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Chapter One

I wished with all my heart I could tell Marcie this wasn’t what it looked like.

Unfortunately for us both, it was exactly what it looked like.

“Uncle Jack?” The coed stood in the middle of my living room, her eyes madly darting from me to the gorgeous blonde woman wearing nothing but a bedsheet and back again. “What… what the fuck is going on?”

Oh no. Oh no.

“Babygirl,” I said, clearing my throat. “This is not how I wanted you to find out about this.”

It was very late, and I’d been startled out of a dead slumber by the sound of Marcie knocking on my condo’s front door. Normally I would have welcomed a visit from my boss’s daughter no matter how late the hour, especially if she needed help. But tonight, I had company. Company I’d been trying to keep a secret from Marcie ever since I arrived at the sleepy New England town of Stillwell.

Company named Samantha Lowry.

I felt like an idiot. All of us were. Why hadn’t I stepped outside and met Marcie in the hallway, explaining that Yukiko was asleep in my bed? If she hadn’t barged in practically unannounced, I would have been able to shield her from this. She knew about me and Yukiko—hell, the entire Delta Rho sorority did—but nobody knew about Samantha Lowry. No one but me, Yukiko, and the woman herself.

And now Marcie.

“What the fuck, Jack?” Marcie’s jaw dropped open. “What is Samantha doing here?”

“Oh shit,” Samantha whispered. She’d been half-asleep when she entered the living room; now, seeing who’d dropped in to visit, her gaze flickered to the bedroom doorway. I saw her shoulders tense, the bedsheet clutched tighter around her curves, like she was deciding whether or not to run.

Even if she hadn’t been naked, the way her hair hung around her face like a dirty halo would have clued Marcie in to what the two of us had been doing right before we’d passed out in each other’s arms.

“Marcie, honey, let me explain,” I said.

I took a step towards her but she recoiled, the purse on her shoulder sliding with the movement and hitting my kitchen floor with a thud.

“Explain what?” Marcie shouted. I winced—if she kept up like that, she was going to wake up the whole condo building. “You’re fucking around on Yukiko? With Samantha? My big?” Her eyes grew watery, her cheeks flushing with anger. “She’s my fucking mentor! I wouldn’t be in Delta Rho if it weren’t for her! And you’re screwing her behind Yukiko’s back?”

“Woah, woah, woah,” Samantha shot back. She started to lift a hand, only for the blanket around her breasts to come perilously close to sliding to the floor. “No one is cheating on anyone! I am not that kind of girl!”

Marcie’s eyes snapped to Samantha, filling with rage.

And something else that I wouldn’t understand until much, much later.

“And you,” the coed snarled, pointing a finger at her mentor. “How could you fuck my Dad’s best friend, Sam? You’re Delta Rho’s president! You’re supposed to be setting an example for the rest of us, not sneaking around with a guy twice your age! Who is already in a freaking relationship, I might add!”

To my right, Yukiko sighed. The dark-haired woman put a hand to her forehead like she was trying to prevent a migraine. “Marcie, it’s not like that,” she insisted, taking my hand. “You haven’t caught them at anything, sweetheart. I already knew about this. Listen, I know this is a shock, but you really need to calm down.”

“Calm down!?” Marcie looked anything but calm. “You’re like, the best person I know, Kiki! How could Jack do this to you? How could you let Jack do this to you—?”

Yukiko grit her teeth. Something inside of her had had enough.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Yukiko shouted back. “I fucked her too, Marcie!”

Marcie froze in her tracks, the color draining from her face. The sight of Yukiko—a woman normally as cool as a cucumber even in the most dire of circumstances—losing her composure was so foreign to her that the coed didn’t know how to process it.

“It was a…mutual thing,” Yukiko continued, swallowing her shame at the outburst. “You saw the way we were all looking at each other back at the initiation. We agreed to drive Samantha home, then we changed our mind and decided to stop by the condo for a nightcap. Things… happened. Between all three of us. Okay? He’s not screwing some girl behind my back, Marcie. I was a willing participant.”

I could tell the mental image of that was going to linger with Marcie for a damned long time. “Um, okay, wow,” she said, raising her hands in front of her face. “That is not what I expected to hear!”

“It’s the truth,” Samantha said. She’d come fully awake now, and when she spoke she sounded not like the gorgeous sex kitten she’d been in my bed a few hours ago but the commanding leader of Delta Rho. “I got tipsy at the after-party for the pledge initiation. Really tipsy. I didn’t trust myself to drive home, so I asked Jack and Yukiko to give me a ride.”

“I remember that,” Marcie said, her voice calming a fraction. “That was after you came up to me and asked to have that private conversation over by the bar. The one where you were really weird about Jack…”

“Yeah, I was weird,” Samantha admitted with a smile. “Look… Jack is a damned good looking man. And he’s such a good person! I can’t help being attracted to him, alright? So, yeah, when we were driving home, I kind of suggested we stop by the condo. And then we were having so much fun that Jack and Kiki offered to let me crash on the couch and drive me back in the morning!” She paused, her lips pressed together. “And then I ended up not crashing on the couch.”

Technically, none of that was strictly accurate. There’d been no pressure involved, for one thing: Samantha and Yukiko both knew when we left that restaurant what we were going to spend the rest of the night doing. Sam’s story also left out the part where she got the party started with her mouth while I drove both girls back to the condo. And the bit where Yukiko tangled her fingers in the coed’s blonde hair and helped her along.

I kind of figured she was better off not hearing about that.

Marcie wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”

“Trust me, it was anything but gross,” Samantha said, glancing back at the doorway. “Look, this is super awkward, me standing out here like this. Can I take a minute to go throw some clothes on?”

“Go right ahead,” Yukiko said, pointing.

“If you need something clean, there’s sweatpants in my bottom drawer,” I said without thinking. “And a bunch of old t-shirts in the middle one.”

Samantha’s eyes lit up at the thought. “I think I might just take you up on that,” she chuckled. “I’ll be back in a minute or two.”

With that, she sashayed into my bedroom, lifting the bedsheet behind her to make sure she didn’t accidentally flash us. Not that I would have minded, but Marcie would have been even more scandalized than she already was.

Marcie watched her go, some of the color returning to her face. “I came here to tell you about how weird Samantha was being,” she said, giving me a guilty look. “I guess I didn’t know the half of it.”

“Marcie, listen to me,” I said. “Nobody’s cheating. Everyone involved in this is a grown adult, making their own decisions. Yukiko, Sam and I… we spent the night together. It’s complicated, but it’s consensual.”

Now that she’d calmed down a bit, Marcie looked almost embarrassed to have barged in unannounced. “Yeah, I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions,” she said, wiping the sweat from her forehead. “I just didn’t know you were that kind of guy, Jack. And I definitely had no idea that you’re into that sort of thing, Kiki. I mean, other than Lakshmi you’re like the most strait-laced girl I know…”

“Marcie, I love you,” Yukiko said. “And I mean this in the nicest way possible. But Jack and I’s sex life is our business, not anyone else’s.”

Marcie blinked at the woman’s tone. Yukiko had some steel in her backbone.

“If we want to have a threesome with an attractive woman, that’s between us and her. We’re certainly not shouting it from the rooftops, because you can imagine the way Delta Rho would gossip. But yes, I’m… let’s say I’m willing to explore new things with Jack.” She turned to me, the corner of her mouth curling in a smile. “He makes me feel safe enough to explore them, which is not something I’ve ever been able to say before.”

Marcie nodded. “Shit,” she said, laughing awkwardly. “I didn’t even know you were gay. Or bi, or whatever…”

“I’m still kind of figuring that out,” Yukiko said, looking a little awkward herself. “I’m not sure that I really want to put a label on it.”

I wouldn’t force her to, either. Although no woman who gleefully rode Samantha Lowry’s face into the stratosphere while she watched me thrust like a battering ram between her bestie’s legs could be entirely straight, no matter how often Yukiko had insisted she was in the past.

“Whether I am or not, I’m most certainly in love with Jack. He’s my man, and that’s not going to change.”

“That’s not going to change for me, either,” I said, looking at Yukiko with pride. I put an arm around her and pulled her close, savoring the feel of her slender body against mine. “We’re not the first couple to have a few drinks and decide to experiment with a friend, Marcie,” I explained. “Something tells me we won’t be the last.”

Samantha reentered the room, wearing clothing this time. She’d raided my dresser and taken an old Metallica t-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants, the latter baggy enough that she’d had to tie them super-tight to keep them from slipping down her hips. The words STILLWELL UNIVERSITY ran down the side of one leg; Marcie had bought those for me from the campus gift shop.

Thinking about that made me wince, but Marcie herself didn’t seem to notice.

“Hey,” Samantha said, giving Marcie a smile. “Everything okay in here?”

“It’s getting that way,” I said.

To my surprise, it really was. The thing I’d been the most afraid of happening had just happened, and the world hadn’t ended. Marcella Ramsey had caught Yukiko, Samantha and I together—if not in flagrante delicto than close enough to it—and her reaction, while shocked, seemed almost…muted?

It certainly wasn’t what I’d expected. I really thought this would kill Marcie, or at least change my relationship with her forever. Not to mention tarnish her opinion of Samantha Lowry, the woman Marcie looked up to more than anyone else in the world.

To my shock, it seemed like the three of us might actually walk out of this unscathed.

“Yeah, sheesh,” Marcie said, glancing back at the door. “Look, um… none of this is my business, okay? I get it, the three of you had this crazy, one-night thing. I saw the tension between you guys at the restaurant, and I guess you just had to get that out of your system. I mean, who could blame you? You and Kiki are still on track to get hitched and stuff, and this is just kind of a weird little experiment you guys tried on for size.”

Samantha’s expression darkened. I saw it out of the corner of my eye and flinched.

“I’m not going to tell anybody,” Marcie said, as if that were here mentor’s biggest concern. “I mean, I don’t think most of Delta Rho would even believe me if I did! The next time I see you in one of Professor Kovarsky’s stupid film lectures, we’ll just pretend this didn’t happen. I’m sure that’s what you and Kiki are going to do, anyway.”

It would have been so easy. Marcie was embarrassed as hell—she’d come here to discuss her misgivings about her mentor and now she’d walked into a situation she didn’t understand and could barely accept. If we’d all just kept our mouths shut, remained one unified front, then my boss’s daughter would have walked out of my condo flustered but more than willing to forget what she’d seen. Our secret would have been safe—

“It’s cool,” Marcie said, already backing towards the door. “After all, don’t they say that college is the time in your life when you’re supposed to be making mistakes…”

—if not for Samantha.

“It was not a mistake!”

Marcie froze, her back straightening like she’d been cracked with a whip. Samantha Lowry rose to her full height, her hands balled into fists at her sides. She’d been bristling with indignation at the way Marcie spoke about us, and now she could bristle no more. Her pride wouldn’t let her. Nor would her love for me.

For us.

“It was not a mistake,” Samantha repeated, staring right into Marcie’s eyes. “And it was not a one-time thing. We’re together, Marcie. Me, Yukiko, and Jack.”

Next to me, Yukiko went pale. “Oh good Lord,” she murmured.

The gears turned slowly behind Marcie’s eyes. “What?” she asked, trying to laugh. “Sam, what the hell are you talking about—”

“I’m in love with Jack,” she said, her bottom lip trembling. Her voice crackled with emotion, so much that even as ice formed in the pit of my stomach from what she was saying, my heart couldn’t help but swell with pride that she was saying it. “Madly, head over heels, ‘torch your plans and jump naked into the ocean’ in love. I’ve never felt this way about anyone or anything in my whole goddamn life.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “And I am so fucking lucky that these two are willing to let me be a part of what they’re building together!”

Marcie’s jaw dropped. “What do you mean, ‘not a one-time thing?’” she asked, frowning as the pieces came together in her head. “When did the three of you first hook up…?”

“Tonight was the first night all three of us have been together,” Samantha said without hesitation. “But Jack’s been hooking up with both of us. With our mutual consent.”

Marcie swayed like she’d just taken a blow. She looked like she was going to be sick.

“You’re kidding,” she said, looking at me like she was praying I would tell her it was just a joke. “Jack, you wouldn’t do that…”

“I told you it was complicated, babygirl,” I said, bracing myself.

Marcie glared at us. “How long, Jack? How long have you been fucking my best friend behind my back?”

Before I could say a thing, Samantha spoke up for me. “The night of the frat party,” she said, defiant. “That was the first time.”

The air went out of the room.

Marcie exploded. “The night that Trevor…? That night!?”

Samantha nodded.

“But you and Yukiko weren’t even a couple then! You weren’t even involved with Delta Rho then, Jack—it was the first night you were on campus…”

Yukiko had buried her face in her hands.

“That’s right,” I admitted. “Marcie, sometimes things just happen. I didn’t expect to feel like a human being for the first time in fifteen years when I rescued you from those creeps. And I didn’t expect Samantha to…well…”

“I came onto him,” the blonde admitted freely. “I pretty much dragged him into bed with me, actually. The first time I heard him growl at those frat boys, it was on. That night was, like, the most magical of my life—”

“You weren’t even with Yukiko back then,” Marcie repeated, shaking her head in a daze. “What…how are any of you okay with this!?”

“We’re figuring it out as we go,” Yukiko said, trying to cut in. “Yes, Jack spent a night with Samantha before we went out on our first date. But he told me about it, Marcie! I knew all about it about before we became official. He was willing to cut it off with her, but I told him he didn’t have to stop. Don’t blame Jack when I’m the one who gave him permission.”

Marcie’s face reflected utter disbelief. “How can you have so little respect for yourself?” she said.

“Careful,” I growled, taking a step forward. “I care about you more than just about anyone else on this planet, babygirl, but don’t you dare insult Yukiko.”

But Yukiko was laughing. “Respect? I didn’t realize you were so naive, Marcie. A woman couldn’t possibly enjoy a threesome with her man, could she? No, she’d have to have been pressured into it. That’s the only explanation.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, her eyes brimming with hurt. “I’m Jack’s partner, not his puppet. I want him to be happy—I want to help him make up for the fifteen years he spent killing himself with guilt over what happened to his wife!”

The mention of Lauren put Marcie on the back foot. She frowned, looking at me with new eyes.

“And not that it’s any of your business, but I like threesomes. A lot.” Yukiko made a face, forcing her voice to be calmer. “It’s not something I realized I was going to enjoy to this extent, and its certainly not something I want my parents finding out about. But I’ve been learning a lot of things about myself since Jack came to Delta Rho. And one of them is that I enjoy watching Jack be intimate with other women, and I enjoy other women watching Jack be intimate with me.” She blew out a sigh. “That’s probably super TMI, but there. I admitted it.”

“She’s the one who forced the issue,” Samantha whispered. “Shouldn’t reach for the third rail if you don’t want to get shocked…”

“I…I didn’t realize you told them about Lauren,” Marcie said. Even after fifteen years, I could see the mention of her made Marcie’s heart ache. “Jesus. I don’t think we even ever really sat down and talked about it, did we?”

“You were just a little girl when she died,” I said, my voice going rough with the memory. “I doubt you really understood what was happening back then. Just that everyone was sad.”

Marcie nodded.

“Babygirl, I wish I’d told you before now,” I said. “I should have told you about Samantha the morning after it happened, except I couldn’t—because I didn’t know until she came walking into Gabrielle’s that she was your mentor. And by the time I figured that out, it was too late. I was hiding it from you.”

“Why did you hide it?” Marcie asked.

I sighed. “I didn’t want you to think less of me,” I said. “And I didn’t want you to think less of Samantha. I know she’s your hero—all you could talk about when you found out I was coming to Stillwell was how excited you were about Delta Rho. If I set off a bomb in the middle of your college life, it could have ruined everything you were trying to do with the sorority.”

At the mention of her being a hero, Marcie’s gaze snapped over to Samantha. “I also told him to keep it between us,” the president of Delta Rho admitted sheepishly. “I didn’t think it was anyone’s business, and I didn’t want the scandal.”

Marcie’s eyes narrowed. “Wait a second. You two hooked up the night of the frat party?”

Huh? I sensed a dangerous tone in Marcie’s words, but I wasn’t sure where it was coming from.

“That’s right,” I said, sharing a glance with Samantha. She looked just as confused as I was.

A vein flexed in Marcie’s jaw. “The same party where Trevor tried to take advantage of me?”

I still didn’t see the issue. Silly Jack.

“It was quite the eventful night,” Samantha said with a smile. “I know you don’t remember most of it—”

“I remember enough,” Marcie said, her eyes beginning to water. “I remember waking up and being so scared. I remember those boys laughing, and someone growling at them, and then Jack…”

She turned away with a sob.

“I needed you!” she said, glaring at me. “I was drugged and helpless, Jack! I…I was in the worst moment of my life, and now I find out all you could think about was hooking up with a sorority girl!?”

That wasn’t true at all. But now I understood why Marcie would think that.

“Sweetheart, no!” Samantha lifted her hands. “That’s not how it happened—”

But Marcie was already barreling forward. “You passed me off to Sam’s lieutenants,” she said, her voice low and accusatory. “You got rid of me as fast as you could, Uncle Jack. So you could get your dick wet with my best friend!” The tears flowed freely now, streaming down Marcie’s face like tiny rivulets of betrayal. “I was in danger and you abandoned me!”

“That’s not true in the slightest,” Yukiko insisted. “Marcie, we had a discussion—”

“Oh, I’m sure you did!” the coed cried, pointing her finger. “You three have been having all kinds of discussions about me! Is this some kind of sick, fucked up sex game to you? Did you volunteer to drag me away so Jack could make up for fifteen years of sadness with my best friend? Did you let her, Samantha?”

I bit back a sigh. Marcie had the order of events all wrong, and she was throwing around some very serious accusations. For the first time since it happened, I found myself wishing she did remember that night a little bit clearer. The bad stuff should stay buried, of course: but if she could recall the conversation I’d had with Yukiko and Lakshmi, she wouldn’t be saying these things.

“Marcie,” I said, trying to restore the peace. “That’s not what I did, babygirl—”

“Don’t call me that!” Marcie shot backwards in revulsion. “I can’t believe you, Uncle Jack! You’re not the man I thought you were! You’re a… you’re a fucking bastard!”

“Please calm down,” Samantha said. Her voice was almost pleading. “Marcie…”

Marcie shook her head. “And you! I looked up to you,” she said, making a horrified face at Samantha. “I thought you were a good person. I thought you…I thought you cared! But you don’t! You tossed me to the curb like a piece of trash the second you pulled Jack into your orbit. You didn’t take me home when I was sick and in trouble. Instead you ran off to get laid. You self-centered bitch.”

I had never seen Samantha Lowry so upset. “Marcie, I do care about you, honey. Please, I made a mistake, but I can explain…!”

Marcie turned to me. “I wish I never gave Dad the idea to enroll you at Stillwell,” she whispered. “I wish you’d never come here, Uncle Jack. All you’ve done is fuck my friends and lie to me!”

My heart sank into my stomach. “You don’t mean that,” I said. “Marcie, babygirl—”

But Marcie wasn’t listening any longer.

She turned and left, picking up her purse as she went. Before I could catch her, she was out the door, slamming it behind her. Her sobs filled the hallway as she took off at a dead run, never pausing to look back.

I would have gone after her, but a hand came down on my shoulder. It was Yukiko.

“Let her go,” she whispered. Her face was pale in the hallway light. “It’s just going to make things worse if you run after her now. Give her some time to calm down.”

Slowly, I nodded. “Damn it. That went just about as badly as it could have possibly gone, didn’t it?”

Back inside, Samantha walked over to the couch and sat down heavily, her gaze fixed on the carpet. “Well,” she said, fighting back tears, “I guess I’m not her hero any more.”

“That’s alright,” I said. “Neither am I.”

Samantha turned to me, stricken. “What she was saying about that night, it’s not true. It took all three of us to talk you out of bringing Marcie back to the dorms yourself. She doesn’t understand what a scandal it would have been if she’d had some man no one recognized carting her across campus instead of her sorority sisters. She doesn’t know how hard Delta Rho worked to keep her safe that night.”

Yukiko went over to the sink, then poured herself a glass of water. Once she’d downed it, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and rested her elbows on the counter. “She’ll realize that eventually,” she told us. “Once she calms down and thinks about things rationally, she’ll understand there was nothing else we could have done that night. No one abandoned her.” She forced out a laugh. “Jesus, Lakshmi and I were with her in her dorm until five in the morning. That’s the exact opposite of abandoned.”

“She thinks I chose Jack over her,” Samantha said. “That I’m some awful bitch who picked getting laid over protecting one of my own pledges. I feel so fucking awful…”

“She told me she doesn’t want me at Stillwell,” I whispered. That one was going to sting for a long time. “She wishes I’d never come here.”

Yukiko let out a mirthless laugh. “If you hadn’t come to Delta Rho, Jack, Marcie’s memories would be of something a lot worse than being confused and scared.”

I knew that. Intellectually, I knew that.

But it didn’t stop me from feeling like I’d failed Marcie.

“I’ll have Lakshmi visit her tomorrow,” Yukiko said. Now that she was beginning to calm down, I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes. “It’ll be better for someone neutral to do it. Take her temperature, maybe calm her down a little. Laks will let us know whether she thinks this is going to go nuclear.”

“Nuclear?” I asked. “Nuclear how?”

Samantha wiped her eyes. “She means that Marcie might go public with all this,” the blonde said. “She’ll tell the rest of the college about us. And she’ll probably tell her father, too.”

Yukiko got quiet. “You don’t really think she’d jeopardize Jack’s future like that, would she?”

“I don’t know.” Samantha wrung her hands, her lips twisting with anguish. “I would have said no five minutes ago, but I’ve never seen Marcella like that. I didn’t know she could be that angry.”

“That’s her Dad in her,” I said, thinking of all the times I’d watched Daniel Ramsey become a lion in the boardroom. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think Marcie’s going to say anything to anyone. Maybe her Dad, but I don’t think she’d get the sorority involved.”

“What happens if she tells her father?” Yukiko asked.

I thought about it. Then shrugged.

“I’ll deal with it,” I told both women. “I can take that blow if it comes to it. Worse comes to worse, I can take my skills and go somewhere else. Maybe start my own business.” I turned to Yukiko. “You still want to be with me if I can’t make you a CEO’s wife?”

In response, Yukiko threw her arms around me and kissed me.

As her lips touched mine, the knot in my gut relaxed just the tiniest fraction. Having her in my arms reminded me that what we had was real, was genuine—and that nothing the world threw at us could take it away. I loved having her in my corner.

She was the kind of rock-solid woman a man could build an empire with.

“I’m ride or die,” Yukiko said, running her fingers through my hair. “I can’t imagine life with anyone else, Jack. I don’t want to imagine it with anyone else. The company doesn’t matter.”

“You mean that?” I asked.

Yukiko smiled. “I know you. If your boss fires you over this, you’ll probably build a bigger firm and buy his out just to get even. And I’ll get to see the look on his face when you do it.” Her expression turned serious. “You’re the only man I’ve ever met who gives me the freedom to be who I really am, Jack. You’re kind, you stand up to bullies, and you didn’t think twice about risking everything to help Delta Rho when a lot of people would have just looked the other way. And you happen to be incredible in bed.”

“Ditto on that,” Samantha said. “You’re the best, Daddy. You know that speech I gave thanking everyone at the initiation was really for you, right?”

“I had an inkling of that, babygirl,” I said.

She smiled. “I meant every word,” she replied.

I looked from one woman to the other. “So we’re still full speed ahead, then?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. “All three of us, together in…whatever this relationship is?”

They nodded.

“We’ll figure out the details as we go,” Yukiko said. “But yeah. I love you, Jack. So does Sam.”

“And we’re both over the moon about that,” Samantha said, nudging Yukiko. “Speaking of which, can I make a suggestion?”

Yukiko and I shared a look. “Go right ahead.”

“I’ve been thinking about what we call this whole arrangement,” Samantha said, some of her good humor returning. “Is it a throuple? Not really, because you and Yukiko also hooked up with Maria Alvarez. And there’s that cute cop who invited you to the rock concert…”

“Officer Davis,” I said. “Tasha.”

“Right,” Samantha agreed. “Since there’s more women than just us coming in and out of this group—emphasis on coming—I think there’s only one word you can really use for us. And it’s not girlfriends.”

“No?”

Samantha grinned. “This is your harem. We’re your harem girls, Daddy.”

Yukiko’s jaw dropped open. “That is so regressive,” she teased.

“I know,” Samantha said with a chuckle. “But come on. It’s so old-school! Besides, I’d much rather call myself Daddy’s harem girl than something like domestic partner. That makes me think of housework. Harem girl makes me think of hot sex!”

“If that’s what you want, I think I could be okay with that,” Yukiko said, rolling her eyes. “What do you think, Jack?”

A harem? Me? I had a harem?

I looked at the two grinning women standing before me. And made a snap decision.

If they wanted to be harem girls, then there were no two women in the world I’d rather have at my side.

“Sure,” I said. “It’s a harem. Now I think the sultan’s harem needs to get a little sleep. We can handle Marcie tomorrow.”

“Hopefully we won’t wake up to a billion text messages,” Samantha said. “I sure hope that girl is loyal to you, Jack. I don’t think there’s anyone on this planet who could screw your life up worse than Marcella Ramsey.”

“She’ll come around,” I said. Just saying it made it feel a little more true. “She just needs time.”

I put an arm around each of them and held them to me.

Then I led my new harem girls into the bedroom.


Chapter Two

No angry text messages were waiting for me when I woke up the next morning. If Marcie was planning to spill the beans about my unconventional relationship, she must have decided to sleep on it at the very least. She hadn’t done anything overnight.

I lay in bed, staring at my phone in the pre-dawn dim when I felt a pair of hands embrace me from behind. Samantha’s body was warm, her movements slow and languid as she pressed her half-asleep body against mine.

“Good morning, Daddy,” she muttered, snuggling me. “Did you sleep well?”

I smiled and kissed her. “Next to you, babygirl? Always.”

Samantha snaked an arm around me and peered over my shoulder. “Did anything interesting happen while I was out?” she asked, just a hint of trepidation in her voice. “We’re not the talk of the whole campus, are we?”

I shook my head. “All’s quiet on the Stillwell front.”

“Good.” She stretched and sighed. “I had the most awful dream last night. Marcie caught you, me and Yukiko together and totally lost her shit over it…”

A chuckle from the other side of the bed alerted me to the fact that Yukiko was awake. “If only that were a dream,” she said, rolling over and draping an arm over me. “What time is it? I feel like I passed out about fifteen minutes ago.”

I slid my wrist from beneath the pillow. “About six-fifteen,” I said. “Do you have classes today?”

Yukiko shook her head. “I’m off until tomorrow. You?”

“Nothing today,” I said, thinking about it for a second. Then something clicked. “Oh hell.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I do have a class tomorrow morning, though,” I said, groaning inwardly at the thought. History of Film Techniques with Professor Kovarsky.”

Samantha chuckled against my ear. “I didn’t realize you were such a film buff, Daddy.”

“I’m not. I wasn’t the one who set up my initial class schedule at Stillwell. That was Marcie.”

Both women knew what I meant by that. They stiffened.

“Oh,” Yukiko said mildly. “Well, Lakshmi will have talked with her by then. Hopefully we’ll have everything ironed out between us by the next time you and Marcie are in the same room.”

Something told me that was going to be a taller order than Kiki knew.

Samantha playfully dug her nails into the side of my shoulder. “Alright, I’m starving,” she said, already rolling to the edge of the bed. “What’s your pantry looking like these days, Daddy?”

I liked the sound of that. “I just hit the grocery store a couple of days ago,” I said, my eyes on Samantha while my arms encircled Yukiko. “I might be a bachelor, but I’m not a total slob. You know that, right?”

Samantha smiled. “I was expecting to find nothing but half-eaten deli sandwiches in your fridge. That place across the street is awesome—if I lived here, I’d probably eat there every day. I’d get as big as a house, too.”

“No you wouldn’t.” Yukiko’s eyes narrowed.

“You’re right, I wouldn’t.” Samantha rose from the bed and put her hands on her hips. “You two chill for a bit. I’ll call you when breakfast is ready.”

“Breakfast?”

“I might be a sorority girl,” the blonde giggled, “but I’m not completely helpless. I know how to whip up a few things.”

“I’ll help you,” Yukiko said.

Samantha was already shaking her head. “No need. You two have fun. If you need me, you’ll hear me cooking in the kitchen.” She paused, her smile spreading wickedly. “And I’ll probably hear whatever it is you two are doing in here, too.”

I watched her go, my eyes lingering on the way that old heavy metal t-shirt clung to her bust. She hadn’t been gone for more than five seconds when I felt Yukiko’s fingers slide beneath my boxers. What she found there was halfway to the mark already; when she touched it, my groan let her know the rest was on its way.

“So…” my girlfriend whispered, turning around to face me beneath the blankets. “Last night was pretty wild.”

“In more ways than one,” I agreed.

My thoughts didn’t come quickly with Yukiko’s hand between my legs. The fact that her nipples were poking through the thin fabric of her pajama shirt made it even tougher to entertain any ideas that didn’t involve her.

“Yeah, Marcie kind of put a damper on things at the end,” Yukiko said with a shrug. “But we’ll figure that out. I’m talking about what happened before, Jack.”

“You and me,” I grunted. “And Samantha.”

Her dark eyes shone with lust. “The three of us said some pretty crazy things to each other last night,” she whimpered, her fingers moving slow but hard. She grabbed the waistband of my boxers and tucked them beneath my balls to give her more space to play, the crown of my cock pressing against her taut little belly. “I know that Samantha at least wasn’t expecting to say those things. They just slipped out in the heat of passion.”

With her fingers around me, I was thinking of slipping into something instead of out of it. Her eyes sought mine, her fingers slowing to impart how important this next part was.

“Do you still mean what you said, Jack? About you and me? About us?”

If this was a trap, then I was about to fall right into it.

“Yes,” I grunted. As I said it, I slid a hand beneath her shirt and squeezed one of Yukiko’s breasts. It fit my palm perfectly. Her back arched, her eyelids fluttered, and suddenly she was the one having trouble keeping track of her thoughts. “I meant it. Did you?”

“Abso-fucking-lutely,” Yukiko said without hesitation. “I was just making sure you were on board for this crazy course the three of us are plotting.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “The thing about the harem? I’ll admit, Samantha made it sound pretty freaking hot…”

“Samantha makes everything sound hot,” Yukiko murmured. “You like the idea of Sam and I being your harem girls, Jack? Of knowing that the girl sitting beside you at corporate events, acting like your perfect CEO wifey, is also the one who rides your other girlfriend’s face while you fuck her brains out from behind—“

I flipped Yukiko around. “Let me show you how much I like that idea.”

At my age, sex was amazing no matter the time or place. But there was something special about rolling over first thing in the morning, without even getting out of bed, and pushing the morning wood you woke up with between the warm, half-asleep thighs of the girl you loved. As I pulled Yukiko’s pajama shorts down to her ankles and pressed the head of my cock into her tight little pussy from behind she stretched and sighed, arching her back as she snuggled deeper into the blankets and me.

Yukiko moaned as I entered her. “Oh fuck,” she panted, turning her head to kiss me. “That’s the fucking best, Jack. I could really get used to this.”

“Make some noise,” I growled, using my free hand to squeeze her tits like stress balls. “My other girlfriend’s in the kitchen waiting to hear how much you like this cock, Yukiko. You don’t want to disappoint her, do you?”

Say this for Yukiko—she understood the assignment.

She threw herself back onto me, impaling her soft little cunt onto every inch of my morning wood. Her cheeks flushed and she howled with bliss. She reached down and lifted one leg, giving me an even better angle to thrust deeper into her channel.

“Yes!” Yukiko cried. It was loud enough that everyone on our floor of the condo building could probably hear her—not just Samantha. “Fuck me hard, the way you fucked Samantha last night! It was so hot watching you pound her bratty little pussy, Jack! I woke up so fucking wet just thinking about it—!”

I silenced her with a kiss. I wanted to give Samantha a show, but if she kept going on like that, we were going to get noise complaints.

Yukiko understood that, too. When we broke the kiss, she ran her fingers over the stubble on my cheek and spoke in a lower voice: “I want to wake you up like this every morning. Fuck, I want you to wake me up like this every morning!”

“Every morning?” I teased, reaching down to stroke her clit as my cock pistoned in and out of her. “Or just the half where Samantha’s not waking me up with her sweet little mouth?”

Yukiko’s eyes rolled back in her head. The combination of my cock inside her, my fingers on her clit and my dirty words ringing in her ears sent her right over the edge, so fast that you’d have thought she’d gotten herself most of the way there in her sleep before we even started. Yukiko bit down on her hand as her walls clenched around me, her whole body trembling with release as orgasm washed over her. A few hard thrusts and I was there with her, spurting my seed deep into her cunt as I pinned her hips against mine with my free hand.

“Good girl,” I whispered, holding her tight as I came down from my peak. The load that had been boiling inside my balls through every dirty dream I’d had while lying next to Yukiko and Samantha drained into the Asian coed’s pussy, filling her with my hot cream as she whimpered and ground herself against me.

As Yukiko’s walls drained the last few drops of my seed, Samantha’s voice came from the kitchen. “Breakfast is almost done! And from the sounds of it, so are you two!”

“You can say that again,” Yukiko chuckled. The coed rolled off of me and pulled her pajama pants back up, giving me an enviable view of her ass and mound before she rolled back over to plant a kiss on my lips. “I’m glad that you and I are on the same page, Jack. I was a little worried you might have woken up with second thoughts about the three of us.”

“Me?” I was getting out of bed, my eyes still on Yukiko. “Part of me is still concerned you’re going to snap out of this trance and decide you’d be better off with a guy your own age.”

Yukiko rolled her eyes. “Sure. I can date some college boy, share a shitty one-bedroom apartment for a few years, and juggle work and family for a decade while hoping my marriage doesn’t crack down the middle the whole time. Then, if I’m incredibly lucky and he doesn’t turn out to be some asshole in disguise, I could have a tenth of the life that I have right fucking now with you.”

By the time she finished, I was laughing. “Okay, okay, I get it.”

“I don’t know how many times I have to say this, Jack.” Yukiko came up and ran her fingers through my hair, mussing it up the way she liked. “I want you. I want the white picket fence, the half-dozen gorgeous mixed-race kids, and the cute garden in the backyard. I want to build our family while you take your mentor’s business into the stratosphere.” She put a hand on my chest. “I fucking love you, Jack.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Six kids? At my age?”

Yukiko giggled at that. “Something tells me you won’t have any trouble getting me pregnant as many times as I want,” she said with a wry smile. “Besides, you’re going to be the best Dad ever. I know it.”

“Mmh hmm.” On that score, we were perfectly in agreement. All the things Yukiko wanted were things I wanted, too. “And…?”

I nodded toward the kitchen. Samantha’s humming was clearly audible.

Yukiko shrugged. “I want that, too. We’ll figure it out, right?”

“We’ll figure it out,” I agreed. “I know this, though. When the time comes for me to go back to Boston, I’m bringing you with me. Samantha can make her own decision then, depending on what her heart’s feeling.”

“I’m pretty sure I know what that decision’s going to be,” said Yukiko.

“Did you two start another round or something?” Samantha’s voice came from the kitchen, bright and teasing. “Hurry up, the food’s getting cold!”

While Yukiko and I canoodled, Samantha had whipped us up a feast. Plates of food covered the center of my kitchen table, piled high with eggs and bacon and tiny, fluffy pancakes. A pot of coffee waited on the counter, along with the gallon jug of orange juice I’d bought a couple days ago and barely touched.

The air was warm and dishes filled the sink, but Samantha didn’t look at all like a woman who’d spent her morning slaving away over an open stove. The smile on her face appeared far too genuine for that.

Or maybe, I thought, this is the way a woman like that ought to look. When she knows she’s doing it for the right man—and for the right reasons.

Upon entering the room, Samantha threw her arms around me and kissed me, hard. “Good morning, Daddy,” she purred, “You sure took your time, huh?”

Before I could answer, Samantha let me go. She walked around the table and kissed Yukiko with no less fervor than she’d done for me. The coed stiffened in shock, her eyes going wide as Samantha’s lips touched her own. After a moment, though, she relaxed, closing her eyes and moaning gently.

Samantha broke the kiss with a chuckle. “And good morning to you, too,” she said, savoring the mixture of lust and confusion in her fellow harem girl’s eyes. “Sounds like you had a good time of it, Kiki.”

The spots on Yukiko’s face were truly something to behold. “It was your idea,” she said sheepishly.

“Of course it was,” Samantha agreed. “I just want you both to be happy.” She gestured at the breakfast feast she’d arrayed before us. “You really did fill that pantry up right before we got here, didn’t you Daddy? I had plenty to work with.”

“That’s not the only thing Jack filled up,” Yukiko said. “Fuck, I’m starving. All of this smells so good, Sam!”

She grinned. “Dig in.”

We did.

Once I’d polished off my second plate (which was more like three, as Samantha kept sliding rolls and extra pieces of bacon onto my platter whenever I wasn’t looking) and drank enough coffee that I was going to be buzzed for the rest of the day, the conversation turned to what we’d been through the previous night. The good and the bad.

“Breakfast good?” Samantha’s voice was too casual by half, her eyes shining as she stared over at Yukiko. “You two both like it?”

I nodded, swallowing a mouthful of eggs. “Amazing.”

Samantha nodded. “Good enough for you two to keep me?”

Yukiko and I shared a look. “We were just talking about that this morning,” my girlfriend said. “Before we… you know.”

“Enjoyed your private time,” Samantha said, as if the fact that the two of us had been banging each other’s brains out a stone’s throw away from her was the most natural thing in the world. Which, now that the three of us were together, it was. “And?”

Yukiko glanced over at me. She smiled.

“Jack meant everything he said last night,” she said, taking my hand and squeezing it. “And so did I. We’re committed to this, if you are.”

“Are you?” I asked the blonde.

Samantha met my gaze coolly. If the love radiating off of her didn’t give me a good idea of which way she leant, the amount of effort she’d gone through to give the three of us this incredible morning certainly did.

“Of course I am,” she said, happy and unashamed. “Look, I don’t know where all of this ends up for us. Nobody does! But right now…”

She leaned over and took my other hand, beaming.

“Right now, Daddy, I’m happy being your harem girl,” she said, wrinkling her nose cutely. “And there’s no other girl at Stillwell I’d rather share you with than Yukiko.”

I am a lucky son of a bitch, I thought, looking from Yukiko to Samantha and back again. For so long, I’d been trying to balance the wonderful, stable relationship I had with Yukiko with the wild, untamed passion between Samantha Lowry and myself.

I’d had no idea that I could have both.

“Good,” Yukiko said, taking a sip of her coffee. “That’s settled, then. We’ll stop interrogating each other’s feelings about this from now on. The three of us are together, and that’s that.”

“That’s that,” Samantha agreed. Her hand left mine—and slipped beneath the table, grabbing my thigh in a spot that stirred feelings in me despite having just spent the morning tussling in bed with Yukiko. “Marcie will understand eventually, Daddy. We’ll show her.”

I hoped she was right.

“It’ll be fine,” Yukiko said. “Let’s talk about something more fun. Like Jack’s date!”

The sight of Samantha Lowry thrown off-balance was a rare and beautiful thing, indeed. The blonde’s eyes widened, and her mug of coffee hit the tabletop so quickly a few drops sloshed over the edge to stain the wood.

“Date?” Samantha blurted, blinking rapidly. “What date? Are you going out with your realtor again, Daddy? What was her name? Mary?”

“Maria,” I corrected. “And no, babygirl, not her. I’m going to that concert with Tasha, remember? I told you about it at the dinner—”

“You told us Officer Davis gave you a ticket to some jam-band concert,” Samantha said, still looking shocked. “I thought she was trying to bribe you into dropping the case against Trevor, Daddy! I didn’t realize it was a date!” Her gaze fell on Yukiko. “Was this your idea?”

“No,” Yukiko said, shaking her head with a smile. “But I certainly didn’t object when Jack brought it up. I like Officer Davis.”

Samantha shook her head in wonder. “Officer Davis,” she said, as if I’d casually mentioned I might go out on a date with Marilyn Monroe or Sydney Sweeney this weekend. “I never would have guessed she felt that way about you. I wonder if she’s angling to join our group?”

I wasn’t so sure about that. Like my realtor, Maria Alvarez, I’d pegged Officer Davis as a purely fun-seeking sort of girl. But maybe I was wrong about that. Maybe she had a few tricks up her sleeve.

“Does she know?” Samantha asked, more curious than worried. “About…our relationship? I mean, she couldn’t know about the three of us, but it’s not like you or Kiki have been shy about being an item—”

“She knows a little,” Yukiko said, forestalling the rest of Sam’s questions. “And Jack will make sure he tells her everything before things get serious. Right, babe?”

“Of course,” I promised both women with a chuckle. “I’m not an idiot.”

“Never said you were,” Yukiko said with a smile. “I know you’ll do the right thing, babe. And if she does end up being cool with it…?”

I knew what Yukiko wanted me to say. It just so happened to be the exact opposite of what nearly every other girlfriend on Earth would want me to say.

“Then we’ll have a very fun time,” I promised them both. “And I’ll tell you all about it.”

Both girls grinned.

“I’m looking forward to that,” Samantha said with a wink.

I was, too.


Chapter Three

“Keep your eyes on the screen,” Professor Kovarsky instructed. “Note down all the little details. This film has a surprising number of them, despite its… reputation.”

Reputation, I thought. That’s one way of putting it.

I never thought I’d watch a movie like this in a college film course.

The scene in question differed greatly from the composed, elegantly staged cinematography we’d been discussing in class up until now. It was little more than a static shot of some woods, the edges of the screen gray from the night vision lenses, leaves pushing in on the borders of the camera. From somewhere behind the shot, a group of teenagers argued over whether or not they were travelling in circles.

They were. I’d seen this movie before—a couple of times, actually. Lauren had been really into horror flicks, and this one went viral way back before we had a word for things like that.

“Note the closed-in field of view,” Professor Kovarsky said. The fact that the characters in the movie kept dropping f-bombs didn’t fluster her in the slightest. If anything, she looked pleased. “The claustrophobic focus, the jitter—even the so-called ‘errors’ made by an inexperienced camera man.” She took a sip of her coffee as the teenagers moved through the woods. “These elements are more than the sum of their parts. They come together to give the impression of a living nightmare. A dense tapestry of horror, only heightened by the verisimilitude—"

“Are you kidding me?” A girl three seats down scoffed. “Wasn’t this movie made for, like, eighty dollars?”

Professor Kovarsky didn’t miss a beat. “And is price a barrier to quality? Did Rachmaninoff composing his pieces on an inexpensive piano make their melodies any less moving? Did Mister Edward Van Halen’s guitar solos soar any lower because they came from an instrument he cobbled together out of spare parts?”

Van Halen? I was tempted to tell Professor Kovarsky that found footage horror was nowhere near the same ballpark as one of the best classic rock bands of all time. But I kept my mouth shut.

In fact, I hadn’t said a word since the lecture began.

The reason for my uncharacteristic silence sat a few rows down, staring resolutely at the screen as if the rest of the classroom didn’t exist. Though a tall cup of to-go coffee from the university cafeteria sat in front of her, Marcie hadn’t taken a single sip of it since she’d sat down—I’d checked.

She also hadn’t looked at me. Not even once.

I’d arrived early to Professor Kovarsky’s lecture that morning, hoping to catch her before class started. I thought that maybe after what happened at my condo Marcie would want to speak to me, to clear the air after the awkward argument we’d had over the night at the frat house and what it meant. No such luck.

Even my attempts to signal her and get her attention had been in vain. Marcie either wanted nothing to do with me or just wasn’t ready to talk to me yet.

I wasn’t sure which possibility was worse.

Lakshmi must not have done a good enough job, I thought, trying and failing to keep my attention on the horror movie playing across the projection screen. Or she did a great job, and Marcie’s just too freaked out about old Uncle Jack. And his new way of living…

Except I knew that wasn’t the problem at all. Marcie believed that I’d abandoned her. The fact that her belief wasn’t rooted in fact but in paranoia didn’t change anything. It might even have made things worse.

Both Yukiko and Samantha assured me that Delta Rho could handle things—that they could calm Marcie down and bring her back into the fold. But I was beginning to believe the sorority wasn’t up to the task. The problem of Marcie needed to be tackled head-on, as quickly as possible.

Before the consequences spread across campus and hurt the women I loved.

Marcie hadn’t said anything to anyone yet, as far as I could tell. She hadn’t made any accusations. But if I wasn’t allowed to explain myself to her, there was no telling what lesson she might take away from my first night at Stillwell. I might never be able to repair that bond I had with my boss’s daughter.

And in a way, that would hurt worse than any other consequences.

Up on the screen, the camera moved deeper into the woods. I had only the vaguest recollection of what happened in this part of the movie—honestly, I hadn’t paid much attention to it even when I saw it in theaters. I’d been more interested in getting handsy with the hot redhead next to me, the woman who would eventually become my first wife. Horror movies were more her thing than mine.

I wonder if Samantha likes horror movies, I found myself wondering. I knew for a fact that Yukiko didn’t. Though she was as pragmatic as a Vulcan where our strange new relationship was concerned, the girl harbored a secret soft spot for cheesy romantic comedies and Hallmark movies. Not that I minded.

It was hard to mind anything where Yukiko was concerned.

“This isn’t even the first movie to do this,” one of the students protested. “The Last Broadcast—”

“The Last Broadcast is something entirely different,” Professor Kovarsky said in a low voice. “Also, this film was actually shot before that movie, though it reached theaters after. A common misconception.” Another sip. “Besides, this is the film we’re watching scenes from today. Do you have any idea why?”

There was a pause. Up on the screen, the actors followed someone’s screams into a run-down, dilapidated house. Even if you didn’t know the movie, the house’s condition telegraphed the eventual fate of the characters to a level that would have been considered cliché these days.

“Because it’s scary?” someone ventured.

“Scary is subjective,” Professor Kovarsky said. “A good guess, but not it. Anyone?”

One of the girls near the front sat up straighter, her silhouette lengthening. “Because you’re a fan, and it’s almost the end of the semester?” she drawled in an ironic tone.

Kovarsky actually chuckled—the first time I’d heard that from her. “Not exactly,” she said, turning the volume down a notch or two as screams filled the audio track. “Though I do save the modern era for the last few lessons, when the attention of my pupils wanders even more so than usual. Any other guesses?”

I raised my hand.

For the first time since class began, I saw Marnie’s neck jerk. Just a little.

Kovarsky looked surprised. “Yes, Mr. Avery? Do you happen to be a covert horror buff?”

I wasn’t. But I thought I had the answer.

”We’re watching it because it’s schlock,” I said, grimacing a bit at my choice of words. “I mean, because it’s…commercial. It’s not high art. Hell, it’s not even classic cinema, as much as you keep trying to hype it up for whatever reason. It’s just a horror movie.”

The smile that spread across Professor Kovarsky’s face told me I’d just hit a bulls-eye. “Just a horror movie,” she repeated, like someone who’d just found the answer to a tricky riddle. “A piece of commercial work, designed to make as much money as possible. Not even filmed on celluloid, but on cheap consumer-grade cameras—”

“I remember hearing they put the cameras back in the box and returned them after they were done filming,” I cut in. “Talk about a shoe-string budget.”

“And yet.” Kovarsky gestured at the screen. “The tension. The claustrophobia. The marriage of form and function—the sheer economy of it! These things can and should be discussed, even in the broadest and most ‘commercial’ of products. That is why we’re watching a horror film from the 90s that cost less to make than any one of you paid for a single semester’s tuition at this school. Because there is no difference between art created to make a statement and art created to make money! All of it is an expression of human creativity, capable of taking us places we have never been—"

Professor Kovarsky was cut off by a blood-curdling scream. The film had reached its climax: one member of the party stood facing a corner of the room while the other collapsed to the floor, taking the camera’s POV shot right along with her. Kovarsky winced and reached for the remote to turn down the volume.

“—some of which might not be places we wish to go,” she finished with a wry smile. “I hope you’ve learned something about art today, class. And if not, at least I’ve left a few of you more unsettled than before.”

Unsettled was the right word for it. While most of the class had been sneaking peeks at their phones rather than paying attention, more than a few students had clearly never seen a horror movie so visceral before. They looked rattled.

What was it she’d said? Verisimilitude? Yeah. The more realistic things looked, the more of an effect they had on you. That was definitely a good takeaway from the whole exercise.

I, however, found myself thinking of something else. When the camera panned around to show that poor sap standing in the corner, his blank posture reminded me of nothing so much as the coed a few tables down from me. It was the same way Marcie had been holding herself this whole lecture—like if she refused to acknowledge me, I might vanish into thin air rather than continuing to trouble her.

Like she could pretend I wasn’t there.

Marcie's behavior creeped me out a fair bit more than the movie. At least the horror film had a discrete ending; with this, I had no idea how far the coed might be willing to go. Yukiko's words echoed in my mind as I glanced over at Marcie, frowning. She wouldn't blow my life up over this, would she?

There was only one way to find out.

A piercing shriek filled the room that had nothing to do with the found footage movie on the projector. The bell rang, signaling the end of class. Several students had already packed up and were getting ready to leave—a few still sat spellbound, blinking away the last few frames of the movie. It made me wonder if Professor Kovarsky hadn't created a couple of budding young horror buffs this morning.

"Remember, essays are due next Monday," Kovarsky reminded the class as they began to file out. "Those of you whose previous submissions failed to pass the sniff test will have their work run through an artificial intelligence detector before I sit down and read them..."

I had no need to worry about that. I wasn't that kind of man. I'd already dismissed Kovarsky in my mind; Marcie was what I worried about.

"Hey, Marcie," I said, keeping the word babygirl out of my mouth for the moment. "Can we talk for a sec—"

The coed had been just about to pass my row. She froze in her tracks, her eyes widening at the sight of me—like she hadn't been sitting a few seats down from me for the better part of an hour and a half.

"Jack?" Marcie glanced at the door. "I need you to leave me alone right now, okay?"

My expression fell. "Okay, Marcie," I said. "No problem."

There must have been something to the look on my face, because she softened a bit. "I'm sorry," she blurted, shifting her backpack. "That came out harsher than I intended."

"It's okay," I said back. "I know you've got to be going through a lot. I'm not trying to scare you."

"You're not..." she broke off, grimacing a bit at her own reaction. "I know you would never hurt me, Jack. That's not what I'm worried about. Like, not at all."

I had a feeling that was the case.

“I just… I need some time,” Marcie continued. “Lakshmi came to me the other day—I know that was Yukiko’s idea, by the way—and explained everything. Or tried to.”

I frowned. “We really weren’t trying to hurt you, babygirl,” I said, unable to stop the b-word before it slipped from between my lips. “I’d never do that—”

“I want to believe that,” Marcie replied. She placed her hand on my chest, keeping me two steps away from her. “I really, really do, Uncle Jack. You’ve never given me a reason not to believe in you. Not until now. Not until Samantha.”

I winced.

“But that night…” Marcie shook her head. “No, I’m not going to talk about it here. Not now.”

“Coffee, then,” I said, thinking of it on the spur of the moment. “I don’t have any other classes today. I’ll buy you lunch. We can hit up Gabrielle’s?”

Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned that particular restaurant. Marcie’s face clouded over.

“No, not right now,” she said. “I’m not comfortable with that.”

I nodded to show I understood. “Okay, Marcie. Whenever you’re ready to talk about this, I’ll be waiting. Alright?”

Things weren’t patched over between us, I could tell. Not by a longshot. But Marcie nodded, and the expression on her face as she did so was a tiny bit less wary than it had been a few moments ago. Maybe we were making progress.

“I’ll call you,” she said, her tone telling me she wasn’t sure if she would. "When I'm ready to talk. Okay, Uncle Jack?"

The fact that she was still willing to call me 'Uncle' after everything that had happened counted for a lot. I hung onto that, knowing I'd need it.

"Sure, Marcie," I said. "That would be great."

With a final nod, Marcie moved past me and out of the classroom. A couple of students had watched our little tete-a-tete, but they wisely kept their mouths shut. I wasn't a violent man—that night at the frat house notwithstanding—a clever insult just then might have been answered with a punch to the face.

I was attending to my own bag when I heard a voice. "Mr. Avery?"

I turned. Marcie had already left, along with most of the students. Professor Kovarsky stood by the projector, having just shut her laptop. It was she who'd spoken.

"Could you remain behind for a moment, Mr. Avery?" she asked. "There's something I'd like to speak to you about, if you don't mind."

The wait didn't take long. By the time I stepped down from my row and made my way over to the table, the rest of the class had cleared out of the auditorium. Someone closed the door, muffling the sounds of students out in the halls.

"I suppose you saw that shameful display," I said, nodding in the direction Marcie had gone. "I apologize. Marcie and I have been friends for a long time, we're just going through something of a rough patch..."

"I did not have any questions about your friend," Professor Kovarsky said with a frown. "In fact, I didn't notice anything untoward at all, Mr. Avery. I doubt anyone else did, either."

That was a comfort, at least. "Then what did you want to talk about?"

Kovarsky gave the door of the lecture hall a long, hard look. For a few heartbeats I wondered if I was about to wander into another Officer Davis situation, but I doubted it. She didn't seem like the type. And if she had been interested in me, she undoubtedly would have made a pass earlier, instead of two weeks before the end of the semester.

"I've heard through the grapevine that you had a run-in recently with a particularly recalcitrant student," she said. It took a second for the word 'recalcitrant' to parse itself. "More than one, perhaps. There was an incident regarding your vehicle, I believe?"

If even Professor Kovarsky knew about my issues, then news of them must have spread widely indeed. "Something like that," I said, wondering where she was going with this. "The police were briefly involved. That's all over now, though. There's nothing to worry about."

"Oh, believe me—I know." A small smile tugged at the corner of the woman's mouth. "Mr. Baines was a student in one of my other classes until recently. He seemed like a perfectly polite young man—but then again, I suppose they all do, don't they?"

"Right up until they don't," I agreed.

Kovarsky nodded. "My class was one of the last ones he dropped," she said, frowning like she wondered why he'd done that. "Just prior to his unexpected withdrawal, I received several communications from his mother, Miss Elizabeth Baines. She was... not pleased about circumstances, to say the least."

"Between you and me, I don't really give a damn about what she thinks," I replied. "Trevor's mother and I have spoken. The apple doesn't fall too far from the tree from what I can see."

Kovarsky's eyes widened a touch at that. "I assure you, the feeling is mutual. The last time she and I communicated, Miss Baines spoke about you. At length."

I wasn't sure whether to laugh at that or get pissed off. "You talked to Trevor's mother about me?"

It must have come off harsher than I'd intended. "I would not say I talked with her," Professor Kovarsky said, raising her hands. "More that it was she who talked at me. You have angered that woman, Mr. Avery. I don't think you realize the extent to which you have aroused her ire."

I didn’t know and I didn’t really care. What did it matter to me whether or not I’d upset Lizzie Baines’s plans for her shithead son? He deserved it. Frankly, he deserved a thousand times worse than the relative slap on the wrist he’d gotten from Stillwell University.

“I couldn’t really care less,” I said. Then I thought about it. “What did she say?”

Kovarsky’s little grin told me she was amused by my change of heart. “Miss Baines was careful not to make any specific threats,” she explained. “Even enraged, she is far too smart to do a thing like that. But if you believe that things are over between the two of you, Mr. Avery, I would advise you quite seriously to think again. Things may appear quiet now, but I would not count on them to stay that way for very long.”

I nodded. “Thanks for the warning,” I told her. “I’ll take it into consideration.”

Personally, I wondered if Kovarsky wasn’t overestimating the threat. Elizabeth Baines was a shark—the one run-in I’d had with her down at the police station confirmed that—but she’d folded relatively quickly when push came to shove. The thought of her son Trevor as some kind of monster seemed to have really rattled her; she’d practically been in tears when she left our last encounter.

Either way, I had bigger things to worry about. Like Marcie.

Kovarsky seemed to understand she’d made the danger as clear as possible. She didn’t push me any further. Instead, her attention traveled to the projector.

“That was a clever insight you shared with the class,” she mused.  “You really think films like these are without artistic merit, Mr. Avery?”

The final frame of the movie still showed on the projection screen—an ominous message announcing that the ‘filmmakers’ involved in the picture were missing and presumed dead. I smirked as I scanned the words, shaking my head slightly.

“I think the merit in movies like these is to give your date an excuse to snuggle closer into your lap,” I finally said. “That’s pretty much the whole reason they exist. That and making a little bit of money.”

“A lot of money, in some cases,” Kovarsky said. With a sigh, she switched off the projector. “It’s been interesting having you in my class, Mr. Avery. I don’t often have students whose age is comparable to my own.”

“Well, I didn’t think I’d ever take a college class again,” I admitted with a smile. “It’s been a different sort of experience from last time.”

“And Miss Ramsey?” Kovarsky gestured at the door. “Is that part of your… new experience, Mr. Avery?”

I shook my head. “No, nothing like that,” I said. I couldn’t even be angry at her for thinking it, considering my activities with Delta Rho. “She’s my boss’s daughter. She’s kind of the reason I’m here at Stillwell, actually. Without her, I’d probably be taking online classes somewhere…”

Kovarsky’s expression was unreadable. “In that case, I think you owe that young woman your thanks,” she said.

Huh. I guess I did.

As I turned to leave, Kovarsky glanced up from the projector. “Mr. Avery?”

“Yes?”

She frowned deeply. “Be careful,” she said. “I know you likely feel like you’re on top of the world right now. But you’re not out of the woods yet. This semester is not over, and there is plenty of time for mischief…”

I couldn’t help but grin at that. “I’ve also got to pass your class,” I told her.

She batted my words away with a smirk. “Somehow I doubt you’ll have any difficulties with that, Mr. Avery.” Then her eyes turned serious. “I mean it. If you see Miss Baines out and about, or one of her regulars…”

Cargo Pants, I thought. Now that Marcie and I were dropping charges against Trevor, his little pipsqueak friend would probably walk free. He seemed terrified enough of me to never try messing with me or any of my women again—but what if Elizabeth Baines got her hooks into him? Could she scare him even worse?

Something told me she could.

“I’ll keep my eyes open,” I told her. Thanks.

I couldn’t possibly have known how soon I’d need to take Kovarsky’s advice.


Chapter Four

“Whew!” Tasha cried. “Tell me there’s not a better live band in the world right now, Jack! Go on, try and say it.”

I wouldn’t have dared. The crowd that streamed from the amphitheater all around us looked like they’d just stumbled half-blind out of a church service—like they’d been through a religious experience. More than a few of them were clearly still buzzing on some substance or another, but every concertgoer I saw looked high on the kind of euphoria you could only get from a truly amazing gig.

Officer Davis—Tasha—was one of them. A thin sheen of sweat stood out on the woman’s forehead, and her eyes were wild in their sockets. When she spoke, her words came out a good deal louder than they had before the show. She hadn’t worn earplugs; I had. I’d offered her an extra pair, but she’d taken hers off a couple of songs into the set.

She didn’t seem to mind. “Worth it,” she said, grinning from ear to ear when I brought it up. “What’s half a day of feeling like you’ve got cotton balls in your ears compared with a memory like that?”

I frowned. It was all well and good to occasionally let loose, but going to concerts without ear protection too often could have some pretty awful effects. I knew from experience, if not personally.

“Just be careful,” I told her, smiling so I didn’t sound like too much of a buzzkill. “I’ve got a friend who’s nearly deaf these days from too much of that. He used to be in a death metal band…”

Tasha’s eyes widened. “Death metal? I thought you were more of a classic rock guy, Jack.”

“I didn’t say I was in the band,” I said, chuckling. “But no, I’m not really into Cannibal Corpse or Cattle Decapitation or anything like that. A little too violent for me.”

The corner of Tasha’s mouth curled in a smirk. “What about your friend? Is he some kind of violent psychopath?”

“No,” I said. “He’s one of the chillest people I know, actually.”

I hadn’t talked to him in years. Maybe once since Lauren died. God, I really had lost touch with a lot of people, hadn’t I? Fifteen years of workaholic behavior had a way of stripping all the social niceties away from a guy. I made a mental note to get back in touch with him when I had an opportunity.

People stepped around us on either side. We were moving slower than the crowd; Tasha had her hand in mine and kept smirking up at me, as if waiting for me to say something silly about the band we’d just seen. To be fair, they had been pretty silly at times.

“A few of those songs,” I jerked my thumb back in the direction of the amphitheater, “were pretty heavy, actually. The one about the dragon, especially. He’d have liked that.”

“I sure did.” Tasha snuggled closer to me. “Did you have a good time, Jack?”

I had. Though as I slipped an arm around the slender officer’s waist, it occurred to me that I would probably have had just as nice of a time if the band had played ninety minutes of dissonant free-jazz. Or even Nickelback covers.

Just being with her would have been enough.

“It was a fun night out,” I told her. “I’ll have to let myself be bribed by the Stillwell Police Department more often.”

She chuckled at that. “I just hope the precinct doesn’t do a random drug test any time soon,” she said, glancing back in the direction we came. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a cloud of smoke that thick before. It covered the whole place like a blanket.”

“It was definitely that kind of band,” I said, holding her a little closer. “I know it’s legal here now, but it still weirds me out seeing people light up so nonchalantly at concerts. I’m old enough to remember when people had to hide that kind of thing…”

I trailed off, stiffening.

Had I just seen that?

“Jack?” Tasha sounded concerned. “You okay?”

She’d stopped walking at the same time I had, and now concertgoers streamed around us on either side like a river with a big rock in the middle. Someone shoved me as they stepped onto the crosswalk, frowning like they wanted to say something about it.

I barely noticed.

I was busy scanning the faces in the crowd.

“Jack?” Tasha’s voice shot up a few notes. “Come on, you know I was just kidding about that drug stuff. Even off-duty, I don’t touch anything stronger than whiskey—”

“I saw him,” I grunted, already beginning to move. “Where did he go?”

To her credit, Officer Davis didn’t ask questions. Maybe she took one look at the expression on my face and realized I wasn’t joking in the slightest.

She followed me onto the grass, parallel to the sidewalk. I picked up the pace, ignoring the way the dew clung to my shoes and the bottom inch or so of my slacks. I’d seen him. He’d been there, moving to Tasha and I’s right. Trying to look nonchalant.

Darryl. Cargo Pants.

He hadn’t been wearing cargo pants tonight. I had a vague impression of a dark-colored polo shirt—navy blue, maybe—and khakis, something a college kid might wear to an interview for his first internship. I didn’t really care what he was wearing, beyond the fact that it made it easier to identify him.

It was what he was doing here that unnerved me.

Can’t be a coincidence, I told myself as I scanned the crowd. That kid never met a black metal band whose T-shirt wasn’t hanging in his wardrobe. This isn’t his kind of scene.

I pushed past an old-timer in a hand-made tie-dye shirt. Tasha shouted an apology over her shoulder as she followed me. We headed for the parking garage.

“There he is!” I growled, breaking into a jog. “What the fuck are you doing here, you little—!?”

Blue polo shirt and khakis, just like I thought. My hand came down on his shoulder.

He turned, nearly jumping out of his skin as he did so.

And I found myself looking into the face of a kid who couldn’t have been more than seventeen.

“Woah!” His eyes went wide. “Get off me!”

He shot to the side, slipping out of my grip. He pivoted at the waist, turning as if to run, only to stagger directly into one of the concrete pillars along the edges of the parking garage. His shoulders hit the stone, hard, nearly knocking the wind out of him.

Shit. It wasn’t Darryl. This was just some high school kid.

“Calm down,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’m not trying to hurt you. Sorry.”

Tasha caught up with me. She sized the young man up like a deputy deciding whether or not she could take a perp without calling in backup. “Who’s this kid, Jack?”

I was already shaking my head. “No one. Look, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else…”

Now that I saw him up close, I wondered how I could have ever mistaken him for Darryl. The kid was blonde, and probably four or five inches taller than Cargo Pants despite his relative youth. He also looked way more buzzed than most of the people leaving the arena, which probably contributed to his reaction.

After a moment, he started to laugh. “Shit,” he blurted. “Whoever he is, I feel bad for that guy!”

Uh huh. “Sorry again,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Have a good night.”

As the kid in the polo shirt walked away, Tasha turned to me. “Jack. What the hell was that?”

I felt foolish. More than that, I’d just put a damper on what had been shaping up to be an excellent evening. “Nothing,” I insisted, hoping we could just move past it. “I thought I saw something I didn’t—”

I met Tasha’s gaze. Only to see Officer Davis staring back at me.

“What did you see?” she asked, all business.

I blinked. Five seconds ago, she’d looked as giddy as a Swiftie leaving the Eras Tour. Now she’d sobered up in a hurry. Because of me.

“One of Trevor’s friends,” I said, still rubbing the back of my neck. Briefly, I reminded Tasha about Darryl. “It must have just been my imagination.”

Her expression hardened. “No,” she said. “It wasn’t.”

Huh?

“I think I saw him, too,” Tasha admitted. “Figured I’d just gotten a little too much second-hand during the Dripping Tap. But you seeing him means he’s here. Watching us.”

I blinked. “The dripping what?”

Tasha grinned. “One of the jams, old timer,” she chuckled. “I’ll make you a whole playlist of the set later. It won’t sound as good, though.”

“It rarely does,” I agreed.

“Right now, we should check—”

At the far end of the parking garage, a door slammed shut.

It could have been anyone, or anything. A drunk concert patron, a maintenance man—hell, it might even have been the wind. Except it wasn’t.

The instant the sound rang out through the deck, Tasha and I knew.

“Fucking hell,” she snapped, switching into cop mode. “That’s him!”

Both of us were on the same wavelength. “Let’s go!”

I booked it. Tasha kept pace with me the whole way, panting as we raced across the asphalt. A car came down the ramp, windows down and radio blaring, and it nearly ran me over before the driver slammed on the brakes. Tasha looked like she wanted to pull out her badge and give the driver an earful, but she kept following me instead.

The sound of footsteps filled the stairwell. “Darryl!” I shouted, taking them two at a time. “Get back here!”

The steps moved even faster. Yeah, that was him, alright.

I reached the second story in what felt like the blink of an eye. The stairwell had no door on this floor, but a quick glance out showed nothing but a few tourists milling about. The footsteps were even further above my head than they had before, like Cargo Pants was somehow gaining on me despite my best effort.

Tasha reached the landing behind me. “All the way to the top,” she said, her voice barely betraying any effort. “He probably parked there so he wouldn’t be seen.”

I nodded, then continued up the stairs.

By the third level, I found myself wondering just how tall this place was. I kept in shape, sure, but three flights of stairs were three flights of stairs—plus Tasha and I had been bopping and dancing along for the better part of three hours while the King and his lizard wizard held court. My legs were anything but fresh.

Tasha passed me between the third level and the fourth. She glanced over her shoulder to check on me as she ascended, making sure I was okay. “I’ll grab him,” she said, widening the distance. “You get here when you can!”

“Wait,” I said, hoping for a second wind. “Don’t go it alone!”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I wondered why I said them. Surely a woman like Tasha had nothing to fear from Cargo Pants, of all people? The idea felt silly.

But something about the fear gave me a boost. By the time we reached the next floor, I was only a step behind my date.

The fourth floor turned out to be the last. The door to the roof level stood wide, propped open by a rock. Lights at each corner of the complex bathed the cars in a wan, beige light, which only heightened the shadows between each space. I was on my guard instantly, and from the set of her shoulders I could see Tasha felt the same.

“He’s gotta be up here,” Tasha said, her braids shaking back and forth as she scanned the vehicles. “Where the hell’s he hiding—”

A floodlight lit up her face like the noonday sun.

Later on, I’d be terrified of how close we both came to total disaster. But in that moment, there was no time to feel fear. I grabbed Tasha’s waist with both hands and hauled her off the ground, shooting backwards into the door we’d just left. I hit it every bit as hard as that kid in the polo shirt had, dislodging the rock and causing it to swing shut on my foot.

I barely felt it.

A car shot through the space Tasha had been standing a moment ago.

It was going faster than any car in a parking deck ought to go. It shot past us in a dark streak, the paint black or gray or some shade of deep red, and nearly fishtailed as it turned the corner leading to the downward ramp. The driver tried to keep his head low to avoid being seen, but the flash that had blinded Tasha hadn’t done anything to affect my vision.

I’d been right. The man behind the driver’s seat of that little shitbox was Darryl.

He hit the ramp and disappeared. I slumped against the now-closed door to the stairwell, Tasha still in my arms. She’d gone stiff as a board, and I could feel her heart racing like a hummingbird’s wings against her breastbone.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

It took her several moments to respond. “That little bastard nearly hit me,” she said. Her teeth chattered despite the warmth of the evening. “Nearly ran me over—!”

All at once, I realized what had happened. And what had almost happened.

“Jesus,” I whispered, standing back up. A cold sweat broke out on my palms, while ice filled the pit of my stomach. “He didn’t even look back.”

“Fucking hell,” Tasha said. She shivered in my arms, blinking rapidly. “Jack, I’m shaking. If you hadn’t caught up with me on the stairs… if you hadn’t been there to grab me…”

I didn’t even want to think about that. “But I did,” I said firmly. “You’re alright, Tash. Are you alright? He didn’t wing you, did he?”

“I think you’d know,” she said, even as she ran her hands up and down her body to make sure. “Fuck!”

Tasha had gleefully informed me when I came to pick her up that she’d ‘dressed up’ for our date, which really meant wearing the same sort of clothes she always had on while off-duty: a pair of skintight blue jeans, cowgirl boots and a cute little checkered button-down. The only difference was the white tank top she had on underneath, displaying a hint of mocha cleavage.

That cleavage heaved now as she tried to calm down her rapidly beating heart. She looked like she was having a rough time of it.

“You’re okay,” I reminded her. “He didn’t hit you. Probably he wasn’t even trying to.”

Tasha’s nostrils flared. Slowly, she managed to shake off her panic and regain some control. “You think so?” she asked, running her fingers through her braids. “Sorry, I’m trying to keep from freaking out, Jack. It’s just that for a second, I swear I was seeing my life flash before my eyes…”

I did the only thing I could think of. I hugged her from behind, letting her feel the warmth of my body. My presence. Reminding her she was alive.

After a few moments, she relaxed into my touch. The shivering stopped, and she turned to look up at me in my arms.

Then she kissed me.

Somehow, this was the first time we’d done it. Tasha was hesitant at first, her lips barely brushing mine, then they opened against me as she turned all the way around and slid my hands from her sides to her hips. One hand came down on the back of my neck as she held me close, her tongue sliding into my mouth as she pressed herself against mine. Her nipples poked through the fabric of her top, as hard as pebbles.

Almost as hard as what was happening in my boxers.

By the time we broke the kiss, her hands were in places that would have scandalized anyone coming up the stairs. One of my hands stayed at her hip, while the other caressed a handful of her shapely rear. God damn but Tasha had a good one.

“Thank you,” she whispered, clearing her throat. “I think I owe you my life, Jack.”

“You don’t need to worry about that,” I promised her. “You would have done the same for me if I’d been the first one to step out here looking for Cargo Pants.”

“Cargo Pants,” Tasha said with a snicker. “He certainly wasn’t wearing those tonight.”

He wasn’t. “You think he was here for me?” I asked.

From the look on her face, Tasha hadn’t thought anything else. “Huh? Why wouldn’t he be?”

I shook my head. “Maybe he was here for the concert,” I mused. “He saw me, he got fucking spooked and took off. I mean, after everything that’s happened, I’d certainly be scared shitless of running into me again…”

Not in the least because of the unfinished business between us.

“Tempting thought,” Tasha said after a moment. “But I doubt it. No, he was here because of you, Jack.” She frowned. “I wonder why.”

I did, too. “Well, we’re not going to find out by standing around. Let’s get out of here.”

Tasha took another few seconds to compose herself. This time, the sweat on her forehead and the flushed look on her face had nothing to do with loud music or weed smoke. Nothing like a brush with death to get the libido going, I thought.

“Yeah,” she said, straightening back up. “That sounds good. Actually, I could use a drink after that.”

“A drink?”

“There’s this little dive bar not too far from the amphitheater," Tasha admitted with a grin. “I was going to suggest we hit it on the way out regardless, but now I’m thinking it’s a necessity. The department’s broken up a few fights there from time to time, so they’re real friendly to folks in law enforcement.” She glanced up at me. “First round on me?”

“I would never make you pay,” I told her. “That sounds wonderful.”

“Good.” An impish grin spread across Tasha’s face. “Just one thing first.”

Hmm? “What’s that?”

She went back up on tiptoe and kissed me. The world dissolved for a bit.

This time, Tasha kept her face an inch from mine when she broke the kiss. “I wanted to do that again,” she whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. “Shit, you’re good at that.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” I growled, my fingers digging into her ass.

She let out a very un-officer-like giggle. “Any woman ever tell you you’re going to get them into trouble, Jack?”

A couple, in point of fact. And now that I was thinking about it…

Yukiko. Samantha.

A spot of anxiety furrowed my brow. “Listen,” I said, wishing I’d done this before the concert. “Before this goes any further between the two of us, there’s something you ought to know about me—”

Tasha put a slender finger to my lips. “Can it wait until I have a beer in my hand?”

Now it was my turn to chuckle. I nodded.

“Good. I think I just might have an inkling of what you’re about to tell me, Mr. Avery. Either way, I think we can save it for the bar. Let’s go get a couple of drinks.”

That sounded good to me.

“Oh,” Tasha said as she slid out of my grip. “We should check your car, too.”

That gave me pause. “My car?”

“Just in case.” She was still smiling, but the cop was back in her eyes. “If Darryl was here to mess with you—and I have every reason to believe that he was—then you’ll want to give your vehicle a good once-over before you drive it.”

Sabotage? “You can’t be serious.”

Tasha laughed without humor. “Jack, someone in the Baines clan tried to light your car on fire. If you think Lizzie Baines and her cronies are too principled to try the same trick twice, then you’ve got a much higher estimation of their morals than I do.”

“I suppose you’re right,” I said with a laugh. “You’ll watch my back, Tash?”

She laced her fingers through my own. “I’ll do a hell of a lot more than that, Jack. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”

Together, we made our way back down the stairs.


Chapter Five

No booby traps waited for Tasha and me back at the car. Nothing exploded when I turned the key in the ignition, and a quick jaunt around the parking deck proved no one had cut the brake line. If Darryl tried to mess with my rental car, he’d either made a hash of it or done something so subtle I probably wouldn’t notice until I turned the thing back in to pick up my McLaren.

The bar Tasha mentioned turned out to be ten minutes or so away from the amphitheater. It was a true roadside pub; a bar with an attached grill and a small elevated floor for dancing. From the looks of the crowd, several people leaving the concert had had the same idea that we did: I spotted plenty of tour t-shirts, and the digital jukebox in the corner was blaring a noisy rock song I recognized from earlier that night. Tasha looked at the place like a second home.

“Well alright,” she said, guiding an arm around my side. “This is more like it. How about you buy a girl a drink, Jack?”

That sounded good to me—and maybe a snack. The air smelled like beer and fried food, both of which made my mouth water after the exertion of the concert. Not to mention the whole near-death experience thing. Well, near-death for Tasha, not me.

I led her over to the bar. A few heads turned to look at us, but most folks were too wrapped up in their own conversations to pay us much attention. A group of gray-hairs with recording equipment handed headphones to each other as they shared clips of their bootleg of the show, while some regulars clustered near the bar, shouting over the music as they watched the last few innings of a game on the stretched, high-def screen in the corner. The locals looked like they tolerated the out-of-towners, but that could change at any time.

Tasha’s eyes lit up as we reached the bar. “Yo, Nicole! What’s happening, sugar?”

Nicole turned out to be one of the bartenders: a woman a cool decade older than me, her red hair fading to gray at the roots. A tattoo sleeve peeked out from beneath her top, showcasing a couple of horror movie characters surrounded by some symbols I half-recognized from a fantasy novel. She peered at Tasha over the rim of her glasses, a smile spreading across her face that had nothing to do with being friendly for customers.

“Officer Davis!” she said, setting down a glass. A couple of the gray-hairs down the bar gave a start at the title, which made me chuckle. From the looks on their faces they clearly thought I was Officer Davis, not my date. “Long time, no see. Is this awful racket your fault?”

Tasha snickered as we took seats at the bar. She slid onto her stool like she owned it—and from the familiar way she looked at the bartender, maybe she kind of did.

“Someone else got to the jukebox before me,” Tasha said. “Can’t say I mind, though.”

“I’m much happier when the country boys have control of the thing,” Nicole said, narrowing her eyes with a smirk. “Guess anything’s better than the tenth Imagine Dragons song of the night, though. Who’s this?”

Tasha put a hand on my shoulder. “Nicole, this is Jackson Avery. Jack, meet Nicole—the best bartender in the tri-county area. Keeps the peace better than half my buddies on the force.”

“That’s only because I give free drinks to half the force,” Nicole chuckled. “Any friend of Officer Davis is a friend of mine, Jack. We always look out for locals around here.”

“Especially ones who are half-deaf from a rock concert,” Tasha said with a smile.

Nicole looked me up and down. “I don’t think you’ve ever brought a boy in here, Tash,” the bartender said, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Gonna have to see if he passes the test.”

“There’s a test?”

“Yep,” Nicole said, placing an elbow on the bar. “A real simple one. Only Tash isn’t allowed to help you with it.”

I could tell this was some kind of a game. “Lay it on me,” I said, matching her energy.

When Nicole grinned, I knew I’d done the right thing. “I can always take the measure of a person by their drink order,” she said, tossing the rag in her hand over her shoulder. “It’s a special talent I’ve got. I can tell if someone’s going to be trouble the second they ask for their first shot—and whether or not they’re gonna pour a sob story into my lap once the liquor hits them.”

That just means you’re good with people, I thought. A good quality for a bartender to have. But I didn’t say that out loud.

“She’s bullshitting you,” Tasha said. “But you’d better humor her.”

Nicole straightened up. “So what’ll it be, Jack? What’s your pleasure?”

I glanced over at Tasha, then back at the bartender.

“Whiskey,” I said. “Neat.”

The bartender’s face was unreadable. I couldn’t tell if I’d scored a hit or not.

“And,” I said, deferring to my stomach, “a basket of onion rings. Assuming the kitchen’s still open, of course.”

The corner of Nicole’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Alright, Jackson Avery. Whiskey and onion rings it is.” She turned to my date. “Officer Davis?”

“Better make it two,” Tasha said. “I’ll do the same.”

Nicole chuckled. “Be right back.”

As the bartender made her way into the kitchen, I turned to Tasha. “Did I just pass or fail that test?”

My date laughed. “Oh, believe me, Jack. If you’d failed, Nikki would have let you know.”

I decided to accept that.

The whiskeys arrived before the food, but the onion rings weren’t far behind. Nicole threw in some peanuts and a couple glasses of water to help wash it all down. “Just appreciate having you here,” she said by way of explanation. “You can never tell with the concert crowds. People get rowdy sometimes—if someone starts a fistfight, it’s both safer and easier if they get led out of here in cuffs.”

“Tasha is off-duty,” I protested.

“Oh, I’m never that off-duty,” the woman chuckled. “Besides, I don’t think you need to worry tonight, Nikki. The biggest irritation you’re likely to face is if one of these guys decides to drop one of the fifteen-minute songs into the jukebox.”

Nicole laughed at that, then poured herself a shot. “To short songs,” she said. “And new friends.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

We clinked. The liquor burned going down, warming me from my chest to my gut.

After that, Nicole headed down the bar to deal with some other customers. Tasha watched her go, nibbling on an onion ring. “She’s just kidding about that cuffs stuff,” she said by way of explanation. “She does have to call the force every now and then, but no more than any other bar.”

“It’s nice,” I said, waving away her worries. “I like this place. I like that you like it. Feels like you’ve got a nice little home here in Stillwell, Officer Davis.”

“Uh huh.” Tasha leaned in closer, her eyes sparkling. “So tell me: what is it that’s got Jackson Avery so worried he can’t even give his date a proper make-out session without getting all flustered?”

Here we go, I thought. I took another sip of my whiskey—Nicole gave us refills before leaving us to our own devices—and cleared my throat.

“It’s not ‘flustered’, exactly,” I explained. “My love life is… complicated, Tash.”

“Hmm.” Tasha finished her onion ring. “You don’t strike me as all that complicated of a man, Jack.”

“I didn’t use to be,” I admitted. “This place changed me. I was a different sort of man before I came to Stillwell. Before I got involved with Delta Rho.”

“I see,” Tasha said. “Go on, Jack. Spill it. Remember, I’m hard of hearing: I got my eardrums blown out by a whole song suite about a robot murdering the universe and all. You’re going to need to speak clearly.”

She was teasing me, I could tell.

More than that, I had the feeling she already knew what I was going to say.

“Alright,” I said, finishing my second whiskey. “I’m currently in what I guess you’d call an… unconventional relationship with somebody.”

I watched Tasha’s face for any sign of surprise. I didn’t find it.

“Interesting,” my date said. “You mean you’ve got something casual going on with someone else, Jack?”

“I wouldn’t call it casual,” I said. “But she knows that I’m here with you tonight. And she’s okay with it.”

Tasha nodded at that. “Must be a heck of a girl,” she said, running her finger around the lid of her glass.

“She is.”

When Tasha spoke, she sounded more like a cop than before. “This wouldn’t happen to be the girl who was with you that night at the station, is it? The one who was so insistent she’d only showed up after those punks tried to torch your car?”

My nostrils flared. She meant Samantha Lowry.

Tasha’s face lit up with triumph. “I knew it!” she said, slapping the bartop with her open palm. “You played it so cool in that interrogation room, even with Elizabeth Baines trying to rattle you. But I knew there was something going on between the two of you. I saw the way she kept looking at you when she thought I wasn’t paying attention!”

So she knew. Or she’d at least suspected all along.

“I should have figured a police officer would get to the bottom of things,” I said. She didn’t have the whole story yet—and this wasn’t the part I’d planned to lead with—but it made a decent enough opening. “That doesn’t shock you, Tasha?”

“Shock me?” She sat up a little straighter, practically in my arms. “I’ve been on the force for seven years now, Jack. There’s not much about Stillwell that shocks me these days.” She cocked her head to the side. “You think Samantha Lowry is really the first coed to get off from hooking up with a guy old enough to be her father? That shit’s practically a cliche.”

“The way I feel about her is no cliche,” I said, my voice hardening. “It’s complicated, like I told you. But it’s real.”

Tasha whistled through her teeth. “Damn. You really do care about this girl, don’t you?”

“I do,” I said. “But that’s not all that’s unconventional about our relationship.”

Tasha’s eyebrow arched, but she didn’t pull away. “I kind of figured that, if Miss Lowry is alright with sitting at home while you take me out on a date. Honestly, I never really figured her for the sharing type. In a relationship or otherwise.”

“She’s learned to share,” I said, unable to keep from smiling. “Mostly from Yukiko.”

Now that, Officer Davis hadn’t figured out just yet.

She set her glass down carefully on the bar, as if she were afraid it might shatter. “Yukiko Tanaka? Samantha’s right-hand girl—the second-in-command at Delta Rho?”

“That would be her. You’ve met her?”

“Couple of times.” Tasha’s eyes narrowed. “She always gave me the impression of a woman with a good head on her shoulders. I can’t imagine what you must have done to corrupt her.”

If it weren’t for her grin, I might have thought she was actually upset.

“Wasn’t corruption, exactly,” I told my date. “The two of us have been together for a while now. Yukiko and I are official, while things between Samantha and I are…”

“Complicated.” Tasha winked at me. “You mentioned that.”

I did. And yet, something about talking it out with Tasha made it feel less complicated than before. Maybe it was just having a sympathetic ear that did it, or maybe it was the fact that I could now see what someone thought about our relationship from the outside. Someone who had no reason to judge us or look down on us; someone who might even be interested in joining us.

Maybe.

I didn’t want to get my hopes up too early.

“Maybe you’d better tell me the whole thing,” Tasha suggested. “How’d you end up hooking up with Stillwell’s number-one blonde bombshell, anyway? Clearly you don’t do anything by half measures, Jack.”

I didn’t. At least not anymore.

“You sure? It’s kind of a long story.” I glanced around the crowded bar, wondering if anyone might overhear. I doubted it. “I wouldn’t want to put a damper on this wonderful night we’ve had, either.”

Tasha’s grin widened. “I want to get to know you, Jack,” she said. She lifted a hand as Nicole passed by, signaling for another round of drinks. “Besides, tonight’s been good enough that I don’t mind if we add a little darkness to the proceedings. Not like I didn’t have that back at the parking garage, anyway.”

“Tasha—”

“I almost died.” She looked at me, her gaze transforming in an instant from Tasha to Officer Davis. “You telling me about how you bagged two of the hottest coeds on campus doesn’t hold much of a candle to that, Jack. If anything, hearing it might cheer me up.”

I nodded. “Alright.”

So I did.

I intended to give her the short version, but before I could stop myself it all came tumbling out. The frat party, the rescue, how Samantha brought me back to life—and how Yukiko turned that spark into a blazing bonfire after I thought losing Lauren left me dead inside forever. I told her about the arrangement Yukiko and I made—the so-called ‘premises’. Lastly, I even spilled how Marcie had caught the three of us together at my condo and assumed the worst.

She listened, her expression shifting from shock into something more playful as I told the tale. By the time I was done—and both of us had consumed another glass of whiskey along with a second helping of the onion rings—she was grinning like she’d just finished watching a season of her favorite soap opera.

Which I guessed my life sort of was, now that I’d accepted this crazy arrangement.

“Well fuck me,” Tasha muttered when I was finished. “I knew a little bit of that already, Jack, but I had no idea it went so deep. You’ve gotten way more mixed up in Delta Rho than I expected. No wonder Elizabeth Baines has been on the warpath lately.”

“I never intended any of this,” I told her, being truthful. “But now that this is my life, and I have this relationship, I’m not sorry. And I’m not going to stop.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to.” Tasha’s expression turned sly. “You’ve got yourself a regular harem going on, don’t you?”

Samantha’s words from the other night came back to me. “It’s not like that—”

“Oh, it’s exactly like that,” Tasha cut in with a laugh. “You don’t need to look guilty, Jack. It’s like you said—you’re not sorry. I bet those coeds aren’t sorry, either.”

“No?”

“I’m sure they’re getting exactly what they want out of the arrangement. A woman like Samantha Lowry wouldn’t agree to something like that if she wasn’t.” She chuckled, still shaking her head. “Two girls half your age, sharing you. Most guys would kill for that.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “It’s not about the sex,” I said.

No look in history had ever said ‘bitch, please’ more than the one Tasha gave me.

“Not just about the sex,” I corrected. “They’re amazing women, Tash. Both of them. Kiki’s smart as a whip, Samantha’s strong and in control of her sorority. They… they make me a better man.” I took a sip of my drink, lest I get emotional. “And I’d like to think I make them a little better, too.”

“No doubt,” Tasha agreed, her gaze lingering on me. “And I’m sure the fact that you’re twice as experienced as those girls and don’t stop until they get off more than an entire bus route doesn’t hurt matters, either.”

Her leg slid between mine as she spoke. A touch of challenge filled her gaze, like she wanted to see how naughty she could make me be in public. Game on, I thought.

“It’s tough juggling two women with such big… appetites, I’ll admit,” I told her. “But neither of them have any complaints.”

“Mmmh hmm,” Tasha said. “I bet.”

Before we went any further, there was something I had to ask. “You’re really okay with this?”

The officer’s smile didn’t waver. “Why wouldn’t I be? Both of your harem girls have already given you permission, right? So what’s the big deal? Unless you’re not interested…”

“I’m very interested,” I said. “I just still have a hard time believing sometimes that so many beautiful women would be willing to share a guy like me.”

“Especially when he’s so humble,” Tasha countered.

My eyes narrowed. “I’m serious.”

Tasha didn’t miss a beat. “Mmh, I like the way your voice gets when you’re serious,” she said. “Jack, I thought you would have figured this out by now. Everyone wants the toy that’s already being played with. Everybody wants the guy that all the women want.” She leaned in closer, until she was practically in my arms. “And that’s you, baby.”

My hands went to her hips. I could tell she wanted me to touch her—wanted me to grope her, right here in the middle of a crowded bar. The way her eyelids fluttered and her hips rocked when I touched her told me how badly she needed it.

How far was I willing to go with this? With a willing officer of the law who looked ready to break all the rules on her night off?

Before I could ask, Nicole wandered back over. She sized us both up with a grin, obviously understanding what she’d just interrupted. “Kitchen’s closing soon,” she said by way of greeting. “You look like you need the alley tonight, Davis. You planning to make your first trip?”

My train of thought skipped the tracks. “The alley?”

Tasha blushed beet red. Instantly I knew that whatever the alley referred to, she’d already been thinking about it before Nicole came sashaying back.

The bartender’s grin turned wicked. “There’s a few regulars who enjoy the attention of a man in uniform. Badge bunnies. Groupies, you might call them.”

“Badge bunnies,” I said, the words coming out like a foreign language.

Nicole chuckled. “A lot of the boys on the force like to drink here because of it. They take the girls out back sometimes and fool around with them behind the bar.”

My jaw dropped. “And you… what? Turn a blind eye?”

“There’s no cameras, if that’s what you’re asking,” Nicole chuckled. “I wouldn’t dare spy on the Stillwell Police Department. What goes on back there is none of my business, as long as it’s consensual and nobody causes any trouble. Isn’t that right, Officer Davis?”

For perhaps the first time since I’d met her, Tasha was speechless.

“Tasha wouldn’t know as she’s never been back there,” the bartender joked.

I turned to my date. A sneaking suspicion had stolen over me as soon as Nicole started talking, and by now it had hardened to an almost absolute certainty.

“This was your plan all along, wasn’t it?” I asked.

Tasha’s lips formed a tight little line. “I didn’t have a plan,” she insisted. Her hand found my knee beneath the bar and gave it a squeeze. “But I’ve always wanted an opportunity to swap the genders and have my own turn. It’s been irritating watching my friends on the force having so much fun—”

“With groupies,” I cut in. “Am I your groupie, Tasha? Your badge bunny?”

At that, she nibbled her bottom lip. “I’d say I’m more your groupie, Jack.”

And wasn’t she just.

I already knew what I wanted to do. What I was going to do. There was just one small issue I needed to take care of first—with our bartender, Nicole.

I was already fishing my wallet out of my pocket. “I’m not sure how much we owe you,” I began.

Before I could protest any further, the bartender raised a hand. “Don’t worry about it,” she said, gazing expansively at both me and my date. “My treat. Door’s through the kitchen—I’ll make sure nobody goes back there for a smoke for at least the next hour.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Tasha, are you sure—?”

Before I could say another word, she was kissing me.

By the time we broke it, the young woman was panting. “More sure than I’ve been about pretty much any decision I’ve ever made,” she purred. “Come on, Jack. Let’s take this night to the next level. Let’s go have some fun.”

I intended to do a lot more than just that.


Chapter Six

After the heat of the crowded bar, the cool night air felt like a splash of water against my face. The temperature had dropped enough while we’d been inside that Tasha pressed her body against me instinctively, as much to feel my body heat as to satisfy her cravings for physical contact.

The alley turned out to be nicer than what I’d been picturing. The dumpster at the mouth of it was far enough away that we had no unsexy smells to worry about, and the deep shadows between the back of the bar and the next building—some kind of abandoned warehouse—hid us from view. A single light bulb hung over the door we’d just come through, but it switched off as soon as Tasha closed it behind us.

I could feel the bassline from the jukebox through the wall. It changed into something up-tempo and poppy; probably not our band. The old-timers in their tie-dye t-shirts were heading home for the night.

While Tasha and I headed for something else entirely.

The moment we had the place to ourselves, the lithe cop threw herself into my arms. Her lips went to mine, eager and needy, and no sooner had I put my hands around her waist than she shoved me up against the brick. Her hands went to my shoulders, holding onto me in a way that felt almost possessive.

“I guess there’s a first time for everything,” Tasha gasped. Her leg worked between my thighs, pushing into the hardness there to make it even harder. “Half the guys on the squad were probably hoping to get me out here for them. Now I’m the one with a groupie.”

If being Tasha’s groupie meant getting to tear her clothes off and use her right then and there behind the bar, I could get used to being a groupie. “New for me, too,” I said.

Tasha’s brows furrowed together, then she smiled. “You never hooked up with a girl in public, Jack? I find that hard to believe.”

“No, I have,” I said, thinking of Yukiko whimpering my name on the hood of my McLaren. “I’ve just never been with a girl like you before.”

A hint of challenge sparkled in Tasha’s eye. “You mean a sister? A black woman?”

I shook my head. “I meant a cop,” I said, my hands on her hips. “But that, too.”

Tasha rolled her eyes. “You’re not going to interrogate me about it, are you? Ask me what my home life was like, did I go to the nice high school, who was my first boyfriend?”

I wasn’t entirely sure what Tasha was getting at, but the last thing I wanted was to spoil the moment. “I don’t care about any of that stuff,” I said, putting a hand on her rear and pulling her close. God, her ass felt fantastic through those jeans. “I just care that you’re right here, Officer Davis. And that I can tell you’re so wet that if I don’t do something about it you’re going to squeak when you walk out of here.”

Bingo. I’d said exactly what Tasha wanted to hear.

She went up on tiptoe, her lips caressing my ear. “I like white boys,” she admitted, the look she gave me from the corner of her eye daring me to say something. “Don’t make it a whole thing.”

“It’s not a thing at all,” I murmured.

Tasha guided my other hand to her ass and arched her back. “The only thing I care about right now is making this the best fucking date I’ve had in years…”

Her lips crashed into mine then, with an eagerness that put our previous kisses to shame. Fire ignited in my chest and between my legs as her tongue entered my mouth, tasting like whiskey and cinnamon. Her body pressed against mine, her breasts grinding into my chest through the thin cotton of her tank top.

Her hands went under my shirt, nails caressing my skin. I reached around and unlatched her belt, loosening it, then slid my hand beneath the rough fabric of her jeans and the softer silk of her panties. When she felt my fingers digging into the firm flesh of her ass, Tasha gasped the way a different girl might whimper at being spanked.

“Fuck,” she moaned. “What are you doing, Jack?”

This time it was my mouth against her ear, my stubble against her cheek. “I’ve wanted to put my hands all over your ass from the moment I saw you, Tasha.”

She let out a noise that was more animal than woman. “Jesus…”

“That first night, at the precinct?” I couldn’t keep the cruel smirk off of my face. “I wanted to bend you over that interrogation table. I wanted to rip those tight little jeans off of you and spank you until you were dripping, until you begged me to put this big dick inside of you.”

Tasha’s eyes rolled in their sockets. “Samantha Lowry was right there,” she teased, thinking back to that night. “You were already fucking her by then, weren’t you?”

I nodded. No sense in denying it. “You want to watch me fuck her, Tasha?”

She shook her head. Her teeth bit down on my bottom lip, so hard that I tasted copper. “I think I might like it if she watched you fuck me, though.”

I pushed her up against the wall, making out hot and heavy. At some point, Tasha’s fingers found my zipper and tugged; her fingers slipped into my boxers and wrapped themselves around my cock, stroking me in a way that sent bolts of lightning up and down my spine. Her mouth moved to my neck, kissing and licking as she stroked me to full hardness, her body pressed eagerly against mine.

“Fuck,” Tasha groaned. “This is so dirty.”

I didn’t disagree. “Yeah it is.”

Tasha grinned wickedly. “How do you keep getting even harder?” Her fingers slowed, and her soft pink tongue slid from the edge of her mouth. “No wonder those girls are so willing to share you, Jack. You’re so big I can barely fit my fingers around you…”

I knew what she wanted, even if she didn’t. How long had this alley loomed large in her thoughts? Every time she went to the bar with her coworkers, she’d probably watched one of them slip back here with some bar floozy—then had to listen to them bragging about it the whole drive back to the station. She’d been fantasizing about this for a long time.

The question was, though, was she the man in the fantasy? Or the floozy?

I figured I knew. I wanted to find out for sure.

I pulled a hand out from beneath the waistband of Tasha’s jeans and spanked her, hard. She gave a little jump, the spots of color in her cheeks visible even in the dim light.

“Those women who come out here,” I rasped, drawing her eyes to mine. “Your coworkers brag about them. And what they do.”

Tasha’s shoulders rose and fell rapidly. I don’t know if she’d ever been this turned on before; if so, I must have been close to setting a record.

“Tell me,” I commanded, feeling that thing Samantha and Yukiko planted in me moving through my bloodstream. That dark, dominant impulse that both of them lived for. “Tell me what those groupies do back here, Tasha.”

Before she could respond, I grabbed her wrists with my free hand and pinned them over her head, pushing them against the brick. The rough texture bit into my fingers, and I knew that I was adding a touch of pain to Tasha’s pleasure. She didn’t flinch—if anything, those spots of color on her cheeks deepened. Just like the other women in my orbit, she wanted this. She loved it.

“They get on their knees,” Tasha whispered, practically vibrating with arousal. “They drop down on the concrete, spread their pretty little lips wide and take whatever their man wants to give them. And they don’t stop until their mouth is full and his balls are empty.”

I smirked at her. “Show me.”

Tasha let out a low, feral moan. For a moment, she wavered on the precipice, and I watched the wheels spin behind her eyes. I watched the good, decent officer she was during her daylight hours at war with the fantasy she’d probably touched herself to a hundred times before—the fantasy of dropping to her knees like those groupies and sucking a man off, slurping up his cream out in public like a submissive little slut.

It only lasted a moment. And then Tasha got her on her knees.

Fuck. She looked so fucking good that way.

I unlatched my belt as she sank before me, the knees of her jeans pressing against the concrete. She took me out of my pants and gave me a few hard strokes, coating her fingers in my precum. When she licked her lips, I knew there was nothing that could make her turn back now.

“Listen,” she whispered, peering up at me. “There’s something I want you to do, but you can’t tell anybody about it, okay? Not even your girlfriends.”

I grabbed a fistful of her braids, guiding her closer. “Tell me.”

She kissed the underside of my dick and let out a little moan at the taste. “I want you to use me,” she said, her hands gripping my thighs as she readied herself. “I don’t want you to treat me like your sweet date, or the girl you’re gonna bring home to Momma after all of this is done. I need it hard. I need it like…”

I finished her thought for her. “Like I’m a cop,” I grunted, stroking her cheek. “And you’re some bar slut I don’t really care about. Like I’m just using you to get my rocks off.”

She nodded slowly. “You cannot tell a soul—”

“Your secret’s safe with me,” I said, pushing the crown of my cock against her lips. “Don’t worry, I won’t let your fellow officers lose respect for you, Tasha. But you are going to take every inch of this cock. I’m going to put it all the way down your throat.”

Tasha didn’t hesitate for a second. Her mouth closed around me, hot and wet, her tongue swirling around my crown as I pushed myself balls-deep into her. The pleasure was so intense that I growled, my fingers tangling in her braids.

Her nails dug into my thighs as I bottomed out, the head of my prick deep in her throat. My balls rested against Tasha’s soft, pillowy lips, and when I looked down to examine my handiwork I saw her eyes were rolled all the back in her head. Her free hand was buried beneath the waistband of her jeans, bulging up and down as her fingers slid into her wet, dripping cunt.

“Good girl,” I told her. “Stay right there. I’m going to fuck your face.”

“Mmmh hmmmm,” Tasha groaned.

The moan sent vibrations up and down my dick, making me throb against the back of her mouth. Her eyes flicked up, meeting mine, and the raw hunger in them removed the last shreds of doubt in the back of my mind. Tasha needed to have her throat fucked almost as badly as I needed to fuck it.

Putting both hands on the back of her head, I did.

The sound of Tasha’s slurps and gags filled the alleyway as I let loose. Thrusting into her felt like heaven itself—her throat was every bit as wet and tight as her pussy, with the added bonus of that naughty little tongue working every sensitive spot on my shaft. Her fingers rubbed madly beneath her jeans, filling the air with her feral scent as I bottomed out inside of her again and again.

I wasn’t going to last long. I figured none of the guys who came out here did—the thrill of maybe being caught along with the illicit thrill of banging some groupie was a recipe for a quick, hard orgasm. Tasha felt me swell bigger and thicker in her mouth and groaned anew, her cheeks hollowing around me as she sucked me hard.

I closed my eyes. The pleasure built, becoming almost blinding. The world went white—

The world really went white.

My eyes snapped open. What was that? For a moment, I could have sworn there was a light at the end of the alleyway, right over by the dumpster. I stared through the gloom, looking for any signs of motion, but there weren’t any.

A car driving off, I told myself. The headlights must have shot across the alley for a second…

Then Tasha’s lips tightened around me, and all other thoughts ceased.

I don’t know how long it took me to come, but when the bliss hit it rolled over me like a thunderclap. I came with a growl, spilling into her mouth the way she’d joked about earlier, and she took it all with an eagerness that shocked me. Like she really was a groupie, and her job was servicing police officers instead of being one.

For a few minutes, I suspect Tasha lost herself in the fantasy. When I glanced down at her, I could see she hadn’t noticed the flash.

“Jesus,” I whispered. “You’re good at that. Such a dirty little cop, sucking me off in an alley like a cheap whore.”

Tasha pulled off me with a wet pop. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand, swallowing a mouthful of my seed. She rose from the concrete, her grin triumphant.

“Fuck, Jack,” she whispered, looking for all the world like she’d gotten the oral sex instead of the other way around. “That was exactly what I needed. God, you know just how to treat a girl—”

Her eyes widened as I spun her around again, pushing her up against the brick wall. Without a belt to hold them up her jeans slid down her thighs, revealing a soaked pair of black panties hanging on for dear life. I smacked her ass, harder than before, and watched as she moaned loud enough to make me grateful for that jukebox.

“I do,” I told her. “And I’m not done with you yet.”

I tugged Tasha’s panties to the side. The lips of her sex dripped with juice, and I wondered if she’d had an orgasm of her own while she’d been on her knees in front of me. Either way, I suppose it didn’t matter. This was going to blow that right out of the water.

Tasha watched me over her shoulder, her eyes filled with glee. Then she felt me push between her legs and those eyes rolled back in her head.

“Oh my God, you’re still hard,” she panted, staring down at my cock as it pressed against her slick entrance. “Fuck, Jack, I thought I sucked you good enough that you wouldn’t be able to walk back to the car…”

“Not your fault,” I told her with a smirk. “Kiki and Sam have said the same thing. I’m just built different.”

“I’ll say,” she chuckled. She shook her braids out, arching her back to wiggle her hips against me. “Fuck me, Jack. Fuck me like you fucking mean it.”

I pushed into her, hard and deep, filling her pussy with my cock. The moment I felt Tasha’s slick walls wrap themselves around me, I knew I’d been wrong. As good as her mouth and throat were, they had nothing on this.

Tasha cried out, throwing herself back onto me with gusto. Her nails pressed into the brick wall for leverage as she impaled herself on my prick, meeting me thrust for thrust as I buried myself inside of her all the way down to the balls.

“Yeah,” Tasha groaned, her back arched like a bow. “Fuck, Jack, yes!”

I watched my cock pummel her from behind, sliding like a piston between her mocha walls. Her ass bounced with every thrust, giving me a picture so perfect I couldn’t help but spank her a few times as I fucked her. One hand stayed beneath her waist, while the other grabbed a handful of her braids as leverage to go even deeper inside of her.

“Mine,” I growled, using her tight little pussy for all it was worth. “All mine.”

Tasha didn’t respond with words. She shuddered against me, a cry like a banshee’s wail breaking from her lips as she came. I didn’t slow down for a second, locking into a hard, driving rhythm that pressed her against the brick as she rode out the throes of her passion. By the time she came down from her peak she was trembling, her legs barely able to support her.

“Holy fuck,” she hissed, the words like steam escaping the kettle. “Jack, you make me feel like such a whore—”

Smack! My hand came down on her ass.

“That’s because you are,” I growled. “You’re my whore. My sassy little fucktoy. God, you were just made to take this cock, you know that? I swear, all your holes were just built to please this dick.”

I’d never talked like this with any of my girls. Not Yukiko, not Samantha—not even Maria Alvarez during our fling. Only Tasha brought this side out of me. Only Tasha could drop to her knees in a dirty alleyway and make me feel like a rockstar using that night’s groupie. Fuck, I loved it!

“Nnnngh, please,” Tasha whimpered. “Fuck, Jack, I’m gonna cum again…!”

I chuckled. “Me too,” I told her, fucking her harder. “Come all over my dick, Tasha. Show me how much you love being my dirty little groupie. Make everything wet and tight before I shoot this load and come inside of you…”

Tasha wailed with bliss, cutting off the rest of my dirty talk as she came. She buried her face in her elbow to keep from alerting the entire bar as she sobbed and shuddered, unraveling beneath the powerful, constant, unyielding thrusts of my manhood deep inside of her cunt.

It was all too much for me to take. The sight of Tasha’s second orgasm sent me over the edge, sending me into a climax that hit a few short heartbeats after her own. I came hard, emptying my balls deep inside of her, my fingers digging into her thighs as thick, hot ropes of seed splashed against her inner walls.

Between my handprint on her ass and my fingers on her hips, she’s going to feel this tomorrow, I thought through the haze of bliss. I hope she feels it while she’s out on patrol. I hope it makes her feel like a dirty little slut….

When I came back to myself, Tasha was panting against me. The bassline from the jukebox pulsed through the brick wall, pulling my thoughts back to the present moment. It was amazing how the rest of the world dropped away during sex—from the moment I bottomed out inside of Tasha, I hadn’t heard the music.

Tasha leaned over and kissed me. “God damn,” she whispered, giving me the smile of a truly well-satisfied woman. “I need to bring you to concerts more often, Jackson Avery.”

“Any time,” I promised. “Shit, I should have asked before I finished inside of you.”

“It’s alright.” Tasha slid off of me and pulled up her jeans, adjusting her clothes until it no longer looked like she’d just been having hot, filthy sex. “You don’t need to worry about that. There’s no danger.”

“Oh,” I said. “Do you have one of those little chips in your arm? Samantha’s got one of those…”

Tasha blinked. “Most men wouldn’t be bold enough to talk about their other girlfriend with your cum still dripping out of me,” she said with a lopsided smile. “You really are built different, aren’t you, Jack?”

I probably should have felt awkward. But I’d already told myself I wasn’t sorry, right?

“I’m just kidding,” Tasha said after a second. “And yeah, it’s something like that. Don’t worry, I took precautions.” She gave me another kiss as I tucked myself back into my pants, longer and slower this time. “Best fucking date I’ve had in a long time.”

Before I could respond, my phone buzzed in my pocket. Tasha felt it and snickered.

“Speak of the devil,” she said with a wink. “That her?”

It wasn’t. I had a text from Yukiko. One that filled my stomach with ice water.

Come home, it said. Now.

I frowned. “One second,” I told Tasha, hitting the CALL button.

It rang. And rang. No answer—it went to Yukiko’s voicemail.

As I put down the phone, Tasha frowned. “Something wrong?” she asked. “Trouble?”

“Maybe,” I said. I showed her the text, letting her read it for herself.

By the time she finished, Tasha was back in Officer Davis mode. “That sounds like something’s up,” she said, smoothing down her braids. “Something not good.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sorry to cut our date short, but that sounds important…”

Unexpectedly, Tasha grinned. “Who’s cutting anything short? I’m coming with you.”

My brows shot skyward. “Pardon?”

Tasha’s grin didn’t waver. “Something tells me that whatever’s going on, it’s going to involve me sooner or later,” she said. “I might as well get the scoop straight from the horse’s mouth, instead of having to hear all about it later.”

So she said. But I thought Tasha had something different in mind.

“This isn’t just about that, though, is it?” I guessed. “You want to meet the girls.”

Tasha had the temerity not to blush. “The thought had crossed my mind,” she admitted, taking my hand. “Besides, Samantha and Yukiko were nice enough to let me go out on this date with you. It’s only right for me to thank them in person.”

“Uh huh.” And if the three of you get along, it’ll help get your foot in the door to do this again, I thought.

I didn’t really mind, though. The thought of seeing Officer Davis again excited me.

I had no idea how much time the two of us were about to spend together.


Chapter Seven

By the time Tasha and I made it back home, I knew something awful had happened.

The parking lot of my condo complex looked more crowded than I’d ever seen it. I was used to coming home late to find most of the spaces already full—Yukiko and I went on enough late-night drives that we often stayed out until the small hours—but a lot of the cars were ones I’d never seen before. SUVs, compacts, even a Jeep or two.

All of them only had one thing in common.

The Delta Rho sticker on their bumper or their windshield.

Tasha noticed it, too. “Looks like a sorority party,” the officer muttered, craning her neck as I searched the back rows for an empty space. “Are there a lot of Delta Rho girls living in your building, Jack?”

“No,” I said, swallowing acid. “There aren’t. Just Kiki and me.”

Tasha nodded. “Something’s up, then,” she said. “Something big.”

“Bingo.” I pulled the rental into a spot at the very edge of the lot. “This is something I’d expect to see over at the sorority house, not here. I live way too far off-campus for this.”

I switched off the engine and opened the driver’s side door. The air was chilly, the warmth of the evening finally faded. It would have been a nice night if not for this problem.

Tasha’s gaze met mine. “You think this has something to do with that friend of Miss Baines’s we saw at the amphitheater?" she asked.

By the way she said it, I knew Officer Davis already had a hunch. “Could be,” I allowed. “I wish I knew what the fuck was going on…”

“Be careful what you wish for,” Tasha said as she followed me. “You just might get it.”

“Don’t I know it,” I said. I paused mid-step. “Look, I know this isn’t how you anticipated this night ending—”

The press of Tasha’s lips against mine silenced me. The kiss caught me so off-guard that I didn’t even think to wrap my arms around her. In an instant she stood before me, grinning, gleeful at knocking me off-balance.

“Stop apologizing, Jack,” Tasha said, sounding more like Officer Davis than she had since our date began. “There’s a situation that needs to be handled. Let’s handle it together.” She winked. “Then I can get to know your girlfriends a little bit better.”

A surprise waited for us both in the lobby. Standing near the elevators were two gorgeous blonde coeds, so identical in appearance that anyone who saw them probably assumed they were sisters. They were certainly sorority sisters: each of them had on enough Delta Rho gear to be a walking advertisement for the chapter.

They perked up as Tasha and I entered the building. They looked like they’d been expecting us.

“You,” I said, pointing a finger between them. “I remember you two. You were at the initiation ceremony…”

They looked amused. “We were, Mr. Avery. I’m surprised you remember us.” The one on the left wore a pink sweatshirt; her sorority-or-real sister on her right was wearing one the baby blue of a robin’s egg. “I’m Heather, and this is my sister, Eva. Samantha Lowry asked us to wait for you.”

“Our sister Stella was sitting near you in the stands during the initiation,” Eva said with a smirk. “From what I understand, there was a little friction between the two of you?”

It took me a moment to remember. “The girl taking all the selfies,” I blurted, her face filling my mind’s eye. “That was your sister?”

“Not a member of Delta Rho, unfortunately,” Heather drawled.

“A fact she never lets us forget,” Eva added with a smirk.

Tasha’s gaze traveled from one coed to the other, her smile widening. “I’m seeing double,” she chuckled, elbowing me gently in the ribs. “I didn’t realize there were doppelgängers in Delta Rho. These girls are friends of yours, Jack?”

“Every member of Delta Rho is a friend to Mr. Avery,” Eva said smoothly. “We owe him so much.”

“Yes, it’s a shame there’s been so much trouble since he arrived at Stillwell,” Heather added. The two girls had an unnerving tendency to pick up the thread of each other’s thoughts—it almost made them sound like they were finishing each other’s sentences. “I’m sure we’d all enjoy Mr. Avery’s company a great deal more without these distractions…”

Tasha’s eyes widened. “Well, aren’t you two sweet little spitfires,” she said, looking like she wasn’t sure whether to admire the twins or be intimidated by them. “Both of you are sisters?”

“Twin sisters,” Heather purred, giving me a once over. “Which one of us do you think is older, Mr. Avery? Samantha Lowry’s the only person who got it right on the first try.”

The fact that they were willing to discuss my relationship with Samantha so openly should have clued me in to the fact that the game had changed while I’d been gone. Fool that I was, I couldn’t see past my own nose. Or maybe it was the gorgeous cop standing at my side who kept distracting me.

“She’s the only one who can always tell us apart,” Eva added. “We don’t fool her.”

“She’s so much smarter than these frat boys,” Heather said, tossing her blonde hair over her shoulder. “It’s no wonder she’s attracted to you, Mr. Avery. You’re smart, too.”

“And so handsome,” Eva chimed in.

These two were flirting about as hard as it was possible for a pair of oversexed sorority girls to flirt. Under other circumstances I would have rolled with it, even with Tasha beside me—the officer certainly didn’t seem upset to watch these girls throwing themselves at me. But not tonight.

Not when I had other things on my mind.

“Speaking of trouble,” I said, cutting the pair off. “What’s going on? What’s half the damned sorority doing at my apartment?”

The pair shared a look. “We thought you knew,” Heather whispered. “Samantha and the other lieutenants called us here, but they haven’t told us anything yet.”

“They’re keeping it very hush-hush,” Eva added, pressing a finger to her pouty lips.

“It must be an emergency,” Heather said. “She told us we were to bring you upstairs as soon as you arrived.”

“You were supposed to be here an hour ago!” Eva chided.

“I was busy,” I said. The thought of having to justify entering my own damned apartment threw me for a loop, to say the least. “I can find it myself, thanks.”

“You’d better come up with us,” Tasha said, taking one of the coeds by the shoulder. “Just in case Miss Lowry wants to talk to you…”

We took the elevator up to my floor. My door was locked, but before I could so much as fish my keys out of my pocket someone opened it from the inside. Lakshmi.

“Mr. Avery!” She gestured for me to come inside, barely noticing my entourage. “There you are! We’ve been worried sick about you!”

Worried? Worried why?

“What’s going on?” I asked the coed. “I told Yukiko and Sam where I was going to be.”

Lakshmi frowned. She looked just as put together as she always did, despite the late hour, in a purple sari and a less overstated sweater bearing the logo of her sorority. “Things have been happening very rapidly over the last few hours. Most of the girls don’t know the whole story yet. Samantha will brief you…”

I took three steps into my apartment and froze in my tracks. What the hell?

This wasn’t a living room. It was a war council.

A dozen coeds sat in the middle of the space, occupying my furniture or sitting cross-legged on the floor beside it. Several more stood out on my balcony vaping. A bunch of snacks and two-liter bottles of soft drinks covered the counters of my kitchen, though it didn’t look as if many of the sorority girls had partaken.

The liquor had been opened, though.

“Damn, this place is livelier than the bar,” Tasha muttered beside me. “You ought to get a jukebox in here, Jack. This place is nice enough for it, at the very least.”

“Thanks,” I said absently. “Can someone tell me where Samantha Lowry is? Or Kiki?”

A few people stared at my arrival, as if it were a surprise for me to be standing in my own damn house. One of the girls on the couch pointed at the bedroom door, which stood closed. “They’re in there,” she said. “They said they’re not to be disturbed—”

Before she could finish, the door opened.

“Jack?” Yukiko stepped out of the bedroom, dressed in pajamas. “Oh thank God. I thought I heard you…!”

Before I could say a word, she threw herself into my arms. Instinct took over as I held her to me—because even without her saying a word, I could tell that my woman was in a considerable amount of distress. Something had rattled her, hard, and I wanted to know what it was. I wanted to know who’d done it.

So that I could show them the error of their ways. In a manner of speaking.

Yukiko’s lips brushed mine. She might have done more, but that was when she noticed the woman standing beside me. “Officer Davis!” she blurted, looking at Tasha like a woman who’d just been caught with her hand in a cookie jar. “I didn’t realize you were coming, too.”

“I was with Jack when he got your text,” she said, displaying an admirable degree of tact. We were surrounded by coeds who knew very little about our unconventional relationship, after all. “I figured I’d drop by in case you needed any official help.”

Yukiko nodded. “Thank you. I hope I wasn’t… interrupting anything?”

Tasha’s grin told my girlfriend all she needed to know. “Not at all. I was just about to head home when he got the text, actually. It’s been a fantastic evening.”

“Good,” Yukiko said, a smile cutting through her worried expression. “I’m glad that somebody’s been having a good time.”

Her tone made me stiffen—and not in a good way. “What’s happened?” I asked. “I tried to reach you, but your phone went straight to voicemail.”

Yukiko’s lips formed a tight little line. “Bedroom,” she said, jerking a thumb behind her. “We’re in full-on crisis mode. I’d like to keep the details to as few people as possible for as long as we can—”

As she spoke, Samantha exited the bedroom. “Jack?”

Jack was what she said, but I heard a very different word in that tone. “Babygirl,” I grunted, unable to keep the word from passing my lips. “Are you okay?”

If Yukiko looked exhausted, Samantha was downright aggrieved. She put on a brave face for me, but I could see the remnants of tears down her cheeks, smearing her makeup. Her eyes still looked a little red, and I could tell she’d been crying recently.

“Not really,” she whispered. “Better now that you’re here.”

“Jack?” A voice called out from the bedroom.

My heart skipped a beat. I knew that voice. I’d hoped to hear it in my condo again at some point in the future, but I hadn’t dared to believe it would happen so soon.

“Marcie?” I asked, craning my neck.

She stood in the doorway, her expression severe. “Hi, Jack. Took you long enough to get here. I guess you were busy?”

I winced. How much did Marcie know about my date with Officer Davis? Too late, I realized we’d talked about the tickets back at the luncheon at Gabrielle’s, right after the initiation ceremony. By now, Marcie must have guessed what those tickets really implied.

“I’m here now,” I said, sidestepping my anger. “What’s happened? Is anyone hurt?”

Samantha was already shaking her head. “Not physically. Come into the bedroom, D–...Jack.”

I couldn’t help but smile internally at that. It was getting harder for Samantha to refrain from using the D-word, just like I couldn’t help but call her babygirl when the two of us were out and about. For two people who were supposed to be hiding our relationship, we sure were awful at it.

My bedroom looked like less of a command center than I’d anticipated. Yukiko’s laptop sat on the bed, while a mass of chargers ran from the wall to everyone’s cell phones. As I stepped inside, Yukiko started to close the door behind us, only to stop when Lakshmi caught up with her. She let the sari-clad lieutenant into the room, then shut the door.

Leaving us all in relative privacy.

Yukiko, Samantha, Marcie, Lakshmi, Tasha and me.

“Alright,” I said with a glance at the door. “You’d better lay it on me. What happened?”

I expected Yukiko to tell me everything, so it surprised me when Samantha sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Fucking Liz Baines happened,” she said, the words coming out almost as a growl. “We made a huge mistake, Daddy. I made a huge mistake.”

“I find that hard to believe, babygirl.”

Samantha laughed mirthlessly. “I honestly thought we’d won,” she said, shaking her head. Fresh tears shone in the corners of her eyes, though she bravely held back from sobbing. “She exiled that awful son of hers to Nowheresville, Virginia, you dropped the charges, and everything was going to go back to normal. I thought she’d go home, lick her wounds, and pretend nothing had ever happened.” She put a hand to her forehead. “I was wrong. I was so fucking wrong.”

“In that case, I was wrong, too,” I growled. “What did she do? Tell me.”

Samantha choked on a sob. When it became clear she wasn’t able to say it, Yukiko spoke up.

“She did everything, Jack,” my girlfriend said. “Everything.”

My mind reeled at the thought. “You’re going to have to be more specific than that.”

Yukiko nodded. She came up and hugged Samantha from the side, letting the blonde rest her head on her shoulder as she spoke. “It started a little over two hours ago,” she said, her tone precise and clinical despite the riot of emotion in her eyes. “I got an email from Stillwell University’s disciplinary board—the Council. It asked me to appear at an informal fact-finding hearing in two days.”

“A hearing!?” Now I was really getting mad. “What the hell could anyone accuse you of doing wrong, Yukiko? You’re a straight-A student.”

She was already shaking her head. “It’s not a hearing for me,” she said. “It’s for you.”

What!?

“An anonymous party has filed a complaint with the Dean,” Yukiko continued. “They’re claiming that you’ve violated the school’s Code of Conduct—that your ‘promiscuous behavior’ is ‘lewd, indecent and obscene.’ That you’ve committed multiple infractions on school property—”

“Bullshit,” I snapped. Suddenly I felt like laughing. “This is the line of attack Trevor’s mother decided to go with? It won’t hold water. Half this goddamn college gets drunk and hooks up on the weekends. There’s no rule in the student handbook against a man getting laid, is there?”

“I agree that it probably won’t go anywhere,” Yukiko said. “That’s not the point. It will throw a wrench into your graduation plans and cause a scandal. Not to mention eat up a bunch of time. Besides, that was only the first email.”

“The first?”

A sinking feeling spread through my gut. For a second, I’d honestly allowed myself to believe we were in the clear. If trying to sic the campus disciplinary board on me for hooking up with more than one student was the best Liz Baines could do, then she was nothing more than a minor irritant. I could have wriggled out of that one easily.

I should have already realized the truth.

The easiest way to hurt me wasn’t to come after me.

It was to hurt everyone else.

“The second email was sent a few minutes later,” Yukiko said gravely. “To the president, vice-president and about a dozen other high-ranking members at the national level of the Delta Rho sorority.”

Oh. Oh Jesus.

Samantha made a sound like a broken heart. “She told them that I’m involved in ‘scandalous, morally reprehensible’ activities,” she sobbed, clinging to Yukiko. “That I violated the trust the sorority put in me. That I… I…”

“She’s calling for Samantha to be removed from her position,” Yukiko finished. “And for the national executive board to conduct a full investigation of our chapter.” She looked at me like she’d just been forced to put a noose around her best friend’s neck. “Unfortunately, I think that one is going to have legs.”

“They’re going to fire me,” Samantha said. She shivered like the room was a meat locker. “This place is my life, Daddy! I built this chapter of Delta Rho, and now they’re going to force me out. They’re going to ruin me…!”

I was already there. I pulled Samantha into my arms and held her tight, stroking the back of her head.

“Shhh, babygirl,” I whispered, calming her down as best as I could. “I’m here. I’m going to get you through this.”

“Every single member of this sorority will testify in your defense,” Lakshmi chimed in. “They know who you are, Samantha. They look up to you. They still do.”

Samantha wiped her eyes. “Not all of them,” she said, glancing over at Marcie.

Marcie’s face was stone.

The blonde coed buried her face against my chest, still sobbing. “She’s a monster! I can’t believe she’d do this to us!”

I shook my head. “It’s just hearsay and bullshit,” I said, trying to rise above the awful feeling in my stomach. “I won’t deny that the two of us are an item, babygirl. But there’s nothing they can point at to say that you ruined the trust this chapter placed in you.”

Samantha stiffened in my arms. She looked up at me, tears streaming down her face.

“They have pictures,” she whispered, her voice brimming with disgust.

“What!?” The word came out as a roar, startling half the room.

“It’s true,” Yukiko confirmed, rubbing the back of her neck. “Elizabeth Baines has been a busy woman. She’s had someone following us—for a long time.”

I thought of the flash of light I saw in the alley with Tasha. The one I’d foolishly assumed was nothing but a car passing by in the parking lot.

Cargo Pants, I thought. I wonder if that spineless shrimp owns a DSLR. Maybe one with an extra-long zoom lens gifted to him by a certain local matriarch.

“Pictures of us,” I growled. The edges of my vision were going red—I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this pissed off. “What kind of pictures?”

“You know what kind, Daddy,” Samantha whispered.

“I don’t know the full contents,” Yukiko said after a swallow. “But I’m told the letter sent to Delta Rho had several enclosed images of you and Samantha on the balcony of this apartment. Along with a few taken from the parking lot of Gabrielle’s.”

She didn’t need to elaborate. I thought of Yukiko behind me in the backseat, pressing Samantha’s eager head into my lap as I started the engine of my rental car. Fuck.

This was bad. Very bad.

“The email I received had photographs of you, me and Maria,” Yukiko said through her teeth. “So someone was following us that night, too.”

The thought of someone sneaking pictures of Yukiko during her first threesome made me want to beat the cameraman senseless. Then the rest of the sentence sunk in.

“Your email?” I asked.

For the first time, I realized that it wasn’t just Samantha fighting back tears. “Elizabeth Baines contacted my parents,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “She told them that she’s concerned that I’ve entered into an ‘apparently polyamorous relationship with an older man.’ That my reputation on campus and my future dating and career prospects are likely to suffer if news of this gets out.” Her fingers dug into her palms. “Bitch.”

I couldn’t agree more. “Oh sweetheart,” I said. “Yukiko, I’m so, so sorry…”

Yukiko turned away, tears brimming in her eyes. “My father doesn’t get the joke,” she said, trying to rise above it. “He’s a cheating bastard who broke my family up and nearly drove my mother into a mental institution, but I’m the one bringing shame to my family because I’m in a committed relationship with a man I love!”

“I assume he didn’t take it well,” I said.

Yukiko shook her head. “There were no photos in his email, at least,” she said. “He’s blown his stack. We can talk about it later. I… I might not have a place of my own to stay soon…”

“You always have a place,” I said, meaning it. “You’re mine, girl, and I’m not about to let your shitty father take you away from me.”

A crooked grin cut through Yukiko’s sadness. “I don’t care if they disown me,” she said. “I do care if I get thrown out of Stillwell over this, but I’ll find a way to transfer my credits somewhere else. And my Mom… let’s just say she took the news a lot better than I was expecting. So maybe it’s not all bad.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “Who am I kidding? This is a fucking disaster. Elizabeth Baines carpet-bombed all of us when we least expected it.”

“It is,” Samantha whispered. “But I don’t regret it.”

“Me either,” Yukiko said, turning to me. “I hope you know that, Jack. I hope you don’t regret this.”

Me? I was shocked that they’d even suggest it.

“Hell no!” The words came out louder than I’d intended, which made them giggle despite their worries. “I mean, of course not. With you two girls by my side, I could be flat broke and still feel like the richest man in the world. There’s nothing that can change that.”

Both of them smiled at me then. It didn’t fix everything—not by a long shot. But it made me feel like I was standing on solid ground for the first time since learning Liz Baines pulled the rug out from under me.

And that was a good feeling.

“Alright,” I said, nodding. “Now that you two know how much I love you, you’d better tell me the rest of it. What other emails did Trevor’s mother send?”

“She messaged my parents too,” Samantha said with a shrug. “But I don’t care. They’re ‘sweep everything under the rug’ people—they’ll probably pretend they never saw the message in the first place.”

Alright. “Marcie, I noticed you’ve been quiet. Did Miss Baines contact you?”

Marcie was quiet for a long moment. Then she nodded.

“She called me,” Marcie said. “And asked to meet.”

All the air went out of the room.

“You didn’t tell us that,” Yukiko said.

“What the hell did she want?” Tasha said. She sounded like she was in an interrogation room instead of the bedroom—she was Officer Davis now, not my date. “Did you record the meeting, Marcella?”

Marcie shook her head. “She apologized for what happened with Trevor,” she said, sounding like the words had to be dragged out of her. “And she made me an offer.”

“What kind of offer?” Samantha asked.

“An offer for more money than I’d ever seen in my life,” Marcie said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “And an internship at her husband’s firm with a guaranteed job offer. All I had to do to get it was one thing.”

I thought I had an idea of what that was. “What did she ask you to do, babygirl?”

Marcie shuddered. “To tell the Dean and the student council that you’re a bad person,” she said, her voice emotionless. “To lie and tell them that you tried to… to get fresh with me and I told you no.”

My jaw dropped. Of all the rotten, lousy things for that woman to do, this had to take the cake as the absolute worst.

“I can’t believe her,” I said.

The rest of the room stood speechless. The first person to recover turned out to be Lakshmi, who’d gone as white as a sheet.

“And?” the lieutenant asked. “What did you say?”

Marcie turned to me, her expression livid. Oh fuck, I thought, looking at her the way I imagine the captain of the Titanic looked at that glacier. No, babygirl. No…

“I told her to go pound sand,” Marcie said.

The dam burst in my heart. The sheer relief that washed over me was incredible.

“I don’t forgive you, Uncle Jack,” Marcie said, a tear trickling from the corner of her eye. “I don’t know when I’m going to be able to forgive you for hiding all of this from me. And for not sticking with me that night at the frat party.”

Lakshmi clicked her tongue. “I told you,” the petite woman said. “Bringing you back to your dorm was my idea—”

Marcie held up a hand. “But that doesn’t mean I think this is fair,” she said. “Trevor is a monster, and from the way his mother is acting it’s pretty obvious where he got it from. I wouldn’t betray you, Jack—not for anything. I do still love you.” She nodded slightly. “I’m just really, really mad at you.”

For the moment, I’d gladly take mad. “Thank you, babygirl,” I said. “You have no idea how much I appreciate that.”

Marcie gave me a curt nod. “It’s not fair for this to be falling on Samantha and Kiki, either,” she added, turning to the former. “I’ll testify on your behalf, Sam, and I’ll do whatever I can to help you, Yukiko.” She glanced back at me. “I’m sorry Jack’s actions put you through all this.”

“We’re grown women,” Yukiko reminded her. “We make our own decisions.”

Samantha let go of her bestie and turned to Marcie. “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away her tears. “I know I let you down, Marcie. I wasn’t the leader you thought I was. And I am so, so sorry for the way we hurt you the other night.”

Marcie looked…uncomfortable with this. Was that what I saw in her eyes?

“You don’t need to say that,” she blurted, looking Sam up and down. “It’s okay…”

“No, it’s true,” Samantha continued. “I was your hero—I knew I was your hero—and I ran around with Jack behind your back. I hid this relationship from you, and I shouldn’t have. Jack and I should have been honest with you from the start.” She trembled a bit. Clearly, losing Marcie’s respect had shaken her sense of self-worth more than any of us realized. “I hope I can convince you to forgive me.”

“It’s…it’s really okay,” Marcie blurted. “I’m…we’ll figure all this out. Right now, I guess we should be working on a way to deal with all these problems Trevor’s mom caused.”

“Three crises,” I said, ticking them off mentally. “The school—that’s me. Delta Rho—that’s Samantha. And Mr. and Mrs. Tanaka—that’s Yukiko. All three of them are bad, but taken together, they’re like a freaking five-alarm fire.”

“And those are only the ones we know about,” Lakshmi said. “I’ve confirmed that none of Delta Rho’s other members received any email correspondence from Miss Baines or any of her agents. But there could be other messages she’s sent—or sending. I doubt a woman like her stops at a handful.”

“I hope Maria didn’t get one,” I thought, remembering what Yukiko said about those illicit pictures. “I’d hate for her to get in trouble with her job.”

“For all we know, she messaged Gabrielle’s,” Samantha said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re on the do-not-serve list the next time we stop by for brunch—”

I turned. Tasha had just taken her phone out of her pocket.

Whatever she saw made the blood drain from her face. “Oh fuck,” she whispered, clutching the phone tighter. “Are you kidding me?”

Instantly I was on full alert. “What is it?” I asked. “A text?”

Tasha’s hand shook as she tilted the phone in my direction. “Smile,” she whispered, trying to put a brave face on it. “You’re on candid camera…”

The picture wasn’t much to look at. Dark, somewhat blurry, I kind of doubted anyone would make heads or tails of it if they didn’t already know what they were supposed to see. But I’d been there. Recently. I recognized that brick face, that chain link fence. I knew who the man leaning against the wall with his head tilted back was supposed to be—just like I knew the woman kneeling in front of him with her hands on his thighs.

It hadn’t been a car. It was a camera.

Taking pictures of Tasha and me.

“I guess she’s going after me, too,” Tasha whispered. “What do you think, she’ll claim I bribed you with sex and King Gizzard tickets? Or you think she’ll accuse us of fabricating this whole thing to frame her precious boy?”

My stomach churned. “Tasha, I had no idea…”

“Of course you didn’t.” The officer’s expression turned fierce. “Liz Baines just fucked up, Jack. You know who had that fucking camera, right?”

I nodded. “The same guy who tried to run you down with his car.”

She was already nodding. “This picture right here? This is blackmail. It’s illegal as hell. And Miss Baines just sent it to a fucking officer of the peace.” She grinned without mirth, like a Valkyrie about to charge into battle. “I’m going to find that creep, and then I’m going to use him to nail Elizabeth Baines to the goddamn wall.”

“If you manage to keep your job,” Lakshmi whispered.

Tasha shook her head. “There’s not a man in my department who hasn’t used that alley,” she said. “If any one of them sees that picture, I know what they’ll think. That could have been me. They won’t let me get tossed out on my ass over that. We protect each other.” She shook the phone. “This right here is about to put the fear of God into the whole damn Stillwell Police Department. Oh, that woman has no idea how fucked she is now…”

I hoped she was right.

“If worse comes to worse, I will do whatever I can to protect you,” I promised Tasha. “We’ll find a way out of this. All of us will. I know we didn’t see this coming, but we can get through it together. None of these accusations are a kill-shot on their own; it’s only together that they can really sink us. We pick them off one by one, we can beat this thing…”

I trailed off.

My phone was buzzing.

“Jack?” As I reached for it, Marcie reached for her own pocket. For her phone. “Hang on, I’m getting a message…”

But I was already reading mine.

My eyes scanned the text, jumping from sentence to sentence. When I was done, I read it again, making damn sure I understood every single word. My hands didn’t shake as I put the device back into my pocket, but it was a very near thing.

“Jack?” Yukiko stared at me. “What is it? Who texted you?”

“Miss Baines?” Samantha guessed.

I shook my head. “It’s an automated message from the HR Department at Ramsey Engineering,” I said. It felt like I had a stone sitting on my chest. “Whatever she sent them must have been bad if it got someone from the company out of bed this late…”

“It is,” Marcie whispered. “I got one, too. From Dad.”

My head shot up. Marcie’s father was Daniel Ramsey, my mentor. My boss.

The man who held the keys to my future.

“What did he say?” I asked.

Marcie frowned deeply, the beginnings of tears in her eyes. “Jack,” she whispered, sounding almost like a scared girl, “I think we’re in a lot of trouble…”

END OF PART FIVE

Finished With This Hot Read? Here's Some Other Books You Might Be Interested In… 

If you enjoyed this story, why not check out some other hot titles in my catalog? 

Augmenting: The Magic Glasses

The Magic Glasses 


When he finds a pair of glasses capable of changing reality to suit the user's whim, Stephen turns his shy girlfriend into an uninhibited bimbo, then changes every woman he meets into his wet, fertile playthings! 

Return of The Magic Glasses 


When he finds a mysterious package waiting for him on his steps, Spencer has no idea his life is about to change forever! Inside is a pair of MasterTech glasses, a secret prototype able to change the world to suit the user's whim, given to him by the company's founder because of his love of turning women into submissive hypnotized playthings! Soon Spencer is changing everyone from his next-door neighbor to his teachers to the naughty cougar across the street into his harem of uninhibited bimbos, fulfilling all his darkest erotic fantasies - but how many women can Spencer keep under his control? 

Tales of the Magic Glasses 


With the MasterTech glasses out in the wild, available to anyone with a credit card and an internet connection, people from all walks of life are discovering the joy and the power of dominating women and turning them into their twisted sexual fantasies! Whether they're taking the sexy cougar next door for a ride, getting revenge on their bratty cheerleader ex or even fulfilling their fertile, taboo fantasies, the protagonists of these five HOT erotic stories have one thing in common...they love using hypnosis to control their women's every desire! 

Family of the Magic Glasses 


Frustrated Randall has always dreamed of having the power to hypnotize and dominate the women in his life, but has never had the chance to become the alpha male stud he was always born to be. But because of his love of hypnosis and his naughty desires about the women he's known all his life, Randall has been chosen to beta-test MasterTech's latest invention - a program that turns the phones and tablets the women around him use into portable hypnosis machines! 

Cheat Code 

Cheat Code: Volume One 

Ordinary guy Parker has always dreamed of being the hero, saving the world and getting the girl. But in his humdrum life, exerting those fantasies of control and dominance over the women in his life seems like nothing more than a pipe dream. Until he finds a strange prototype video game console buried under years of dust - and soon discovers its cheat codes work in the real world! 

Soon everyone is giving Parker the respect and devotion he deserves - from the geeky goddess who frequents his store to the bratty waitress who makes fun of him for being a nerd. Parker even buys a new house, then turns the realtor into his submissive bimbo fantasy! But when a second player enters the game, is it the end of Parker's erotic adventures...or just the beginning? 


Roommate Control 

Roommate Control: A Novel 

For most guys, sharing a townhouse on campus with two hot babes would be too much to handle, but Craig doesn't think of it that way. Even though he's fantasized about both bubbly cheerleaderCasey and buxom science nerd Alexa, he doesn't consider them anything other than friends - it's not like they would go out with an average dude like him, anyway. 

But when Casey asks him to hypnotize her, everything changes. Soon this not-so-innocent maneater is ditching her football boyfriend, hanging out around the house, and wearing practically nothingwhenever she's around Craig. And when she convinces Alexa to try out the same hypnotic relaxation techniques, Craig finds himself inside of his perfect mind control fantasy! 

But his roommates are harboring a dark secret: one that will test their bonds and strain them to the breaking point. It's up to Craig to use the power of hypnosis to heal the rift between his naughty roommates - and turn the house into his hypno harem! 

Collecting the five-volume Roommate Control series into a 125-page erotic novel, Roommate Control has the scenarios, the submission and the heat to keep you turning pages long into the night! 


Roommate Corruption 

Roommate Corruption: An Erotic Hypnosis Novella 

Things have been going well for Craig. Ever since he decided to use his knowledge of hypnosis to turn his roommate on, his life has become a non-stop sexual thrill ride. Alexa is busty, nerdy, and willing to do anything to please him. 

But Craig wants more than a girlfriend - he wants a companion. Someone who loves hypnosis the way he does, who wants nothing more than to help him turn their house into a harem of wet, submissive babes. When Alexa agrees to be hypnotized to spice things up in the bedroom, it gives Craig the perfect opportunity to slip a few triggers into her mind. Soon Craig and Alexa are inviting all their friends over, playing hypnotic party games, and turning all the women in their lives into slutty, bimbo whores! 

But Alexa is in constant turmoil: the battle between the good girl she used to be and the naughty, hypnosis-loving mistress she's become is tearing her mind apart! Will Craig give up his dream of having a perfect, corrupted hypnotic partner to share his dominance with? Or will he push hypnosis to new, shocking limits? 

Roommate Corruption is a stand-alone novella that also functions as a sequel to Roommate Control. It can be read on its own, or as a companion to the previous series. 


The Demon Prince 

Owning the Bully: The Demon Prince Part One 

Vance has a list. 

On it are the names of five girls - the five members of the Demons, the hottest and most exclusive social clique on campus. A cross between a sorority and a secret society, they rule the school with an iron fist. Those who cross them get destroyed: socially ruined, embarrassing secrets posted online, expelled. 

Vance wishes he knew what he did to piss them off. Ever since he got to college, they've been making his life a living hell - dubbing him "Virgin Vance" and making sure no girl on campus will go out with him. He's on the verge of dropping out when a chance encounter with a mysterious figure leaves him with a power he doesn't understand - the ability to influence minds! With his new abilities, he'll turn the Demons from his tormentors into his bimbo sluts, one after the other: but when it's one guy against the five most dangerous girls on campus, can Vance truly prevail? 


Free Use Bimbos 

Free Use Bimbos: The Complete Series 

The plague changed everything. 

Thirty years ago, it tore through America, stealing the most important thing women had: their fertility. With the population dropping to unsustainable levels, the government enacted a controversial plan called the AFTER Act to restore the population. 

Kate was an ordinary girl: until she came of age and began the AFTER Act's breeding program. Given chemical treatments that turbo-boost her fertility, decrease her inhibitions and turn her into a gorgeous blonde bimbo, its her patriotic duty to let every fertile man take her whenever and wherever they want! Kate was afraid, but with the bimbo chemicals singing in her bloodstream, all she can think about is being used by powerful men day and night! 

Desmond is Kate's boyfriend - or at least he was, until a few days ago. Des loves Kate, and she loves him, and both want to try and keep their relationship going, even though it's considered forbidden by the government. But overnight, Desmond's school has been transformed into a harem of fertile bimbos, begging for the seed of the most virile men - and Desmond's is the most powerful of all! 

Can these two keep their relationship alive in a world where women's fertility is a winner take all competition? Will Kate end up Desmond's girlfriend, or the queen of his bimbo harem? 

Compiling all three of the Free Use Bimbos stories into one erotic novella, this bundle follows Kate and Des's ups and downs as they go from boyfriend and girlfriend to king and queen of their school's bimbo breeding program, and contains every conceivable combination of mf, ff, and mff scenes!
  


The Corrupter 

The Corrupter: The Complete Twisted Hypnotic Fantasy 

Neil has always had a special gift: the ability to enter the minds of those around him, to stoke their emotions and convince them of things without really trying. He's used these abilities in the past tocorrupt good girls into naughty sluts, but he's now decided to use these powers to prove the Theory: a series of questions concerning what can and can't be done through hypnosis. Whether he's turning a goody two-shoes church girl into a nasty nymphomaniac, talking the star of the college volleyball squad to drop out in favor of a career in porn, or convincing a powerful female CEO to embrace a life of drug abuse and prostitution, Neil pushes the limits of hypnosis and the human psyche - creating three truly twisted tales that will stay with you long after the last page! 
  


About the Author 

Neil Bimbeau was born in Canada, and lives on the East Coast of the United States. 

OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Chapter One


    		Chapter Two


    		Chapter Three


    		Chapter Four


    		Chapter Five


    		Chapter Six


    		Chapter Seven


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Table of Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107






OEBPS/image_rsrc16H.jpg
NEll. BIMBEAV

AN UN(ONVENTIONALROMANGE





