he isn't.” I look at Ian in the way a history major looks at an ancient sculpture. “Every time I thought I had him figured out, he was something else entirely. I can’t explain it.”

“None of us can,” Lorna says.

For a moment, all of us girls turn to gaze at Ian. He meets our eyes and color seeps into his cheeks, giving him a charming, flustered appearance. He says, “I didn’t do anything special.”

“That’s not true, Ian.” I give a firm shake of my head. “How many other men would catch me in my game and then invite me to breakfast? None, I promise you.”

“It seemed like the decent thing to do. I wanted to get to know you. The only question is, what do you want to do now?”

Now Ian and the girls look at me with interest. Lorna sizes me up with her eyes. Teri studies me with a curious smile. Jamie raises a cynical eyebrow. Harper gazes at my lips, her cheeks flushing. But Ian remains calm and stoic, content to let me answer that question.
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~ Ian ~

Rene looks around at each of us before she asks, “You all realize how nuts this feels to me, right?”

The girls look around at each other before their eyes come to rest on me. “I guess that’s a fair statement, Rene. But what’s it got to do with anything?”

“I’m just not used to being caught, is all,” she says disarmingly. “And then, rather than turning me in or running me out of town on a rail, you invite me to your house. For what, I don’t know.” She’s staring at me, and I shrug.

“I already told you, Rene. For whatever you decide to do.”

“No, see, that's what I’m talking about. If I didn’t know better, I’d say that you were trying to scam me, Ian. Is that your game? Because I promise you, I don’t have anything worth scamming.”

“Rene,” Lorna says in an overly calm voice. “Nobody’s trying to scam you here.”

The others nod their agreement.

Rene relents. “Okay, I can see that. But it’s nuts, you get that, right?”

“No, not really,” I tell her. “It’s just our way of doing things.”

“Which makes absolutely no sense, Ian. You don’t know me from Adam. Why would you open your arms and your house to me like this? I could rob you blind and you’d never find me.”

I shrug. “And what a wasted opportunity that would be for you, wouldn’t it?”

That catches her off guard. She opens her mouth to say something before she thinks better of it and closes it again. For the first time since we sat down, I feel like I’m getting through to her.

“Mind if I ask you a couple of questions, Rene?” Jamie asks at last. “Just to change things up a bit?”

Rene turns to her and nods. “Sure, fire away.”

“Is Rene your real name?” Jamie asks without irony. Everyone looks at her, but Rene doesn’t hesitate.

“It’s not the name I was given at birth, if that’s what you mean. I did make it legal a few years ago, though.”

“What was your birth name?” Jamie persists, ever the relentless reporter.

“Verna,” she says to a collective groan. “I know, right?”

“Good decision.”

“Why’d you change it?” Lorna asks. “I mean, besides the obvious…?”

Rene hesitates again. “I didn’t want anything to do with that part of my life once I got out,” she says just above a whisper.

“What happened?” I ask.

“My father left when I was a baby, and my mother wasn’t equipped to raise me on her own. I went to live with my grandmother when I was two, and she did the best she could, but…” She stops and says nothing for a few seconds, clearly reliving some painful memories. “Anyway, as soon as I could get out of Southern Indiana, I did.”

“What did you do?” Teri asks.

“What didn’t I do is a better question,” she says with a look.

“You don’t have to go into it if you don’t want to, Rene,” I tell her and she looks away, clearly in turmoil. “We don’t need to go back that far.”

“No, it’s fine. I want y’all to know,” she says just above a whisper. “I worked as a waitress for a while until I hooked up with a lowlife who taught me what he knew about grifting,” she says. “I stayed too long with Paul, but I figured out how to make my way in the world, so there’s that.” She shrugs. “Then I fell in with a really bad crowd,” she looks at me. “Really bad.”

“What were you doing before you met Ian?” Lorna asks, trying to redirect the conversation. “Like, last week.”

Rene latches onto the question as if it’s a lifeline. “Last week?” she asks with a smirk. “Last week, I was extracting myself from a scheme that went sideways.” She looks tired suddenly. “I’d rather not go into the details, if that’s okay.”

“That’s fine,” I tell her and give the girls a look. “Let’s not overwhelm her, okay?”

“Well,” Jamie says with a hint of a smirk. “I’d like to know something that might be important.”

“What?” I ask.

Jamie turns to Rene. “Have you ever been a sex worker?”

The room goes quiet. Dead quiet.

“Jamie,” I begin, but Rene cuts me off.

“No, that’s a fair question,” she says while looking at Jamie. “No, I haven’t. Not in the way most people think of sex work.” She looks at me. “I never did that, Ian.”

“I believe you, Rene, and you don’t owe us any explanations, either.” I glance at Jamie and she’s not smiling, but she doesn’t look all that contrite, either. I’m about to chastise her when Lorna pipes up.

“But you skirted the line somehow?” she asks Rene. “Came close?”

I’m about to jump on Lorna with both feet when Rene shoots me a look. “It’s okay, Ian. She’s right. I did come close in a way. More than once.”

I stare at her. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I didn’t charge anyone to sleep with them the way an escort would, but I used my sexuality to get what I wanted, to get close to them.”

“Like you did with Ian?” Jamie asks, and everyone turns to glare at her. “What? It’s what we’re all thinking, isn’t it?”

“I wasn’t,” Harper says with an air of innocence that brings a smile to my face. “I had no idea…” she continues.

Rene goes on. “It’s the way this sort of thing works, yeah.” She looks at me. “I’ve used my sexuality to get what I want. When it’s all you have…” she says with a wave.

“You do what you have to do to get by,” Lorna finishes her thought. “I get it. I’m not saying I approve, but I get it.”

“Thanks,” Rene whispers. “And not having to do that anymore is awfully appealing, to be honest.”

“I imagine so,” I allow, and Rene looks at me. “I guess that’s what I’m offering you, Rene. A chance to start fresh. Do something else with your life.”

She frowns. “See, that’s the problem, Ian. I don’t have what you would call marketable skills other than my ability to get the attention of men who should know better than to fall for my line of bullshit.”

“Like me?” I ask with a crooked smile.

“Yeah, but you didn’t buy it, so no. Not like you at all.”

“Well, I meant men like me.”

“Hey,” Teri says. “No dumping on our man, lady.”

Rene raises her hands in mock surrender. “No, that’s not what I meant…”

“It’s okay, Rene,” I tell her gently. “I get it. No offense taken.”

We all take a breath, and Rene looks around the table. “Can I ask a question now?”

“Sure,” I tell her.

“What exactly do you all do all day? I mean, it’s a big house and I’m sure it takes a lot of work, but…”

“That’s fair,” I say with a glance at Lorna. “You want to start?”

“Sure,” she says and turns to Rene. “I re-enrolled to finish my degree, so I’m a full-time student right now.”

“Me, too,” Jamie says. “Although I’m in my third year.”

“I’m trying to start a business but not very aggressively,” Teri admits. “Mostly, I keep the house and do the cooking.”

“And the shopping, and the laundry,” I add with a smile. “She’s a dynamo.”

“And I’m enrolling at Michigan in the fall,” Harper offers. “But I’m not doing much else right now.”

“And I work on my books with Jamie whenever she has a moment to help me out,” I tell Rene. “Which brings me to my offer to you.” She gives me a surprised look.

“What offer?” she asks.

“How would you like to help me with my collection, specifically in acquisitions?” I ask.

“You need more books?” she deadpans. “Don’t you have enough?”

“You can never have enough books, Rene,” I snark, which prompts laughter all around. “Seriously, though. I’ve become obsessed with filling in the holes…”

“Oh, you didn’t just say that,” Lorna laughs, and everyone joins her. Everyone but Rene.

“What are you saying, Ian?” Rene says in her most serious tone. “You want to hire me?”

“If you’re interested, I think you’d be a natural.”

She stares at me, her eyes wide at first but then narrowing to slits. “What the fuck do I know about old books? I was totally shining you on, Ian. I thought I made that clear to you.”

“You did, but you also talked a pretty good game for not knowing what you were talking about.” I shrug. “I’ll tell you what I need, and you can track it down for me.”

“Need?” she persists. “What in the world could you possibly need, Ian?”

I just stare at her. Finally, she gets it.

“Oh.”

~ Rene ~

Of course there’s a catch. There’s always a catch. And it’s always the same catch, every damn time. No matter the man, no matter the motive, they all want the same thing in the end. All of them. Even a man like Ian, who has so far acted like a gentleman and shown no outward interest in me sexually or made overt attempts to get me in his bed. They’re all the same. All of them. Now the other shoe has finally dropped and his intentions are laid bare - he wants me to work for him, in exchange for my ass.

Of fucking course.

“How’s that going to work?” I can’t stop a note of bitterness from creeping into my voice now. Just when I thought there was a hope, a glimmer, a spark of a chance that I could leave my old life behind, he drops this on me. I work for him, he gets me. So really, I’m still doing the same old, same old but now it’s my actual job instead of a scheme. “You want me to, what, find books you can buy?”

“Yes, that was my hope.” A crease appears in his brow. “I don’t know if you still have many contacts from your days at Meridian, but a woman of your skills-”

I snort.

“-I’m sure you have much greater knowledge than I do about where to find the things I want.”

I fold my arms. How could I have been so stupid? So gullible? So blind? It was obvious, so obvious, what his endgame was. Yeah, he played me. Played for a damn sucker. Made me think he was different and not like all the other guys in the world. He was unique, he didn’t want a piece of my ass. But here he is, mask off, scheme unveiled, playing the long game: convince me to give up this life of crime in exchange for… more of the same, minus the crime. Quiet, simmering anger begins to bubble in my gut. I bet all these girls have been hoodwinked by Ian just as easily. Lorna exchanged her ass for education, same with Harper and Jamie. Teri lets him bend her over in the hope of getting her business up and running. God! What a fucking idiot I am!

“What’s the matter?” Ian’s brow crease deepens.

“And then?” My jaw hardens.

The girls stiffen around the table, looking at me with troubled expressions. Apparently I’m about to upset the applecart.

“And then…” Ian speaks slowly, “I buy the book. We can work out the details later, but I can offer a standard salary or a commission, whatever works best for you.”

“And then?”

He seems puzzled by the question and flounders for an answer. I want him to admit the truth: that he wants my body in return for all this work. He expects me to jump in his bed on command. He insists that my pussy is payment for his generosity.

“I don’t know,” he says, opening both hands as though admitting defeat. “We could look for more books, assuming there are others I’d like to snag? Or you’re welcome to set up for your own legitimate rare artifact business, maybe even take on other clients.”

“Oh, but I wouldn’t be allowed to sleep with them, would I?”

Everyone stares at me. I almost sneer at Ian across the table.

“Excuse me?” He does a good job of appearing dumbfounded. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, come on. Don’t scam a scammer, Ian. You think that offering me a job gives you right to fuck me.”

Five jaws drop in unison. I get a surge of satisfaction in their shock. Ian stammers and tries to explain, but I cut him off.

“You got me, Ian. I’ll admit that. I really thought you were better than that, but I guess not. Damn, what a fucking idiot I am.”

I want to keep going. I want to rant and rave and tear him apart with my words. It’s all stupid and unfair, but I guess that’s karma for you, right? I get what I deserve and apparently I deserve exactly this. But Harper, sweet, innocent, quiet, petite Harper, is the one who shuts me down with a single sentence.

“Um, Rene… nobody said anything about sleeping with you.”

Now it’s my turn to gape at them. I almost laugh in their faces. The idea is so ridiculous. Of course that’s what Ian wants from me. What the hell else could he possibly want from a girl like me?

I look at each of them in turn. All five of them. Their faces are sincere, etched with differing amounts of worry and concern, except for Jamie, who seems mildly amused by whatever is happening here.

“What do you mean?” I say. “He told me what he needs.”

“I think we’ve had a misunderstanding.” Ian is kindly, gentle, and serene. I feel like a student who got the wrong answer on a test and needs guidance. “I thought you grasped my meaning, Rene. You don’t need to give me anything in return, except for one thing - no more scams. Stay on the right side of the law. That’s it.”

“What? B-but…” I rack my brain, going back over the last few minutes and trying to find the moment where he made his intentions clear. But I can’t find it.

“No, Rene. Please don’t mistake my intentions. I only want the best for you. I’m offering you a room here in the house - if you want it. Nothing else.”

Now I’m the one stammering and stuttering as my brain misfires. I’ve made a career out of thinking fast and having an answer for everything, but not this. Who knew that the one thing capable of rendering me speechless would be a man who doesn’t demand to fuck me in return for my services? Ian continues, smoothing over my gaping disbelief.

“While we’re on the subject, Rene, let me make it clear how things work in this house. We are firm believers in total freedom. Nobody here is going to insist or demand that you do anything. If you want to abstain from sex and live like a nun, we’re not going to argue. If you want to go out on dates and bring your boyfriend here, we won’t have a problem. If you want to join in with our lifestyle, however, you should know that we have no secrets, no hang-ups, and no inhibitions.”

“No jealousy,” Lorna says. Her expression is soft.

“No arguments,” Teri adds.

“No problems,” Jamie says.

“We share everything,” Harper says, her cheeks glowing at some memory or other.

“Exactly,” Ian says, with a nod. “So here is what I am offering you, Rene. You’ll act as my acquisitions specialist. When Jamie and I stumble across notable gaps in my book collection, you swoop in and track down the missing volumes. In exchange, you can live here for as long as you want.”

“No strings?” I stare at him. The idea is so improbable, so wild, so insane, that I can’t get my head around it. He wants to give me something—more than something, he wants to give me everything—and expects goddamn nothing in return except the promise of my efforts to help him.

“None.”

Ian’s face is sincere. I look at the others, trying to spot some hint of a lie, but I don’t see any. I’m damned good at reading faces and body language, and the five people seated around this table are all being honest.

“What if I want to leave?”

Ian gestures to the hallway, to the front door beyond. “It’s right there. Any time.”

“If it helps,” Jamie says, leaning forward, “I don’t actually live here full time. I have my own place. I just like being here.”

“That’s my offer,” Ian says. “Are you interested? Think you can give up your life of white collar crime and put those talents to good use?”

“I don’t know Ian. It’ll take a lot to keep me still. I’ve spent most of my adult life moving around.”

“Okay. How much?”

I exhale. That voice, the cold, hard voice of the scam artist, whispers in my ear, telling me to take him for as much as I can. I silence that voice and say, “Oh, fuck, who knows? Ten grand?”

“Done.”

A noise leaves my throat. It sounds like a snort of laughter and a derisive scoff. “Come on, be serious.”

“Ten grand a month. A fair salary, but I’ll make you earn it.”

“A month? Holy shit, Ian. I meant as a retainer fee. A month?”

“Why not both? If that gets you on the team, it’s more than fair.”

I could almost cry. I intended to rip this guy off and run off into the sunset with a wad of cash. What he’s offering me instead is so, so, so much more than I could ever have dreamed about… and far more than someone like me deserves.

“Well, Rene? What’s your decision? Do you want to become part of this home?”

Home.

That word has never meant much to me, mostly because I’ve never had one. I’ve lived in places, sure. Some were nice, most were shitholes. I’ve stayed in luxury apartments and glamorous hotel rooms and stunning condos, but they were never home. I haven’t had a place to call home since I was a kid. It was one of those words that never applied to me.

Now I look around at the kitchen with fresh eyes. Home. A homely kitchen. A room that belongs to me and me alone. A place I can come at the end of every day and kick off my shoes and relax.

Home.

Something wet rolls down my cheeks. It’s a tear. I wipe it away but more fall, wetting both my cheeks. Dammit, what the hell is this? I don’t cry. I’m made of stone. I’m tougher than tough, I’m invincible.

Teri places a hand on my shoulder, hope in her eyes. She says, “Please say yes.”

My heart inflates like a balloon. I’ve never experienced anything like this before. None of these women know much about me beyond what I’ve told them, yet they’re so willing to give me a chance. They’re willing to embrace me, flaws and all, and welcome me into their home. They’re willing to show me love.

“Yes,” I say, unable to stop tears rolling down my face. I’m not sad. I’m overwhelmed. This is too damn much. I will never be able to repay them for this. Yet somehow I know they aren’t keeping score.

“That’s settled,” Ian says, with a smile. He taps a spoon on a coffee mug. “Court is adjourned.”

The girls laugh. I laugh too, through the tears. I feel so many things at once. Elation. Surprise. Awe. Embarrassment at crying. Lorna stands and throws her arms around me in a tight, sisterly hug.

“Welcome to our home. You’re going to love it here.”

“Thank you.”

She releases me but takes hold of my hands. She says, “Would you like to see your room?”

“God, yes.”
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~ Ian ~

Lorna leads Rene out of the kitchen and up the stairs as the rest of us watch them go. Jamie smirks at me, and I cock an eyebrow at her as a silent response.

“That was… interesting,” she says with a bit of attitude. More than a bit, actually.

“Problem?”

“Me? No, none whatsoever. I just had no idea you were interested in paying someone so much money to buy more books when you already own ten times as many as you can read in your lifetime.”

“Yeah, it’s not about the books, Jamie,” I tell her. “And it’s certainly not about the money.” I hesitate and she practically snorts.

“So, it’s about the sex, Ian? You’re not getting enough with what you have?”

“Jamie,” Teri says quietly. “Don’t be like that.”

“No, it’s fine,” I tell them. “I want to know what you’re all thinking.” I turn to Harper, who has been silent since Lorna and Rene exited. She looks at me with a tight smile and nervous eyes.

“I’m fine with whatever you want to do, Ian,” she says tentatively. “It’s your house and your money.”

“That’s not quite true, though,” Jamie adds quickly. “Or was all that sharing stuff just a load of crap?”

“No, it wasn’t a load of anything,” I state more defensively than I wanted to sound. “It’s true, everything I laid out for you all.”

“But you make the decisions, Ian, so which is it?” Jamie persists. “Do we really have a say in this? Or in anything?” She looks like she’s either on the verge of tears or of losing her temper. Which brings me up short.

“You make an excellent point, Jamie,” I tell her honestly. She rolls her eyes.

“That’s a sure way to shut down any discussion, isn’t it?” she says almost to herself.

“Don’t you like Rene, Jamie?” Harper asks.

“I hardly know her,” Jamie almost shouts. “That’s what I’m trying to say. We just met her, and now she’s part of us? With the same… everything that we’ve earned?”

“That’s not fair, Jamie,” Teri scolds. “Ian is just doing what he thinks is best for everyone. Why are you getting on his case like this?” She looks at me. “I think it’s wonderful, Ian. I really do.”

“I appreciate that, Teri,” I tell her honestly. “But Jamie is well within her rights to express her opinion, too. I want to hear from everyone about everything.”

“That’ll get us nowhere fast,” Jamie says under her breath.

“Maybe, but it’s only fair.” I look at her. “And I hear what you’re saying, Jamie. Loud and clear.” I lean in. “Maybe I was a little presumptuous in all of this…”

“Ya think?” Jamie rolls her eyes.

“I like it when Ian takes charge,” Harper says quietly. “It’s so…” She looks at Teri. “You get it, don’t you?”

“Oh, yeah,” Teri says with a glance at me. “I mean, I understand what you’re trying to do, Ian, and it’s really cool of you to be so inclusive and all.” She turns to Jamie. “And I get where you’re coming from, too. But damn, it is so freaking hot when Ian just takes charge and tells us how it’s going to be.” She closes her eyes and almost folds in on herself. “I know I’m not supposed to be all submissive for a man in this day and age, but, gawd, it just mashes all my buttons.” She giggles and looks at Harper. “Am I right?”

“Yeah,” Harper says with a catch in her voice. “I like it, too.” She looks at me. “I like it a whole lot.”

“That’s fine when things work out,” Jamie says, her frustration bubbling up. “But what happens if…” She’s cut off suddenly by the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs. One set of footsteps. A second or two later, Lorna rounds the corner, and the look on her face is… interesting.

“Teri,” she says after a beat. “Rene would like to see you upstairs, in the blue guest room.”

Lorna walks to her place at the table and sits down as if she didn’t just confuse the hell out of everyone sitting there. After another awkward silence, Teri pushes away from the table and stands, looks at me for my approval, which I give with a silent nod, and heads out of the kitchen to climb the stairs.

“Are you going to tell us what the fuck is going on, Lorna?” Jamie asks with a ton of attitude. I’m just about to step in when Lorna shoots me a look and stops me.

“Rene wants to talk to each of us, all of us girls, separately.” I wait for her to elaborate, as do Jamie and Harper, but it quickly becomes obvious that Lorna will not be offering any further explanation.

“Seriously?” Jamie asks at last. “That’s all you’re going to tell us?”

“I don’t want to step on Rene’s moment,” Lorna says as she looks at me. “I doubt this will take much longer.”

Which may be true, but it felt like an eternity as we sat at the table in silence until we heard footsteps in the upstairs hallway. Teri arrives with a similar look to Lorna’s and explains to Jamie that she's up next, which doesn’t land as poorly as I feared. With the precedent established, we sit in silence again until Jamie returns and Harper takes her turn with Rene.

“All good?” I ask after we hear the bedroom door close.

“Not yet,” Lorna says. “Soon.”

I didn’t say so, but I assume that Rene is asking each of the girls how they feel about my decision, our new arrangement, in private, so they can be totally honest with her. I’m almost as sure that each of them will tell Rene that they’re all cool with everything. I guess I’ll find out soon enough, but I can’t imagine anyone having a problem with any of this.

We sit in silence until the bedroom door opens again and Teri comes down the stairs to send Jamie up to talk with Rene. We’ve all understood at this point what the deal is, so no one says a word as Jamie climbs the stairs and Harper waits her turn. I don’t even ask Teri what’s going on because what would be the point? I know what’s going on. We all know.

At least, I think we do.

Ten silent minutes later, Jamie comes downstairs and sends Harper upstairs to complete the routine. I sit as calmly as I can while we wait for whatever comes next. But I can’t resist asking Jamie if everything is okay.

“A-okay, Ian,” she smirks. “Hunky–fucking-dory.” She smiles sweetly, which is pretty unnatural for the brattiest member of our family, and I can’t help but roll my eyes. Lorna smiles, as does Teri, but we sit quietly and wait.

We don’t have to wait long.

“Rene would like everyone to come upstairs now, Ian,” Harper says when she arrives at the kitchen.

We troop up the stairs in silence again. I’m as hard as blue steel. When we get to Rene’s new bedroom, the girls stand to the side and let me enter the room first. Rene is standing by her new bed, fully clothed but waiting for us.

“I wanted to talk to everyone alone to get their assurances that they’re really okay with me joining your family, Ian.”

“What did they tell you, Rene?”

“What do you think they told me?” she says with a sly smile as she walks to where I’m standing. The girls are behind me but I can feel their eyes on Rene and me as she melts into my arms and kisses me deeply, her hands holding my head as she does.

“I guess everyone’s okay with it,” I offer when we break from the kiss.

“Bingo.”

She reaches for my belt and nods at the girls, who crowd around and help her undress me. “I thought we should all be here for our first group encounter, Ian. I hope I didn’t overstep.”

“No, not at all,” I tell her as Lorna and Jamie pull my shirt over my head while Teri and Harper kneel at my feet to untie my shoelaces. I step out of my sneakers just before Rene lowers my jeans and boxer-briefs to the floor to step out of those, too, leaving me completely naked in a room full of clothed women.

“Why don’t you climb onto the bed, Ian?” Rene asks without really asking. “We’ll all join you shortly.”

I do as I’m instructed, and the girls begin removing their clothes. I watch in awe as the five of them disrobe and climb onto the bed to surround me. “We’re going to make this first time memorable, Ian. So you just lie back and relax, okay?”

~ Rene ~

I've been in some wild situations before. Some were similar to this: several women, one man. But they were different, and usually involved copious amounts of illicit substances, or it was a tense yet unspoken competition between all of us girls to try and impress the same man. This has a different feel. A unique vibe. An extraordinary sensation. I'm in the middle of the group, Lorna and Teri to my left, Jamie and Harper to my right. Body to body. Skin to skin. Breast to breast.

Ian looks at our little naked group with an incredulous expression. I can’t blame him for that. No man in the world could ever believe his luck to be in a position like this. Even most rock stars don’t get to experience this kind of thing. But Ian, that sweet, gentle, caring man, gets to live this life twenty-four-seven. And now I’m a part of it, too.

He says, “So everything is okay with you guys? We don’t need to have any worries?”

“No.” I give an emphatic shake of my head. “We’re good. All of us.”

“Yeah,” Jamie says, “it was a productive conversation.”

“You’re certain.” His eyes are keen. “I won’t have any drama down the road…”

I shake my head. “No drama. You have some amazing girls, Ian. They take care of you, and each other. We just had a frank discussion and I promised to earn their trust. It might take some time, but I’m willing to do it.”

Ian’s gaze slowly drifts across each of us in turn, looking us in the eye, making sure that everyone is happy and comfortable with this new arrangement. Amazing. Even now, on the cusp of a wild session with no less than five beautiful, willing, excited young women, Ian is more concerned about our well-being than our bodies. He doesn’t have to fake it or pretend anymore; we’re already here. This is all real, all genuine, all him. Most guys would be in a hurry to pull us onto the bed, but not Ian.

Honestly, I could cry. Maybe if I wasn’t so horny.

I gaze across the bed at the man who changed my life. He’s hard and obviously ready for us, but he doesn’t rush or insist that we begin. If anything, he seems totally content to relax on my bed and swim in the serenity of the moment.

A soft, sensual groan snatches my attention away from Ian. Jamie is passionately kissing Harper, hands roaming, fingers gently clutching, bodies melding. The younger woman is already cooing and whimpering into Jamie’s mouth. Her obvious lack of experience—compared to the rest of us, anyway—is sweet and charming. I hope I get the chance to get to know her on a more intimate level.

On my other side, Lorna and Teri disengage and make their way over to the bed. Teri kneels beside Ian and lowers her mouth to his rock-solid cock without a second thought, while Lorna reclines on Ian’s other side and embraces him with a deep, tender, sensual kiss. Jamie’s hand glides down Harper’s body and cups her sex. Harper lets out a muffled gasping moan that tells us all where Jamie’s fingers are currently and how good they feel.

This intimate scene doesn’t shock me in the slightest. At this stage of my life, I’m pretty unflappable. No, the part that surprises me is how slow, gentle and easygoing it all unfolds. No hurried movements, no quick gestures, no rush to get started. Everyone takes a position that they want to fill and things progress from there. It’s a wonderful thing to witness.

Teri’s head slowly rises and falls, her mouth accepting Ian’s hard, stiff member with practised grace and gentle skill. She rests one hand on his balls and gives him a careful, tender caress at the same time. Ian makes soft, throaty groans of wordless delight, his lips still locked against Lorna’s, their tongues dancing together. He has a hand on her cheek, thumb stroking her skin. It’s such a caring, loving gesture that I feel an absurd sense of yearning to have it for myself.

I can’t stand by and watch any longer. If I do, I’ll either work myself into a jealous frenzy or my legs will turn to jelly at the sight of all this uninhibited sexual freedom. I stroll across to the bed and kneel on the opposite side to Teri. Lorna moves to give me space. From this angle, I have a wonderful close-up view of Teri’s mouth as she lavishes Ian with wonderful, sensual attention, plus I can enjoy the intoxicating sight of Jamie teasing Harper’s body in the background. My sex burns and tingles with need, but there’s no rush here, no urgency, no need to hit it and get the job done. I can take all the time in the world.

Teri meets my eyes. She eases her mouth away from Ian’s hardness and offers it to me as if we’re sharing a delicious treat. Maybe she’s not wrong about that. I ease my lips around his stiffness and sink lower, lower, lower, until his hairs tickle my nose. Teri raises an eyebrow. I don’t mean to outshine her, but there’s still a competitive streak in my heart that’s not going away anytime soon. She takes Ian’s full and swollen balls in her mouth while I work my magic on his cock. Between the two of us, Ian is soon totally swept up in erotic delight. Two women, two mouths, two tongues, utterly absorbed in the task of pleasuring him.

Moans fill the air like the swell chorus of an orchestra. Ian provides the heavier, masculine notes, while Harper plays the lighter, more elegant tones that drift and float all around us like a leaf on the wind. Teri and I keep working together, eventually placing our lips on either side of Ian’s rigid pole as though kissing around him. We work up and up and up his shaft until our lips find one another and we make out together, sharing his wonderful taste with our tongues.

“Damn, girls,” Lorna says, with a naughty giggle. We turn to look at her. She clutching Ian’s face to her chest and letting him softly bite and lick her firm, tender nipples. “Feels like he’s about to explode.”

I flutter my eyelashes. “Who? Us? Maybe we should give him a break…”

With that, I turn my attention on Teri and lavish her lips, neck, and shoulders with soft, sensual kisses. She coos and groans and sighs in pleasure. She is soft and warm and every bit as gentle as her demeanor would suggest. Ever since we first met, I’ve had a sneaking suspicion that Teri is the most submissive one of the group, so I decide to test my theory. I bring my lips to her ear and whisper, “Lick me.”

No hesitation. She moves so fast that I barely have time to sit upright and drape my legs over the bed. Teri kneels on the floor, slides her arms under my thighs, pulls me close, and kisses my smooth mound before trailing her warm, soft tongue along my intimate lips. I’m gasping in pleasure within seconds.

“She’s good, isn’t she?” Lorna says, from beside me.

I give an open-mouthed groan in reply. I’ve had a handful of experiences with the same sex before, but those were all performative, not something either of us genuinely enjoyed. Teri, on the other hand, focuses her attention on me as though I am one of her perfect breakfast muffins. She licks, kisses, probes, caresses, tastes, flicks, and devours me in delicate succession, each lap of her tongue sending me further down a path of wonderful delight.

Beside the bed, Harper is leaning against the wall with Jamie kneeling at her feet. Harper has one leg draped over Jamie’s shoulders and is massaging her breasts and making a deliciously erotic series of passionate moans that make my heart flutter almost as much as Teri’s tongue does.

Hands caress me. Not Teri’s. Lorna and Ian encircle me, their hands roaming over my body. I love the difference in their touch. Lorna’s fingers are soft and slender and dainty. Ian’s are rougher, firmer, thicker. I close my eyes and allow them to do what they want with me. They add their mouths to the mix and begin to kiss, lick, and suck my body, applying a gentle yet insistent pressure to all the right places, all at the same time. My soothing moans become thrilled gasps. The three of them focus all their attention on me and it’s-

I cum without any warning. Hard. Long. Loud. I can’t stop it or control it or avoid it. My climax hits me like a ton of bricks. I almost collapse onto the bed, but Ian holds me upright so I can enjoy being putty in his arms. Teri laps my sensitive pussy and tastes my orgasm while Lorna and Ian keep teasing and caressing and worshiping my body. It’s almost too much to bear. My eyes roll back and I tremble all over and damn near pass out with pleasure.

When my eyes open again, I’m lying on my back on the bed. The four other women are kneeling around me, smiling. Ian stands beside the bed, between my legs. My heart flutters at the way they’re all looking at me.

“What is it?” I say, my voice weak and shaky from that orgasm.

Lorna says, “We don’t have an official initiation or anything like that…”

Jamie jumps in. “But we do have this.”

All four girls place their mouths on me at once. Lorna and Jamie each take a hard cherry-red nipple in their mouths. Harper and Teri push their tongue to my swollen, sensitive clit from either side. I gasp and grab the sheets for dear life. Just when I think it can’t get any better or more wonderful or more intense than this, Ian pushes his cock to my soaking entrance and-

“Oh my God!” I almost scream the words. Nothing I have ever done or experienced before could have prepared me for this. All I can do is hold on tight and let these incredible sensations wash over my body.

I cum again. Harder. Louder. Longer. Then again. And again. One orgasm blends into the next until I can’t tell if I’m having multiple climaxes or a single all-consuming explosion. The room blurs around me and it feels as if my body is lifting from the bed and floating so far away from the world.

The girls speak, cooing, encouraging, but I don’t hear any of it over the sound of my own pleasure. Above me, Ian keeps thrusting. Pumping. Stroking. Driving himself into me. Fucking me. Making love to me. Owning me. His gentle smile becomes a grimace of concentration. His pace quickens. His cock trembles and rocks inside me.

I cry out once more as he erupts and floods me with his passion, releasing all of it deep, deep, deep inside my yearning tunnel. He fills me completely and utterly. It feels even more incredible than it just earlier this same day, just a few hours ago. He remains inside me until long after his orgasm has finished pulsing and pumping through us both. The girls keep licking and kissing and teasing us. I’ve never felt so at peace as I do right now.

This is where I belong.
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Love Without Limits (Part 6)

[image: ]

~ Ian ~

I’ve been collecting strays and broken women all year.

Not that I’m complaining–it’s been great.

But when a woman from the neighborhood invites me to her holiday party.

I get to wondering…

Do I have what it takes to impress her?

~ Valerie ~

I can’t deny it–I’m the neighborhood Gladys Kravitz from Bewitched.

The person who notices everything and everybody on the block.

What I noticed at the big house with all the books is truly intriguing.

One man and several women; more women each month, it seems.

So I invite them all over to my place.

Click here to leave a review of Love Without Limits (Part 5)

[image: ]

Please leave a review, or even just a rating! We so appreciate it!
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