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Pledged to Him Book One




Chapter One




“You’re kidding me,” I said. “This is ludicrous.”

“Look, I know it sounds insane.” Daniel Ramsey, the man I’d considered less of a boss than a father figure for the last fifteen years, sat back in his chair and made a steeple of his fingers on the desk. “Believe me, this didn’t originate from my corner of the business, Jack. If it were up to me, this wouldn’t be a problem.”

“It’s such a small thing, though,” I said, shaking my head. “I mean, hell — it was twenty years ago. What difference does it make now, when I’ve done so much for the company since then?”

His smile looked more like a grimace, which should have tipped me off the moment he’d called me into the office and had me sit down for an ‘emergency meeting’. This wasn’t good. Not at all.

Outside the glass walls of Daniel’s office, the business of the company continued apace. Several mid-level employees who were friends with me cast sympathetic looks as they walked by; news of this meeting had already spread through the organization. I knew it was all well-meaning, but considering the circumstances, I couldn’t help but view it as a stab in the back.

I came to work for Daniel’s company after a freak accident robbed me of everything I’d built my life around over my first twenty-five years on this earth. He was an old friend of my father’s, and when he saw the state I was in at the funeral, he offered me a job out on the East Coast with his engineering firm. I’d been too distraught at the time to take it, but as the weeks went by and the big house in Montana I’d shared with Lauren felt more and more lonely, I called him up.

That was fifteen years ago. In the proceeding time, I’d become a major workaholic and a linchpin of the entire organization. We’d built the equipment that sent a mission to the International Space Station, and it was me who they’d called to fix the situation remotely when one of the solar panels on the satellite got flipped ninety degrees out of joint. I’d earned a reputation for being the guy who got the job done, who stayed up late and got up early and rarely if ever took a day off. For the last five years, it was assumed by everyone in the company that I would take over when Daniel retired — last spring, he’d announced he was leaving in twelve months. “Taking some time to work on my golf swing,” he’d put it.

And now this.

“Commonwealth of Massachusetts College,” Daniel said, the ghost of a smile flickering across his face. “That’s where you went to school, wasn’t it, Jack? Before you came to work for me, that is?”

It was.

“Look, I didn’t do it on purpose,” I said, suddenly defensive. “Lauren, she… everything was all messed up back then. After the crash, I…”

Daniel held up a hand. “I’m not blaming you, son. The last thing you were thinking of when Lauren’s plane went down was finishing out your college career. To be perfectly honest, I should have noticed this myself years ago. We should have corrected this error before it ever got to this point.”

I swallowed hard.

“I was just as blinded as you were,” he continued. “I loved Lauren — the whole family did. I still miss her, Jack.”

“Me too,” I said. It was the truest thing I could say. “Every day.”

A few days ago, as part of the onboarding process for the turnover in the spring, our company’s Board performed a routine background check on one Jackson Avery, second-in-command to the CEO. Meaning me. They didn’t find anything they weren’t expecting to — no arrests, no drunk driving, not even a speeding ticket in the last ten years.

What shocked them was what they didn’t find.

My degree.

“I don’t give a shit that you didn’t finish college,” my mentor rumbled. “As far as I’m concerned, Jack, the Board’s findings are bullshit. And if you want me to go to the mat for you on this, son, I will. I honestly don’t think this company will last for very long if you’re not at the helm when I finally pass over the reins.”

“Thanks,” I said, “I appreciate it. I might ask you to do just that, actually…”

A sly look entered my mentor’s face. Over the years, I’d learned to expect the unexpected when Daniel Ramsey got that look in his eyes. It normally corresponded with a sudden decision that changed the fabric of our business — one that appeared incredibly risky at the time, but with the benefit of hindsight, looked brilliant. “It’s an undeniable fact, though, that you were hired to work for this company under false pretenses,” he said slowly. “An engineering degree is required to work here, Jack — even for an entry-level position. And the Board damn sure believes the CEO should have a diploma from a reputable institution hanging up in his office.”

I glanced up at my mentor’s. His was from MIT — he’d always been a show-off. And way richer than most of the family.

“And it’s only… what, twelve credits?” Daniel chuckled. “That’s four classes, son. One semester could get you over the finish line. Something tells me you could do that standing on your head.”

I blinked. What the hell was he trying to say?

“It was twenty years ago,” I repeated. “I’m not the same person that I was back in college⁠—”

“No, you’re a hell of a lot smarter now,” Daniel said, looking me up and down. “And, frankly, you’re much healthier. You’re in better shape than you were back in college. Hell, you probably wouldn’t even need the free bus pass — didn’t I see a McLaren in your parking spot the other day?”

I wasn’t about to listen to him pick apart my automotive decisions. “That car’s the only thing I’ve splurged on in the last ten years,” I shot back.

“I’m not judging you,” my mentor said. “I’m saying you’ll be able to handle it, Jack. That it wouldn’t be a problem for you to, say… go back and finish your degree. Considering how hard you’ve been working for this company, it’d be a change of pace. Maybe almost a vacation?”

I ran my fingers through my hair. My scalp was starting to tingle, and I got the distinct impression that some of the people walking past Daniel’s office were staring at me. I’d never been less of a fan of the company’s ‘open door policy’ than I was at that moment.

“You’ve talked about this with the Board, haven’t you?” I said.

To his credit, he didn’t bother bullshitting me about it. “I have spoken with them, yes,” he said. “We’ve worked out a plan to tackle this issue going forward.”

An issue. I was an issue?

“This isn’t fair,” I protested. “I built this company for you, Uncle Daniel. We would have never gotten the contracts with Boeing and SpaceX if I didn’t work around the clock making sure our solutions were up to snuff⁠—”

“Christ, you think I don’t know that!?”

Daniel rarely raised his voice; in all the time I’d been working for him, I’d only seen him do it once or twice. The effect was devastating.

He leaned forward, took off his glasses and rubbed his sinuses. “Son, you’re not seeing the big picture,” Daniel said. He looked tired — and, I realized with a shock, old. Even if he hadn’t been planning to retire at the end of the fiscal year, it would only be a matter of time before he’d be forced to hand over the day to day operation of the business to someone else.

It chilled me. I needed to be ready. I needed to be the one who proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that I was ready for the big chair.

“Alright,” I said, forcing my pulse to slow down. “Then explain it to me.”

Daniel nodded. “How about a drink?”

Today was truly a day for firsts. Daniel had a drink cart in the corner of his office: a dusty, gaudy monstrosity that looked like it had been salvaged from that TV show about Madison Avenue advertising executives — but to my knowledge, he’d never actually used it.

“Sure,” I said. “Why the hell not?”

Daniel rose from behind his desk with another one of those grimace-grins and went to the cart. He grabbed a bottle of whiskey that was almost as old as I was and poured us both a glass. “I don’t have any ice,” he said, setting the tumbler in front of me. “But I think you’ll find you don’t need any.”

He was right. The amber liquid went down smooth; the bite I’d associated with the cheap stuff I drank in college simply wasn’t there.

Hell. I was thinking about college again.

Daniel took a sip, then stared at me. “I mentioned vacations a minute ago,” he said, drumming his fingers on the table. “When was the last time you took one?”

The question caught me flat-footed. “I don’t know. Last year?”

Daniel smacked his lips. “Wrong-o. I had HR pull your records. Outside of an occasional sick day, you haven’t taken time off in the last ten years.”

I did a double take. Ten years? Had it really been that long?

“You didn’t even realize,” Daniel said. “This is what I’m talking about, son. You work, and you work, and you don’t do anything else.” He paused, as if deciding how far he wanted to go with this, and then pushed a little further. “A man’s got to have a family, Jack.”

Suddenly everything went cold. “I had a family,” I said, gripping the glass of whisky very tightly. “Lauren⁠—”

“Lauren was fifteen years ago,” Daniel whispered, leaning forward. “Look, I love you, Daniel. I never had any boys of my own — just my Marcie. So I think of you as the son I never had.” His lips formed a tight little line. “So what I’m going to tell you is the same thing I’d tell one of my boys. You cannot spend the rest of your life beating yourself up over this. Eventually, you have to move on.”

I couldn’t meet his eye. Both of us were on the verge of tears.

“And,” Daniel said, clearing his throat and changing the subject. “You need a vacation, son. You know it, I know it — hell, even the damn Board knows it.”

Finish my degree. Uncle Daniel was right; it probably wouldn’t even be hard. I had nearly two decades of experience in actual, practical engineering — the theoretical problems they threw at undergrads wouldn’t provide much of a challenge for me.

But college? Really? At my age?

I’d be the only forty year-old man on campus who wasn’t an employee.

“Look,” I said, letting out a little laugh. “Even if I agreed to this — which I’m not, by the way — there’s no way for me to finish my degree. Commonwealth Massachusetts doesn’t exist any more. It shut down⁠—”

“In the 2008 crash,” Daniel said, sipping his whiskey. “I know. Come on, son. You think I haven’t already figured this out? That I don’t have a plan to make sure my hand-picked successor gets the big chair when I go on my cross-country golf tour?”

I was stunned. “Then where⁠—?”

“Stillwell College,” Daniel said smoothly. “It’s where Marcie goes, and it’s not too far from here. Three or four hours. It’s a little isolated, but you can hop down to Pike’s Point if you ever need to visit a Walmart.”

Marcie was my boss’s daughter, Marcella. She was the apple of his eye; half the picture frames on his desk were of her with her arm around her Dad, flashing a smile so sweet it could give a man a toothache. She was in school to become a nurse. Or a vet. It had something to do with helping people.

Shit, If I didn’t even remember, maybe I did need to quit working so much.

My eyes widened. “They’ll transfer my credits?”

“They already have.” The glint was back in my mentor’s eye. “Marcie and I talked to them earlier this week, while the Board was discussing what to do about your unfortunate lapse in reason.” The way he made air quotes let me know exactly what he thought about their description of the issue. “This is for you, by the way.”

He took a manila folder out of his desk and passed it across the table. Inside of it was a single slip of paper — a schedule of classes. Four of them, to be precise: three about advanced engineering, and the other about something called "history of film techniques.”

“I tried to get them to take that last one off the list for you,” Daniel said with a dismissive look. “Apparently you missed an elective somewhere down the line, and that was all we could get you on such short notice. Marcie says it ought to be a snooze.”

I stared at the schedule, open mouthed. My name was written at the top: Jackson Avery, along with my date of birth and a Student ID number.

“You enrolled me?” I asked, aghast. “You actually agreed with this crazy scheme?”

My mentor’s good humor fell away. In the blink of an eye, he was as serious as I’d ever seen him, giving me the kind of look I’d only ever seen him give our clients. Instantly I knew this was no laughing matter.

“I did.” His fingers were a steeple once more; the whiskey forgotten. “Jack, this is the most important thing in the world to me. The question of who ends up taking over this business when I’m gone… well, I know it can’t be Marcie. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

I couldn’t help but snicker at that. Marcella Ramsey might have been a Daddy’s girl extraordinaire, but she was just about the only person who could stand up to her father’s will. She had him wrapped around her finger instead of the other way around.

“And I don’t trust anybody else,” he said, looking me right in the eye. “I consider you my heir, Jack. You’re the only one who can lead this place into the future. I think you know that, too.”

I did. I wasn’t the most arrogant guy in the world, but I knew what would happen if one of the other executives took over for Daniel after his retirement. They’d have us sold to some military contractor within a year, for a fraction of what we were actually worth.

“So this,” Daniel said, putting a finger on the schedule, “is an order. For the next—” he glanced over at the calendar on the wall, “—five months, the only thing I want you worrying about is making sure you get that degree. I’ll hold down the fort while you’re gone. I’m not that old.”

“But—”

“No buts,” he insisted. “There’s a couple of short-term leases written on the back of that schedule — Marcie scouted out a couple of places near campus that are still looking for tenants. Pick one, and the company will pay for it.”

Wow. That was generous as hell, even by his standards.

“This is… a lot,” I said, a little taken aback by how much my mentor was willing to stick his neck out for me. “But I still don’t understand. Surely I can just take a couple classes online, and knock all this out in a month or two⁠—”

Daniel held up a hand.

“There’s just one other thing I want you to be thinking about,” he said, letting stony silence settle for a few moments before he continued. “This is a personal request from me, Jack. You understand that?”

I nodded. “Sure.”

“I want you to listen to what I’m about to say. And I want you to let it sink in.”

Okay. It must have been really important, if there was all this drama.

When Daniel judged he’d made his point, he continued. “When a man gets to be my age, son, he looks back with a clearer head than he had when he was young. He can see the mistakes he made, the good decisions that carried him along the way — and he can see for the first time what really mattered. What matters, present tense.”

I was listening so far.

“I believe I have figured things out. At least a little,” Daniel admitted. “The most important thing a man leaves behind is his legacy, Jack. His family.”

I might have proven myself to be a great many things since I’d started working at Daniel’s company, but dumb wasn’t one of them. I understood what he was saying. What he’d been hinting at quietly ever since I came to work for him and far more loudly over the last few years.

He didn’t think a single, unmarried man could serve as CEO of this company.

“I don’t know how many times I have to say this,” I whispered, shaking my head.

“Lauren wouldn’t have wanted this,” Daniel said. “You know she wouldn’t have.”

My nostrils flared. “Lauren was married to me,” I said. “Not you. You don’t know the first thing about what she would or wouldn’t have wanted⁠—”

Daniel held up his hands. “Don’t,” he said with a smile. “Just go, okay? Enjoy the vacation, don’t get into trouble, and… you know. Get out a little bit. Put yourself out there. I’m not saying you have to come back to us with a bride, Jack! Just see what happens.”

I bit back my response. As much as he meant to me, Daniel didn’t understand. Nobody did. Losing Lauren wasn’t just a blow — it took everything from me. Even fifteen years later, it hurt. Hurt like hell.

But for his sake, and the company’s, I’d try.

And maybe he was right. Fifteen years was a damned long time to do life alone.

“Well,” I said, taking the sheet, “It sounds like I’ve got my marching orders. Even if I wanted to disobey them, I can tell it wouldn’t go well for me.”

Daniel rose. “You don’t need to disobey them,” he said, giving me the smile that had won over so many recalcitrant clients. “Look at this as an opportunity, Jack. It’s not a punishment. Hell, you’re even going to get paid while you do this.”

The money didn’t matter to me. Fifteen years of hard work with no one to spend it on meant I had one hell of a nest egg saved up. Even after paying for the fancy sports car.

“I’ll do my best,” I told my mentor. “And I’ll keep checking my email, just in case you and the Board come to your senses and change your minds.”

“We won’t,” Daniel said with a smile. “Good luck, Jack. Keep me posted.”

I promised him I would. This all sounded insane to me, but I had to go along with it to get the promotion. And five months wasn’t really all that long of a time to wait.

I had no idea at the time how much those five months would change my life forever.


Chapter Two




Uncle Ramsey was right. The Board did not change their minds.

The notice date of my sabbatical came and went without a single meeting, and to my surprise, I was suddenly a free man. With Daniel running the business until I returned, I had nothing to worry about except for my education.

The process of finding a place to stay turned out to be even easier than I expected. All four of the addresses Marcie scrawled on the back of my class schedule had virtual tours on their websites. I liked the second one best, so I called them and said I was interested. They promptly told me the company had already taken care of everything, and all I had to do was show up.

I was tempted to rent out my apartment in the city for the five months, but the thought of someone else brushing their teeth in my sink and sleeping in my bed wigged me out too much. I didn’t really need the money, either.

So it was that I packed everything I thought I’d need into my fancy McLaren sports car, threw on a pair of sunglasses and an old Blue Oyster Cult playlist and drove to the middle of nowhere, New England — home of Stillwell College.

I was halfway there when my phone rang.

I won’t lie, there was a part of me that was hoping that it was Uncle Ramsey or the Board, telling me to turn back around and come to work. But it wasn’t. It was my boss’s daughter, Marcella.

Marcie.

“So I heard you’re joining the cool kids this fall?” she asked.

I rolled my eyes, then kept them on the road. “Yeah,” I said. “Some spoiled kid signed me up for a bunch of classes I ought to have taken fifteen years ago.”

I could hear Marcie scoff through the dashboard speaker. “Hey, you’re lucky I was able to get you those classes on such short notice!” she said, sounding like she was laughing. “I had to pull some serious strings to get you enrolled this close to the start of the semester!”

In the background of her call, I could hear enough voices to make me wonder if she was at a party. At this time of the day, though?

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful,” I told her, meaning it. Marcie had nothing to do with any of this — it wasn’t her decision to send me back to school after fifteen years in the working world. She was just trying to help me make the most of it. “History of Film Techniques, though?”

Marcie chuckled. “Oh, that one’s easy. Plus, you’re taking it alongside the smartest girl at Stillwell College.”

Her tone told me I had three guesses, and the first two didn’t count. “You?”

“Bingo!” A sizzle of static trickled down the line, and I could hear Marcie moving. “Oops, sorry! One second, I’m just taking this…!”

“Marcie?” I frowned as I cut around a slow-moving vehicle in the left lane. The driver wasn’t paying attention — he looked like some punk kid, more interested in the cheerleader he had in the passenger seat than the rules of the road. “Everything okay over there, honey?”

“Yeah, Jack, I’m fine. I’m just at a thing.”

I glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “A thing? At ten o’clock in the morning?”

Marcie paused. There was a guilty tone in her voice when she spoke next. “I’m at rush,” she admitted.

“Didn’t they break up? I thought the drummer died.”

I could hear her rolling her eyes. “Not the band, Jack. The week before classes start is when all the frats and sororities at Stillwell do recruiting. I’m interested in joining Delta Rho.”

Huh. “Delta Rho,” I repeated, tasting the unfamiliar syllables. It had been a long time since I’d spoken in greek letters. Lauren hadn’t been a sorority girl — neither of us had anything to do with frats back in college. “Are they all about partying?”

“Why?” Marcie asked, and there was a hint of challenge in her voice. “Are you going to go running to my Dad?”

The thought hadn’t even occurred to me. “Why no, Marcie. You’re a grown-ass, twenty-year-old woman. I kind of figured being in college meant you could make your own decisions.”

“Good,” Marcie said. “Dad doesn’t like the idea of me being in a sorority. He tells me I need to concentrate on my studies.”

I couldn’t help but snicker. “He tells me the same thing, too.”

She laughed. “So you get it,” she said. “He needs to just chill out. Delta Rho does, like, a ton of good stuff for the community. They started the annual canned food drive, and it was Delta Rho girls who put up those handicapped ramps that all the churches in Pike’s Point have now.”

“Sounds downright charitable,” I said. “I bet their sorority house is as quiet as a convent.”

“Yeah, they play hard,” Marcie admitted. “But they work hard, too. They’re exactly who I want to be, Jack.” She paused, and I could practically feel her getting nervous. “You really won’t tell my Dad about it, will you?”

Me? Rat on the boss’s daughter?

Not after everything she’d done for me.

“It wouldn’t come from me,” I said. “Scout’s honor.”

Marcie paused. “I don’t believe you ever were a Boy Scout, Jack.”

“No,” I said. “But I’m apparently about to become a college student.”

“Oh!” I could hear Marcie do a double take on her end of the line. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about. You’ve found a place to stay already, yeah? One of the townhouses I put on the back of your class schedule?”

I nodded, then remembered this wasn’t a video call. “Yeah. I’m on my way there now, actually. Got all my stuff for the next five months to move in.”

“Great,” Marcie said. “Do you want to have brunch tomorrow?”

I blinked. Tomorrow was Sunday. Classes were supposed to start on Tuesday — it would have been Monday, except Monday was apparently some obscure holiday only celebrated by particularly morose New Englanders. So I had a little downtime before I was supposed to officially restart my academic career.

Hell. Daniel told me to have some fun, didn’t he?

“I don’t see why not,” I said, keeping both hands on the steering wheel. “Maybe you can show me around Stillwell.”

“That would be awesome,” Marcie said. “There’s this really cool place by the river, right next to the canal walk — they’ve got killer omelettes and bottomless mimosas. They’re called Gabrielle’s.”

“I’ll look them up,” I promised Marcie. “Maybe I’ll throw a housewarming party or something after this week.”

“Killer. Alright, listen, I’ve got to go. The current sisters are all arriving now. I’ve got to get presentable.”

Sisters? Something about the way she said it made it sound like she was talking about women in a coven, instead of students in a Greek organization. I was probably just being paranoid. It had been a long time since I’d last set foot on a college campus.

“Sure, sure,” I said. “Good luck with Delta Rho.”

“Good luck with classes!” Marcie said. “And if you need to crib off my notes in that film class, Jack, I really won’t mind…”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, wishing her well.

She hung up.

The mention of Rush made me think of prog rock, so I switched my Spotify over as I drove. The rest of the ride to Stillwell passed without incident, save for the fact that traffic got pretty bad about forty-five minutes out from the town limits. I stopped for gas and a quick restroom break, bought a coffee, and found that the congestion had cleared by the time I returned.

Stillwell was the quintessential quiet college town. Uncle Ramsey was right; if I wanted to visit a big box store, I was going to need to drive a good half hour at least to a bigger city. As I made my way down the main thoroughfare, traveling a little below the speed limit to get a good look around, I saw plenty of college bars and little artisanal Mom and Pop shops. But other than a McDonalds sitting at the corner of the town’s two main roads and a grocery store with the logo of a regional chain, there was almost nothing of the corporate world anywhere.

It was like I’d slipped backwards in time.

Maybe that’s how I should think of it, I told myself, easing the McLaren through a crosswalk. Like I’ve stepped into a time machine and I’m back in my college days. I’ve got a second chance to live them all again, and do all the things I wish I’d done when I had the chance…

Maybe. Except I had a hell of a lot more gray in my hair now. And back then, I’d only cared about doing stupid stuff to impress a single girl — Lauren.

Uncle Ramsey was right about one thing, though. I do look better now.

Back then, I’d been handsome enough but a bit chubby. I’d thrown shot put in high school on the track team, and the muscles I’d brought with me to Mass Commonwealth definitely gave me a few appraising looks from the fairer sex. But by the time I met Lauren, I’d fallen out of the habit of lifting weights and into fast food and video games.

Fifteen years of hard work later and I never missed a workout. It wasn’t bragging to say I was in the best shape of my life. Even with the extra fifteen years.

I was definitely getting more looks this time around. Just driving through campus, I caught people stopping and staring. I flattered myself to think it was me, but it was probably just the MacLaren. It wasn’t one of the million-dollar varieties — I wasn’t that much of an asshole — but it was definitely one souped-up sports car. With how hard I worked, I’d decided I deserved it.

At the next intersection, a perky blonde tugged down her sunglasses to stare at me as I waited at a red light. When I pulled away, she winked at me.

Hell, I thought, the compliment going right to my dick. Maybe this won’t be all bad…

I made it to my new apartment building shortly after noon. At this time of the day the parking lot was nearly empty, with the spot nearest the door taken up by the largest SUV I’d ever seen. As I pulled in and cut the engine, the driver’s side door opened and a woman in leggings and an athletic top hopped out.

Damn, I thought, glancing at her for a second. What a babe. She must be here to use the gym…

As I stepped out of the car, the woman waved to me. “Mr. Avery?”

I did a double take. Did I know this girl?

She extended a well-manicured hand with perfect white nails. “Maria Alvarez,” she said, flashing a smile that belonged on a magazine cover. “We spoke over the phone. I have your keys?”

Oh! Suddenly I was putting a face to the voice. “That’s right,” I said, giving her hand a shake. “You’re the one I spoke to about the condo.”

I hadn’t realized she was such a beauty. Though she was dressed as casually as could be, Maria wore her athletic duds like they were high fashion. Her leggings hugged her round ass like a second skin, and her top was cut so low in the front that a man would have had to be a monk not to sneak a glance every now and then. Her skin was the color of coffee with just the right amount of cream in it, and her hair flowed down her back in shimmering ringlets that must have taken ages to get just right.

“That’s right — I handle all of the rentals in this building,” she said, looking up at the windows with pride. “Sorry I look like such a mess. I didn’t realize you were coming in so soon — I had to drive over straight from the gym!”

What were you doing at the gym? I wondered, taking in her perfect coiffure and undisturbed makeup. You don’t have a single hair out of place.

I didn’t ask. Women were entitled to their secrets.

“Let me show you around the facility,” the Latina said brightly. “You’re going to love this building, Mr. Avery. The amenities are out of this world…”

Maria wasn’t lying. In addition to the indoor pool and the gym so nice it made me wonder why she had to go somewhere else to take care of her morning workouts, the condo complex had a coffee bar for the residents down in the lobby. Both Maria and I poured ourselves a cup before we headed upstairs, and I could personally verify it was one of the nicest-tasting brews I’d ever had. I wouldn’t need to blow any money on a Keurig once I moved in.

The condo complex stood six stories tall; my apartment was on the fifth. “I tried to get you a penthouse suite, but none were available in this building,” Maria said with just a hint of remorse. “But I think you’re going to be very happy with what we’ve set up for you, Mr. Avery…”

Again, Maria Alvarez knew just what she was talking about. My apartment was fully furnished, all black and chrome, with a massive balcony jutting off from the kitchen to give me a view of the entire town. The place looked like a movie set, and to say I was impressed with it would have been a major understatement.

Maria insisted on giving me the guided tour. “The bathroom has a rainforest shower,” she said with a little smile. “I know a lot of people have an issue with those being a little weak sometimes, but trust me — the water pressure in this place is awesome.”

I couldn’t help but wonder how she knew that.

Once she’d shown me the whole apartment, we walked back to the living room.

“You’re here for the next five months, right? Doing something for your company?”

I considered how much to tell this woman. On the one hand, she was just the rental agent — but on the other, I didn’t like hiding things from people. Even ones I’d just met.

In the end, I decided to split the difference. “We’re partnering with Stillwell College,” I explained, which technically wasn’t even a lie. “It’s purely short-term; just until the end of the semester.”

Maria nodded like that made perfect sense. “Of course. Stillwell is the center of this town. I’ll be interested to see what you come up with. What kind of industry did you say you were in?”

“Engineering,” I told her. “I’m an egghead.”

To my surprise, she laughed.

The two of us made small talk for a bit, then Maria headed for the door. “Listen, if you need anything at all, Mr. Avery, please don’t hesitate to give me a call. I want you to feel like I’m here for you, day or night.”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” I said. I felt certain she was just being polite: she probably buttered up all of her customers like this. “But thank you⁠—“

A strange smile flickered across the rental agent’s face.

“Here,” she said, sliding her purse off of her shoulder and rummaging through it. “This is my card. If you find that you need anything — and I do mean anything — just dial me.”

Interesting. “Sure,” I said, taking the card. “I’ll definitely keep that in mind. Thank you, Mrs. Alvarez.”

“Miss,” she corrected. The look in her eyes made me think of the woman who’d been checking me out at the stoplight. “And considering how much your company is paying for a five month rental, I should be thanking you, Mr. Avery. Please keep in touch.”

After giving Maria another few promises that I would, she left me. Alone in my new apartment, in a college town where I stuck out like a sore thumb.

An older, wealthier sore thumb.

I walked back into the living room. My half-finished cup of coffee sat cooling on the table; I picked it up and went over to the very nice balcony Maria had been sure to point out to me earlier. I’d finish it outside.

As soon as I opened the glass door, the sounds of the town washed over me. Conversations from the street, the engines of cars, the shriek of a seagull who’d wandered far afield from the nearby beach. At the end of the street, a small group of people lined up outside of a local delicatessen — I made a mental note to check it out, the next time I was hungry for a bite.

Maybe this won’t be so bad, I told myself, sipping my coffee as I looked out over the Stillwell skyline. It’s a cute apartment. A cute town. A cute realtor…

From my window, I saw Maria sashay her way across the parking lot. She didn’t look up as she climbed into her SUV and pulled out of the lot, whistling to herself. She wore an expression on her face like she was awfully pleased with herself, and it made me wonder…

No, I thought, chuckling. No, I thought, chuckling. Come on, Jack. She’s what, twenty-five? Practically young enough to be your daughter. Young women don’t go for guys like that. They don’t chase guys like that.

Looking back on it much later, I’d chuckle at how much I still had to learn about the fairer sex and what sorts of things they desired. But for now, none of that weighed on my mind. Instead, as I sipped the last of the excellent coffee Maria and I had shared in the lobby of my new apartment building, I reached into my jacket and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

It wasn’t the original sheet; I carried a Xeroxed copy I’d been given right after I left my meeting with my boss. I also had a PDF in my email in case I misplaced this hard copy, but I knew that wasn’t necessary — I wouldn’t lose it. To be perfectly honest, I’d pretty much memorized it by now.

Jackson Avery, the top said, along with a Student ID that didn’t match the one I’d had back in college. Four classes; three in Engineering, one about the history of film techniques. All of them probably an absolute snooze.

Having Marcie there might make it bearable, though, I thought, snickering. The office was never a more fun or interesting place than when Marcella Ramsey showed up at ‘Take Your Daughter To Work Day’.

The sun dipped lower on the horizon. Traffic had begun to balloon; soon would come rush hour, when the streets of Stillwell were at their busiest. After that, the small college town would truly come alive.

The last weekend before classes started. All the students, all the beer, and none of the responsibilities. Not yet.

I shook my head, thinking about it. And smiled.

“I can do this,” I said, whispering it as I looked over the town. “Four classes. Five months. You can do this standing on your head, Jack.”

I knew I could. And I was going to do it.

Maybe I’d even manage to have a little fun along the way.


Chapter Three




I’d been passed out on the couch for God only knew how long when my phone rang.

I jerked awake, snorting as I stumbled out of a dream about Lauren. For a moment I was back there, twenty years ago, and the living room ceiling of the apartment I saw when I opened my eyes was as unfamiliar to me as the contours of some planet floating through space.

Then everything clicked, and I was back in the present.

I’d been too exhausted from my drive to Stillwell to walk down to the delicatessen or to go grocery shopping. A half-eaten pizza lay on the coffee table in front of me, along with a mostly polished off two liter of zero-sugar soda. The cable hadn’t been hooked up yet, but the TV had a few built-in channels — an old black and white movie played on the screen. It showed a bunch of people in a lifeboat, half of whom were trying to shove a guy overboard. The other half were trying desperately to save him.

No wonder I dreamt about Lauren, I thought with a shudder. Then the dream faded.

“Shit,” I whispered, putting my feet back on the floor. “Passed out on the couch with pizza and soda. Guess I’m already getting into the mindset of a college student…”

I glanced out the window as I fished around in the couch cushions for my cell phone. Night had fallen over Stillwell, and the skyline sparkled with a thousand tiny lights. The big glass door to my balcony muffled the sound, but I knew if I went over and opened it I’d hear cars, fights, parties. A college town, alive now that the sun was down.

I found my cell phone. When I saw the name on the screen, a spike of anxiety erupted in my guts. Marcie?

What did Marcella Ramsey want from me at this hour?

I put the phone to my ear. “Hello? Marcie? Everything alright?”

The roar of a crowd crackled through the line. Underneath of it, I could hear a shuffling, bouncing bassline — if I concentrated, I almost thought I could hear that same bassline somewhere in the distance. A party?

Marcie said she was pledging that sorority, I reminded myself. Delta Rho. That’s where she probably was, at the sorority house. The one I’d joked was as quiet as a convent.

“Hello? Hey?” I still held the phone against my ear, but I’d already begun to relax. This was clearly a butt dial. I must have been the last person Marcie talked to over the phone, and she’d hit the call button by accident while sitting down or walking around at the party. Everything was fine.

“Hey Marcie,” I said, knowing my words would never carry over the noise of the crowd. “It’s me, Jack. I don’t know if this is going to go to voicemail or something like that, but I think you called me when you didn’t mean to⁠—”

The sound of the crowd quieted. The noise shifted, and I could hear the phone being lifted to someone’s ear.

“Hello? Marcie?”

Someone laughed. “Yo man, who is this?”

I blinked. That was not Marcie. Did someone steal her phone?

“This is Jackson Avery,” I growled, my hackles rising. There was no reason for me to suddenly be on my guard, yet there was something about the voice on the other end of the line I did not like. It sounded young, and not particularly sober. “I got a call from this number from Marcella Ramsey.”

Laughter in the background. Someone else yelled, “who is that?”

“Dude, I think it’s her dad,” the first speaker said. Yeah, definitely not sober. About the furthest thing from it, in fact. “What the fuck?”

Suddenly my hackles did more than just rise. “This is not her father, but it’s someone who cares quite a lot about Marcie,” I grunted, rising from the couch. “If you’ve stolen her phone, I suggest you give it back⁠—”

“Man, chill! Marcie’s cool.” The laughter took on a darker tone. “What are you, like, her sugar daddy or something?”

My brows shot straight to my hairline. “Excuse me!?”

“Yo, hang up the phone!” The other voice was coming closer. “Get her drink, man!”

Her drink!? Ice shot through my veins.

“Listen to me, son,” I said, my tone as cold as stone. “You’re going to hand this phone to Marcie right now. Otherwise, things are going to go very badly for you⁠—”

The man — a boy, really — on the other end of the line chuckled. “Relax, gramps,” he said, sounding sleazier than every yacht rock hit from the 1970’s put together. “Marcie’s in good hands, alright? We’re gonna take really good care of her!”

I’d heard just about enough. “You put her on the phone right now⁠—”

Too late. The line crackled and went dead.

What the hell? What the absolute hell?

I was out of the living room and into my bedroom in the blink of an eye. I hadn’t unpacked yet, but my suitcase sat at the foot of the bed, open and unzipped. Clothes peeked out from the pockets, and the keys to my car sat on top.

Every cell in my body wanted to believe I hadn’t heard what I’d just heard. The thought of interrupting Marcie in the middle of a social event — especially one that mattered as much to her as the rush mixer for Delta Rho — was completely antithetical to the kind of person I was. I didn’t involve myself in unnecessary drama: I did my work, minded my own business, and focused on excelling.

But those words kept ringing in my ears. Get her drink. Get. Her. Drink.

Those were the kinds of words nightmares were made of.

As I grabbed my keys, I thumbed Marcie’s number into my phone. It rang once and then went straight to voicemail, which unfortunately was exactly what I’d expected. Either the jackasses at the party had switched Marcie’s phone completely off, or they’d somehow blocked incoming calls.

That was bad. Really bad.

Maybe I was making a terrible mistake, but I couldn’t hear a thing like that and then go on with the rest of my night like nothing had happened. If nothing else, I cared way too much about the Ramseys to let something happen to Marcella.

Besides, I thought, I’m a student at Stillwell now. Right? That meant I had the right to show up at keg parties — even ones thrown by the most exclusive sorority on campus.

Maybe especially those ones.

As I made my way down the stairs to the parking lot, something else occurred to me. I had no idea where the Delta Rho sorority house was located. A quick search of Google Maps for ‘Delta Rho house’ showed me nothing — the address must have been filed as something else on campus. Shit.

I could follow the bassline, maybe. But I’d probably get lost along the way. Besides, I needed to get there as fast as possible — Marcie could be downing her spiked drink while I sat there fucking around with my phone. I needed that address!

I didn’t know where Delta Rho’s sorority house was.

But, I realized, I knew someone who did.

A click from my keyfob unlocked the McLaren. As I climbed inside, I fished out the business card I’d slipped into my wallet, hearing smooth words in my head as I did. The college is the center of Stillwell, after all…

She answered on the second ring. From the noise in the background I could tell she was out and about, too, though nowhere near a frat party.

“Mr. Avery?” Maria Alvarez asked. “Is everything alright? Is something wrong with the apartment⁠—”

“Everything’s great,” I said, gunning the engine. “Listen, I need your help. It’s an emergency.”

Say this for Maria — the moment she heard that tone in my voice, she knew I meant business. She snapped to attention like a soldier on the battlefield.

“What do you need, Mr. Avery?” No hesitation. I liked that about her.

The headlights kicked on, illuminating a pair of students with ice cream cones walking next to the parking lot. One of them let out a yelp and raced away, dragging the other alongside them.

“I need the address for the Delta Rho sorority house,” I said, switching the phone to speaker. The GPS app showed a tiny scale map of Stillwell, with a spot to type in my destination along the top.

The request caught her off-guard. “The Delta Rho house?” Maria asked. “Jack, whatever do you need that for⁠—?”

“I’ll explain it to you later,” I said, the words coming out harsher than I’d intended. “Promise. This really is an emergency, Maria.”

Miss Alvarez was as good as her word. “It’s 115 State Street,” she said, reciting it like she’d pulled it right off of the top of her head. “One block down from the Business School building. You can’t miss it; they have their Greek letters on a banner over the main entrance.”

I already had the address in the GPS. It beeped and let me know I had a five minute drive ahead of me to reach my destination. Good.

“Thank you, Maria,” I told her, meaning it. “You might have saved someone’s life tonight. I promise I’ll explain all of this the next time we talk.”

“You’d better,” she said. The background noise quieted on her end of the line; she must have gone somewhere she wouldn’t be overheard. “If you’re saving someone’s life, I want to hear all about it. Maybe over coffee?”

“I’ll buy the cup,” I promised.

We hung up, and I pulled out of the parking lot. I’ll be there soon, Marcie, I promised, both hands gripping the steering wheel. Just hang in there!

The GPS claimed it would take me five minutes to make it from my apartment complex to the Delta Rho sorority house. I did it in two minutes and thirty seconds, flat. Way more people stared at me this time around as my sports car sped down the street, the engine roaring like a hungry lion. I barely noticed — the only thing I could think about was Marcie, and what kind of trouble she might be in. I turned the radio off and concentrated, silently willing every red light to turn green and stay that way.

Stillwell’s campus snuck up on me. One minute I was driving through the business district, and the next my car was wading through a sea of college girls with short skirts. Jocks drank beers out of paper bags. Several people shouted as I drove by, but I did my best to ignore them. I was a man on a mission.

By some miracle, the sidewalk directly in front of the sorority house was clear. I pulled up to the curb and hopped out of the McLaren, ignoring the stares (and more than a few hoots and hollers) from my soon-to-be fellow students as I made my way to the front doors, taking the steps two at a time. A few people stepped forward to try and halt me with questions, but the look on my face must have convinced them to shy back.

As I reached the top of the stairs, the big double doors of the sorority house opened. A slender Asian girl in a tight black dress stepped out onto the landing, her eyes widening in alarm when she saw me rushing at her like a bull. Something about her bearing told me she was one of the Delta Rho leaders; possibly the one who’d planned this shindig.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, putting herself between me and the party going on inside. Her eyes narrowed, and I wondered if she suspected me of being a law enforcement officer. If so, she definitely hadn’t noticed the car. “Is there something I can do for you, sir…?”

“I’m not a sir, I’m a student,” I growled, glancing over the woman’s shoulder. It wasn’t hard — I’m six-one, and she had to be a full foot shorter than I was. Now that I was looking at her, I noticed a fancy-looking pin next to her collar — the Delta Rho logo in gold. Definitely one of the queen bees. “And I’m looking for somebody. Somebody who might be in a whole hell of a lot of trouble.”

Confusion filled the woman’s eyes. “Listen, we don’t want any fights,” she said, holding up her hands. “This is a Delta Rho sorority party — we have a reputation to uphold…”

I couldn’t help it — I saw red. “If one of your pledges gets sexually assaulted tonight, what do you think that will do to your reputation!?”

The woman’s eyes widened like saucers. The color drained from her face, and I could see the shock written across her features. “Excuse me?”

“There is a bad situation developing in there,” I said, pointing past her. “Are you going to let me handle it, or are you going to wait until it gets a hundred times worse?”

I didn’t know beyond a shadow of a doubt what was about to happen to Marcie. And yet I could feel it. Deep in my gut, I knew exactly what those frat boys had planned for my boss’s daughter. One look in her eyes, and I could tell that this woman knew it, too.

Her gaze hardened. “Who’s in trouble?” she asked, sounding more like a soldier than a sorority sister.

I glanced into the living room of the house, which was standing room only. “Marcella Ramsey,” I said, hoping she might be hiding behind some of the furniture. “Goes by Marcie.”

“Marcie? I know her. She’s one of the new pledges.” She stood on tiptoe to look over the heads of the crowd — easier in six-inch heels — and frowned. “You know her, Mr…?”

“Avery,” I said. “Jackson Avery. And yes.”

“I’m Yukiko,” the woman said with a nod. “Let’s go find your friend.”

“Sure thing, Yukiko.”

Together, we made our way through the crowd. A few guys, drunker than the rest, tried to get in our faces as we pushed towards the rear of the living room. But one look at the expression on my face and they got second thoughts.

Next to me, Yukiko cupped her hands around her mouth. “Anyone seen Marcie?” she asked, going back up on tiptoe in her heels. “New pledge, brown hair, bodycon dress? Anybody?”

No one looked helpful. Most were too drunk to even hear us.

As much as I hated it, I had to think like a creep. If I were up to no good with some sweet college coed, where would I take her? Even considering the possibility turned my stomach, but I had to find Marcie.

The carpet shook beneath my feet with every step. God damn, that music was loud. Loud enough that…

I would want to get away from it, I thought. So I can focus on what I’m doing.

I turned to Yukiko. “Upstairs.”

She nodded, her expression darkening even further. “Follow me.”

I wouldn’t have thought it of her, but when that five-foot-nothing girl stepped in front of me, she transformed into a lion. “Move!” Yukiko shouted, barreling through the crowd of drunk coeds and leering jocks. “Come on, jackasses, this is an emergency!”

To say I was impressed would have been a major understatement.

The crowd parted before us like the Red Sea, watching with confusion as we reached the stairs and took them two at a time. Yukiko stayed in the lead, her presence enough to get the other sorority girls blocking our path to move to the side and let us through. My suspicion that she was one of Delta Rho’s leaders hardened into a near-certainty.

She led me down one hallway, but instinct took over. “No,” I grunted, thinking like a creep. “This way. There’s another bedroom all the way in the back, right?”

“Well, yes, but⁠—”

Yukiko trailed off. Through the wall, the sound of muffled shouting could be heard. It could have just been someone having too much fun. But deep down, I knew it was something else entirely.

Marcie.

The edges of my vision went red. Yukiko had just enough time to get out of my way as I raced down the hall, the sounds of shouting and laughter growing louder the closer I got to the rear of the sorority house. The door was closed, but it wasn’t locked, and I threw it open without a care for whether or not I might be interrupting some innocent young college students in the middle of a tryst.

The bedroom looked trashed. There were empty beer bottles on nearly every shelf and piece of furniture, and someone had torn the covers off of the bed and left them in a messy pile on the floor. Two men stood at the foot of the bed, arguing over a young woman writhing in confusion on the mattress.

My heart skipped a beat. It was Marcella.

“Marcie!” The word came out as a growl. “Get the fuck away from her!”

The two boys glanced up from the bed, their eyes widening. Both of them were younger than I’d expected — probably they were freshmen, who’d snuck in to be part of the Delta Rho celebrations. Jackasses. One wore a faded baseball cap, backwards, while the other was dressed in dorky cargo shorts and a concert t-shirt from some heavy metal band.

“Yo, what the fuck?” Cargo Shorts hissed, backing away from the scene of the crime. “I told you this was a mistake, Trevor!”

Trevor — Mr. Baseball Cap — flashed a sleazy grin, holding up his hands like he wanted to show us he was no threat. “Woah, woah,” he said, sounding like we’d done something wrong instead of the other way around. “Whatever happened to knocking before entering?”

Yukiko entered the room behind me. She sized the two young men up as I went to Marcie, her eyes narrowing to slits.

“The only men on tonight’s guest list were some boys from Delta Omicron,” she said, her tone accusatory. “Neither of you look like Delta-O’s.”

“We’re friends with them,” Baseball Cap insisted. “Besides, we were just leaving. This girl’s had too much to drink — she got sloppy, you know? We brought her up here to make sure she was okay.”

“We were going to call her an Uber,” Cargo Shorts whined.

Bullshit.

“Marcie?” One look at my boss’s daughter told me all I needed to know. “Honey, are you alright?”

For a gut-twisting moment, I wasn’t sure if she was conscious. Then Marcie cracked one eyelid open with a groan. The iris beneath was glassy, like a woman in a hypnotic trance.

“Huh?” she groaned, trying feebly to rise from the mattress. “Jack? Jack, what’s going on… I feel sick…?”

“You just hold on tight,” I assured her. Seeing Marcie in such a state activated all of my protective instincts at once, and all of a sudden I knew that not even a pack of wild dogs would have been able to drag me away from her. “I’ve got you now, girl. We’re gonna get you out of here.”

Someone gasped. “Oh shit!” Cargo Pants said. “Trev, is that her dad?”

Trevor ignored him. “Good thing you got here when you did, sir,” he said with a big smile. “She’s really messed up, man.”

Something cold spread through my chest as I stood up and turned. “I know,” I said, fixing the young man with the kind of look they say can kill. I wished it could. “You’re the one who messed her up. You admitted as much over the phone.”

Trevor’s face filled with shock for a second, but just a second. “That was you,” he said, backing away with an awkward grin. “Shit, man, that was just a joke⁠—”

In the fifteen years I’d worked for Marcie’s father, I could count the number of times I’d had to raise my voice on one hand. I was not a violent man. I couldn’t even claim that I’d ever really been in an actual fight — minor scuffles in middle school notwithstanding. I’d never needed to raise my hands against my fellow man, and so I hadn’t.

That night, I did something I’d never done before.

I cold cocked that son of a bitch right between the eyes.

It was what the kids back in my day called a two hit fight. I hit him, and he hit the floor. Trevor went down on his ass, the bundled up carpet only partially breaking his fall.

The meaty smack rang in my ears. My knuckles throbbed gently. I felt like… well, like a different sort of man than I’d been a few minutes ago. I’d never done anything like that before.

It was like fifteen years of repressed emotions bubbling to the surface all at once. Right then, I knew I was mad enough to kill that boy — that if I didn’t exercise a little self control, there’d be only one of us leaving that bedroom.

Calm down, Jack, I commanded myself. The last thing you need is to end up in a jail cell tonight.

Cargo Shorts let out a whine like it was him who’d been hit. Behind me I heard Yukiko gasp, but her shock was fringed with a noise like approval. She liked a man who got things done, I could tell.

Trevor had just started to recover when my shadow fell over him. With the light behind me and murder in my eyes, I must have looked like some berserker left over from a medieval battlefield.

“You and your friend get the fuck out of here and don’t come back,” I growled, the words tearing themselves from my throat. “Now.”

His baseball cap hung at a crooked angle on top of his head. He winced as he adjusted it back to where it was, then placed his fingers on his forehead. A bruise had already started to form there, and I sensed it was going to deepen into a black eye.

“You fucking prick,” Trevor wheedled. “You punched me⁠—”

I grabbed his collar and hauled him to his feet.

I didn’t even have to think about it.

“Look at me,” I said, staring right into his eyes. Unlike before, my words weren’t angry — they fell from my lips like stones, cold and true. “If I ever see you at a party on this campus again, or hanging around a woman at a bar, you’re going to be lucky that a punch in the fucking face is all you got tonight. I’ll make sure you don’t get out of the fucking hospital until after the rest of your class has graduated.”

His legs kicked madly. Holy shit, I was holding him right off the ground.

When did I get so strong?

“That’s funny,” Trevor managed to wheeze. “Go back to your fucking office job, old man…”

I smirked. “Wrong-o. I’m a student, buddy.”

His eyes bulged out of his head.

“That’s right,” I said, savoring the look of terror on his smug face. “You picked the wrong man to hang up on, Trevor. If I see you again, your ass is grass.”

Your ass is grass? It was the kind of thing people said in afternoon TV shows, not real life. But Trevor flinched, and his buddy in the cargo pants was already halfway out the door.

I let him go. I wasn’t as worried about him — in the short time we’d gotten to know each other he’d struck me as a follower. Not a nice person, but someone who’d never have gotten up the nerve to slip a pill in a coed’s drink without a buddy egging him on. I made a mental note to find out who he was later, though, and keep tabs on him.

With a grunt, I shoved Trevor against the wall. A couple of empty beer bottles spilled onto the floor and he glanced at once like he was thinking of picking it up and hitting me with it.

“That would be very bad for you,” I said, meaning it with every fiber of my being. “Run, twerp. Before I change my mind and put you in the hospital.”

He ran.

He bolted from the bedroom like a scared little boy, without so much as a look at Marcella. He shot past Yukiko and dove through the bedroom door, startling the young blonde woman who’d come running upstairs to see what was going on.

As the smoke cleared, she smiled at me.

I froze in my tracks, my heart skipping another beat.

And stared into the eyes of the hottest damn woman I’d ever seen.


Chapter Four




“Wow,” the blonde said, looking at me like I’d just stepped out of her darkest fantasy. “That was impressive. For a minute there, I thought you were going to kill him…!”

For the first time in fifteen years, I couldn’t come up with a pithy response. If Marcie had activated every protective instinct hidden deep in the primal, caveman part of my psyche, the sight of this girl had pushed a whole different set of buttons.

Ones that were connected to very different circuits in my male brain.

She sashayed into the bedroom like she owned it, surveying the carnage with a bemused expression. Right up until her gaze fell on Marcie, and her face fell. “Oh fuck.”

“Yeah.” I felt a surge of anger, even though I ought to have been relieved. Weren’t these women supposed to be looking out for girls like Marcie? “You’re fucking lucky I got here when I did. Something real fucking bad was about to happen in this room…”

“Jack?” Marcie slurred her words, but she’d managed to prop herself up on one elbow and look around. “What… what’s happening to me? Jesus, my head! Feels like I’m on a roller coaster even though I’m lying down…”

“You stay right there, babygirl,” I grunted, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’ve got you.”

Even a blind man couldn’t have missed the way both Yukiko and the blonde’s cheeks heated up at the word babygirl. I should have thought about that, about what it meant, but at the moment there was no room in my brain for anything but Marcie.

“I want to go home,” Marcie groaned. She sounded like she was about to cry. “I don’t like this party, Jack…!”

Suddenly Marcie groaned, her shoulders heaving. She closed her eyes and whimpered, her hair a messy halo around her head.

The blonde’s expression collapsed. “Fucking hell,” she snapped, looking almost as angry with herself as I’d been with those boys. “Now I wish you did kill them. Lakshmi!”

She directed this last word over her shoulder. A few moments later I heard the sound of someone stomping up the stairs, and a slender Indian girl joined us in the bedroom. She looked even more put together than her sorority sisters, if such a thing was possible, in a purple and black sari over the Delta Rho sweatshirt all the sorority sisters had on.

“What’s going on?” she asked, with just a hint of an accent. “I heard a commotion⁠—”

“Lakshmi, I need you to take this girl back to her dorm,” the blonde said. “She’s had a really bad night.”

Lakshmi nodded. She assented to the blonde’s order so easily that I instantly understood the pecking order. Yukiko was nominally in charge of this party, but this blonde girl was in charge of the whole sorority. The queen bee.

“Here,” Lakshmi said, gesturing at Yukiko. “Kiki, help me get her up…”

Kiki? Yukiko blushed at the name, but she did as her friend suggested.

“Hold up,” I grunted. Some of my anger had cooled, especially after seeing the blonde’s reaction to finding Marcie like this, but that didn’t mean I was about to let them take over. “I’ll take her back. That’s why I’m here.”

The blonde stepped forward. “No no no, you’re staying right here,” she said, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “I need to talk to you, sir. There are things we need to discuss.”

I was already shaking my head. “If it’s about the cops, I don’t care,” I said. “Just let me take Marcie and get out of here⁠—”

Lakshmi lifted her head. “What do you think it will look like, you dragging a half-comatose girl through the student commons?” the Indian woman snapped. “You think there won’t be talk? That Marcie’s reputation won’t be harmed?”

I hadn’t thought about it like that. “She needs me to protect her,” I shot back. “Seeing as you girls did a piss-poor job of it.”

All three of them gave me a look like they knew they deserved that.

“Let Lakshmi and I handle it,” Yukiko said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll take her back to her dorm, make sure she gets plenty of water. We’ll stay with her until she’s feeling better. With us, it’ll just look like a pledge who drank too much at the pre-semester mixer and got sloppy.”

She didn’t need to say the rest. With me, it’ll look like something else.

Shit.

I didn’t want to let Marcie go. But just as I’d promised myself to keep her safe, I knew that Marcella Ramsey cared a hell of a lot about her reputation. Letting her keep her dignity was protecting her, too.

My lips formed a tight little line. “You take her straight there,” I said, looking Yukiko right in the eyes. “You make sure she’s safe. And you have her text me when she’s feeling better, so I know I don’t need to swing by and take her to the emergency room. You understand that?”

Fear shone in Yukiko’s eyes at my intensity. Fear and something else.

“Yes sir,” she whispered. “I promise.”

“As do I,” Lakshmi said. She’d already taken a bottle of water out of her purse and was helping the half-comatose Marcie swig a little. Good woman, I thought. “I know she’s your daughter, sir, but we’ll take care of her like she was our sister⁠—”

“I’m not her father,” I said, shaking my head. “I… I work with her father.”

Both girls looked a little confused at that, but they were in no position to argue with me. I could tell they also hadn’t quite understood me when I told those boys that I was a student here at Stillwell, but that was another thing we’d all agreed not to spend any time arguing about tonight.

Lakshmi and Yukiko got Marcie onto her feet. She was still drifting in and out, but the water had helped a bit. She looked like she didn’t know where she was, and only barely understood that the two women helping keep her upright were her future sorority sisters. The blonde she hadn’t acknowledged at all.

“Marcie,” I said, cupping my boss’s daughter’s chin. God, when had she grown up? The last time I’d seen Marcella had only been six months ago, but it felt like she’d gotten years older since our last run in at her Dad’s office. In her college duds she looked like a young woman, instead of the girl I knew. “It’s me, Jack. Can you hear me?”

“Jack?” Marcie muttered. “Mmh, Jack, you’ve gotta stop doing what my Dad tells you all of the time.”

I shook my head and laughed. It was a constant refrain with her.

“Marcie, these girls are going to take you home, okay?” I said. “They’re going to watch over you until you’re feeling better. It’s safe to go with them, babygirl. You don’t have to be afraid. Alright?”

“I’m… I’m not afraid,” she said, her eyes as glassy as pebbles. “Thank you Jack. I don’t… I don’t know what’s wrong with me tonight. Why am I dreaming that you’re here at my sorority party?”

I shook my head. “Take good care of her,” I said, looking at Yukiko and Lakshmi in turn.

Both of them assured me that they would. Then, with Marcella’s arms over each of their shoulders, they made their way out of the room and out of the sorority house.

Leaving me standing in the bedroom with the blonde.

She stared at me for a few long moments once we had the room to ourselves, her gaze lingering on my shoulders and my chest.

There was something between us. I could feel it. I’d felt it since the moment I saw her.

It was something I’d never expected to feel again.

Something I hadn’t felt in fifteen fucking years.

“You almost beat those boys to a pulp,” she whispered, something like wonder in her tone. Though the party still raged on downstairs, she’d made no move to shut the door. “Two on one, and they wouldn’t have stood a chance against you. Jesus, I should hire you as Delta Rho’s bouncer…”

“You couldn’t afford me,” I said. “You want to talk about what the fuck just happened, miss…?”

She shook her head. Evidently giving me her name wasn’t at the top of her to-do list. “Not here,” she said, glancing back at the door. “Too many ears.” She gestured with her chin. “Bathroom.”

I hadn’t noticed it before. Evidently this room was the master, back before this whole building got converted to Delta Rho’s sorority house. A fairly spacious bathroom lay on one side, connected by a single door.

I walked inside, the blonde following me. It wasn’t much to look at, but the vanity mirror was impressive and the shower had a marble bench and one of those fancy rainforest shower heads. I doubted it got much use in a place like this.

The blonde shut the door, then turned around and pressed her ass against it. She smiled, and I was momentarily struck dumb by the sight of her.

She was even shorter than Yukiko. Maybe they were the same height, and the Asian girl was just in heels instead of boots. The blonde’s were leather, expensive, and hugged her legs all the way up to mid thigh like a second skin. She wore the same puffy Delta Rho sweatshirt as all the other sorority girls, but unlike them she had large enough breasts that it accentuated her curves rather than hiding them. Her miniskirt was almost criminally short.

She met my eyes. Hers were sky blue, and they contrasted perfectly with her tanned, smooth skin. She looked like an All-American cheerleader, like the girl the football team’s winning quarterback carried off the field over his shoulder after the big game before taking her home and knocking her up. Her cheekbones, her smile, her soft, glossy, pouty lips… every feature made my heart pound harder than the last.

“You…”I began, tongue-tied for the second time in fifteen years.

It was as far as I got.

The blonde grabbed the back of my neck, lifted herself into my arms, and smothered my mouth with hers.

Holy shit.

Holy fucking shit.

It’s the last thing I expected, and I could have kicked myself for not seeing it earlier. Fortunately my hands were quicker than my brain — unlike the rest of me, they remembered exactly what to do with a girl as beautiful as this blonde temptress. I pushed her up against the door and kissed her harder, letting my fingers roam beneath her sweatshirt and over the swell of her ass.

Her ass… wow. High and firm and tight as a drum. It was the kind of ass men drooled over, that they’d fight each other for a chance to spank. I could only imagine how luscious her breasts were.

“Mmmh, fuck!” the blonde’s mouth left mine, her lips tilting in a grin. “Holy shit, that was even hotter than I hoped. Jesus, you were like an animal when you knocked that asshole out…!”

I still felt like an animal. Feelings I’d been pushing to the bottom of my brain for years and years bubbled to the surface, bringing with them emotions I’d thought I’d forgotten. Passion. Need. Lust.

The blonde was panting hard from the kiss. She brushed a lock of hair out of her face and let out a laugh, wrapping her legs around my hips. “You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

Not seen, I thought, guilt churning like acid in my gut. More like I’m holding one.

All of a sudden, I felt like a fool. A horny fool who’d let all his sense migrate from his big brain to his little one. How could I let myself do this⁠—

Mischief filled the blonde’s eyes. Her hands went straight to my belt.

“What are you doing?” I managed to gasp, my eyes going wide.

The blonde licked her lips, giggling. “I don’t like to waste time,” she said, shaking her head as her deft fingers worked my belt free. “When I see something I like, I go for it. And you’re the hottest fucking man I’ve seen in my entire college career.” She slid her hand beneath her miniskirt, her hand moving between her thighs in a way that was unmistakable. “Watching you protect that pledge made me so fucking wet I can’t think straight. Want me to prove it to you, Daddy?”

Oh. Oh fuck.

That word washed over me like a warm breeze on a cold day. My cock jerked in my boxers, throbbing against the fingers of the hand the blonde didn’t have buried beneath her skirt, and she giggled like she knew she had me.

“I’m so fucking horny,” the blonde panted. “Don’t think — just fuck me! Fuck my tight, wet, bald little pussy, Daddy!”

Before I could say a word, the blonde pulled her hand out from beneath her skirt and slid her fingers into my mouth.

She wasn’t lying. She tasted positively feral.

The second her pussy juice exploded on my tongue, I lost control. Fifteen years of thinking I’d sealed myself off from my baser instincts forever dissolved in an instant. I was alive again, alive and horny with a gorgeous coed in my arms.

With a grunt, I lifted the blonde off the wall. She came with a squeal, her thighs tensing around me as she clung to my frame. I carried her over to the edge of the sink and parked her pert ass on it, then ran my hands up her thighs as I hiked up her skirt.

“You bad little slut,” I growled, staring right into her eyes. I could tell from the way they sparkled that she was loving this — that turning me into this beast excited her the way riding a bucking bronco excited a cowboy. “I don’t even know your name and you’re dragging me into some frathouse bathroom for a quickie?”

“I’m a good judge of character,” she purred, running her fingers through my hair. Her tits heaved in her sweatshirt, straining the fabric. “I came here tonight hoping I might find a suitable boy to go home with. Instead, I found a man.” She grinned, parting her thighs. “Are you really going to pass up that opportunity, Daddy?”

God damn. “Babygirl, you have no idea what that word does to me.”

The blonde laughed. “I know exactly what I’m doing, Daddy. And tonight, I’m doing you.”

With her skirt hiked all the way to her waist, I could see what the blonde had been doing to herself while we talked. Her pussy glistened with juice, freshly shaved, her folds so warm and inviting that it took everything inside me not to rip off my pants and bury my prick hilt-deep inside of her that instant. She wasn’t shy about showing herself off, either. She liked me staring.

She loved the attention. I might have only met her a few minutes ago, but I already knew she was the kind of girl who thrived on it.

I grabbed her legs and pulled them apart, spreading her thighs like my favorite snack. The blonde groaned and arched her back, her head tapping the mirror behind the sink as she presented her beautiful body to me.

With a wink she grabbed her sweatshirt and tugged it off, tossing it into the corner. Underneath she wore nothing but a lacy black underwire bra, and her tits were every bit as big and juicy as I’d imagined.

“Fuck me,” she begged, a crazed look entering her eyes as she grinned. “I’m wet. I’m horny. I fucking need that cock⁠—”

Maybe she did, but my fingers were what she got. As she unzipped my pants, I put one hand around her throat and slid the other between her parted thighs. What I found waiting for me was wet and warm and so soft and yielding that my heart hurt a little bit from longing.

It was hard to tell which the blonde liked more — the pleasure or the control. She relaxed into my touch, trusting me to hold onto her neck without hurting her too badly. As my fingers pushed into her, she pulled my thumb loose and wrapped her lips around it, sucking greedily.

She was soaking wet. The sound of her slick walls filled the bathroom as I pumped two fingers into her cunt, stabbing deep at that special, spongy spot I knew so much better than some nineteen-year old stoner. The blonde groaned deep as I hammered her g-spot, rubbing her clit with my thumb as I explored her inner walls from all directions.

“Oh my gawwwd,” she whimpered, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Daddy, yesss! Oh fuck, I’ve been such a bad girl! Hold me tighter, Daddy — tighter, Daddy — punish my pussy! Ah, just like that! Shit, ohmygawd that’s so good!”

Somehow in the middle of all this, the blonde managed to get her hand around my cock. The second her fingers worked their way from my crown to my base, I hissed and clutched her throat even tighter. The blonde went crazy, sucking my thumb as her pussy squeezed me tight, her inner muscles sucking at me like they were starving for my seed.

Jesus Christ, I couldn't think to save my life. All of it: my job, the awful thing that had almost happened in this sorority house, the fact that I hadn't allowed myself to have this much fun with a woman in fifteen years — none of it mattered. I fingered her hard and fast, her body shuddering against the faucet as she locked eyes with me.

"Don't stop," she rasped, licking the tip of my thumb as she worked her fingers around the head of my cock. "Right there! That's it, that's right, I'm your nasty little babygirl, Daddy! Your nasty, naughty babygirl... oh FUCK–!"

The blonde tossed back her head and screamed with bliss, her body going weightless as her back arched like a bow. The sound of her orgasm echoed around the closed bathroom, and for a moment I worried it might even be heard above the music and the party going on downstairs.

Then I thought about how many times this room had probably already been used for this exact same purpose and grinned.

Maybe it was wrong for me to enjoy this so much while Marcie was across campus, still suffering the side effects of whatever pill those two creeps had given her. But she was in good hands. I knew Yukiko and Lakshmi would watch over her until she was right as rain.

Besides, what could be better for a girl like Marcie than a couple of her fellow Delta Rho sorority sisters to make sure nothing went wrong?

As the blonde came down from her high, she panted and sucked my thumb into her mouth. A second later she grabbed the back of my head and pulled my mouth down to hers, kissing me with every bit of pent-up sexual energy still humming through her system.

"That was so fucking good," she groaned, sounding like she couldn't believe how hard she'd just came. A naughty look entered her eyes. "Tell me what to do, Daddy. You've earned it."

Really?

“I mean it,” she laughed, nibbling her bottom lip. “Your wish is my command. You make me want to be so fucking bad right now! Nggh, I need you, Daddy. I’ve needed you my whole fucking life and I didn’t even know it!”

The feeling was mutual.

Fuck. What did I want from this gorgeous babe?

Well, I'd felt what she could do with that naughty tongue of hers…

"On your knees," I said, my voice hoarse with lust. "I need to fuck your sweet little face, babygirl."

The blonde groaned like that was exactly what she'd hoped to hear. "Yes, Daddy. God, I want to taste that cock so fucking bad...!"

She slipped off the countertop and slid to her knees, not bothering to lower her skirt or fix her bra. She finished undoing my belt and freed my cock fully from my boxers, her eyes widening as the full length came into view.

"Oh fuck, you're so big," the blonde groaned, wrapping her hand around the shaft. "How is your cock even perfect?"

Her words filled me with confidence, and I decided to be bold. "Because I'm a man," I said with a cocky smirk. "And I know just how to treat you, babygirl."

I think she might have come a second time right then and there.

The blonde rubbed the tip against her lips, then opened wide and took me in deep. Her warm, wet mouth enveloped me, covering me from the tip to the base as she swallowed me down her throat. Her tongue swirled around the ridge of my crown, hitting every sensitive spot on my manhood as she groaned with bliss, savoring the taste.

I leaned back and watched her in the mirror. I hadn't had much use for pornography with my workaholic schedule, but even I had to admit that there was something to watching a girl this gorgeous worship a man's member.

I could get used to this, I thought, the last of my lingering guilt about how my Lauren might have felt about my exploits fading away. She'd never wanted me to suffer.

I put my hand on the back of the blonde's neck and thrust, pushing deeper into her mouth. I'd warned her I wasn't going to be gentle — I knew she wanted me to fuck that dirty little mouth — and every time I filled her throat, she gagged and groaned and made noises like this was the greatest night of her life.

Before I knew what I was doing, I had both hands on her head. My hips shot forward, using her throat the way my fingers had used her tight little pussy as I buried my length hilt-deep inside of her. She swallowed me eagerly, never once tapping out or asking to come up for air. I felt her gag reflex working like the engine in my sports car — her tight throat squeezing the tip of my cock expertly, with just the right amount of pressure, so that before I knew it the familiar tingle was working its way from my balls up to the crown of my shaft.

"Fuck," I grunted, realizing with a start that I was already at the point of no return. "I'm gonna... oh fuck..."

She'd known before I did. The blonde winked as she doubled her efforts, swallowing me like she was drowning and my cock provided the only air. The pleasure built until it was blinding, until it was my whole world, and then my toes were curling and a roar like a hungry lion was bursting from the back of my throat.

I came.

I came so hard it shocked me. Relief washed over me like a dam bursting as I emptied myself inside the blonde's eager little mouth, her lips wrapped so tightly around my cock that not a drop of my seed was wasted. She swallowed again and again, groaning with bliss as I emptied my balls into her sweet little mouth. Her slurps made me feel like a fucking king.

She didn’t stop until I was completely empty. Even then, she covered my crown and the meat of my cock with kisses, like she wanted to thank my dick for shooting so much cum down her dirty little throat. Fuck, I felt dizzy.

“I love the taste of your cum,” she whispered, looking up at me from her knees. “Will you fuck me now, Daddy?”

Oh wow. Was I really going to do this?

One objection flickered through my mind. “Babygirl, I don’t have any condoms…”

The blonde laughed. “You don’t have to worry about that, Daddy,” she purred, rising to her feet. “It’s taken care of.” She pointed at a spot near the top of her arm, where an almost imperceptible scar showed on her skin.

The things girls do these days, I thought. God bless technology.

She bit down on her bottom lip, giving me a look as innocent as it was filthy. “You can nut in me raw,” she said, grinning from ear to ear like a crazy person. “You can empty your balls inside my pussy, Daddy. Do you want to? My little pussy is aching for it…!”

Without a hint of shame or self-consciousness, the blonde turned around and placed one knee on the counter. She thrust her tits forward, arching her back like a girl in a dirty video as she lifted her ass into the air. Her tight little pucker winked at me, and her swollen mound dripped with juice. Fuck, her folds were so soft and pink. I knew they’d treat my cock even better than her mouth.

And yet…

I looked around the bathroom, seeing it through the eyes of a man who’d already gotten his rocks off once. Old clothes and garbage littered the floor, and some of the sorority sisters had left a bunch of their makeup and lipstick all over the sink. The blonde barely had room to present herself for doggystyle.

“No.”

The word was out of my mouth before I could call it back.

“Excuse me?” The blonde stared at me over her shoulder. Honest shock shone in her eyes, and I realized this was not a woman used to members of the opposite sex telling her no. “You really don’t want this pussy?”

I grabbed her ass like I already owned it, watching her face fill with bliss.

“I do,” I told her. “But not here. Not in some dingy frathouse bathroom. You deserve better than that, babygirl.”

The blonde’s expression changed. A moment ago, she’d been on the cusp of getting angry with me. Now she stared at me like she’d just realized she’d hit an even bigger jackpot than she’d expected. Her eyes lit up with mischievous glee.

“What do I deserve, Daddy?” she asked, licking her lips.

I reached over and picked up her sweatshirt, then tossed it to her. “Come on,” I grunted, gesturing for her to follow me. “I’m taking you back to my place.”

“Your place?” Her face lit up. “You have a place?”

“Apartment a little ways from campus,” I told her. “You can see the whole city from my balcony. You’ll love it. I’ll drive.”

Her jaw dropped open. “Absolutely! Take me home, sir. I want to show you how bad I can be once we have the place all to ourselves!”

I couldn’t wait to find out.

And something told me she was going to be surprised by what I could do, too.


Chapter Five




“Holy shit. That’s your car!?”

The McLaren was right where I’d left it. A few students had come up and taken selfies with it, posing for their social media like the sports car belonged to them instead of a stranger, but no one had tried to deface it or break in. They didn’t dare — not with word of the fight already spreading through the party.

“Yeah, the really nice one’s in the shop,” I said with a smirk. “I hate to drive around campus in a beater, but it was the best I could do on short notice…”

The blonde stared at me for a moment, then laughed.

“You are such an asshole,” she said, grinning at me. “I love it.” She stepped forward, running her hand over the hood of the McLaren like it was a dangerous animal. “What are you, a finance guy?”

“Something like that,” I said, keeping it purposely vague.

I was tempted to ask her for her name. But she hadn’t asked for mine, although I couldn’t remember if she’d heard it when she overheard me talking to Yukiko. Either way, I didn’t want to spoil what this was between us.

Tonight I was Daddy, and she was babygirl. That was enough for a one-night stand. I sensed the blonde found all this even hotter that way.

Honestly? So did I.

With a shrug she climbed into the passenger seat, oohing and ahhing over all the little bells and whistles inside. By the time we’d peeled out of the parking lot, she’d scooted almost completely out of her seat and into mine. Her hands roamed my lap, her glossy lips against my cheek, fooling around while I sped through the streets of Stillwell in the middle of the night.

At some point I put the windows down and let the wind blow through our hair. The blonde giggled and pushed herself harder against me, her fingers straying beneath my zipper and into my boxers. Fuck that felt good.

I was tempted to push her wet little mouth into my lap and enjoy some road head on the way there. But I could wait. The next time I took her, I wanted something sweeter than her mouth.

The parking lot of my apartment complex was nearly full by the time we got back. Only a few spaces remained open, most of which were the furthest from the front entrance. I pulled the McLaren into one and cut the engine, glancing over at the nameless blonde as I did so.

She stared up at the high glass windows, her lips slightly parted in the neon light of the delicatessen. “Wow, nice place,” she whispered. “And you’re a student?”

“You’re never too old to learn a few new tricks,” I said, grinning at her from the driver’s seat. After a moment, she grinned back. “Come on, I’ll give you a tour.”

The lobby was mercifully empty. Part of me worried that my realtor might have been skulking around, and I’d have some awkward explaining to do as I escorted a girl half my age in a sorority sweatshirt up to my apartment. But no one stopped me.

The blonde clung to me the whole ride up. The second we were in the elevator, we started making out hot and heavy, not stopping until we reached my floor.

I’d impressed my date so far.

But my place was what really blew her mind.

“Oh fuck,” the blonde said, a look of disbelief filling her face as we entered the living room. For a moment I winced, thinking she’d seen the empty pizza box on the counter, but she wasn’t even looking at that. She stared out over the city, her eyes sparkling like diamonds as she saw the gorgeous wrap-around balcony on the other side of the sliding glass door.

Maria assured me that balcony was the place’s best feature. Seeing the look the blonde gave me when she realized what I likely had planned for it, I finally understood why.

“This is beautiful, Daddy,” the blonde said, using the D-word as easily as she would have used my name. “You have an amazing apartment. How long have you been here?”

“A day,” I admitted. A wave of unreality washed over me, and I laughed. “All of this is crazy. You know that, right? I just got to Stillwell this morning. I haven’t even checked out the neighborhood yet, and I’m bringing home a girl I barely know…”

The blonde must have seen something in my eyes. She stood up a little straighter, giving me a look like she knew she didn’t want this to go sideways.

“Look,” she said, the corners of her mouth curling in a smirk. “You’re really hot. And you got my pledge out of a jam tonight. I saw the way you were with Marcie, by the way — what turned me on wasn’t just you shoving that dumb boy into the wall. It was the way you made her feel safe.”

“Safe?”

The blonde nodded. “There’s pretty much nothing that a hot older man who makes women feel safe can’t talk me into. You’re, like, totally my Kryptonite.”

I suppose I was. But she was my Kryptonite, too. I’d just realized that.

God, when was the last time I’d been this excited? I really did feel like a college student again — like I’d just lucked out and managed to talk a hottie who was way out of my league into coming back to my dorm room.

Except I’d never been like during my first run through college.

Would I be like that now?

“Could this older man talk you into coming out on the balcony?” I asked.

A little tremor shot through the blonde’s body, and I knew this was just what she’d been waiting for me to ask.

“I would love to see the city, Daddy,” she purred, nibbling her bottom lip like she’d never had a dirty thought in her whole damn life. “But it might be a little cold out there this late. Could you get me a blanket?”

Huh? Yeah, that made sense.

“Sure,” I said, nodding. “Give me just a sec.”

I went into the bedroom and stripped the comforter off of the mattress. Fortunately the room came furnished, just like the rest of the apartment — Maria, or whoever she worked for, had spared no expense where my rental was concerned. The thick fabric felt silky in my hands, and I tossed it over my shoulder as I made my way back to the living room.

“I’d offer you a drink,” I said, stepping out of the hall. “But I haven’t had time to hit the grocery store yet⁠—“

I froze.

The blonde stood in the middle of my living room, wearing nothing but a smile.

She’d taken off her clothes in the few moments I’d been gone, discarding them in a neat little pile on the floor. Her body looked even better than I expected. Goosebumps rose on the skin of her heavy breasts, and a slight gap showed between her thighs as she reached out for the comforter.

I could hardly believe how good she looked.

She knew it, too.

She giggled as she wrapped the fabric around her curvy frame, cinching it just above her breasts. “Perfect,” she purred, flashing me the kind of smile that made men my age do very, very stupid things. “Don’t worry about the drink. You don’t need to get me wasted to have your way with me.”

She sashayed over to the sliding door. I held it open for her, and the sounds of the city at night filled the living room as a gust of wind blew through the gap. She was right — it was a little chilly outside.

The balcony itself had been furnished, but only just. Two comfortable looking chairs and a glass table sat near the railing. When I first saw the setup I’d pictured myself sipping my morning coffee out here, not entertaining a coed wearing nothing but my bedsheet.

Fuck, I thought. I’m a lucky man.

The blonde patted the seat of one of the chairs with a smile. “Have a seat, Daddy,” she purred, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “God, the view is so nice from up here. We’re up so high that the people look like ants down there. It’s so beautiful.”

”You’re so beautiful,” I murmured, taking a seat.

Somehow, my babygirl had the temerity to blush. “Oh, you are trouble,” she panted, spots of color rising to her cheeks.

I’m trouble!? I thought. Are you kidding me?

”You should know I have a weakness for gentlemen who are absolutely filthy when they get a girl alone,” the blonde whispered. “Although I haven’t met any at Stillwell. Until you came around, I was despairing of having to be celebate for the whole semester…”

Try fifteen years, I thought. But that was over now.

While she talked, the blonde unfastened my belt. I thought she was going to take off my pants, but instead she just unbuttoned them and tugged my boxers underneath my balls. I was already rock hard, but with me sitting and our balcony on such a high floor, no one except for someone above us in the penthouse suite could see it.

She gave me a few strokes, grinning from ear to ear, then turned around. Slowly, she hiked up the comforter until the back of it rose above her round, heart-shaped ass, letting me see her cheeks and the swell of her mound. Her slit dripped with juice, like she’d been waiting to get lucky for weeks instead of riding my fingers to orgasm in a sorority house bathroom less than an hour ago.

I realized what she was going to do a second before she did it. Good lord…

With her fingers around my base, the blonde sat down in my lap. Impaling her tight, wet little pussy on my prick in one smooth stroke.

”Oh fuck yes, that’s nice,” she groaned, arching her back. The blankets wrapped around her tits and her taut little tummy didn’t go anywhere — anyone looking from street level would have just seen two people sitting on their balcony late at night, watching the city enjoy a Saturday on the town. They had no idea that every inch of my rock hard cock was stretching her walls, or that her honey was dripping from her slit onto my thighs.

“So nice,” I agreed, wrapping an arm around her. “Put your hands on the railing, babygirl. Lean over it and get a really good look at the view.”

She knew exactly how the game was played. The blonde half rose from my lap, putting her forearms over the metal railing. When I looked down, I could see my cock half in and half out of her wet, tight pussy. The sight was so hot that I grabbed her hips with both hands and thrust upward, filling her hard and fast.

“Mmmh, it’s so gorgeous!” the blonde whimpered, her eyes rolling back in her head. The faces she made while I fucked her from behind made me want to propose marriage right then and there. How could a girl this beautiful be single? How could some rich old lecher not have swept her up and locked her down the instant she’d set foot on campus. “Keep going, Daddy, keep fucking me. I can see people down there on the street! Hi!”

She waved to them. She actually waved.

“They have no fucking idea what we’re doing right now, Daddy,” she giggled, not missing a beat as she watched me over her shoulder. “They don’t have a clue that you’re rearranging my guts better than any man who’s ever taken me to bed⁠—”

Before I knew what I was doing, I had my hand around her throat.

Just like before, she trusted me implicitly. My babygirl relaxed into my touch, grinning dreamily as she pulled my thumb into her mouth and worked her tongue around it. Her hips slammed down on me harder, greedier, like she wanted to feel me fucking her throat from the other side. Honestly, I felt like I could.

“I don’t want to hear about other men,” I growled, a surge of something dark and dominant welling up inside of me. Holy shit — where had this guy come from? Had he been inside of me all along. “Not now, not ever. You understand?”

Babygirl looked at me like she’d just scratched a winning lottery ticket. I could see the words flashing behind her eyes: all that and he’s a DOM, too!?

“Absolutely,” she purred, somehow managing to sound innocent with eight inches of my cock inside of her. “But you know this is different, right, Daddy?”

I reached down and gave her ass a spank, savoring the way she squealed with pleasure. “You’re goddamn right it’s different.”

Her tongue ran over her glossy top lip as she threw herself back onto me harder. “I swear to God I’m not usually this kind of girl,” she panted, the muscles of her sex gripping me like a fist as she rode me with a vengeance. “I don’t do this kind of shit with guys — much less guys I just met. But you’re something else, Daddy. I’m really, really into you. So into you that it’s fucking scaring me….!”

It scared me a little, too, how fast we were moving. But it felt right. It felt perfect. It felt like exactly what we both needed.

Unable to restrain myself any longer, I rose from the chair with my prick still buried inside of her. The blonde let out a groan of pure bliss as I shoved her up against the railing, fucking her hard and fast from behind. The metal shook as I pummeled her pussy with intense strokes, until her whole upper body leaned over the railing.

Her eyelids fluttered, and her inner walls clenched. “Ngggh, Daddy yes!” Her mouth opened as wide as an opera singer’s, her tongue lolling as she arched her back and pressed herself as hard and deep against me as she could go. “Fuck me hard, fuck your babygirl hard Daddy! Oh shit, I’m gonna cum, I’m going to fucking cum all over your cock…!”

One more hard thrust and my babygirl did just that.

I clapped my hand over her mouth just before she let out a scream that the entire fucking town would have heard. Her body shuddered beneath me, her pussy gripping me hard enough to throw sparks as she whimpered and groaned against my hand. I couldn’t make out the words she was saying as she rode out her climax, but Daddy and thank you were definitely in there.

I think I even heard the word love slip out a time or two. But if I brought that up with her later, I felt certain that she’d deny it.

Slow, hard strokes, I thought, dropping my pace as a flood of juice coated my cock. No sense in finishing too early, Jack. This is the best night of your life — at least the best one in fifteen years — so you’d better enjoy it.

I intended to. I was going to enjoy everything in my life from now on, not just a one-night stand with the hottest blonde in my new college.

Babygirl tapped my hand to let me know I could remove it from her mouth. She gasped as I set her free, her hair a sweaty mess against her forehead. Her legs were like wet noodles from how hard she’d cum — if I weren’t still pinning her to the railing, she’d have slipped and landed on her ass.

“Holy shit,” she whispered, staring at me like she’d just discovered I was some kind of God. “That was incredible. Jesus, I’ve never been fucked like that before.”

I didn’t vary my speed. “Uh huh,” I grunted, trying to ignore the liquid lava bubbling in my balls. I’d come closer to going over the edge than I realized, and prolonging the magic was going to take a little effort.

“I mean it,” she insisted. “You know just how to touch me. How to kiss me. How to fuck me.” Something changed in her eyes, and I realized she’d just come to some kind of decision about me. “Take me into the bedroom, Daddy. I’ll do anything you tell me to do.”

Even after what we’d just been through, her words caught me off-guard. “Anything?”

A naughty smile lit up her face. “A man who can make me cum like that deserves to have his every fantasy catered to,” she purred. “Tonight, I’m all yours. Your dream girl. Your naughty little secret.” She turned around, making no move to cover herself up. “I promise I won’t tell anyone, Daddy. I want to make you feel so good. I want to do everything you say…”

God damn. How could a woman be so innocent and so shameless at the same fucking time?

Without a word, I got up and led her into the bedroom. The blonde wasn’t quite able to walk in a straight line, but I couldn’t fault her for trying. She leaned against me, grinning like my cock had removed all her worries and her cares. Probably it had.

She started to climb onto the mattress, but I stopped her. “Edge of the bed,” I grunted, patting the foot. “Park your cute little ass right here, babygirl.”

She nodded. The blanket fell from her shoulders, leaving her naked as she sat down and spread her thighs. A full-length mirror hung at the side of the room, showing a reflection of her in profile as she preened for me. God, she looked cuter than a button.

With a grunt, I grabbed her ankles and lifted them onto my shoulders.

The motion nearly dragged the blonde right off of the bed. She let out a squeal as her center of balance shifted, her nails digging into the sheets as I pulled her ass right to the very edge of the mattress. If I hadn’t been holding her so tightly, she really would have fallen, so I couldn’t blame her.

Her demeanor shifted as she realized what I’d just done. With her thighs up on my chest and her ankles on my shoulders, she couldn’t have been in a more submissive position if I’d had her handcuffed. Her pussy quivered, her tight little pucker visible just beneath it. As I watched, she spread her folds with her hand, showing off her pink interior.

“I’m going to fuck you just like this,” I told her, pushing the crown of my cock into her slit. “And I’m not going to stop, babygirl. Not until my balls are completely empty and every drop of this cum is deep inside of you where it belongs.”

From the way her eyes burned as she looked up at me, she wanted this just as much as I did.

“Yes, Daddy,” she whimpered, the very picture of innocence. “I promise to be a good girl for you⁠—”

I reached down and wrapped my hand around her throat.

“I’m not going to be nice,” I growled. Even I didn’t know where I was going with this — the words came out of my mouth as if someone else were speaking them through me. “You called me a gentleman, but I don’t want to be a gentleman when I’m with you, babygirl. I want to ride you hard and put you away wet. I want to spank those gorgeous tits of yours and fuck your face…”

Holy shit. My words shocked me — I didn’t know I had it in me.

But the blonde did. My babygirl did.

“I know, Daddy,” she said, her tongue pressing against the interior of her cheek. “That’s why I’m here, Daddy. That’s why I’m here. So I can give you everything you want⁠—”

Her words broke off in a scream as I thrust myself hilt-deep into her cunt. Just like I promised, I didn’t hold back. I wasn’t nice. I was savage, and cruel, and I used the gorgeous blonde underneath me like she was nothing more than a living sex toy.

She fucking loved it.

Everything I’d ever thought I knew about the opposite sex was wrong. The lessons I’d learned my first go-round through college had turned out to be bullshit, all misguided chivalry and unmet expectations. This blonde cared about me — cared deeply — despite having only met me tonight. And it was specifically because I wasn’t sweet, or nice, or like all the other boys who mooned over her whenever she walked around campus.

I was a man. A man who knew how to do things.

Who knew just how to bring these feelings out of my babygirl.

I lost track of how many times I made her cum. Eventually it just felt like a constant, low boil — a wave that coursed back and forth through her body, refusing to break. She groaned, she cried out, she clutched the covers and arched her back and praised me as the greatest lover in the world. Except the words she used were a hell of a lot dirtier than that.

I think she was surprised by how long I managed to hold my load. A lesser man would have spilled in her almost instantly, but I fucked her until the bed beneath us was practically in splinters, savaging her pussy with hard, deep strokes that never gave her time to surface for air. I couldn’t tell where she ended and I began — every little movement made both of us sigh and growl, the bliss growing to levels that were frankly unbearable.

My cock swelled bigger and thicker in her channel, hitting spots I knew no man had ever even gotten close to before. She felt the change and threw herself back on me with gusto, watching me watch her gorgeous tits bounce up and down with every thrust.

“Cum in me, Daddy,” she begged, so loudly that my neighbors were probably going to complain. “Please, I know you need to cum! Fill up my pussy — blow your load deep inside me, Daddy, put it right where it belongs…!”

With a roar, I did just that. The world shattered, fireworks exploding behind my eyes as I hit the point of no return and crashed right through. I grabbed the blonde’s thighs tightly enough to bruise as I unloaded inside of her, my cock jerking and spurting. Thick, creamy ropes of semen sprayed against her walls, going deep into her bare pussy as I shot again and again.

It felt like it went on for hours, but in reality only lasted for a few heartbeats. When it was over, the blonde pulled me on top of her with her legs, giggling and wrapping her arms around me as we kissed.

The next thing I knew, the two of us were under the covers.

Her body pressed against mine, soft and fine and warm. Her lips brushed my ear, and before I could say anything to her, she buried her face in my chest and closed her eyes.

There were about a million things I wanted to say to her. But I felt so good, and the moment was so perfect, that I kept my big mouth shut and enjoyed it instead.

Within minutes, both of us were snoozing in each other’s arms.


Chapter Six




The next morning, I woke up alone.

Consciousness returned slowly. Something buzzed on the nightstand next to my bed; it was this that had so rudely interrupted my slumber. I rolled over with a snort, fully intending to show the offender who was boss and go back to sleep for several more hours. Maybe snuggle that hot blonde I’d brought home last night and see if she was up for another round…

Everything came rushing back in. My eyes shot open.

It was Sunday. The buzzing on my phone was my alarm, which I’d set early because I was supposed to be meeting Marcie for brunch at that place by the river she was so excited to take me to. Gabrielle’s?

No one lay in bed beside me. The pillow next to mine still smelled faintly of the blonde’s perfume; the scent filled my head with memories of the things we’d done last night.

Holy shit, I thought, chuckling. That was wild. Is my whole college career going to be like this?

I’d really hit the ground running. At this rate, I stood a good chance of fitting four years of campus debauchery into a single semester. I wondered what my boss would think of me now, if he knew what he’d set off by insisting I come to Stillwater to finish my long-neglected degree.

As I silenced my phone’s alarm, I noticed a sheet of paper sitting on my bedside table. Picking it up revealed it to be an envelope — a piece of junk mail I’d pulled out of my mailbox when I first moved in addressed to ‘resident’. A note was written on the back:

Daddy,
Had a wonderful evening with you. Can’t wait to do it again sometime soon.
Kisses,
S


Underneath the single ‘S’ was a doodle of a heart, along with a phone number. I smirked to myself as I copied it into my cell phone, naming it the single letter. A little mystery to start my college career off right? That sounded fun. I wondered if I could find out babygirl’s name before I called her.

Because I was going to call her, I knew. After the night we’d had, I needed to see her again.

I had just enough time to shave and shower before I had to leave. My stomach rumbled for food and my brain craved a cup of coffee, but I could get both of those at Gabrielle’s once I arrived. Not being late to see Marcie took precedence.

After all, I needed to be sure she was alright.

Relief filled me when I saw I’d received a text message from Marcie’s phone a little after midnight last night, assuring me she was feeling better and that we were still on for brunch. Then I felt a stab of shame — I hadn’t responded to that text, because I’d been busy banging the mysterious Miss S six ways to Sunday.

I should have been there for her, I told myself as I stepped into the lobby of the apartment building. I ought to have insisted on taking her home myself.

But what would that have done? Hurt her reputation, just like Yukiko and Lakshmi insisted it would. And if I’d left that party without talking to the blonde, without sneaking into the bathroom with her, nothing else that happened that night would ever have transpired. I’d still be…

“Dead inside,” I muttered.

Harsh words, yes. But true.

I hadn’t realized just how much I’d been putting my life on hold until I was holding that pretty blonde coed in my arms. Yes, I’d suffered when I lost Lauren — but so much of the suffering I’d been through in the last fifteen years had been self-inflicted. No one put a gun to my head and forced me to live like a monk while I worked for Daniel’s company. No one insisted it would be a good idea for me to put off growing a family in favor of growing someone else’s business.

It was incredible how one night could give a man a whole new perspective on life. Though I doubted she had any idea what she’d done, that blonde had given me a precious gift. Even if I never saw her again — and honestly, even with her leaving a little note and a phone number behind the chances of a girl like her actually wanting to date a guy like me were pretty damn low — I’d always cherish that night we’d spent together.

I was going to enjoy this semester at Stillwell. I was going to complete my degree, then return in triumph to the company I’d spent fifteen years building into a powerhouse. Once Daniel retired, I’d take the throne and the C-suite position, just as we’d always planned.

But I was going to be a different man when I got back to Boston. That was for damn sure.

My former coworkers were in for one hell of a surprise.

I turned the radio up as I drove across town. Sunday morning in Stillwell had a totally different feel than Saturday night — I saw numerous young people doing the fabled ‘walk of shame’, girls in party dresses waiting at ‘walk’ signs next to joggers and people taking their dogs out for a morning stroll. Most everyone under twenty-five looked squinty and vaguely hungover.

Gabrielle’s turned out to be right next to the river, so close that a customer sitting at one of the outside tables could have reached out and touched someone jogging on the canal trail. The reservation Marcie made was fairly early, yet the parking lot was packed — I ended up having to park the McLaren a block or so away at a spot with a parking meter and walking over to the cafe.

I got a few stairs as I approached the hostess’s podium. A cute redhead in a suit jacket and a skirt watched me get close with a customer service-ready smile.

“Reservation, sir?” She asked, glancing down at a tablet with a floor plan of the restaurant. Nearly all of the tables were marked in red. “It’s currently an hour and a half wait for a table, but if you’re willing to sit at the bar I might be able to get you in a little sooner…”

At this time of the morning? I wondered. Wow, this place really must be as good as Marcie said.

“I’ve already got a reservation,” I said, scanning the tables. Marcie was nowhere to be found. “Um, should be under Ramsey?” She’d probably used her last name.

The hostess scanned the screen, then nodded. “Yes, I’ve got Ramsey. One member of your party’s already arrived.” She grabbed a menu. “Follow me⁠—”

“Hold up.” Something she said stuck in my head. “What do you mean, one member? It should just be the two of us.”

Her smile didn’t waver. “Pardon me, sir, but the reservation is for a party of three,” she said, double-checking the tablet. “If that’s not the case, I can update…”

“No, that’s fine,” I said. Huh. Marcie must have invited one of her college friends along for the ride. “Sorry. I’m not the one who made the reservation…”

The hostess smiled like people made these errors all the time. “Follow me,” she said.

I did. She led me past tables and booths, walking quickly through the largest section of the restaurant, then turned down a side hallway. The sounds of conversation quieted until I almost could have believed Gabrielle’s was mostly empty. Neat effect.

Marcie waited in a corner booth, a cup of coffee in front of her and an anxious expression written across her face. When she saw me she nearly jumped out of her seat, moving like a spring that had been coiled too tightly.

“Jack!” Relief flooded her features. Had she been worried I might not show? “It’s so good to see you!”

“Sorry I’m a little late,” I said, scooting in across from Marcie. The hostess left us with a menu and a smile. “I, uh, overslept.”

“That’s totally fine,” Marcie said, brushing away my apology. “I can’t believe you’re really here, Jack! I never expected you to really come to Stillwell. Even when my father pitched this crazy idea of having you spend a semester here to finish your degree, I told myself it wouldn’t happen!”

“Your Dad has a way of making sure people do what he tells them,” I said, glancing over the menu. Everything looked incredible; my stomach rumbled like the first stirrings of an avalanche, and I realized just how much of an appetite I’d worked up last night. “As I’m sure you know.”

“Totally.” Marcie snickered as only a Daddy’s girl could. Unlike me and everyone else who worked at Daniel Ramsey’s firm, she had him wrapped around her little finger instead of the other way around. “It’s so freaking good to see you, Jack! I just wish… you know…”

“It was under better circumstances?” I asked.

Just then, a waitress sashayed over. I ordered a cup of coffee, black, while Marcie asked for two mimosas. “We might as well get this party started off right,” she told me as the woman walked away. Then her expression fell. “Jack, about last night…”

I was already shaking my head. “It wasn’t your fault,” I said, frowning deeply. “Honestly, I wish we’d called the cops. The more I think about it, the more it pisses me off that we let those assholes go without a proper punishment.”

Marcie’s face filled with shock. “No! Could you imagine the scandal? Delta Rho would never recover, Jack. No, it’s really good that you handled it the way you did. I just…”

A tremor passed through Marcie. Her chin wobbled; tears formed in the corners of her eyes. I could tell she was on the verge of breaking down sobbing.

I moved without thinking. In the blink of an eye I was out of my side of the booth and in hers, putting my arm around her the way I knew her father would have if he was here to listen to this story. She stiffened up for a second, shocked by my boldness, then relaxed against me with a stifled sob.

The way she did it was so close to the way the blonde last night reacted to my hand around her throat that I coughed.

“It’s alright,” I assured her. “Marcie, you’re the victim here. You don’t have anything to feel bad about, darling.”

She managed to smile through the tears. “I just wish you hadn’t seen me like that,” she said, shaking her head. “Kiki and Lakshmi told me you were, like, a total gentleman about it, but it still sucks. Please, please promise me you won’t tell my Dad about this.”

“Your father?” I hadn’t even considered it.

Honestly, I knew there wasn’t even really much point in going to the police — those boys had been stopped, so twenty-four hours later it would have been a case of he-said, she-said. I was thinking about tracking that Trevor guy down and kicking his ass, though.

Marcie clearly wasn’t thinking that way. “If Dad knew what happened last night, he’d pull me out of Stillwell,” she insisted. “You know how he is. You know how he acts whenever anything happens to his little girl.”

I did. “Alright. But Marcie, something very bad almost happened to you last night. You know that, right?”

Her eyes widened. “Know it? I haven’t stopped thinking about it, Jack. How if you hadn’t shown up when you did, I would have spent last night doing a lot worse than puking in a dorm room toilet while Kiki held my hair back and Lakshmi rubbed my shoulders.”

“It sounds like those girls took good care of you,” I said, grateful for it. I’d had my worries about letting Marcie go back to the dorms in the company of someone who wasn’t me, but those girls had good heads on their shoulders. I liked them. “I’m glad.”

“Jack.” Marcie stared right into my eyes, her lips a tight little line. “I mean it. My Dad cannot hear about this…”

God damn it. How did she manage to activate all of my protective instincts at once? Daniel Ramsey wasn’t the only man Marcella had wrapped around her finger. As it turned out, I had no more defense against her charms than he did.

“It wouldn’t come from me,” I said, holding up a hand. “Scout’s honor.”

Marcie held my gaze for a second, then snickered. “You were never a Boy Scout, Jack.”

“Yeah, but I once got a compliment in youth group for stacking chairs better than anyone else,” I said with a smirk. “That’s almost the same thing, right?”

The waitress came back with my coffee and the mimosas. I was a bit wary about mixing two acids this early in the morning — at my age, you had to watch out for your stomach — but Marcie didn’t hesitate. So neither did I.

She took a dainty sip of hers and let out a little mmh of pleasure. “Damn, they know how to make those here,” she said, grinning. “Have you figured out what you’re going to eat, Jack? They do this incredible thing with eggs Benedict and pico de gallo — it’s out of this world!”

I smiled, grateful that we’d gotten past the hard part. “Not really sure. You’ve been here more than me — maybe I ought to let you make the food decisions.” My gaze slid over a bunch of ‘protein breakfast bowls’ stuffed with veggies and ‘lean turkey sausage’, and I winced. If I’m a college student again, I thought, I want some college student food…

“How about steak and eggs?” I asked. “That good here?”

Marcie laughed. “That’s good anywhere, Jack.”

“That is not true,” I said, glancing up as the waitress returned to the table to take our orders. “Some of the places your Dad’s sent me to over the years were severely lacking in the diner department. You ever been to Winslow, Arizona?”

“Like the Eagles song?” Marcie asked, flummoxed.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “As it turns out, no one hates that song more than the people who actually have to live in Winslow…”

The waitress took our orders, and I told Marcie all about the truly awful business trip I’d taken for Daniel a year or two after I started working for his firm. She giggled and laughed throughout, refilling her mimosa several times, and gradually the last remnants of the awkwardness about last night began to fade away.

We’d be fine. We were friends. I’d seen Marcie at her lowest point, but if she was eager to put it behind her, then so was I.

Something else occurred to me as I wrapped up my story. We were still nowhere near getting our food — plates came out of the kitchen with a quickness, but with the sheer number of customers, I knew we’d still have to wait awhile. Thank God for free bread baskets.

“The hostess told me something kind of funny,” I said, downing the last of my second mimosa and placing the empty glass on the table. “When I first got here. She said this was supposed to be a reservation for three people?”

A guilty look flashed across Marcie’s face.

“I’m guessing they cancelled since they’re not here,” I said, realizing I’d hit pay dirt. “Marcie, do you have a boyfriend?”

Her mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. “I do not!”

Oh. Then what…?

“She’s coming,” Marcie insisted, holding up her hands. “She just texted me and said she’s running a little late.” Her lips twisted in a wicked moue. “I can’t believe the hostess spoiled the surprise, of all the things!”

“Surprise?” I asked. I’d never been a man who particularly liked surprises.

“I guess I can tell you,” Marcie said, taking another sip of her drink. Every last trace of awkwardness had vanished from her face; she looked like a cat with a whole bowl full of cream. “As it turns out, something good did come out of last night, Jack.”

“Something good?”

Marcie beamed. “You are looking at Delta Rho’s newest pledge for the fall semester,” she said, tapping her chest with a thumb. “I’m going to be a Delta Rho girl, Jack!”

“That’s wonderful news!” I said, lifting my glass to her in a makeshift toast. “I know that’s exactly what you were gunning for, Marcie. I’m glad you’re getting what you want.”

Her eyes took on a faraway look as she spoke. “I’ve already been assigned a big,” she said, putting a hand on the table. “That’s a mentor, Jack — someone who makes sure you that you pass all the evaluations to be a Delta Rho and don’t make a fool of yourself during the pledging period⁠—”

“Honey, I know what a ‘big’ is,” I said, shaking my head. “This isn’t my first time at a college, you know?” She was so excited that some of it spilled onto me, making me a little giddy. Or maybe that was just the mimosas. “So who ended up getting the honor? Lakshmi? Or was it, err, ‘Kiki’ as you all call her…”

“Neither,” Marcie said, grinning from ear to ear. “Oh, it’s so freaking cool, Jack! All the other pledges are going to be so jealous of me…”

Huh…

“Honey, you sound like Taylor Swift’s going to be your mentor or something!” Acid churned in my gut; I really shouldn’t have put alcohol on top of coffee. “It can’t be that big of a deal⁠—”

“Oh shit!” Marcie grabbed my hand and squeezed. “She’s here. Try to look natural, Jack…”

A simple request.

And totally impossible.

Because walking over to our table with the biggest smile on her face was her. Without a hair out of place or a single fold in the wrong direction on her outfit.

Like she hadn’t been on her knees for me in a sorority house bathroom less than twelve hours ago.

Like I hadn’t seen her with a blanket wrapped around her naked body as she bounced up and down in my lap while waving at strangers from my balcony.

Like this was all perfectly normal.

“Jack, I want you to meet Samantha Lowry,” Marcie said. “The President of the Delta Rho Sorority. Jack, she’s my big!”


Chapter Seven




“Sorry I’m late,” Samantha purred, sliding into the booth across from Marcie and me. “Traffic was so terrible on the way into the city. I’m sure you know how it is⁠—”

I stared at her, dumbfounded. To anyone looking at us, we were nothing but two young women and an older guy sitting at a table, discussing college business. Only I noticed the way Samantha’s gaze lingered on me a fraction longer than was appropriate, or the touch of mischief around her eyes and her soft, pouty mouth.

“That’s totally fine,” Marcie said, all excitement. “Samantha, I want you to meet Jackson Avery. He works with my father⁠—”

“We’ve met,” I said dryly.

A confused look flickered across Marcie’s face. “You two know each other?”

“We met at the party,” I said quickly. If I let Samantha talk, there was no telling what might come out of her mouth. “She was there with the others, you just didn’t notice her. It was her who convinced me to let your sorority sisters take you home instead of doing it myself.”

Marcie’s expression changed. “Oh! Wow, geez — I guess I didn’t even notice. Samantha, forgive me…”

Samantha waved her hand like a queen approving a peasant’s petition. “There’s nothing to forgive, babes,” she said, aiming a wink in my direction. “You weren’t in the best state of mind last night. And both of us were way too focused on the situation with you to make introductions.”

Samantha was right. We hadn’t made introductions.

We’d done a hell of a lot more than that.

“Excuse me,” I said, sliding out of the booth. “I’ll be right back. I need to run to the little boy’s room.”

The blonde — Samantha Lowry, the queen bee of the sorority Marcie desperately wanted to be a member of — started to rise right along with me. “That’s perfect, actually,” she said with a smile. “I need to fix my makeup. Can you escort me, Jack?”

With the way she was grinning at me, I knew she had something wicked planned. But turning her down would have been rude in the extreme — and worse, might have tipped Marcie off to the fact that there was something between her mentor and I. I couldn’t say no.

“Sure,” I grunted. “You lead the way. I don’t know where it is.”

Together, we made our way down the hall. Samantha giggled as we walked, nibbling her bottom lip as she glanced over at me. I didn’t say anything.

I couldn’t stop thinking about last night. About the way I’d put my hands on this woman — how I’d wrapped my fingers around her throat as I tried to fuck her right through my bed, pounding her so hard that she wouldn’t be able to walk the next day.

Except she clearly could.

We reached the bathrooms, and Samantha walked right past them. At the end of the hall, a little door opened on a concrete patio with a view of the river, with benches for smokers and a little trash can to throw away stubs. Mercifully, we had it all to ourselves.

“I’m shocked you managed to wake up in time to make it to brunch,” Samantha purred as I shut the door. “I thought I’d fucked you well enough that you’d sleep for a week, Daddy⁠—”

I grabbed her and pulled her to me. She let out a little gasp, then grinned even wider. Fuck, she liked that a lot. So did I.

“Look at you,” Samantha whispered. She ran the fingers of one hand through my hair, gently rubbing her thigh against the bulge in my slacks. “So keyed up. You want to take me into the bathroom and get a quickie, Daddy? I know for a fact that the door locks, but I can’t guarantee I’ll be quiet enough that sweet little Marcie doesn’t hear⁠—”

“You,” I grunted. I was mad at her for pulling this little stunt, and being mad at her just made me want to bang her brains out even more. Probably while pulling her hair and spanking her naughty ass.

Of course, that’s exactly what she wanted me to do, too.

“Me,” she agreed, striking a little pose. “Come on, Jack, are you really shocked? You knew last night I was in charge at that party.”

“I ought to slap the shit out of you,” I growled. “Except that would just make you even bolder.”

Samantha grinned. “It’s like the old joke about mosquitos and sorority girls,” she teased, running a finger down the fabric of my shirt. “Only one stops sucking when you slap them…”

I grabbed the wrist she’d put on my chest. “What game are you playing right now, Samantha?”

That got through to her. Samantha’s eyes widened for a moment, though the smirk on her gorgeous face came back with a vengeance.

I was starting to get to know that smirk well. I liked it almost as much as it irritated me.

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” she purred, “but I’m kind of in charge of Delta Rho. I’m used to getting what I want.” She looked at the hand around her wrist like she was remembering what I’d used it to do to her heart-shaped ass last night, and she chuckled. “And after the night we shared, I’ve decided I want you. Daddy.”

“You keep calling me that,” I growled, my cock throbbing in my boxers, “and I’m going to do something that ruins your queenly reputation.”

Samantha’s eyes lit up with the challenge. “Mmh, you promise?”

Holy shit. I hadn’t expected her to play chicken with me.

After a moment, she shook her head. “No. We don’t want Marcie to know what’s going on, now do we? You’re supposed to be helping her get into Delta Rho, Jack. If she finds out you took the sorority’s president home last night and banged her like a drum, she’s totally going to lose her shit.”

I swallowed hard. “Is this why you decided to be her big?”

Samantha giggled. “I’m in charge of whether or not Marcie pledges successfully. I mean, I was always the one who gets to decide that — I’m the president, after all — but now I get direct control over her sorority career. I’m the deciding factor in whether or not she achieves her dream. If I’m happy, she passes, and the world is her oyster. If I’m not happy…”

She grinned, not needing to say anything else.

The implication hit me like a slap in the face. “You’re blackmailing me,” I said.

She pouted. “Don’t think about it like that,” she said, every bit as bratty as she’d been when I dragged her to the foot of my bed and rammed my cock hilt-deep inside of her. “Think of it, like, a really hot reason to carry on a secret affair with the sweetest piece of ass on campus. Having to hide everything from Marcie will make it even naughtier.” She turned and wiggled her ass against me. “And when you get me to yourself, you can punish me for it. In fact, I expect you to. I’m a naughty, naughty girl, Daddy.” She grinned up at me, like she’d just played the chess move that would checkmate my king. “I can’t wait to see what you do to make me pay for using you this way.”

God damn. “Sounds like you’ve got me over a barrel,” I growled. “If I want to protect my boss’s daughter, I’ve got to do exactly what you say. Otherwise you’ll make sure she gets rejected from the sorority of her dreams.”

Samantha hadn’t expected me to say that. “I’m not going to fuck Marcie over,” she insisted. “Don’t even think about her, Jack. This is about us.”

Maybe. But Samantha held all the cards here where Marcie was concerned. Worse, she knew it. That smug little smile she kept giving me was proof positive of that.

But there were some things she couldn’t control.

And maybe I was one of them.

“We really should get back,” she teased. “If we’re not at the table soon, Marcie will wonder what’s taking us so long. She might even come looking for us. I don’t think you want her to see me with my thigh so high up on you it looks like you’re trying to sneak fuck on the back patio…”

I shook my head. “We’ll go. Just one thing.”

Samantha nodded. “Uh huh?”

“I just want to make sure I understand the terms of this arrangement,” I said, putting emphasis on the final word. “So there’s no confusion between the two of us.”

Her grin told me she thought she’d won. “Sure. The deal is this: you act like a sweet guy on campus and help Marcie however she wants. And when you get a text from me, or when I show up at your gorgeous apartment, you turn into my dirty Daddy and treat me like the slutty babygirl you know I am deep down inside. You do that, and I’ll make sure this is the best semester of Marcie’s life. And yours.”

“Uh huh,” I said, matching her smirk with one of my own. “There’s just one thing I’m not hearing. The word exclusive.”

Samantha blinked. “Hmm?”

“I need to be there when you call,” I said, savoring the way the realization began to dawn on her. “Ready to make you feel like my dirty little slut. And believe me, Samantha — after the way you’ve pulled this stunt right in front of Marcie, I will be ready to punish you. But when we’re not together, you don’t have any say in what I do. Is that right?”

A strange smile flickered across her face. “I’m not asking you to ‘go steady’ with me,” she laughed. “I don’t want to wear your promise ring — I just want you to blow my back out whenever I get the urge for a hot older man who knows how to fuck⁠—”

“Good,” I said. “I’m glad we understand each other.”

The moment lengthened. I waited for Samantha to give in.

And she did.

“Okay, what are you planning?” She demanded, looking both turned on and irritated by the amused way I kept looking at her. “You keep acting like I made some kind of big mistake…”

I leaned in close, my lips brushing her ear.

“That’s because you did,” I snickered. “You could have had this all to yourself if you were a little bit nicer, Samantha. But last night, you did more than just make me feel like a real man for the first time in a long ass time.”

I thought of Yukiko. Of Lakshmi. Even of Maria, my realtor, and the way they’d all looked at me. The way Samantha’s sorority sisters blushed when the word babygirl slipped out of my mouth.

“You helped me realize that maybe you’re not the only girl on campus who’d appreciate a man who knows his shit,” I snickered. “You’re right — this is going to be the best semester of my life. And you know why?”

Samantha let out a little moan. I could feel her pussy boiling over as I held her close, smug and cruel.

“I’m going to fuck every last one of your sorority sisters,” I said, savoring the look of shock on her face. “And when I do, babygirl, I’ll be sure to tell you all the dirty shit they did for me while I punish you for being so naughty. Maybe you’ll even be able to keep up.”

I was certain that no one had ever dared talk this way to Samantha Lowry. Not at Stillwell, at least.

Her mouth formed a little ‘o’ of shock. “Daddy…”

I left her just like that, gasping on the patio. With a grin, I made my way back into the crowded restaurant, whistling to myself as I walked. I’d worked up one hell of an appetite, and I was ready to begin brunch for real.

I think I’m going to like Stillwell, I thought.

My final semester of college was about to become my best ever.


Pledged to Him Book Two




Chapter One




Iwatched as the crowd ran for their lives.

Terrified peasants climbed over each other as they descended the broad stairs, all social niceties ripped away in the pure struggle for survival. Behind them marched a row of soldiers carrying long guns, their faces like carved marble statues with no pity and no hesitation. The sound of drums filled my ears as the men raised their rifles to their eyes, fired into the crowd, and began to reload. A terrified mother carried her child in her arms, her eyes glassy with panic⁠—

The scene froze. A band of static traveled across the projection screen.

“What you’re about to watch right now,” Professor Kovarsky said, thumbing a button on the remote in her hand, “is one of the most important scenes in cinema history.”

A wave of groans rolled through the classroom. We had fifteen minutes left on our first lecture of Introduction to Film Techniques, and Professor Kovarsky wasn’t going to let us off the hook a second before the bell rang. It didn’t help that she had the most monotone voice I’d ever heard on a woman—honestly, she made that teacher from Ferris Bueller sound animated—and seemed fixated on showing us nothing but black-and-white movies from before World War II.

“Battleship Potemkin,” Kovarsky said, gesturing at the screen. “Here, the silver screen saw its very first—and perhaps still finest—use of the technique known as the montage. Sergei Eisenstein did not have CGI or special effects: he was unable to film his actors being shot, or stabbed, or trampled. You’ll notice the use of clever cutaways to build tension—jumping from a shot of a screaming woman to a group of people lying on the ground, for example⁠—”

“You said Einstein made this movie?” someone asked.

Students laughed. Next to me, Marcie snickered, caught herself, then looked over at me and shrugged. Sorry, she mouthed.

It was her fault that I was in this mess. I’d had to sign up for four classes when I came to Stillwell University to finish the college degree I’d neglected for the last twenty years, and Marcella Ramsey had been in charge of picking them all. I figured the only reason she’d signed me up for Introduction to Film Techniques was so she could have a friend to share in the misery.

Taking a college course next to my boss’s daughter was not where I’d expected to find myself a few weeks ago. A few weeks ago, I’d been preparing for my promotion—getting ready to take over the big chair, the CEO position held by my mentor, Daniel Ramsey. An old friend of my father’s, he’d helped put me back together after the accident fifteen years ago that robbed me of my wife Lauren and my reason for living. I’d worked my butt off for him, turning his engineering firm into a household name, and I’d been ready to reap the fruits of my labors.

Instead, we’d hit an unexpected snag.

Formally taking over Daniel's position required me to submit to about a dozen background checks. They’d found no criminal activity, nothing to make them sweat—but what they didn’t find was my college degree. I’d never finished it: I had one semester left when I lost Lauren, and after starting to work for ‘Uncle’ Ramsey, I just never bothered.

Hence why I was here, sitting next to Marcie.

Going back to college to finish my degree had sounded insane when Daniel pitched it to me. I’d tried to protest that it didn’t matter, or that I could just take online classes, but he’d insisted. Hanging unspoken between us was the real reason he’d insisted I spend a semester off clearing four courses at his daughter’s alma mater: he wanted me to get out more. To find a woman, a bride—to start a family. As much as he loved me and treated me like his own son, Daniel didn’t think a man without a family could run his company.

I didn’t know if I was going to come back to him with a family. But I sure as hell was coming back to him with a different perspective.

“Eisenstein,” Professor Kovarsky corrected, stressing the syllables. “The director, not the scientist. Hasn’t anyone heard of this film before?”

I had. But being about twice the age of every other student in the classroom. I was clearly in the extreme minority.

A couple of rows down, a student shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He had reason to be uncomfortable: I knew him, and I didn’t like him. He wasn’t wearing cargo pants today, like he had on back at the Delta Rho sorority house, but the torn-up black jeans he was wearing didn’t look much better.

Cargo Pants, as I’d learned from roll call, was a kid named Darryl. Thankfully, Marcie had no memory of him. The only thing she remembered about her first night at the Delta Rho sorority house was showing up and helping to get some of the decorations set up. After that, her memory of the night was a haze, ending with her puking back in her dorm room while two of Delta Rho’s sorority sisters—Yukiko and Lakshmi—made sure she was alright.

Darryl hadn’t been the one who spiked Marcie’s drink—that had been a cocky little shit by the name of Trevor. I doubted Darryl would have had the balls to do it on his own; he struck me as more of a henchman than a real villain. I’d put the fear of God into him, the same way I’d done to his buddy.

But I still had my eye on him.

As I watched Professor Kovarsky hopelessly try and explain Soviet-era cinema to a bunch of bored college students, my phone vibrated in my pocket. A quick glance confirmed I had several text messages waiting for me, though it was only the most recent that had caught my attention and got me to check. I thumbed through a couple of overly-friendly texts from my realtor Maria Alvarez asking when I was free to catch up with her, and found a brand-new message waiting for me. From someone I’d programmed into my phone simply as ‘S’:

I need to talk to you when you get a chance.

Interesting. She hadn’t called me Daddy, and there was no mention of her being my babygirl. Whatever she wanted, it had to be serious.

S, of course, was Samantha Lowry—the queen bee of Stillwell’s most exclusive sorority, Delta Rho. The last time we’d seen each other had been a few days ago, over mimosas at a local brunch spot called Gabrielle’s. But before that, the last time we’d been together was at my apartment off-campus. Where we’d done a hell of a lot more than just give each other ‘friendly introductions’.

Marcie glanced over at the phone, intrigued. “Everything okay?”

I moved the phone from one hand to the other, keeping the screen just outside of her view. Marcie had no idea that I was hooking up with Samantha, and I don’t think she’d have taken the truth very well. To her, Samantha was her friend and mentor—her ‘big’, the person Marcie would be looking to over the next few weeks to shepherd her through the process of becoming a full member of Delta Rho. To me…

To me, Samantha Lowry was the woman who brought me back to life.

I hadn’t realized how dead inside I’d become until I saw her standing in my living room wearing nothing but a blanket and a smile. In the fifteen years since I’d lost Lauren, I hadn’t dated—hell, it took me five of those years to stop wearing my wedding ring out in public. I threw myself into my work, into growing my mentor’s company, and let the long hours and late nights numb me to just how unhappy I was.

As much as I’d accomplished, I’d only really only been living half a life.

That was over now. That magical night with Samantha changed everything. Hearing her whimper and groan and call me Daddy while I took her on my balcony made me feel like a man for the first time in a very, very long time. It gave me the courage to accept that I deserved the good things in my life. It made me a better person.

It also meant I had one hell of a secret to keep from my boss’s daughter.

“Yeah,” I whispered, tucking the phone away. “Just stuff from the office.”

Marcie sighed and rolled her eyes. “My Dad? He really needs to let you be, Jack. He doesn’t get to have it both ways. He can’t tell you to take a sabbatical and finish up your degree, then come to you with questions every time something goes a little bit wrong back at the business…”

The bell rang. Professor Kovarsky trailed off in mid-sentence, frowning as the front rows of students abruptly began packing up their backpacks. “Remember, your first review and reaction essays are due next week! Twenty-five hundred words on the techniques of the film of your choice! I will be checking them for any sign of artificial intelligence, so every word had better be written by you and you alone!”

Marcie grinned at that. Several students winced at her words; probably they’d been counting on just that to make their assignments easier.

Lazy, I thought, checking Cargo Pants to see if he’d been one of the wincers. They didn’t have that stuff back in my day.

“I’ve got another class right after this one,” Marcie told me with a slightly sadder look. I could tell she wanted to hang out with me some more—and probably tease me about Professor Kovarsky’s teaching methods—but it would have to wait. “What do you have going on after this, Jack?”

Truthfully, just about nothing. One thing I’d learned since coming to Stillwell was just what a lucky man I’d been in my early 20’s. Having no responsibilities beyond four lectures a week and some occasional homework meant an almost unfathomable amount of free time. Especially for someone who used to consider a sixty-hour work week normal.

I almost opened my mouth to tell her that, then remembered the text Samantha sent me. I did have something to do, didn’t I?

“Couple of errands,” I told the coed. “Nothing major.”

Marcie gave me a smart nod. “Don’t work too hard, okay? If my Dad keeps bothering you with stuff, I can always talk to him⁠—”

“No!” I said, a little too quickly. I covered it with a laugh. “I’m a grown man, Marcie. I can handle my business on my own. Got it?”

She paused. Maybe she was thinking of how I’d helped her with her business a few nights ago at that frat party. “Of course, Jack. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by that.”

“No need to apologize.” I glanced towards the door, where Cargo Pants was watching the two of us with an uneasy look. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to work up the nerve to talk to me or just frozen in his tracks. “You go on and get to your next class, Marcie. I’ll catch up with you later.”

If she wondered why I was hanging back, she didn’t ask. “Sure! Talk to you later, Jack!”

Marcie walked right past Cargo Shorts without giving him a second look. “Excuse me!” she said brightly, missing the way his lips peeled back over his teeth in terror at the sight of her. She really doesn’t remember anything, I told myself. If she did, then Marcie was just about the greatest actress I’d ever met.

As soon as she was gone, I felt my expression darken. “You,” I said, pointing a finger at Cargo Pants. “Let’s talk.”

“Yeah.” He swallowed hard. “Yeah, okay. Sure.”

Together, we made our way to the rear of the lecture hall. Professor Kovarsky gave me a concerned look, but a gesture from me calmed her down. Once she was gone and I had the room to myself, I turned to Cargo Pants.

“Your name’s Darryl, right?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Darryl,” I repeated. “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming in here after last weekend.”

“Listen, man—I’m sorry, okay?” Darryl looked almost comically nervous, which would have been funny under other circumstances. “None of that shit was my idea, alright? Trev put me up to it. I’m gonna go ahead after today and drop this class, man, don’t worry—you won’t see me around your girl again⁠—”

“My girl?”

Darryl’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. “Yeah, Marcie or whatever. You told Trevor if you ever saw us around one of those Delta Rho girls again, you’d put us in the hospital. Seeing what you did to him, I fuckin’ believe it…”

I shook my head. “Marcie’s not… look, forget it. You mean to tell me it was an accident that you showed up in this classroom today?”

From the look on his face, I could already tell that it was. “Look man, I went home from Delta Rho and tried to forget any of that shit ever happened! I didn’t exactly double-check my class schedule to make sure the old dude who beat the shit out of Trevor wasn’t sitting next to me in some shitty film lecture!”

I believed him. “Alright, alright. Calm the fuck down. I’m not about to kick your ass in the middle of the business building.”

He visibly relaxed. “Okay, cool.”

My frown silenced him before he could say more. “What I ought to do is turn you and your friend over to the campus police. The fact that you didn’t actually manage to hurt Marcie doesn’t mean anything to me. You were going to. And even if you didn’t, you left that poor girl mighty discombobulated on a night that was important to her.”

Trevor held up his hands in supplication. “I know that, man. Shit, I know, alright? I… I told Trevor it was a bad fucking idea, man. You don’t know how he is. When he gets an idea in his head like that, he just doesn’t listen to people…!”

“I don’t give a shit about your interpersonal dynamics,” I shot back, using a buzzword I’d heard human resources toss around the table a few times at Daniel’s company. “The only reason I’m not going to the cops is because it would be my word against yours.”

Actually, that wasn’t the reason. I let Darryl think it was, but the real story was more complicated. Delta Rho itself didn’t want to be dragged through the mud. It was why Lakshmi and Yukiko walked Marcie home that night instead of me—and why I’d settled for a beatdown on Trevor instead of a set of handcuffs. Seeing these two pipsqueaks get perp walked across the student commons would make me feel good, but it wasn’t about me. It was about Marcie, and the sorority she desperately wanted to be a part of.

So, for her sake, I’d keep the secret. But I was going to make damn sure that nothing like what had happened that night ever happened at Stillwell again.

Darryl nearly slumped over with relief. He looked like a man who’d just been led to the gallows, only to find out at the last second his hanging had been cancelled. “Thank you, sir. Really, thank you.” With each word he started talking faster, as if he were eager to end this conversation. “Like I said, I’ll drop the class. You won’t ever have to see me again, and I’ll stay the fuck away from Delta Rho from now on. From all the girls at Stillwell…”

I held up a hand. “You’re not dropping the class,” I said.

He gave a little start. “I’m not?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Because I want to keep an eye on you.”

His face fell. “Um… alright. Yeah man, I guess we can do it like that.”

Yeah, we could. It took a great effort not to snicker at how easy all of this was. Had I always had the power to exert my will like this, and I’d just been too timid to use it? Or had fifteen years of workaholic behavior whittled me down until the thought of doing good for the people around me was as foreign as the films Professor Kovarsky showed us?

Either way, that was over and done with. I felt like a new man—in more ways than one.

Woe betide anyone who tried to stop me.

“Speaking of your friend, where is he? Trevor?”

That was a loose end I still wanted to tie up. Right now, I felt pretty certain that Darryl wouldn’t give anyone at Stillwell anymore trouble. Hell, for the rest of the semester he’d probably be looking over his shoulder expecting to see me at every turn. His buddy was the one I was concerned might try an encore performance.

The color drained from Darryl’s face. “Listen, man,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “You don’t want to fuck with Trevor, alright? You’re already kind of lucky you got away with what you did to him the other night⁠—”

“I got lucky!?” I growled, raising my voice. “I’m not the lucky one. Your buddy’s lucky I didn’t put him in traction after what I saw him about to do to Marcie!”

“I don’t mean it like that,” Darryl said pathetically. “Trevor’s parents are, like, loaded. They’re rich and powerful, man. Nobody at Stillwell fucks with them.”

I snickered. “I don’t know if you realized this, Darryl, but I’m rich and powerful, too. Tell me where he hangs out and I’ll have a chat with him. I won’t tell him you ratted him out.”

An uneasy look spread across the young man’s face. “I don’t know, dude.”

I stared at him. Slowly, I allowed a portion of the anger I felt when I saw him and his buddy trying to get a drugged-up coed into bed to show on my face. A very, very small portion of it.

It was more than enough.

“The arcade!” Darryl blurted, shying away from me as if the sight of my face might burn him. “He’s always at the arcade between classes!”

Someone passing by out in the hall paused at Darryl’s outburst. They craned their neck to peer into the lecture hall, then saw me and thought better of interfering. Sweat beaded and dripped down Darryl’s forehead; the implication couldn’t have been clearer.

No one was going to help a guy like him.

“The arcade?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

“You’ve never been there?” Darryl looked surprised. “It’s under the student commons. There’s a lounge down there and a couple of meeting rooms, and past them there’s a little arcade.”

I couldn’t picture it. “Like… with video games?”

Darryl nodded like a bobblehead. “Mortal Kombat, DDR, stuff like that. He doesn’t play any of them; he just hangs out down there with his friends. Mostly they just vape and talk shit about girls.”

College kid behavior, in other words. “Alright. Thanks. You can go now.”

Darryl glanced over at the door, then back at me. “Yeah. Okay…”

There was something else he wanted to say, I could tell. “Speak up,” I prompted. “I already told you; I don’t have any reason to hurt you. Unless you want to give me one?”

The young man thought over his words carefully. “Listen, I know you’re some kind of badass,” he said, giving me an almost rueful look of respect. “I don’t know if you were in the military before you came here and that’s why you’re only going to college now, but either way you must be a scary dude. Especially if Marcella Ramsey wants to fuck you.”

I let that last part pass without comment; I didn’t feel like dignifying it with a response. “And?”

“I think you’re underestimating Trevor,” he said, clearing his throat. “He’s super angry about what happened at the sorority mixer last week. He’s been ranting and raving about it like he’s gonna do something about it, too.”

Part of me wanted to reply with another pithy comeback. But then I stopped and thought about what Darryl was saying.

“Alright,” I said, nodding. “Thanks for the head’s up.”

“No problem, man.” Now that he knew he wasn’t going to get beaten up or arrested, Darryl was almost disgustingly eager to please. It didn’t take much imagination to picture him doing the same thing for Trevor—acting as his loyal toady, laughing at his jokes and keeping watch to ensure the coast stayed clear while he did something awful. “I’m just glad you know the score. I was getting a little worried, you know?”

I’m sure you were, I thought. Something told me Darryl didn’t lose much sleep at night worrying about it.

“Go,” I grunted, gesturing with my chin. “Get out of my sight.”

He went.

I looked around the now-empty lecture hall. Apparently the class period immediately following Kovarsky’s History of Film Techniques had no one using this room, which I made a mental note of for later. It could potentially be useful.

My phone buzzed once more. You okay? Samantha had written.

The corner of my mouth curled in a smirk. I knew she still wasn’t quite sure how things stood between us. The last time I’d seen her, back at Gabrielle’s, I’d made a rather rude promise concerning her other sorority sisters…

Just leaving a class, I wrote back. Where are you?

The three dots appeared beneath my message almost immediately. I’m at the sorority house, she wrote. Just got here. You remember where that is, right?

As if I could possibly forget. I’ll head over there now, I wrote back.

When no response materialized, I began to wonder if things were frostier between myself and Samantha than I realized. Then, just as I went to put my phone in my pocket, the three dots returned.

Samantha sent me a little icon of pursed lips. A kiss.

See you soon, Daddy, she added.

I couldn’t help it. I grinned like a fool. That girl did things to me—things that fifteen years of workaholic behavior convinced me I’d never feel again.

I wondered what she needed me for, of course.

But more than that, I couldn’t wait to see Samantha again.


Chapter Two




When I arrived at the Delta Rho sorority house, I found one of the most surprising sights I’d ever seen.

Gorgeous women. Cleaning.

Coeds moved across the hardwood floors on their hands and knees, thick towels attached to their wrists and shins as they buffed the boards. More carried bags of trash down from the upstairs bathrooms. On the far side of the living room, a pair of brunettes who’d stripped down to athletic shorts and sports bras were painting a wall, a plastic tarp stretched across the floor and a big pail of blue paint on top of it. The whole place buzzed with activity.

What in the world? What had I just walked into?

As I watched, one of the girls painting the wall slipped. She went down on one knee on the plastic, the paint-covered rolling slipping from her hand. Her friend grabbed it and kept it from hitting the floor, but got a big smear of navy blue across her tanned leg for her trouble.

“Shit!” The second girl helped the first one up, her face etched with worry. “Are you okay? Did you sprain something?”

The first girl shook it off. “It’s cool,” she insisted. “No need to get Yukiko involved. You know she’d just…”

She trailed off. At the mention of Yukiko, one of Samantha’s lieutenants in Delta Rho, the girl gave the first floor of the sorority house a cursory glance to make sure the coast was clear.

Which meant she saw me.

I’d just been spotted.

The brunette’s surprised cry made almost everyone stop what they were doing. The blondes with towels around their elbows stared up at me, their backs arching almost involuntarily as their mouths dropped open. One of the girls carrying a bag of trash down the stairs nearly dropped it.

The old me—the pre-Samantha me—probably wouldn’t even have noticed the effect I had on these women. But she’d opened my eyes, and now I understood why they were all staring at me. Why some of them were blushing, and why the room had just become as quiet as a church on Monday morning.

“Hey,” I said, holding up my hands. No threat, that was the way I liked it. “Sorry to interrupt your work, girls. I’m just looking for someone.”

Giggles filled the living room. The coeds didn’t look as if I’d upset them at all—if anything, they were happy for the interruption. The brunette with blue paint on her leg walked over to me, idly smearing the stain so it didn’t rub off on any of the furniture.

“Pledge mistress?” She cocked her head to the side, raising her voice. “There’s a man here to see you!”

“I wish he were here to see me,” one of the blondes chuckled.

Her friend elbowed her in the ribs with a dish towel, her blue eyes sparkling. “You and me both.”

I blinked. I understood enough to know now that a woman Samantha’s age might want to flirt with a guy like me, but for them to be so upfront about it still surprised me. These girls are different from the ones I went to college with as a kid, I thought.

Actually…

“I don’t recognize any of you girls,” I said, looking around the room. The brunette had mentioned Yukiko, so I figured she had to be upstairs, but none of the other women I’d spoken to during the party at Delta Rho the previous weekend appeared to be in attendance. “Did Delta Rho hire you to clean the place up?”

The girls giggled at that. “We’re pledges,” the brunette explained, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. Even in a sports bra, she had way more than a handful. “We’re cleaning up the sorority house, but we’re not being paid.”

“It’s all part of the process,” one of the blondes said. She made it sound like I really should have known that.

Huh. “This is the pledge class for Delta Rho this semester?”

Girls nodded. The brunette looked more confused than before. “Uh huh!”

“Then where’s Marcie?” I asked, glancing around. “Marcella Ramsey?”

There was a beat of silence where I watched the eyes of the brunette widen slightly. Then she started to laugh. A few moments later, the rest of the pledges joined in with her.

“Oh, she doesn’t have to be here,” the brunette purred. She sounded jealous, but also more than a little impressed. “She’s Samantha Lowry’s little. She gets special treatment. She’s getting fast-tracked through pledge week.”

“Are you her Dad?” someone asked.

“I had no idea her Dad was such a DILF,” another girl stage-whispered.

I was already shaking my head. “No, I’m just… a friend,” I said, trying to think of the right way to explain my relationship with Marcella Ramsey.

Evidently this was the wrong thing to say. The giggles redoubled, girls giving each other shocked glances as they pointed and nibbled their lips.

“A friend,” the brunette said, her hand on her hip. “Suuure.”

Great, I thought, gritting my teeth. These girls all think I’m Marcie’s sugar daddy. Wonderful. She’s going to be freaking mortified the next time she comes to the sorority house.

“It’s really not like that,” I insisted, my words coming out more gruffly than I’d intended. “I work with Marcie’s father. I need to speak with Samantha Lowry, actually. She ought to be here⁠—”

“Jack?”

I turned, expecting to see Samantha on the stairs. The word babygirl bubbled in the back of my throat, despite the gaggle of young women surrounding me, and it might have passed my lips if it was her standing there waiting for me.

But it wasn’t her. It was Yukiko.

She took one at the frozen group of coed pledges around me and frowned. “What are you girls doing slacking off? You think the sorority house cleans itself?”

The brunette with the paint on her thigh did a double take. “He just walked in the front door,” she said, gesturing at me like my presence explained everything. “He knows Marcie, apparently?”

“I know who he is,” Yukiko said. “What I don’t understand is why one visitor means all the afternoon’s work gets stopped all of a sudden?”

Once again, I couldn’t help but be impressed by how quickly she shifted between personas. She’d been a quiet, demure student the first time I ran into her outside of Delta Rho’s sorority mixer—but the moment she’d found out Marcie was in trouble, she’d turned into a five-foot-nothing general in five-inch heels. The look she gave the pledges could have peeled paint.

The brunette inclined her head. “Yes, Pledge Mistress!” she said.

In the blink of an eye, the room returned to motion. The coeds took their bags of trash out to the street; the girls with the rags on their knees started buffing the hardwood floors like their lives depended on it. The brunettes rolled their eyes and went back to painting, though they were careful not to let Yukiko see their faces.

“That’s better,” Yukiko muttered. “It’s good to see you again, Jack. Thank you for making it over here on such short notice.”

It was good to see her again, too. “Better circumstances than last time,” I said, thinking about what had been going on upstairs at the sorority house the last time I’d been here. “Samantha texted me?”

Yukiko nodded. “Come upstairs with me?” she asked.

I followed her up the stairs. Yukiko–better known as Kiki among the high-ranking members of the Delta Rho sorority—wore flats today, instead of the stiletto heels she’d sported during the Delta Rho mixer, but other than that she looked almost exactly the same as she had on Saturday night. Her pencil skirt hugged her hips tightly, accentuating the swell of her pert ass, and she wore her big, puffy sweatshirt with the Greek letters on it like it was high fashion. She’d tied her hair back into a rather severe ponytail, which stretched almost all the way down to the hem of her skirt.

I shouldn’t have been thinking about Kiki in terms of her assets. The girl was half my age; until a few days ago, I’d never even entertained the notion that a college babe like her could possibly be interested in a hook-up with a man like me. Worse, it was crude.

But I’d been feeling a little crude lately.

Having Samantha bouncing up and down in my lap naked on my condo balcony would do that to a man.

I’d made Samantha a promise. She’d tried to hold Marcie’s admission to Delta Rho over my head, even if she’d taken it back barely a minute later. The fact that Marcie was getting fast-tracked into the sorority told me she’d probably never meant it in the first place; still, the damage was done. I’d told the gorgeous blonde that I was going to spend the rest of the semester seducing her fellow Delta Rho sisters.

Okay, it wasn’t my proudest moment. It wasn’t the kind of thing a ‘civilized’ man told a woman—especially one who’d given him the best sex he’d had in fifteen years. But it was Samantha who’d opened the door. Who’d helped me see these women as more than just Marcie’s friends, but as potential conquests.

From the way Yukiko blushed when I called Marcie ‘babygirl’ last night, she didn’t dislike the attention at all.

Yukiko led me down the hall and into one of the bedrooms. To my relief, it wasn’t the same one Trevor and Cargo Pants dragged Marcie into during the party. That might have brought back unpleasant memories.

Not to mention that seeing the attached bathroom might have made me think of how Samantha Lowry had looked kneeling in it as she unzipped my slacks and took my cock into her mouth.

Yukiko closed the door behind us both and moved over to the dresser. She leaned up against it, her palms on the dresser’s wooden top. “Sorry about the pledges,” she said with a smirk. “They can be so lazy. Always looking for an excuse to slack…”

I figured it might have been a little more than that. But that wasn’t why I’d come here, anyway. I glanced around the room, craning my neck to peer into the bathroom. “It’s fine. Where’s Samantha?”

Yukiko’s poker face was pretty much non-existent. The girl might have been admirable in plenty of other ways, but she couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it. Her cheeks ignited at my question, turning as red and ruddy as apples.

“She’s not here,” the Asian student admitted. “She’s busy.”

What? I cleared my throat. “Pardon?”

“She’s got some things going on right now,” Yukiko said, waving away my shock. “Also, this is kind of how she operates. I know you were probably expecting to speak with her directly, and I’m sorry. It’s a rotten thing to do, especially considering how much we all owe you⁠—”

I didn’t give a shit about that. Yukiko didn’t understand; she thought I was upset because her boss was doing a little power play with the new student. She had no idea that the relationship between myself and the leader of her sorority was a lot deeper than just what she’d seen the other night during the party.

“If she’s not here, then what the hell did she want?” I growled, making no secret of my irritation. Maybe this was just some very complicated foreplay—Sabrina did joke about getting ‘Daddy’ to punish her, after all—but I didn’t like it. I didn’t like her not being here. “She texted me like there was an emergency.”

Yukiko blanched. “There sort of is. Our president needs you to do the chapter a favor.”

Oh here we go, I thought. I didn’t roll my eyes, but it was a close thing. Remember, it’s not Kiki’s fault. This is Samantha being a brat, plain and simple.

I didn’t mind it when she did that in the bedroom.

Outside of it, it made me want to grit my teeth.

“What’s the favor, then?” I asked.

Yukiko composed herself. “A member of Delta Rho needs an escort.”

One of my brows shot skyward. “That’s it? If Samantha needed me to escort her somewhere, she could have just called me and asked me to be there⁠—”

“It’s not for Samantha,” Yukiko whispered. The flush was back on her cheeks with a vengeance, even brighter than before. It told me who she must have been talking about a heartbeat before she said it. “It’s me.”

“You?” I looked into Yukiko’s eyes, realizing something with a start. She was nervous. No, more than nervous. Worried. Worried that I wouldn’t say yes? Or that I would? “You’d better tell me what’s going on, Kiki.”

I took a chance calling her by that nickname. It paid off—she relaxed a little when she heard it, as if remembering the budding friendship we’d formed the other night when we were both getting Marcie out of a bad situation.

“Sure,” she said, glancing down at the carpet. She gestured at the foot of the bed, then met my gaze with her deep brown orbs. “Would you mind if I sat down?”

I nodded. We switched positions; me with my elbows on the dresser, Yukiko sitting on the edge of the bed with her legs demurely crossed to keep me from seeing anything I shouldn’t.

“First, I guess you should know this is technically all my fault,” the coed said with a faint smile. “I asked Samantha for this. I didn’t know she was going to tap you of all people for it. If I had, I might have tried to find another solution rather than taking my problems up the chain⁠—”

I held up a hand. I could sense Yukiko was about to spend an ungodly amount of time talking about Delta Rho’s internal politics, and as far I was concerned she could skip it. “I’m happy to do whatever needs doing,” I assured her. “I just want to know what’s going on, and what kind of trouble you’re in.”

This time, Yukiko’s blush came from something more than just awkwardness. “I’m not in trouble,” she whispered, reminding me of the way she’d gone to pieces when she heard me talking to Marcie after I got her away from Trevor and that other bastard. “I have a duty to perform, and I’m supposed to have an escort for it. A male escort. Which is a whole other thing and totally should be changed—I mean, God, it’s the twenty-first century—but bylaws are bylaws, and Stillwell is surprisingly conservative in a lot of ways⁠—”

“Kiki!” I said, cutting her off. Poor thing; when she got going, she really got going. I would have laughed, except it almost certainly would have hurt her feelings. “Honey, it’s okay! Just get to the point.”

Yukiko nodded. “Last semester, I was elected Delta Rho’s official ambassador,” she explained. “Honestly, it was more of an appointment from Samantha directly, but I won’t go into all of it. I enjoy the work, and it frees Samantha up for other pursuits.”

Pursuits like me, I thought but didn’t say. “Alright.”

“One of the responsibilities of my position is attendance at any inter-fraternity or sorority events,” she said, clasping her hands together. “And there’s a very big, important one coming up on Friday.”

Friday. That was two days away.

“What is it?” I asked, curious. I couldn’t help but remember something my realtor Maria said: Stillwell College is the center of the town. She’d implied the rest of the county basically couldn’t exist without it. “A golf tournament or something?”

“A casino night, actually,” Yukiko said, blanching. “Not actual gambling—it’s all for charity. It’s a joint gala, shared between Delta Rho and a dozen other student organizations in the area. There’s sororities from Pike’s Point that show up, along with representatives from local companies. It’s all going to help put a new wing on the McDowell County hospital.”

“Sounds like a good enough cause,” I said, nodding.

Yukiko’s lips formed a tight little line. “I was supposed to go with my Dad,” she said, looking supremely awkward at the admission. “He’s on the Board of Directors of one of the companies sponsoring the event, and we don’t get a lot of time to see each other these days. But… something came up.”

“Something came up?” I leaned forward. “I can’t imagine anything that would keep me from spending a night with my kid. Especially something this important.”

All of a sudden Yukiko couldn’t look up at me. “He’s cheating on my Mom,” she said in a rush, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “He had an affair, and they’re getting a divorce. She just found out yesterday.”

Oh. Oh.

Yukiko crossed her arms beneath her breasts, shivering despite her oversized sweatshirt. She held herself together for a beat, for two—then came apart. She buried her face in her hands and started to cry.

“Oh Jesus,” I muttered, going to her.

“I’m sorry,” Yukiko sobbed, burying her face in my chest as I sat down beside her. “Shit, I’m so sorry! I know this is a lot, it’s all too much, I’m dumping this all over you⁠—”

Somehow I knew exactly what to do.

Just like when I’d seen Marcie in trouble, watching Yukiko fall apart activated every one of my protective instincts at once. I pulled the slender girl to me and stroked the back of her head, shushing her gently as she sobbed into my shirt. It was going to be soaked, but I didn’t care.

“It’s okay,” I told her, rubbing the space between her shoulder blades with the heel of my hand. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now, Kiki. But it’s all gonna be okay…”

She sniffed hugely. “No it’s not,” she insisted. “Everyone at that stupid event is going to know why my Dad isn’t there! Half the sponsors are his friends! It’s going to be so fucking embarassing!” She shook her head, looking up at me helplessly. “I don’t know what to do. I went to Samantha, and she told me she’d take care of it, but all she did was message you and ask you to be there with me when I go! I don’t get it!”

I did. Or as least, I was starting to. These girls had more than one reason to consider Samantha Lowry their queen.

“I don’t know if you know this,” I told Yukiko as she began to calm down. “But there’s something Samantha hasn’t told you about me.”

The coed blinked away her tears. “What?”

I smiled. “I was raised by a family of degenerate gamblers.”

She stared at me in disbelief, her lip quivering. Then, all at once, she started to laugh. It was so loud that I had a whole new reason to be glad she’d closed the door. I wouldn’t have wanted the pledges to hear her break down like this.

“Really?” she asked, a single tear rolling down her cheek as she giggled madly. “That’s what you wanted to tell me?”

I shrugged. “I happen to be passingly talented at Blackjack and Texas Hold ‘Em,” I told the coed. I kneaded the space between her shoulders as I spoke, keeping my voice calm and soothing. “I bet if you bring me with you to that gala, I’ll kick so much ass at those table games that nobody’ll be able to think about anything else.”

Yukiko shook her head, but now she was smiling, too. “I don’t know about that,” she said. “But… if you would go with me, I’d really appreciate it. I don’t think I can handle it on my own.”

“It’s already done,” I said, surprising myself with how much I meant it. “Done deal. Friday night, right?”

Yukiko nodded. All at once she realized how long she’d been clinging to me—and how it might have looked to any of the pledges if they stepped into the bedroom—and slipped out of my grip. “That’s right. It’s just after six.”

“Give me the address, and I’ll meet you here,” I told her. “Or at your dorm, if you want.”

She chose the first. “Thank you so much for doing this, Jack,” she said, looking as if a massive weight had been lifted off of her chest in the last few minutes. “I know Samantha can throw her weight around a lot. I don’t even want to know what she threatened you with to get you to do the sorority a favor after the party the other night, but I want you to know how much I appreciate you.”

“It’s no trouble,” I told her. “And don’t worry about Miss Lowry. I’m not the kind of man who lets himself be threatened by a girl who weighs a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet.”

No, you’re the kind of man who throws that girl over your shoulder and carries her to your bed, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. And her weight has nothing to do with how soaking wet she is…

Yukiko started to rise from the bed. Then, before I could react, she threw herself into my arms.

The hug she gave me was still friendly, but only just. It definitely skirted the line, especially when I felt her surreptitiously rubbing my shoulders through my jacket. Did she think I used padding or something? She could come and see me at the condo’s gym if she thought that was the case.

“You’re the best, Jack,” she whispered, breaking the hug. Something strange entered her eyes, and I caught a flash of her pearly white teeth as they bit down on her bottom lip. “I hate that my Dad can’t be there, and it makes me so mad that he ruined this for me. But I’m glad I’ll still have an older man to act as my escort.”

Older man? Under some circumstances, that could have been an insult.

But given the way Yukiko looked at me when she said it, I knew it wasn’t.

“These escorts,” I said, frowning. “They’re not all fathers, are they?”

“Not really,” Yukiko said, cocking her head to the side. “But it’s kind of, I don’t know. Traditional? It all has something to do with old New England rituals that got practiced in this area. I don’t know the details.”

“You don’t need to,” I told her. “I’ll see you Friday, alright?”

She promised me she’d be here nice and early. Yukiko even put her name into my phone so we could keep in touch—as Kiki, of course. Kind of strange, but then again I had Samantha Lowry as S in my contacts, so I could be a little mysterious.

On the way back downstairs, I caught the pledges giggling at me. I must have spent too much time up there, I chided myself as I walked back to the parking lot and my McLaren. Now they’re all going to be gossiping about me and Kiki. Especially when they find out I’m taking her to that charity gala.

Not for the first time, I wondered what the hell Samantha was playing at. Sending me in the place of Kiki’s Dad was a no-brainer, but what eligible coed would want to set up a date between me and another one of her sorority sisters? It boggled the mind.

I almost texted Samantha about it, but decided not to. Flooding her with questions would only have made me seem insecure, or worse: needy. Whatever aim that gorgeous blonde bombshell had in mind, I could be certain in the knowledge that she knew what she was doing.

Besides, going out with Yukiko was bound to make her sweat. Maybe even make her think about that promise I made her on the back patio at Gabrielle’s…

Sure, nothing would probably happen between me and Yukiko. She was half my age, for God’s sake, and her parents were going through a divorce. But I could still be there for her. I could help her make this casino night a fun memory, rather than a mortifying one.

And if I could turn Samantha green with envy at the same time?

Well, that was just a bonus.


Chapter Three




Yukiko stayed on my mind the whole drive home.

I pulled into the parking lot of my condo and cut the engine. It was late afternoon, and a seagull shrieked off in the distance as I climbed out of the car and locked it behind me. Though it would be an hour or more before the proper dinner rush began, there was already a long line of people waiting to get into the delicatessen across the street. I made yet another mental note to check that place out as soon as I could as I headed inside.

The air conditioning made goosebumps rise on the back of my neck. Whoever was in charge of this building kept the lobby almost as cold as a meat locker, which I supposed made sense considering what amenities were nearby. Anyone lingering down here was either grabbing a cup of coffee from one of the fancy machines or working out at the attached gym. I glanced over at the latter through the glass, noticing how packed the place was. It made me glad I got my workouts done first thing in the morning.

“A cup of coffee would be nice right now,” I told myself.

I walked over to the cafe, inserted the cup and selected an americano. As the beans ground inside of the machine, making the whole thing vibrate gently, I fished my cell phone out of my pocket to check my messages.

A couple of spam ones greeted me, which I deleted immediately. After that, I had the notification about Yukiko being added as one of my contacts, along with a couple of friendly texts from Marcie sending me links to events around the campus. The thought of her trying to make sure her Dad’s friend got acclimated to her school made me smile.

Then I thought of Kiki, and the smile faded.

She was young. And she was going through a lot. I knew what that felt like.

I wasn’t saying the two situations were at all comparable. Having one parent cheat on the other and cause them to break up was totally different than what had happened with me and Lauren. Kiki’s parents were still around, for one thing. She could still talk to them, even if they weren’t together.

But it still hurt. Hurt deep.

I knew better than most how a huge change like that could mess a person up. Especially on the inside. Yukiko was doing an admirable job of holding herself together in front of Delta Rho, but the way she’d broken down in front of me told me she was in need of some guidance. Some trust.

Maybe a little more than that.

The smell of coffee filled my nostrils as the brew filled the cup. I hadn’t realized how much I needed the quick pick-me-up until it was almost ready. Just the smell invigorated me.

Maybe I’ll take this over to the deli, I thought. Sure, the line’s long, but it’s a nice afternoon and it’ll probably move fast. I could even take a walk around the neighborhood…

“Mr. Avery?”

I glanced up from the depths of the coffee cup. While I’d been pondering, one of the gym-goers had exited the workout room and made their way over to the cafe. To my surprise, I recognized her.

It was my realtor, Maria Alvarez.

“I thought that was you!” Maria’s smile was just a touch too wide, like a shark who’d just smelled blood in the water. “I’ve been meaning to catch up with you. Honestly, I’m a little surprised the two of us haven’t bumped into each other before now. How have you been enjoying your new apartment?”

It took a great, gentlemanly effort to keep my eyes on Maria’s face. The workout clothes she had on revealed even more of her body than what she’d been wearing when she gave me my original condo tour. Her top clung to her ample chest like it had been spray painted on, and her yoga pants were both skintight and sported a ‘V’ shape so deep in the front that I sincerely doubted she had a stitch of underwear on underneath them. Her skin glowed with a healthy sheen of sweat, like she’d just been going Beast Mode on the condo complex’s workout equipment.

Or like she just had some really great sex, a little voice whispered in my head.

I dismissed that. Just like I dismissed Maria’s previous insistence that the rainforest shower in my condo was awesome and had great water pressure.

“It’s been fantastic,” I said, covering my surprise with a sip of my coffee. “This place has exceeded all of my expectations. Truly.” I glanced over her shoulder at the gym, where a dozen more hardbodies were all busy lifting weights and running on treadmills. “I didn’t know you came here for your workout. I thought you went to a different gym?”

The corner of Maria’s mouth curled in a smile. “I did! It’s actually sort of funny. You were so surprised during our condo tour that I didn’t use the on-site facilities that I got to thinking. Why not just use the gym on the property?” Her smile turned into a full on grin. “It’s super convenient, too. Good set of free weights.”

“You should try the captain’s chair,” I said, gesturing in the direction of the gym. “Fantastic core workout.”

“You think I need to work my core?” Maria teased, punching her midriff with a fist. She had a point; her stomach muscles were tight as a drum. “Hey, listen—between you and me, I’m technically not supposed to be using the gym facilities at the properties I show.”

“No?”

Maria smiled guiltily. “Not unless I have a showing that day, and even then, I’m just supposed to use the showers.”

Ah. So that was how she knew about the water pressure.

Surely it was nothing more than that.

“Don’t tell anyone, okay?” Maria leaned in, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You wouldn’t want to get me in trouble, would you?”

Her enthusiasm was infectious. “It wouldn’t come from me,” I insisted, chuckling.

Both of us knew there was no way a woman as hot as Maria would ever get in trouble for being here. Hell, the people who owned this building would probably pay her to stick around. It was good for business.

“Good.” Maria moved around the counter, her hip brushing mine as she stepped into the attached cafe. “God, that coffee smells good. Mind if I make myself a cup?”

“It’s a free country,” I said, stepping back with a smile.

I couldn’t help but wonder what Maria wanted with me. Probably she just saw me and decided to check in, seeing as she’s my realtor and all. I had to assume that keeping the clients happy was a major part of her job—especially when the sums of money bandied around by my company were brought into the equation.

So it bowled me over a bit when the conversation switched over to me.

“I’ve been thinking about you since the other night,” the realtor confessed with a little smile. “Ever since you called me out of the blue with that question about the Delta Rho sorority house…?”

Oh. Oh.

Maria was right. The night I’d rushed to the Delta Rho house to save Marcie, I’d had no idea where the sorority actually had their parties. Google Maps hadn’t been any help, and so I’d asked the one person who I knew would have the address: her.

Now that I thought about it, I’d also promised to tell her why I’d wanted that address from her in the first place. I swore we’d chat about the whole thing over a cup…

Of coffee, I thought, smirking ruefully down at my brew. How appropriate.

“So,” Maria said, fishing her own mug out from the machine and taking a sip. She must have ordered something fancy—the liquid in her cup was a rich, creamy brown, almost the same shade as her skin. “What was going on the other night that was such an emergency? Something to do with the Delta Rho house?”

I cleared my throat. At the time I made that promise to Maria, I’d had every intention of keeping it. But that was before I’d discovered what Trevor and his shitty minion had been about to do to Marcie.

And before I took Samantha Lowry home with me and fucked her six ways from Sunday.

Something told me my realtor wouldn’t like the sound of either of those things. Once again, I found myself wondering how much of my life to reveal to a stranger. I pursed my lips, editing my thoughts as I shaped the words.

But was Maria a stranger? Really? Hell, she seemed pretty friendly.

“There was… an issue at the sorority house,” I said, making it sound mysterious. “I was needed in a hurry.”

Maria took another sip of her brew and nodded. “An issue?”

I should have known she wouldn’t drop it. She wanted the details. How much of it ought I give to her, I wondered?

Enough of the truth to satisfy her, I decided. But not enough that she’d blow her stack. That was the last thing I needed—or Marcie.

“Remember how I told you my company is partnering with Stillwell University?” I asked. My gaze traveled over Maria’s shoulder, where more athletic ladies and jock guys were busy working up a sweat.

Maria nodded. “I don’t know all the details, but it must be important. Your firm paid some pretty exorbitant rates to house you here for the next five months.” She blushed gently, as if she’d just realized she’d said too much. “Not that it’s any of my business. And I’d hope any word about the price wouldn’t get back to your company…”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Nah, they deserve to get gouged a little. Besides, you’re worth it.”

I figured that would relieve Maria—instead, her blush deepened even further. Was it something I’d said?

“We have a personal connection to the university,” I explained. “It’s more than just business.”

“Hmm?” Maria looked interested.

“My boss,” I said. “Our CEO, Daniel Ramsey—his daughter attends the college. Marcella Ramsey.” I paused, wondering how I ought to phrase this. “I needed to go over to the Delta Rho house to defuse a situation involving her. Since I’m new in town, I didn’t know the address, and I knew that you did. You were extremely helpful, by the way.”

Maria looked pleased. “A situation,” she said, her hand on her hip. Her eyes narrowed, but there was a hint of a smile on her face, too. “I think I get it.”

“You do?” An uneasy feeling spread through my stomach. If I’d said too much—if Maria figured out what those boys almost did to Marcie—it would be a massive scandal. Could I trust her not to blab⁠—?

“Oh yes.” Maria’s grin widened as she stepped forward, so close that her coffee cup almost touched mine. Twin plumes of smoke rose toward the ceiling of the lobby. Her breasts heaved in her tight athletic top, and once again I had to exercise my chivalry to keep from ogling her. “Honestly, I’m shocked you didn’t tell me up front, Jack. You wouldn’t be the first, you know?”

What!? The first?

What the hell did Maria mean?

My confusion must have shone on my face. “Stillwell has a reputation for being a college attended by the well-heeled,” the realtor explained. “Daughters of privilege come here to finish their education. Sometimes, their Dads decide to keep an eye on them.”

She punctuated it with a knowing sip of her espresso.

Understanding dawned on me.

“You think I’m Marcie’s bodyguard,” I said. I couldn’t tell whether I was more amused or offended by the notion.

“Am I wrong?” Maria sounded more sultry with each word, her hip pressed against mine like she’d just happened to do it without thinking. “I mean, look at you. You’re jacked. You’ve got that look that probably makes any guys trying to hit on the CEO’s daughter think twice about it.” She pursed her lips, smiling with her eyes. “I bet you’re the company’s fixer, right? The guy the CEO goes to when he’s gotten into a jam and it needs to be handled discreetly?”

I opened my mouth to protest that she was wrong. Then I thought about it.

Really thought about it.

“I guess…” I trailed off, remembering all the times I’d done exactly that for Daniel. How many last-minute scrapes I’d managed to pull the company out of, how many sticky situations I’d defused with the firm’s resources.

Hell, I even had a pre-existing relationship with Marcie. She pretty much thought of me as Uncle Jack. Of course I’d be the first person Daniel would go to to keep his daughter safe.

But that’s not why I’m really here, I told myself. My boss wouldn’t spend all this money shipping me out here just to make sure Marcie didn’t get into trouble. I’m in Stillwell to finish my degree so I can get the big chair when Daniel retires.

I didn’t even think about the other reason he’d cited when sending out to the middle of nowhere, New England. The whole ‘finding a bride’ thing.

In all honesty, that might have been the main reason my boss did what he did.

“Yeah,” I said, chuckling. “I guess I am the company fixer, now that you mention it.”

Maria clinked her glass against my own. “Told you. You’re just starting to realize it, aren’t you?” She flashed an impish smile as she took a dainty sip from her mug. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m sure there’s an official reason you’ve been sent to Stillwell. But between you and me—it’s not very urgent, is it? Certainly not really the kind of thing one of your firm’s top guys needs to spend five months on location for?”

“Definitely not,” I agreed. It wasn’t even a lie. I could have handled these classes online, knocking them all out in a week. But that hadn’t factored into Daniel’s decision.

And honestly? It no longer factored into mine. I was having fun in Stillwell. I didn’t want that fun to end any time soon.

“So that’s why you needed my help,” Maria said, pursing her lips. One perfectly manicured nail, as white as china, tapped her chin. “I won’t ask what the situation was. It’s not my business, and I’m sure you wouldn’t tell me either way. Company confidentiality, right?”

I nodded. “Right.”

She leaned against the counter, sizing me up with her eyes. “In that case, all you owe me is the coffee.”

Hmm? I didn’t understand. I glanced down into the depths of my mug, wondering if I somehow had to pay for the free coffee in the lobby of the condo.

Maria giggled. “I don’t mean this coffee, querido. You promised to take me out, remember?”

My jaw dropped open. Was Maria trying to say she wanted to go out on a date?

There’s no way, I thought. She’s half my age, for Christ’s sake.

But wasn’t Samantha Lowry?

Hell, she was even younger than Maria. The sight of Miss Alvarez and I walking around town would probably cause a hell of a lot less commotion than me escorting one of Delta Rho’s sorority sisters.

Once again, Maria’s gaze raked my body. Later on, once I got to know her better, I’d understand that this was how she operated: even when she wasn’t being a realtor, she was still sort of being a realtor. Sales were always on her mind. Whether she was selling a house or her own heart didn’t make much of a difference to her.

Maria had identified me as a hot commodity, no different than a property located in the most desirable part of town, and she wasn’t above driving a hard bargain to get what she wanted.

When her eyes reached my wristwatch, they lit up. “That’s a Monaco, right?” she asked, giving me a knowing little bump with her hip.

Wow. I glanced down at the square dial of the timepiece. “Yeah, a Tag Heuer,” I said, holding it up a bit. “I’m surprised you noticed it. Most realtors are Rolex people, right?”

Maria scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Rolexes are for assholes,” she said with a snort. “Not that there’s a shortage of those in this town.” She grinned. “A Monaco on his wrist and a McLaren parked in front of his condo. Someone must have loved Steve McQueen growing up.”

My jaw dropped open. “You must really know your stuff, Miss Alvarez.”

“Hey, The Great Escape’s a hell of a movie,” she said, grinning. “And it’s Maria, Mr. Avery. Please.”

“Of course,” I said. “Jack is fine, too.”

She chuckled like she’d already known that. “So you’re into fast cars and racing watches. You like to drive fast, Jack? Really let ‘er rip on some back road in the middle of God’s nowhere?”

I sensed she was going somewhere with this. Somewhere good.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” I said. “One of my only vices, in fact.”

Maria looked like she’d just found her new partner in crime. “Me too,” she said, batting her lashes up at me. “Though a little bud’s good from time to time, too.”

I didn’t tell her that the one time Lauren and I tried smoking pot back in college, we’d both gotten so sick we’d spent most of the night taking turns throwing up in the bathroom. I don’t know if we’d gotten a bad batch, but neither of us had ever tried a repeat performance.

Maria sidled up next to me, her coffee mug warm against my side. “Has anyone told you about Howard Mill Road?” she asked sweetly.

I’d never heard the words before, and told her so.

“They say road, but it’s more like a backwoods trail,” the Latina explained, a gleam in her eyes that I’d come to know like the back of my hand. Maria always enjoyed getting into a little trouble. “It’s about twenty miles north of here, right at the foot of the Berkshires. It’s got all these little twists and switchbacks, of course, but there’s this long strip before that’s as flat as a pancake. I’ve heard some of the college kids go out there and do amateur drag races sometimes.”

I blinked. That sounded like fun. I tried to picture my McLaren eating up the turns and caught myself grinning like a little kid. Sure, I’d probably wind up with a little mud on the tires. But what else was a sports car for?

“Why don’t you take me up there this weekend?” Maria asked. She looked so cute and innocent when she said it that it was a little hard to believe she’d practically been rubbing up against me like a cat just a few moments ago. “I can show you around, and you can show me what that car of yours can do.”

I tried to think of a reason why I couldn’t. There were classes, of course, and Marcie–Marcie who was in the middle of her pledging process at Delta Rho. If something else happened to her, I’d need to be nearby to help. Not to mention whatever demands Samantha Lowry might make of me…

Weren’t you just saying you wanted to make that girl sweat? A little voice whispered in the back of my head. What better way than taking one of the cutest, most eligible twenty-somethings in town out on a date when you’re supposed to be with her?

The more I thought about it, the more I liked it. Hell, Daniel did tell me to treat this like a vacation. And he’d told me to put myself out there more.

This was the new me. When I saw something I wanted, I wouldn’t hesitate any longer—instead, I’d go for it.

And Maria Alvarez wouldn’t hesitate either. I’d tried to convince myself I didn’t see it, but the young woman couldn’t have been more obvious if she’d painted the words DATE ME across her sports bra.

“That sounds fantastic,” I told her. Then I thought it over some more. “How about I pick you up for dinner first?”

I thought she’d jump at the idea, but Maria turned out to be even more clever than I figured. “Actually, why don’t you let me pack us something? If we find a cute spot out there in the woods, we can have ourselves a moonlight picnic.”

To say I was stunned would have been a major understatement. “I… I’d like that,” I told her, thinking it over.

“I bet you do!” Maria’s grin stretched her face. “I make a mean carne asada. Don’t worry, Jack, I won’t skimp. I promise you it’ll be better than anything you can get at one of the Spanish restaurants around here…”

I couldn’t believe it. Speeding down mountain roads with a Latina cutie on my arm, and homemade food? This was going to be one hell of a date.

A date.

I hadn’t had one of those in fifteen years. Sure, I’d finally broken the seal on my long-repressed sexuality, but you couldn’t rightly call what had happened between Samantha Lowry and myself earlier in the week a date. This felt different.

Just then, Maria’s watch buzzed. She glanced down at it to see a notification and swore. “Damn, I need to get going. I’ll text you, alright?” She glanced back up at me as if asking for permission, which struck me as so submissive that I felt some kind of way about it. “You’ve still got my card, right, Jack?”

“You’re already in my phone,” I reminded her. “Sounds like you won’t be leaving any time soon, Maria.”

She giggled at that. “I hope not. Hey, and I won’t wear the Apple Watch when I’m showing you the Mill Road. I’ll let you guess what I wear when I’m going somewhere fancy.”

Cartier Tank, I thought, looking her up and down. Or something equally as elegant. A woman like her deserved to be properly adorned.

I felt a short, brief urge to buy her some expensive jewelry and suppressed it. Way too early for that. Not until I could see what she looked like naked in it.

With a wink, Maria threw her towel over her shoulder and headed out the door. I could have sworn she walked with just a touch more wiggle in her hips as she sashayed her way out to the parking lot. Her gaze lingered on my sports car as if she were already picturing the fun we were going to have this weekend.

“It’s a date,” I said wonderingly, shaking my head as I finished the last sip of my coffee. I glanced down at the cup, thought about it, then put it back in the machine and selected a second helping.

Maybe I’d check out that delicatessen after all.


Chapter Four




The next few days passed for me in a pleasant blur.

With Yukiko’s casino night on Friday, I texted Maria and set up a Saturday night date. I’d go pick her up at her place, gassed up and ready to go, then we’d drive down the backroads outside of Stillwell until we both found out just how fast my McLaren could go. I couldn’t wait to taste Maria’s delectable meat—and I told myself there was no double entendre in my head when I thought about it.

I ended up making a shopping trip to Pike’s Point the next day after classes. The town wasn’t much bigger than Stillwell, but they had a Wal-Mart and a Target. Both superstores sat on opposite sides of the highway, like gunfighters sizing each other up in a Western before the climactic shootout.

I bought some groceries and a few other things I needed for the condo. Towards the end of the trip, I slipped into the pharmacy and also bought a box of condoms. I told myself I was chivalrous, and that there was no guarantee Maria would want to hop into bed with me the way Samantha Lowry had. But just in case, I wanted to be ready. Not every girl in Stillwell had one of those arm implants, and I didn’t need any little Jack Jr’s running around.

Not until I found the right girl and put a ring on her finger, in any case.

Maria, as it turned out, hadn’t been lying about the dullness of my ‘assignment’. As much of a snooze as Introduction to Film Techniques was, the other three classes Marcie had signed me up for were even easier. They were supposed to be advanced, for people on the cusp of graduating and starting their careers, but as I’d been actually living my career for fifteen years, they held absolutely no challenge for me. Sitting in them made me feel like a concert pianist who’d been asked if he could play ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ for a child’s birthday party.

Even my professors were a little intimidated by me. By the time we finished the introductions, they clearly saw me more as a peer than one of the students. I’d been called on a handful of times to give my opinion, but only when no one else in the class knew the answer—as if the teachers knew I could be counted on to solve the tricker questions.

It honestly made me feel a little bit like I was back at Daniel’s firm. It helped that of the three classes, they had about as many students in them all put together as in a single lecture of Kovarsky’s film class. None of them had more than a dozen students, and the same kids I saw in one subject usually showed up in another.

By Thursday, I’d become the most popular guy in Stillwell’s engineering program. The other nerds looked up to me, peppering me with questions about everything from quadratic equations to video games. I’d gotten tons of invites to parties, though they weren’t the kind that Delta Rho girls would deign to show up at.

But I might. Hell, I was having fun. And I’d found my people.

I’d also been given an open invitation to play Dungeons and Dragons with some kids from the engineering and business schools. That was shocking; I thought it had gone out of style somewhere in the 80’s. Apparently it was even more popular than ever, which amused the hell out of me.

Only one thing kept the week from being perfect. While I was making tons of new friends, and had even queued up an actual date over the weekend, I hadn’t heard from the one person I’d grown closest to since coming to campus.

Samantha Lowry.

Babygirl.

Just thinking about that word sent shivers through me. The more time passed since our incredible, searing night of passion, the more my mind tried to convince me it had been nothing but a dream. It felt insane that a gorgeous coed half my age could do a thing like that: could discard her morals along with her clothing and give me the kind of sex a guy my age usually had to pay a professional hundreds of dollars for.

Even crazier was the idea that she could enjoy it. But Samantha had. From the way she’d babbled in my arms as I brought her off again and again, she’d literally never felt a connection like the one we had before.

Neither had I.

Which made it even more of a bitch that she hadn’t texted me in days. No follow-up to her request to meet with Yukiko at the sorority house—hell, she hadn’t even sent me a thank you. What the hell was going on with that girl?

It couldn’t have just been a one-night stand. What Samantha and I had—it was more than that. It felt like more. I knew it, deep in my heart of hearts.

But she’d been as quiet as a mouse. And I didn’t want to be the first one to send a text, lest she think me weak or needy. So I kept my silence.

And waited for the weekend.

I glanced at the screen of my cell phone as I waited in line at the delicatessen across the street from my condo. The sign over the door marked it as the Copenhagen Deli, and the connection to the Old Country was probably why the place had some of the most delicious danishes and pastries I’d ever tasted. The whole building had a quaint, Scandinavian flair, like it had been ripped out of a theme park and placed along a quiet suburban street. I’d liked the place since I saw it, and I liked it even more after I’d eaten there a couple of times.

Four people stood ahead of me in line. The guy at the front was taking his sweet time figuring out what he planned to order, so I had a minute to stare. And to think.

The screen with Samantha’s texts lay open before me. Her last message—the one where she called me Daddy—sat at the bottom.

Back when I’d first received it, that message made me feel like a million bucks. Now it seemed almost to taunt me. Why no follow-up? Why no words of devotion? Why not even a dirty picture or a sext?

Maybe she’s waiting for me to do something, I wondered.

I didn’t like that. The thing that attracted me so much to Samantha was how I didn’t have to play these kinds of games. I didn’t have to ask all these bullshit questions, the way I did back when I was in college and playing the whole ‘does she really like me?’ game. I was her Daddy, she was my babygirl, and the rest didn’t matter.

“If you want to lock me down,” I muttered, as if my words could travel through the phone, “then you’d better pick up the pace, Samantha. ‘Cause it turns out there’s plenty of women who are interested in a guy like me…”

Hell. Maybe it was the whole ‘promising to fuck her whole sorority’ that had freaked her out. I wasn’t even sure if I’d really meant that—at the time, I’d just wanted to get her goat. Throw her out of her comfort zone and show her what a little brat she was being. I got the impression it had been a long time since anyone had put Samantha Lowry in her place.

Maybe she never had been. Maybe I was the first guy to ever treat her like a conquest, instead of an untouchable goddess.

And maybe I ought to tell her that⁠—

The phone vibrated in my hand. I was so shocked that I almost dropped it; the people ahead of me in line turned, frowning at the clumsy behavior. I closed the messenger app immediately and switched over to the call, fully expecting the caller to be the divine Miss S. That she’d been thinking of me at the same time I’d been thinking about her.

It wasn’t Samantha.

It was Marcie.

“Hello?” My heart jumped into my throat as I put the phone against my ear. “Marcie? Are you alright?”

As the call connected, it hit me in a rush that there was one loose end I hadn’t taken care of this week—Trevor. Had that little pipsqueak taken another crack at Marcie? If he’d touched her, then there was no sorority in the world that could help him. I’d put the asshole in the hospital, whether it hurt Delta Rho’s “reputation” or not.

“Jack?” Marcie didn’t sound upset, just confused. “Where the heck are you?”

Huh? It was about the last question I expected to hear. “What do you mean, honey?”

I could hear laughter in her tone. “I’m standing at the entrance to your building,” she said. “Your car’s here, but no one’s answering when I hit the buzzer…?”

Oh!

I turned to the woman ahead of me in line. “Can you hold my place for a second?”

She nodded, so I headed out the front door. “Over here!” I said, waving in Marcie’s direction. The coed was a small speck across the street, standing on the stoop in front of my building. I could see her zippy little electric Volkswagen—a birthday present from her father—parked a couple spaces away from my car.

She gave a little jump when she noticed me. Marcie double-timed it across the street, looking both ways as she crossed. In a flash, she was with me at the entrance of the delicatessen.

“I was wondering where you’d run off to!” Marcie said, giving me a quick hug before joining me in line. “I was worried someone had abducted you or something.” She paused, sniffing. “Wow, this place smells amazing!”

“It’s great,” I said. I’m the one who worries about something bad happening to you, I thought. Not the other way around. “Try the Reuben. It’s fantastic.”

“Oh, Reubens are fantastic everywhere,” Marcie said with a knowing smile. “Kind of like steak and eggs at Gabrielle’s, right, Jack?”

I did a double take. Gabrielle’s was the last place I’d seen Samantha Lowry in the flesh. Marcie’s big—and my babygirl. Had she said something to Marcie?

I tried to remember what went down during the rest of our brunch, after I finished promising Samantha I was going to declare open season on the rest of her sisterhood. Had there been any indications that Marcie knew what the two of us were up to? I felt fairly certain that there hadn’t been. I doubted she could even entertain the notion that her big and her father’s best friend could be screwing each other’s brains out.

“Yeah, something like that,” I said, turning back to the big menu board. The next customer had just finished up and had headed over to the pickup counter to await their order. We had one more to go, then it would be our turn. “Speaking of which, when’s the last time you saw your big?”

I could tell the question caught Marcie off-guard. “Huh?”

“You know, talked to her. Hung out with her. Something like that.” Ahead of us, the customer placed their order with a glacial slowness. “Since we all had brunch together.”

Marcie frowned. “We’ve had a couple of phone calls,” she said, crossing her arms underneath her breasts. “She’s really busy this time of year. Why do you ask?”

Shit. I heard suspicion in her tone.

“Just wondering,” I said, turning back to the order board. “Seems like a nice girl.”

Marcie’s brows rose. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with what happened at the sorority house on Tuesday, would it?” she asked.

Now it was my turn to be shocked. I hadn’t realized Marcie knew I’d been called to Delta Rho—the fact that she had probably meant nothing good.

“What would you know about that?” I shot back, a little harsher than I’d intended.

Marcie blanched. “I just know what the other girls say about me,” she whispered, looking stricken. “That I’m getting special treatment because Samantha is my big. That I don’t deserve to be a Delta Rho the way the other girls do, because I’m not on my hands and knees every day during pledge week getting the place ready for the next frat party⁠—”

“Next?” The last customer finally stepped away, leaving us face to face with the barista. “What can I help you two with?”

We placed our orders: two Reubens with chips, everything on them. Marcie grabbed a lemonade as well, while I stuck with my coffee and a glass of water. I insisted on paying, of course.

The delicatessen had a number of tables and booths in the back. We took one. As I settled in, Marcie stared down at her sandwich, frowning.

“I shouldn’t have said anything about that,” she whispered once I’d settled in. “I’m sorry, Jack. I’m just stressed out.”

I put a hand over top of Marcie’s. “Sweetheart, there’s not a thing you need to apologize for,” I insisted. “Everybody knows you’ve earned your spot in that sorority. Sure, some of the other pledges might gripe about it. Who wouldn’t, knowing that you’re the new BFF of the Queen Bee of the whole organization?”

“BFFs!?” Marcie blushed. “I don’t know about all that, Jack. “Samantha Lowry is awesome, but she’s… distant, you know?” She took a sip of her lemonade and opened the bag of chips. “What am I saying, you probably do know. You dealt with her the other night during the frat party.”

My mind filled with images of the things Samantha Lowry and I had been doing during that night. “Uh, yeah,” I muttered. “Distant.”

Marcie’s lips formed a tight little line. “I don’t want people to think I’m getting special treatment because of what happened,” she said in a small voice. “I want to earn my way, like everyone else. It’s not my fault I almost got assaulted last week!”

“No. It is not.” Suddenly I was sitting up ramrod straight. “And don’t you ever, ever let yourself think that, sweetheart.” I took a bite of my Reuben and chewed, thinking. “You haven’t heard anything from that asshole, have you?”

Marcie shook her head. “Trevor? No, nothing.” A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I think he’s scared of you, Jack.”

“Good. He should be.”

The sandwich was halfway to her mouth when Marcie heard me and paused. “You wouldn’t really have hurt those guys, would you? Jack?”

I cleared my throat. “Of course not, sweetheart. I just would have scared them a bit.”

It was probably better that she believed that. If Marcie knew how close I’d been to putting that asshole frat boy in traction, she might have had second thoughts about her ‘Uncle’ Jack.

With that, we tucked into our meals. The conversation lulled for a bit as we ate our sandwiches. A large bay window along one side of the delicatessen gave off an enviable view of the street and the surrounding area, and I caught myself doing a little people-watching as people came home from work.

Marcie’s voice snapped me back to reality.

“So…” she trailed off, staring down at the tabletop. “I heard you’re going to the Casino Night gala with Kiki?”

I coughed with surprise. “Wasn’t aware that was public knowledge,” I said, covering it with a sip of water.

“Yeah, the one on Friday,” Marcie said. “Samantha told me she asked you if you’d do it. Her, um, Dad was supposed to, but he…”

She trailed off. “I know,” I said.

Marcie made a face. “That shit’s awful,” she whispered. “I feel so bad for her. Balancing school and Delta Rho with all that going on in your personal life…”

“That’s why I agreed to do it,” I said, nodding. “I know it’s not the same thing, Marcie. But I know what it’s like to have your college experience thrown off-course. Out of nowhere.”

The coed’s eyes widened as my words sank in. “Shit,” she whispered, blinking. “I didn’t even think about that⁠—”

Fifteen years meant that I could laugh. Just a bit. “I’ve been thinking about it enough for both of us,” I told her. “It’ll probably be awkward, me being there and being so much older than everybody else. But I do know how to play blackjack, and I promised Yukiko I would at least make a play for the charity jackpot.”

Marcie chuckled at the thought. “It really won’t be weird,” she insisted. “Most people will probably just assume you are Kiki’s dad. Japanese girls with White fathers are, like, totally a dime a dozen at Stillwell.”

Maybe. But I remembered what Yukiko told me about how many of the sponsors knew her father. Something told me it wouldn’t be as easy as all that.

“Listen, I didn’t come down here just to check out the local deli,” Marcie said, her voice turning serious. “There’s something I wanted to ask you.”

Hmm? The coed looked a little uneasy all of a sudden. My pulse quickened, and I did my best to keep a neutral expression. Here we go, I thought. She’s figured it out.

I could see it now. Jack, are you screwing my big? Did you pound her brains out on your balcony while half the pedestrians in Stillwell could see it happening? Are you still fucking her?

I cleared my throat, bracing myself. “Go ahead.”

Marcie licked her lips. “It’s about the casino night,” she admitted sheepishly.

I relaxed a fraction. “What about it?”

“Did…” Marcie looked to the side, chuckled at herself, then shook her head. “That’s a big ask, Jack. Escorting the ambassador of a sorority you don’t have anything to do with, after you did something they ought to owe you for for the rest of the semester. So, yeah. I’m just going to come out and ask.”

Shit. She knew.

“Was it because of me?” Marcie asked.

The question caught me completely flat-footed. I’d been expecting her to question me about Samantha Lowry—maybe even mention Yukiko in the bargain. Instead, this?

“What do you mean, sweetheart?” I asked. My mind raced as I tried to figure it out before Marcie could explain it to me.

“I mean, did you do it to help me?” Marcie asked. Lines appeared at the corners of her eyes, and one hand clenched the edge of the table tight enough to whiten her knuckles. “You know I’m pledging Delta Rho. And you know that the next two weeks are going to determine whether or not I successfully get into the sorority. So… did you agree to waste your whole weekend escorting Yukiko around to help me get in?”

It took a great deal of effort not to laugh. Because Marcie was right—just not in the way she thought. I was, in fact, doing all of this because of her.

But I was in it so much deeper than that now.

“Sweetheart,” I said, favoring Marcie with a smile. “I would be lying if I didn’t admit that your pledge week wasn’t on my mind a little bit when I got asked to sub in. But it’s not the only reason, and it’s not even the main reason.”

The tension in the room released. Marcie let out a huge sigh and relaxed against the booth, closing her eyes for a second. I hadn’t realized until that moment just how much it meant to her to not feel like I was handling all of this for her.

“Alright,” she said, opening her eyes. “So what’s the main reason?”

The main reason is that I want to fuck your big’s brains out, I thought. I want to force her to her knees and wrap that sweet little mouth of hers around my cock until she swallows every last drop of cum from my balls.

“Honestly, it was Yukiko,” I lied.

Marcie perked up. “Kiki?”

I nodded. The idea spilled out of me at the same time as the words, so that I was saying it at the same time that I put the idea together. “When she told me about her Dad and all that, I felt… sympathetic, you know? A man can’t hear a thing like that and not want to make it right. Especially when he’s been through a traumatic event himself.”

I saw it in Marcie’s eyes: she believed me. It made sense.

It wasn’t the whole truth. But it was enough of it to get me off of the hook.

“So you’re doing it for her,” Marcie said. “So she doesn’t have to deal with it all alone.”

“Right.” I could literally feel us moving to firmer ground. “Honestly, it’ll probably be a fun time. I’m looking forward to meeting some of the other fraternities, and the people sponsoring the thing.” I couldn’t help but grin. “And then fleecing them.”

Marcie laughed, then rolled her eyes. “You’re going to take them for everything they’ve got?”

I tilted my empty glass in her direction. “Remember when I taught you how to play seven-card stud during that ‘Take Your Daughter To Work’ day? We used paper clips instead of poker chips, but other than that, it was the same. I got the whole floor in on it by the end.”

Marcie remembered. “You had all the paper clips, too,” she said, chuckling at the memory. “Yeah, that was pretty fun. You let me win right up until you didn’t.”

That sounded like me, alright. “So just let me do this, okay?” I asked. “I won’t do Delta Rho any more favors if you’re worried it’s going to mess with your chances of making it through pledge week. But that girl… she’s been through a lot. She deserves a fun night out on the town.”

Marcie’s misgivings had completely melted away. “Alright,” she said, nodding. “But you’d better be a gentleman, mister. Have her back before curfew and all that!”

I made a motion over my chest. “Scout’s honor⁠—”

“We both know you were never a Boy Scout,” Marcie laughed. “Seriously, you’ve got to retire that joke, Jack. Just like you’ve got to stop doing everything my Dad tells you to do.”

Oh Marcie, I thought. You have no idea how much I’ve begun to disobey your father.

As we were wrapping up, something occurred to me. “Oh, here,” I said, opening up my wallet. “You should have this.”

Marcie frowned, clearly expecting money. Instead, I pushed a plastic keycard into her hand. It was cream white, with a pair of orange lines running diagonally from the top left corner to the bottom right.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“That,” I said, “will get you into my condo the next time there’s nobody at the buzzer. Just use the little infrared reader and it’ll let you in.”

Marcie stared at the card like I’d just given her a gold doubloon. “Jack, are you sure⁠—?”

“Mi casa es su casa,” I insisted. “If you need a place to stay in a hurry, or if you just want to drop by, use the card. And you can help yourself to anything that’s in the fridge if I’m not there, too.”

Marcie clutched the card to her chest, her eyes watering. Then she did something quite unexpected. She rose from her seat, came around the table and hugged me.

“Thanks, Jack,” she said. “And thanks for helping Yukiko out of a jam. Gosh, it’s been so great having you at Stillwell!”

“It’s been great to be here,” I told her. Surprisingly, I meant it.

And something told me this weekend was going to be even more fun.


Chapter Five




“Thank you again for doing this for me, Jack,” Yukiko said. “Great suit, by the way.”

“Me?” I glanced from myself to the coed standing beside me. “You’re the one who looks like a movie star. You make me look like something out of the Sears catalog.”

The two of us had just arrived at the Casino Night Gala, which was being held at the Stillwell Museum of Fine Art. I’d arrived ten minutes before our agreed-upon time to pick up Yukiko from her dorm and found her waiting for me, dressed to the nines and trying not to look like she was terrified to face all of her father’s friends.

I didn’t fully understand what she had to be nervous about until we reached the parking lot of the art museum and saw the cars. The row of luxury vehicles parked in front of the building made my McLaren look ordinary by comparison.

“The what catalog?” Yukiko asked.

I bit my tongue. “Sears,” I said. “Old big-box store. Kinda like Walmart before Walmart.”

Yukiko nodded. “Cool. Do me a favor, Jack. If I pass out, will you carry me out of here?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “Remember,” I told Yukiko. “Just relax. This is for charity. Try and have fun.”

The coed clenched her teeth, clutching me the way a shipwreck survivor clutches a piece of driftwood. “I am trying,” she said.

The front atrium of the art museum had until recently functioned as the showroom for the paintings and sculptures of a famous Renaissance-era Italian artist. The paintings still hung on the walls, but the rest of the floor space had been divided up into multiple tables sporting casino games. An open bar had been set up at the back, along with places to sit and a small area for dancing.

I could immediately tell which people were here from the college and which were the sponsors. The college kids all looked starry-eyed and stunned, dressed to the nines in the finest dresses and suits they could scrounge up on short notice. The adults looked bored; either that, or they were eying up the open bar.

“I’m serious that you look great, by the way,” Yukiko said, peering up at me. Even in her heels, the top of her head barely came up to my chin. “I’m really glad you could get dressed up like that on, like, no notice.”

“I do own a suit,” I told her with a smirk. “Just the one, though.”

In reality I had several, but I’d only brought one with me to Stillwell. I’d debated whether to pack it or not, figuring I probably wouldn’t need it, but now I was glad I’d thrown it in my suitcase. My shoes were freshly shined, and I’d visited the florist a couple blocks away from my condo and bought a flower to put in the lapel, like Marlon Brando in The Godfather.

Only I hoped people didn’t think I was that old.

“You look like a freaking Disney princess,” I whispered. “Seriously. How are you even real, Yukiko?”

With a lot of women I would have been accused of buttering them up. With Yukiko, it was just a stone-cold fact. Between the tight red bandage dress caressing her sleek curves and the pair of obsidian chopsticks keeping her hair in a high bun, there was more than a touch of her Japanese heritage in her fashion choices. If Mulan had decided to take fashion advice from Princess Jasmine, she might have ended up looking a little bit like Yukiko did at the gala—but only if she was willing to really show her body off.

We got more than a few stares as we made our way across the floor. Yukiko’s grip on my arm tightened as we navigated through the crowd, her nails digging slightly into the fabric of my suit jacket. I could feel her pulse racing where her wrist brushed against mine, and I gave her a reassuring squeeze.

“Remember, you’re the ambassador,” I murmured, leaning down so only she could hear. “You’ve got this..”

She let out a shaky laugh, her dark eyes scanning the room. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who has to deal with a room full of people who’ve known your dad since before you were born. Who know that he ran off on your mother to go screw his personal trainer⁠—”

“Hey,” I snapped, pulling her attention to me. “Hey.”

Yukiko blinked. The way she looked up at me, waiting to be told what I thought, made me feel like more than just her chaperone. I cleared my throat, dismissing that idea. Surely not, right?

“None of that matters tonight,” I said, my voice firm but gentle. “You’re here for Delta Rho. And for the hospital. Plus, you’re here to have a good time.” My hand went to the small of her back, supporting her. “These assholes? They’re just set dressing. Background players. You’re the one who matters, Yukiko.”

Her lips parted, and for a moment, I thought she might try to argue with me. But then she nodded, her shoulders squaring as a little bit of the confident woman I remembered from the frat party came back to me. “Okay,” she whispered. “Thanks, Jack.”

“Besides,” I said, chuckling. “You’re on the arm of the hottest guy in Stillwell tonight. Everybody’s going to be too busy looking at me to give you any shit.”

Her mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. “You jerk,” she said, her eyes sparkling with mirth. “I thought you told me I was a princess!”

I’d meant it as a joke, but with Yukiko’s reaction, I found myself leaning into it. “Of course you are,” I insisted, my gaze flickering from one table to the next like a hunter sizing up his prey. “And these are the kinds of guys who trade princesses as part of business deals.”

“Don’t I know it,” Yukiko said. She relaxed against me, some of her worry gone. “You’re right. They are assholes. I’ll try to remember that. And I won’t say it to their faces.”

I gave her a smile. “That’s my girl. Now, let’s find a table and show these folks how it’s done.”

We wove through the crowd, passing roulette wheels and poker tables buzzing with college kids and sponsors alike. Yukiko’s eyes darted nervously, but she kept her chin up, her red dress catching the light with every step. Back at the frat party, I’d thought of her as a soldier, and there was still a bit of a forced march about her as she passed tables where people glanced up and stared at her. But with me on her arm, she had something to keep her stable. She had a protector.

I liked that. As it turned out, I liked that a lot.

“How about blackjack?” I asked, steering us toward a table near the center of the room. The dealer, a middle-aged woman with a bob that would have made her look like a Karen anywhere else, looked like she knew her stuff better than most of the volunteer dealers. She gave us both a professional nod as we approached.

“Want to try your luck?” I asked Yukiko, pulling out a chair for her.

She hesitated, spots of color rising to her cheeks. “I don’t know,” she said, biting her lip nervously. “I’m not exactly a card shark. Or is it card sharp?”

“I don’t think it matters,” I said. “It’s all for charity, anyway. Come on, let’s have fun.”

It was a disaster.

We exchanged some of our charity chips for a stack from the dealer. We had three neighbors at the table: two college kids from a neighboring frat on the opposite side, and a portly guy with a graying goatee in the center. I made sure Yukiko was on the edge with me as a buffer, just in case he decided to try and get handsy.

“I’ll just hang here for the first few hands if that’s okay,” I told the dealer. “She’s new—she needs someone to teach her the rules.”

In Vegas, that would have never flown. But this was a charity gala. “Suits me,” the dealer said, spreading the deck of cards out on the table before shuffling them. “Ante up!”

Yukiko soon confirmed my worst suspicions. Her first hand, she hit on a seventeen and busted, provoking groans from the college kids and a stern expression from the corporate guy. Even our dealer gave her a sympathetic look.

She fared no better in the next few hands. She pushed her luck when the odds were against her and stood on obvious opportunities to get a blackjack. I fought the urge to whisper what to do in her ear—as much as she would have liked me to be the Grima Wormtongue to her King Theodan, I knew it would only make her feel worse about her skill. Her pile of chips steadily dwindled, while her cheeks got warmer and warmer with embarrassment.

“I suck at this,” she whispered, waving off the ante on the next hand.

“You’re just learning,” I said. “It takes time.”

“I don’t even have beginner’s luck,” she said, looking around the room like she wanted an exit. “Everyone’s staring at me…”

They weren’t, but I understood. I could see the confidence draining from her body, sapping the enthusiasm I’d managed to bring out of her. I decided I needed to do something.

“Mind if I take the lead for a bit?” I asked, reaching for her few remaining chips. “Maybe we can stage a Hail Mary come back here.”

“Please,” she said, relief flooding her voice.

The dealer dealt us a new hand, going around the table. My first card was an ace, and Yukiko let out a little squeal. “That’s halfway to a blackjack!” she whispered.

The second card came around. Another ace. Her face fell.

“Shit,” she grunted, elbowing me in the ribs. “Now it’s a two…”

I tapped the cards, taking three more chips from Yukiko’s dwindling stack. “I’d like to split these,” I said. “And double down on both.”

Without a word, the dealer did just that. She separated the aces, putting two chips in front of each instead of one, and dealt a new card to each. A king landed on the first, giving me twenty-one: blackjack. The second, a nine, still made twenty. I smiled.

Yukiko sat up straighter. “You can do that?” she hissed, amazed. “Split the cards?”

“Only if they’re the same card,” I explained, ignoring the snickers of the corporate guy next to me. From the looks on the college kids’ faces, they hadn’t known about this, either. “Then you double down—essentially, you double your bet, but you can only get one more card. You can’t hit again.”

“You don’t need to hit,” Yukiko laughed. “Hell yes, Jack!”

The dealer had six showing. She flipped over her hole card to reveal a ten, meaning sixteen. Seventeen would have forced her to stand, but sixteen meant drawing another card.

I felt Yukiko tense against me as the dealer drew. Her hand grabbed mine beneath the table, squeezing it with an excitement that felt almost sexual.

A nine.

“Dealer busts,” the woman said, her lips twisting in a smirk. She paid out the chips to everyone, pushing across a much larger stack of chips than the one I’d given her at the beginning of the hand.

“Holy cow,” Yukiko said, her eyes wide as she stared at the pile. “You just won, like, five times as many chips!”

I chuckled, stacking them neatly into our pile. “Told you. Degenerate gamblers. You almost can’t help but clean house.”

“Well done,” the portly guy said. He turned to face us both, grinning, and even a blind man couldn’t have missed the way Yukiko tensed up when he turned the full force of his gaze on us. Instantly I knew she recognized this man—and wasn’t happy about the fact. “I’m glad someone’s around to show these youngsters how it’s done.”

“Somebody’s gotta do it,” I said, my hackles rising instinctively. “If you’ll excuse us⁠—”

The man leaned forward, making a show of looking Yukiko up and down. “Is that you, Miss Tanaka? My, I haven’t seen you in ages!”

Yukiko swallowed hard. Tanaka? I thought. That must have been her last name.

“It’s a real shame your father couldn’t be with us tonight,” he said, casting a withering glance in my direction. “Some men, I suppose, just can’t help but bring disgrace upon their families.” He turned to Yukiko, his gaze growing even harder. “I suppose it must run in the genes⁠—”

“You don’t know a damn thing about her or her family,” I snapped.

The man froze. Behind the table, the dealer’s eyes widened.

“And if I were you,” I growled, putting one foot on the floor, “I’d walk away and not say another goddamn word. The last thing this nice night needs is for one of the sponsors to end up in the hospital.”

The man’s face went as red as a stop sign. His mouth opened and closed, the beginnings of an argument flaring in his eyes. Maybe he wanted to insult me and my family. Maybe he wanted to heap more disdain on Yukiko and her parents. Maybe he was planning to call for security and demand I be thrown out of the gala.

Whatever it was, it died the second he saw the look in my eyes.

“Hmph!” the portly man rumbled, rising from his seat. He retreated without a word, so rattled that he left his stack of chips behind. I watched him go, my heart rate slowly returning to normal.

What the fuck was that? I’d only felt like that once before in my life—when I walked into the bedroom at the Delta Rho sorority house and found those assholes about to do something awful to Marcie. What had been about to happen to Yukiko wasn’t that, yet I knew the man’s words would destroy her in a totally different way.

Once again, my protective instincts had kicked into overdrive.

When I came back to myself, I was vaguely aware of the fact that Yukiko was clinging to me. Her shoulders rose and fell rapidly, and something told me the spots on her cheeks had to do with something other than her embarrassment.

“Jack,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “You didn’t have to do that.”

I thought it over. “Yeah, I did,” I said, softening my tone. “Nobody gets to talk to you like that. Not while I’m here.”

She swallowed, her gaze lingering on me. The air between us shifted, charged with something new. Her hand brushed against mine on the table, her fingers lingering just a moment longer than necessary. “Thank you,” she said, her voice barely audible over the din of the gala. “Really.”

I felt a heat rising in my chest, a pull I hadn’t expected. Her eyes held mine, and for a moment, the rest of the room faded away. The curve of her lips, the way her dress hugged her body—it was impossible not to notice. Not to want.

The dealer cleared her throat, breaking the spell. “Don’t worry,” she said, casually taking the man’s stack of chips and pulling them into a drawer. “If he tries getting security, I’ll tell them he was drunk and making a scene.”

Slowly, I nodded. “Thanks,” I said.

She grinned. “Don’t mention it. That was the most fun I’ve had all night.”

I rose fully from the chair, looking around the room. “Okay, maybe blackjack’s not our game. How about I teach you how to play craps…?”

When I turned, Yukiko was looking up at me like some kind of superhero.

“I… I don’t want to,” she said, pressing her body up against mine. “But maybe I could watch you? Be your good luck charm?”

Shit, I thought, grinning like a schoolboy. I like this girl.

“Deal,” I said, taking her hand. “Let’s go.”

Her smile widened. This time, it was her who put her hands on my back, squeezing me just within the bounds of propriety as we walked. A few patrons looked up as we passed, but most of them ignored us. Tonight, we were just a man and a woman, enjoying the charity function.

“Thanks again for handling that,” Yukiko panted once we were out of the dealer’s earshot. “I don’t know what I would have said to that guy if you weren’t here. I probably would have broken down crying and ran out of the building.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” I insisted. “What kind of man would I be if I let my date get yelled at by some company jerk?”

I meant the word in the platonic sense of the term. But when I said it, Yukiko lit up like a Christmas tree.

“This is a date, isn’t it?” she asked, her voice tinged with wonder. “Mr. Avery? Jack?”

My throat went dry. I’d have thought that after my encounter with Samantha Lowry, I’d be better at handling a member of the opposite sex throwing themselves at me. I guess some things need more than one night of practice.

“I mean…” I trailed off, my gaze traveling down her gown. “Yukiko, you’re a gorgeous girl. Any man would be lucky to have you on his arm at a place like this…”

With a grin, Yukiko leaned over and went arm-in-arm with me. “Tonight, that’s you,” she whispered, resting her head against my shoulder as we walked. “And you can call me Kiki if you want. All the Delta Rho girls do.”

“Kiki it is, then,” I said. I held her a little tighter. “You sure you want to go out on a date with an old guy like me?”

Her face told me everything I needed to know about that. “Jack, you’re not old! You’re just… experienced.” I caught a glimpse of her soft pink tongue peeking out of the corner of her mouth when she spoke. “You know, Marcie told us all about you once we got back to her dorm room. I wish she’d told us some things about you before you got here. Like how handsome you are.”

“Handsome, huh?” This was getting better and better all the time.

Kiki let out a happy sigh. “God, now I’m really glad my parents aren’t here,” she said, giving me a naughty look. “If they saw me with you right now, the way I’m clinging to you, they’d totally lose their shit.”

“They’re conservative, huh?”

She scoffed. “They want me to find a nice Japanese boy and get married,” she said. “Then stay home and raise our two and a half kids while he works as a doctor. Their idea of compromise is if he’s a lawyer, instead.”

I chuckled at that.

“God, it’s so hypocritical,” she said. “I mean, Mom works—thank God she does with what’s going on. She’s going to need a psychotherapist of her own to see in between sessions with her patients.”

“I take it your desires and those of your parents don't match up?”

Yukiko laughed. “Not at all. I just want to have fun, you know? My life’s been so buttoned down all the time—math drills, violin rehearsals, even Delta Rho was part of the plan.” She took the chopsticks out of her hair and shook her long bun out, letting the flowing dresses run down her back. “Maybe I want to get a little wild for once, Jack. Would you help me out with that?”

We’d just reached the craps table. I barely noticed; my world had shrunk to the gorgeous Asian cutie next to me. And to all the things she was saying.

Was I really going to do this? Give Yukiko the same night I’d given Samantha?

I did promise the Queen Bee I’d take all her lieutenants, I thought.

But for once, I wasn’t thinking about Samantha or her promises. I wanted Yukiko for Yukiko—because she was one hell of a good girl. Because I liked her.

“Kiki,” I said, thinking of how quickly we could get back to my apartment. “Why don’t we⁠—”

“Jack!?” A voice asked. “Is that you, querido?”

Yukiko and I both froze.

Standing at the craps table with a pair of dice in her hand was Maria Alvarez.


Chapter Six




“Maria!?” I did a double take. “I didn’t know you were invited to the charity gala.”

Maria stood at the craps table, the dice forgotten in her hand. She handed them over to another person at the table and turned away, grinning at me lasciviously as she looked me up and down. My heart skipped a beat when those big brown eyes locked on mine, and I felt like a man with his hand caught in the cookie jar.

Okay, in two cookie jars.

Yukiko’s arm stiffened against mine. “Oh, hi! Jack, is this a friend of yours?”

Maria smirked, showing a mouth full of even, white teeth. “I’m the head of the Stillwell Real Estate Association,” she explained. “And I just so happen to be a practicing realtor as well. One who rented a condominium to the gentleman standing next to you.” Her eyes darted back to Yukiko, sizing her up with the precision of a realtor assessing a prime piece of property. “And who is this lovely young woman, Jack?”

Shit. I thought I had it made. Friday night, take Yukiko out to the charity ball. Saturday night, go driving around the back roads with Maria and taste her carne asada—in every way that phrase could be taken.

How was I supposed to know she’d be invited to this shindig, too?

“Jack is my escort tonight,” Yukiko said, forcing out a smile to mask the sudden tension in the room. “I’m the ambassador from the Delta Rho chapter of Stillwell University. Yukiko Tanaka.”

She leaned forward and clasped Maria’s hand in hers for a moment. Maria’s face lit up. “Delta Rho, huh? Yeah, Jack mentioned he had some business with them last week. Some kind of last-minute thing?”

Yukiko looked like she’d swallowed a bug. Her face paled, and her arm clung to mine tightly. “What?”

Maria chuckled. “Relax, honey,” she said, giving the coed an amused look. “I’m just surprised to see the two of you here. An escort, huh?”

The way she said it, I couldn’t help but think of the other connotation behind the word ‘escort’. It didn’t help that Maria’s dress was far more revealing than Yukiko’s—although to be fair, anyone with a body like hers would want to show it off. It was tiny and black, with a hem that ended at mid-thigh and a top section that looked like two pieces of fabric wrapped together beneath her breasts. The overall effect was to lift her bust and push it forward, presenting it like a platter.

I’d only seen Maria in tight workout gear before. In a sports bra and yoga pants she was a ten out of ten—here, like this, she was easily an eleven.

“Yeah, I was asked to,” I said, hating how defensive I sounded. “Just as a favor.”

Maria nodded knowingly. “Well, you sure know how to pick them,” she grinned. “That dress! I’m shocked the men in here don’t drop to their knees and start worshipping you when you walk by, carino!”

“You’re too kind,” Yukiko said, her tone polite but guarded. Her thigh brushed up against mine in a way that felt almost possessive. “You said you’re a realtor?”

“The best,” Maria said. “I’ve been helping your escort get settled in Stillwell.”

When she turned to the side, I saw the slender silver wristwatch she had on, wrapped around her forearm like a spiral. A Serpenti, I thought. I’d been wrong about the Cartier, but the watch matched the woman wearing it perfectly.

“We, uh, ran into each other at the condo gym the other day,” I said.

“Apparently Jack’s been all over town,” Maria said, leaning forward. She was teasing me a bit, but she clearly enjoyed it. “He must be making quite the impression if he’s taking out Delta Rho’s ambassador a week and half after getting here. Aren’t you, querido?”

Yukiko winced slightly at the pet name, but she didn’t comment. Instead, she tilted her head, letting the long locks she’d just freed from the confining chopsticks flow over my arm. “He’s been a lifesaver for the sorority,” she just said, her fingers lingering on my bicep. “And for me, tonight.”

“I can see that,” Maria said with a smirk. “Jack, why don’t you get your two lady friends a drink. I’d love an opportunity to get to know Yukiko a little better. Are you the one whose father Jack works with?”

“No, that’s Marcie,” I grunted. “Sure, I’ll be right back.”

Yukiko stiffened, but after a moment she let me go. Maria stepped in closer and started conversing with the coed while I went in search of the bar.

When I found it, I also found a surprise—the blackjack dealer was the one serving drinks. She glanced up with a smirk as I reached the counter, her gaze flickering over to Yukiko before coming back to me.

“Looks like you’ve found some trouble,” she murmured.

“I’m not going to turn around,” I told her. “Just tell me—are they at each other’s throats?”

The dealer-slash-bartender hummed to herself as she watched over my shoulder. “No,” she said after a second. “Actually, it looks like they’re getting along fine.” A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “That feisty thing in the black dress is your girlfriend, I’m guessing?”

“No,” I said. “But I think she wants to be.”

“Oh, she definitely does,” the woman said, pouring three drinks. “You want some free advice, Mr…?”

“Avery,” I said, realizing I’d never introduced myself properly before. “Jackson Avery.”

“Melanie,” the woman said, handing me the drinks. “And if I were you, I wouldn’t try to get between those two women. Just follow their lead and see where the night takes you.”

If I’d had my drink in my mouth, I’d have coughed it up just then. “Excuse me?”

“I was young once,” she said, propping up an elbow on the bar. In truth, she was probably around the same age as me. “I’ve given a guy the kind of looks they’re giving you a time or two. All I’m saying is, don’t think you’ve blown this.”

My jaw dropped open. “You must be a very open-minded woman.”

She chuckled. “We’re pretty open-minded out here in Stillwell,” she said. “Now go. Give those ladies their drinks.”

Still stunned, I did just that. By the time I made it back with the cocktail glasses, Maria had Yukiko giggling like the two of them had been friends for years.

“Thanks!” The coed said, taking the drink from my hand. “God, that’s hilarious, Maria. I can’t believe someone would do that to a property they’re renting!”

“Some people are just loco,” Maria said, still grinning. “Not Jack, though. He doesn’t give me any trouble. And he’s even good at making a cup of coffee…”

“It’s easy when the machine does the work,” I said, picking up on her joke.

Maria took her drink and sipped it slowly, watching me through her lids. Something had changed in the short time I’d been away, but for the life of me I wasn’t sure what it was. At least the two of them seemed to be getting along okay. When I first ran into Maria, I’d been sure the two of them were going to end up in an old-school catfight.

“Nah, there’s an art to it,” the Latina insisted, clinking glasses with Yukiko. “I’ve made plenty of espressos in those machines that came out barely drinkable. You’ve got to handle them like a fine sports car.” She took another sip, her eyes lighting up. “Like your McLaren, Jack.”

“Oh my gosh, right?” Yukiko giggled, as eager to be friends with Maria as she’d been wary a few moments before. “That thing is a beast! Jack drove me here from the dorms, and I swear that engine was roaring like a lion the whole way there!”

Maria’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Your baby wants to do some real driving,” she said. Whether she meant the car or her was an open question. “I cannot wait for our drive tomorrow night.”

Yukiko blinked, doing a double take. “Drive?”

My stomach lurched. Why the hell would Maria bring that up now, of all times, when we were getting along so well?

“Yeah,” I said, keeping my tone light. “Maria told me about Howard Mill Road. Apparently the college kids do drag races out there. She’s been bugging me to go for a spin in the McLaren…”

The coed’s eyes lit up. “I’ve heard of it, yeah. It’s supposed to be in the mountains right?”

“It’s a blast,” Maria insisted. “That road’s got curves almost as good as mine.” She punctuated her statement with a playful nudge, her hand resting on my chest just long enough for me to forget all about the drink in my hand. “I can’t wait to see you let loose all over it. I bet you handle them like a pro.”

Again, she was purposefully conflating the car and her own body. I sensed she wanted me to handle both, and in the worst way. Considering how strong she’d come on the other day, I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised to have her proposition me so blatantly.

What did surprise me was Yukiko’s reaction.

“That sounds amazing,” she said. “I’d love to go!”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Even Maria looked a little surprised.

“You would?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” Yukiko said, her smile turning daring as she looked up at me. “What have I been telling you, Jack? I’m tired of living my life the way my parents want me to. I want to have some freaking fun for a change!” Her free hand slid down to mine, the fingers interlacing with my own. “I mean, if I’m not intruding or anything like that…”

Maria laughed. I saw her look of surprise melt away, replaced by something else entirely. “You? Intrude? Girl, you belong there. I’d love to have you there. I’m sure Jack would, too.”

Oh. Oh.

Part of my brain whispered that this had to be some kind of a trap. Women didn’t behave like this—they didn’t do things like this, especially not with men they barely knew. I couldn’t possibly be this lucky…

I glanced over my shoulder. Melanie still stood behind the bar, slinging drinks, but when I looked at her she met my gaze with her own.

She winked.

Shit, I thought. I guess I am that lucky.

“Looks like you’ve got your hands full, querido,” Maria purred. Her voice was as lush and sultry as a summer night, and it made me want to ride her like my sports car. “I wonder how you’ll decide which one of us gets to ride shotgun?”

I swallowed hard, caught between the heat of Yukiko’s touch and the brazenness of Maria’s flirting. “I guess you’ll find out tomorrow night,” I said, clearing my throat.

Yukiko stiffened. “Tomorrow? Why not tonight?”

“Yeah,” Maria added, smirking. “Why not tonight?”

I opened my mouth and tried to think of a single reason I ought not to take these two beautiful women on a drive down some country roads tonight. And came up totally empty.

“I…” I said. “Well, I guess that would be alright.”

“It’s settled, then,” Yukiko purred. “Maria and I will grab a couple drinks for the road. Oh, but no more for you, Jack! You’re driving—you’ve got to have your wits about you!”

I probably could have had another drink or two without being properly drunk, but I was in no position to argue. Besides, I was going to need to stay sober for this. This was going to be delicate, it was going to take all my skill⁠—”

As soon as Yukiko turned and started heading to the bar, Maria was all over me.

The Latina giggled as she wrapped her arms around my waist, pressing her tits against my chest. Her dark lips went to my cheek, planting a kiss there before going to my ear.

“You like how I did that for you, carino? God, that girl’s cute. Like a little princess.” She pulled back a bit, smirking up at me. “You thought you were going to get lucky with her tonight, weren’t you?”

Was this woman for real? If she wasn’t clinging to me like a groupie, I wouldn’t have believed it. But she was here, and she was real. And she was so clearly turned on that it made my head spin.

“Something like that,” I admitted.

Maria giggled. “Well now you’ve got two gorgeous chicas to drive around tonight,” she purred, giving me a look that promised trouble in the best possible way. “This is going to be so much fun.”

I watched Yukiko’s retreating form as she walked over to where Melanie was serving drinks. “And you’re okay with this?” I said, unable to contain my disbelief. “With going out and driving with both of us?”

Maria gave me a throaty laugh. She knew I was talking about anything other than driving. “I happen to enjoy riding in the cars of women from time to time,” she purred, nibbling her bottom lip. “Though I prefer driving with men. Men in older, luxury models, who know exactly how to handle dangerous curves.”

Fuck. That was so hot.

Just then, Yukiko came back with the drinks. “We ready to head out?” she asked, handing one to Maria.

“Now?” I asked with a start. “Are you sure? What about the gala…?”

Yukiko waved my protests away with a gesture. “It’s being handled. Besides, I can have one night of fun, right?” She frowned, looking up at me through her lashes. “Can’t I?”

Far be it for me to take away a young woman’s fun.

“Of course,” I said. “Let’s go.”

The race was on.


Chapter Seven




Iwas having the time of my fucking life.

The McLaren’s engine roared like a beast let out of its cage as we tore down Howard Mill Road. After so long navigating city streets and highways with posted speed limits, the feeling of freedom and excitement that coursed through me as I took each curve of the mountain road sent my pulse thrumming like the beat of a hummingbird’s wings.

Maria couldn’t have been more right. This place clearly had seen some use as a drag racing strip in the past. The straightaways let me really cut loose with the engine, and the switchbacks at a slightly higher elevation provided enough challenge that the torque threw me from side to side with each turn.

In the passenger seat, Maria whooped like a woman seeing her favorite band in concert. “Faster, baby!” the Latina cried, her voice thick with tequila and exhilaration. “Holy shit, show us what this baby can do!”

The McLaren whizzed through the trees, moving so quickly that they blurred. I gripped the steering wheel tight as I took the next turn, going up on two wheels for a moment as we wound around the bank. Gravel flew from the side of the road, spilling down to the ground below.

This was fun. This was awesome. And having two gorgeous spectators along for the ride just made it even better.

Wedged in the backseat, Yukiko clung to the headrest of my seat the way she’d clung to me on the floor of the gala. “This is insane!” she laughed, her voice filled with excitement. “This is like a freaking movie! You should audition for The Fast and the Furious!”

No trace of the nervous energy she’d had back in town remained in her body. Every now and then I’d glance into the rearview mirror to make sure she was alright, but every time I saw her eager, grinning face and knew she was having just as much fun as I was.

I was no movie star. But I felt like one as I downshifted, nearly tossing the sports car off of the road as we reached a straighter section of road. The g-forces slammed me into the driver’s side door—and deposited Maria into my lap. The contact was electric.

“Fuck!” Maria gasped, looking up from my lap like the two of us had just finished an aggressive roll in the hay. “That was intense, querido! Are you alright?”

She was no doubt referring to the way I’d stiffened with her in my lap. In my defense, what red-blooded man could keep his wits about him with a gorgeous woman like Maria in his lap? I certainly couldn’t.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I said. “You?”

My heart rate slowed in time with the engine as I took us a bit down the flat road, the headlights cutting through the foggy night. Even in the gloom, I could see the remains of parties along the lane: beer cans, the skeletons of tents, makeshift campfires. Probably a few condom wrappers if you looked, though I wasn’t going to bother.

Maria grinned lasciviously, like she’d just realized where she’d landed. “I’m great,” my realtor purred, tossing her hair over one shoulder. “This is the most fun I’ve had in months!’

“This is the most fun I’ve had in my whole life!” Yukiko corrected. “My Mom would shit a brick right now if she saw those tricks you were doing, Jack!”

“I bet he can do all sorts of tricks,” Maria murmured. She’d had a few, and each drink loosened her up more than the last—bringing her true self to the fore. I couldn’t help but notice that more of her Spanish leaked out the drunker she got, too—the polished realtor persona she wore slipping away like the mask it truly was. “Shit, you are skilled, papi. That was almost better than sex!” Her grin widened, her dark eyes dancing in the light from the dashboard. “Almost.”

Yukiko giggled, but there was a catch in her voice now. Almost like she’d realized we were on the brink of something a lot more intimate than a nighttime drive. I caught her gaze in the rear view mirror and held it, trying to scan her face for some indication of which way the coed was leaning. Was she still cool with all this? Were we pushing too hard? Was this what she truly wanted?

Whether she did or not, Maria clearly wanted me. The Latina’s fingers slid up my thighs, reaching for my belt. The familiar sound of the leather being unlatched filled the car.

The tension in the room went up tenfold.

“Jack,” Maria murmured, her voice liquid sex, “I want you to know I have been thinking about this since the first time I saw you. Since the moment I gave you that tour around your new apartment.”

Fuck. Oh God, this was hot. My cock stiffened to full mast in my boxers, my bulge pressing against Maria’s cleavage as she finished pulling off my belt. In the backseat, Yukiko let out a little eep as she realized what was happening.

“That first day, when I told you all about your rainforest shower?” Maria peered up at me as she tugged down my zipper, her expression filled with lust. “I wanted so badly for you to tell me to show it to you. I would have stripped off all my clothes and hopped in with you right then and there, papi.”

As Maria spoke, she took me out of my pants. Her fingers tugged the waistband of my boxers beneath my balls, and my cock sprang free—hard and throbbing and already dripping with a clear bead of precum. Maria moaned instinctively, her hand sliding between her thighs and beneath her dress.

“Fuck you’ve got a big dick,” she gasped, looking honestly surprised. “Holy shit…”

Yukiko’s gasp cut through the haze in my head. I felt her weight against the back of my seat, and saw her crane her neck towards the center console to watch what the gorgeous realtor was doing.

“Is she…wow, she’s really going for it!” Her voice was mingled shock and fascination, her jaw dropping open as Maria planted her pouty lips along the underside of my crown. “Holy shit!!”

I thought she’d look away, but she didn’t. Maria opened wide and winked at me as she wrapped her lips around my head, taking me into the warm wetness of her mouth. As she enveloped me I groaned, instinctively lifting my hips to push my dick into the back of her throat.

The sounds of wet slurping filled the car.

As the bliss coursed through me, I glanced over at Yukiko. An apology half-formed itself in the back of my throat that she had to see this, but the coed didn’t look upset in the slightest.

Before I could say a word, she leaned in and kissed me.

I’d had some adventures in college. Lauren had been a rather ‘open-minded’ girl herself, which meant this wasn’t my first time getting head in a car parked on a public road. We’d fooled around in the bathrooms of half the buildings in our college—but the one thing we hadn’t done was invited anyone else to play with us. Lauren was my soul mate, my girl, and I’d never pressured her to have a threesome.

So this was the first time in my life that I kissed one woman while another wrapped her mouth around my cock. Immediately, I cursed myself for never trying this before.

Yukiko’s kiss was fierce, urgent, like the world might end if she didn’t get her tongue in my mouth as quickly as possible. My hands went to her dress, pulling her into the space between the seats then reaching for the luscious orbs of her breasts as we made out hot and heavy. From my lap, Maria let out an approving groan and sucked me harder, her head bobbing up and down like a cork.

“Kiki,” I groaned, breaking the kiss. “I⁠—”

She shushed me, grinning. “Don’t worry about a thing,” she whispered, sounding so much like I had when we first got to the gala that the words rang in my head. “This is what I want, Jack. I’m having a great time!”

“Kiki,” I groaned. My voice turned rough as Maria’s tongue swirled around my shaft, each motion of her skilled little mouth sending jolts of pleasure through me. Fuck, that woman knew how to worship a cock. “Babe…”

“Yes?” Yukiko kept sneaking glances at Maria. “You want to tell me how it feels, Jack? You want to talk dirty to me while Maria sucks you dry?”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I locked eyes with Yukiko, her face flushed, her lips still glistening from our kiss. “Are you sure about this?”

“I want it,” she whispered, her voice trembling with desire. She leaned closer, pushing her lips to me, the words hot against my ear. “Jack, I’ve wanted you since you walked into Delta Rho. Since the second you called Marcie your babygirl.”

Part of me knew that. Part of me had known it from the second I watched every woman in the room blush in unison when I lost control.

But I hadn’t really accepted it until now.

“The way you handled Trevor, the way you stood up for me tonight… God, I like you so much. I know it’s fucking crazy that there’s another woman here! I’ve never had a threesome before⁠—”

“Neither have I,” I admitted with a laugh. “I know that might sound crazy, but my sex life was actually pretty normal until a week or two ago.”

Maria’s mouth popped off of me with a wet sound. “You’ve never had two girls at the same time?” she asked, sounding amazed.

I shook my head. “Nope.”

She grinned in the darkness. “I’m gonna make this even better for you, Jack. Gonna suck your soul out through this big dick…”

With that, Maria began sucking me with a vengeance. Maria’s mouth worked me harder, her moans vibrating against me as she took me deep, her throat tightening around my cock.

“Fuck!” I groaned. I was gripping the steering wheel so hard that my knuckles were turning white, which hadn’t even happened when we were driving down the backroads. “God damn, girl, you know how to treat a guy…”

Kiki pulled me close and kissed me again. “I told you I wanted to be wild,” she said, her eyes gleaming with the beginnings of love and devotion. “You make me feel this way, Jack. You know I was such a good girl before I met you?”

“You’re still good,” I gasped, groping her tits as Maria’s cheeks hollowed around my dick. I could feel her lips grazing my balls every time she took me all the way down her throat. “So fucking good.”

“Yeah?” A naughty look filled the coed’s face. “Why don’t you cum in Maria’s mouth, Jack? Look at the way she’s sucking you. She’s eager. She’s greedy.”

I glanced down. Maria hadn’t broken eye contact the entire time she blew me, yet somehow she’d managed to slide the straps of her little black dress down to show off her bare, brown tits. As I stared, Yukiko’s hand slid down my chest, her fingers brushing the base of my shaft where Maria’s lips met my balls. The combination pushed me right to the brink.

“Fuck,” I gasped, my hips bucking. “Maria, I’m⁠—”

With any other woman I’d ever been with save for the one I’d loved the most, that would have been Maria’s cue to pull off and let me finish on her breasts. Instead, she kept right on sucking, working me harder with her lips and tongue. Her eyes gleamed with triumph as my cock swelled, then jerked, pushing against the back of her throat as the pleasure went blinding.

“Oh my God yes,” Yukiko groaned. “Do it, Jack. I want to watch you cum⁠—!”

A moment later, she got her wish.

I thrust my hips upward into Maria’s mouth, bringing a greedy moan from the gorgeous Latina as she took me all the way down. Then I exploded in her mouth. The orgasm hit me like a tidal wave, blinding me as the pleasure coursed through my veins like an expensive drug. Each rapid beat of my heart brought another pulse, another jerk—and another shot of thick, hot cum.

Maria swallowed it all. She sucked down my load like it was liquid gold, moaning and fingering herself as she savored her reward. I shot so much, so much more than I did when I was jerking off that I thought she’d have to cough it up, to choke, to gag. She didn’t. She took me like a pro.

Her swallowing turned to slurps as the pleasure passed its peak. As I came down, her tongue teased the sensitive spot on the underside of my crown. Finally, when I was completely dry, she gave my cock a gentle, almost loving kiss.

When she finally pulled back, she licked her lips, grinning like a cat who’d gotten the cream. “Mmm, papi, you taste so good,” she purred, her voice thick with satisfaction. “I didn’t know the gala was serving dessert tonight along with the drinks.”

Yukiko stared at the older woman like she’d just watched the world’s most captivating lecture. Slowly she started to giggle, shaking her head in disbelief. “That was like a porn movie,” she said, her voice filled with awe. “I didn’t know girls could actually suck dick like that.”

Maria laughed, climbing out of my lap and back into the passenger seat. “You’ve got a lot to learn, mi corazon,” she purred, her Spanish in full bloom now. “In fact, I think this party’s just getting started.”

To my surprise, Maria kept right on moving. She opened the door of my McLaren, letting in a bit of the crisp night air, and stepped outside. In a blink she was in front of us, grinning in the illumination cast by the headlights.

“Come on, both of you,” she called, patting the hood. “Let’s have some fun.”

Yukiko hesitated, then glanced down at my lap. “Oh wow,” she whispered, her jaw dropping open. “You’re still…”

“Yep,” I chuckled. I was still hard, my body buzzing with need despite the release.

She bit her lip. “You think you’ll be able to stay hard for me?” she asked shyly.

In response, I took her by the chin and kissed her. “Honey, you could get a dead man to get hard for you,” I said, running a finger down the side of her face.

She giggled at that. “Weird,” she said. “But charming, too.”

I glanced out the windshield. “Last chance to back out,” I said. “If you’re not ready for this, I understand. You can just watch me and Maria.”

Kiki was already shaking her head. “I want this,” she whispered. “Fuck—promise we won’t tell Marcie?”

I was already keeping plenty of secrets from my boss’s daughter. “Absolutely.”

“Good.” Yukiko’s hand found mine. “Then I’m more than ready to do this.”

Together, we stepped out into the night.


Chapter Eight




It was colder outside than I expected. But the night promised to heat up very soon.

The McLaren’s engine idled, its low growl making me think of a lion at rest. There was no rest in me, though—not with Yukiko and Maria sitting on the hood of my sports car like two models from a magazine.

As I watched, Maria spread her legs, hiking her dress all the way up to her hips. My nostrils flared with surprise as the panties I expected her to be wearing failed to materialize. “Hot damn.”

“No panties,” she said with a smirk, spreading her thighs in invitation. “And no, that doesn’t mean I knew you were going to be at that party. When your dress is that tight, they get in the way even if they’re a thong.” She looked me up and down. “But I’m sure as hell glad I got myself ready for you.”

“Jesus,” I muttered, my cock throbbing at the sight. Maria wasn’t just naked—she was ready for me in a way I’d experienced only a few times in my life. Her swollen mound was completely bald, like she’d just shaved it an hour ago. Her slit glistened with juice.

I’d made her wet, I knew. Just sucking my cock had turned Maria Alvarez on so much she couldn’t contain it. Holy shit.

I tugged my pants down as I approached the hood, gravel crunching beneath my feet. Yukiko turned onto one hip, reaching across Maria’s body and kissing her hard as I took her thighs in my hands and spread them. Watching the two gorgeous women make out like that made my blood boil, and my cock swelled even harder than it had been during my blowjob.

Yukiko moaned into Maria’s mouth, her hands roaming the Latina’s curves. “How is any of this real?” she groaned, her voice tight with pleasure as Maria’s hands skillfully removed her dress. “Fuck, I don’t do things like this. I don’t ever do this⁠—”

Maria cut her off with a kiss. “Yes you do, honey,” she chuckled, giving me the kind of look that men went to war for. “You do it for the right guy. And Mr. Avery is definitely the right guy.”

Slowly, Yukiko nodded. “Fuck yes.”

I didn’t need any further invitation. I just needed to know one thing.

“Who’s first?” I asked, looking from one girl to the other. “I wasn’t kidding when I said this was my first threesome. I’m not really down on all the etiquette.”

They shared a glance. Just the slightest touch of nervousness traveled through Yukiko, and I knew what she was going to say.

“You should take Maria first,” the coed whispered, her hands traveling between her legs. “I’ll get myself ready for you while I watch? Maybe I can, you know, play a little bit, too?”

She’s skittish, even now, I thought.

“That’s totally cool,” I said. “Right, Maria?”

The Latina knew the score. “Absolutely,” she whispered. “You take your time, girlie. Jack’ll still be plenty hard for you when you’re ready…”

Fuck yes I was. I felt like I could go all night.

I pushed the crown of my cock between Maria’s thighs, pushing gently against the entrance to her channel. The car’s vibrations added to the intensity, and the way she lifted her hips to meet me made me feel like a wild animal. Even if someone was in the woods, watching us, I didn’t care. Nothing could stop me from claiming both of these gorgeous beauties as my own.

Yukiko’s hands moved to Maria’s breasts, pinching and teasing them as she stared down at the place where my cock met the older woman’s cunt.. “Fuck her hard, Jack,” Yukiko murmured, her voice dripping with lust. “She loves it. She needs it⁠—”

It was all I needed to hear.

With a grunt I thrust myself forward, impaling Maria on my cock. She let out a cry of pure pleasure as I bottomed out inside of her, the crown of my manhood pressing right up against the entrance to her womb as my shaft stretched her walls.

“Oh fuck, papi, yes!” Maria arched her back and slammed herself down on me, hard. “Fuck me! Fuck me deep! Fuck me proper!”

Holy shit, she felt amazing. Maria was wet, tight, everything a man could ask for. She was twice as responsive as the McLaren as my hips slammed into her, her moans rising into the night loudly enough to echo through the trees as I thrust deep. Every thrust felt better than the one before, and each left my dick covered in more of her sweet, warm honey.

Maria’s hips bucked against me, her nails digging into the hood. “Aye, papi, que rico!” she cried, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Just like that, right there! Don’t fucking stop!”

Yukiko watched, amazed, her fingers deep in her pussy. As I kept on fucking her new best friend into the hood of my car, she discarded what was left of her dress and took off her panties. In a flash, she was naked save for her heels, splayed out on the hood and fingering her wet slit like a pinup girl.

Jesus, she looked amazing. Good enough to fucking eat.

“Fuck, I’m gonna cum,” Maria groaned, her voice dropping a full octave. “Cum inside me, Jack! Fucking bust that load deep in my pussy, fill it up the way you filled my mouth up!”

Dimly, the thought of the condoms in the glove box filtered through my mind. But it was far too late to go and grab those. Besides, I didn’t want to. Maria was probably safe—a professional woman like her was likely on some kind of birth control.

And if she wasn’t?

Fuck. The thought of it made my cock spasm inside of her. Maybe I was more ready to start a family than I thought.

I pounded her as hard as I could, trying to fuck her with so much force that the car rolled backward. The engine thrummed like a heartbeat, adding vibrations that made the Latina shiver with bliss, and I soon found a rhythm that matched the car’s pulse, adding more and more friction to the sex. Soon she was squealing on every thrust, her voice getting louder and louder.

“Yes, fuck, ohmigawd, please!” Maria could barely form words, but she didn’t need to. She wrapped her legs around me, welcoming me deep into her pussy, and ground her pelvis tight enough to throw sparks. “Go deep, papi! Fuck, I’m gonna cum all over that cock!”

“Cum for him!” Yukiko groaned, her fingers swirling around her clit. “Do it!”

One more hard thrust and Maria was over the edge. The walls of her pussy clenched around me like a fist as she came, a flood of honey coating my cock. Huge, shuddering sobs shook her curvy frame as she rode out the pleasure, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. I lost track of the number of times she said my name, or how many Spanish swear words she injected into her babbling.

A moment later I was right there with her, spilling my seed inside of her pussy. My toes curled with the bliss, my eyes closing to slits in the brightness of the headlights. Even without Yukiko there, without any of the things that led up to this, this night would have been perfect.

And it was about to get even better.

As I came back to myself, I saw Yukiko flip onto all fours. She arched her back, facing the windshield, presenting her dripping slit as she wiggled her ass back and forth for me. Yukiko’s face was pretty and her tits were perky, but that ass was by far her best feature. Japanese girls shouldn’t have been capable of having that much cake, but Yukiko was going to have it and eat it, too.

“Please, Jack,” the coed whimpered, sticking her rear further in the air. “I’m ready for you. I need this. I need you inside me!”

No red-blooded man could turn down a request like that.

I pulled out of Maria, my cock still slick with her juices, and moved to Yukiko. She was even more ready than the realtor, her nether lips puffy and her mound bare save for a thin strip of wine-dark hair above her clit. She groaned as I pushed my cock against her from behind, picking the right angle to grab her hips and go deep.

“You’re so good, Jack,” the coed whimpered. Her voice was like steam leaving the kettle, and her body practically vibrated with arousal. “I like you so much! I mean I really, really like you⁠—!”

Her words broke off into a scream of bliss as I entered her. My fingers dug into Yukiko’s hips as I bottomed out, using them as more leverage to go even deeper into her tight, wet channel. The car shuddered beneath us as I fucked her, the engine roaring in time with my thrusts like the McLaren was cheering me on.

After the fucking she’d got, I half-figured Maria would just lie there and enjoy the show. But she was anything other than idle. Her hands roamed Yukiko’s body as we fucked, sliding down to her swollen clit to tease her or squeezing her pert breasts together as her eyes rolled back in her head.

“Look at you, princess, taking him so good!” Maria’s voice was dark, teasing, a perfect complement to Yukiko’s youthful vitality. “You look so pretty with Jack’s cock inside of you, sweetheart. Does it feel good, rearranging your guts like that?”

“Yes!” Yukiko cried, loud enough that people probably heard her three towns over. “Fuck yes, Jack, don’t stop!”

Maria tangled her fingers in the coed’s hair, holding her cheek to cheek as I tried to fuck Yukiko’s throat from the other side. “He’s not going to stop,” she growled, her dirty talk driving me wild as I thrust into the coed. “He’s going to fuck you until you scream. Fuck you until you’re a whimpering, incoherent mess all over the hood of his expensive sports car…!”

Yukiko was most of the way there already. She threw herself back onto me with reckless abandon, wiggling her hips every few thrusts to really worship my cock. I fucked her madly, passionately, primally deep and hard as I gave myself over fully to my caveman instincts. Yukiko slid further and further up the hood with each thrust, until Maria crawled to the windshield and held the coed’s shoulders, pushing her back onto me as I fucked her.

When I looked up, Maria was staring at me like no woman ever had before.

“Fuck, papi, you’re a sex god!” the Latina groaned. “I can’t believe you tamed my pussy and started fucking this sweet little princess like nothing!”

I felt Yukiko’s walls clench around me, tightening as she approached her orgasm. She was about to go over the edge, and I was going to be right there with her. I couldn’t hold back any longer, even if I wanted to.

“Please,” Yukiko whimpered, burying her face in Maria’s tits as she went face down and ass up on the hood. “Please, please Jack! Fuck, I love it so much! I love you…!”

“He’s gonna cum in you,” Maria panted. “I can see it. He’s getting ready to shoot! Fuck, make that pussy ready for him, chica, get it night and tight for Daddy’s load…!”

A moment later and Yukiko was there.

“Jack! Fuck!” the coed cried, tossing her head back as she came.

If Maria looked like a porn star when she came beneath me, Yukiko made me think of an angel ascending to the heavens. Moonlight glittered on her skin as she went weightless in my arms, crying out in utter bliss as the orgasm she’d been waiting for her whole life crashed through her body. Her walls gripped me like a fist, massaging my cock in a dozen different places as she clamped down on my member.

Orgasm made her tighter than a glove. The friction, the heat—it was too much.

“Yeah!” I roared, shoving Yukiko to the hood with a hard thrust. “I’m cumming!”

I put my hand on the back of the coed’s neck as I hit the peak. If I had thought my third orgasm of the night would be less intense than numbers one and two, I couldn’t have been more wrong. Maybe it was Yukiko’s tight, sorority girl pussy, or maybe it was the way she’d let the L-word slip out from between her lips before she came shuddering all over my cock. Maybe it was the way Maria watched me like a madame showing off her favorite hooker.

Hell. Maybe it was all three.

All I know is that when I shot inside her, I didn’t stop until I felt completely drained. By the time I finished with Yukiko Tanaka, my seed was dribbling down both of her thighs, drops of it hitting the hood of my sports car with a hot sizzle.

She kept me inside of her long past the point where I came back down. When I tried to pull out, she let out a whine, shaking her head. “Keep it there. It feels so good…”

The coed reached for Maria and kissed her, slow and sweet. At the sight of it, my cock gave a final jerk and spurted a jet of seed deep inside of Yukiko’s pussy.

Then I collapsed onto the hood of the McLaren between them, sweaty and satisfied.

Maria sprawled beside me, her black dress bunched around her hips and a satisfied grin on her face. Yukiko nestled against my other side, completely naked with one heel dropped to the gravel, her head resting on my shoulder. The stars above Howard Mill Road sparkled in the firmament, bearing silent witness to the incredible experience we’d just had. Dimly, I hoped no one had overheard us. But if they had, I wouldn’t have much cared.

“Goddamn,” Maria said, her voice husky as she sat up and began smoothing her hair. “That was one for the record books, Jack.”

“You’re telling me,” I said. “You really wanted me all the way back at the condo tour?”

She shot me a wink, her eyes gleaming with mirth. “Hell yes I did. Was that really your first threesome? Or were you just trying to get a better performance out of me?”

I shook my head. There was no point in lying to her. “That was the first time. As for better performances, you two set the bar pretty fucking high. I don’t think anybody’s going to top that.”

“Better not,” Maria agreed with a giggle. “Not unless I’m there, carino.”

Next to me, Yukiko giggled. She was soft and a little shy now that she’d cum, and her fingers traced lazy circles on my arm. “That was incredible,” she whispered, her big doe eyes blinking in the moonlight. “I’ve never… I mean, that was…” She trailed off, her cheeks flushing as she met my gaze. “It was my first threesome, too.”

Maria grinned. “What’d you think?”

Yukiko sighed happily, leaning back on the hood and closing her eyes. “Fucking amazing.”

I chuckled, pulling her closer for a moment. Maria looked like she knew what she was doing, but someone like Yukiko would probably appreciate a little aftercare. I kissed her gently, stroking her hair as she held herself against me.

“You okay?” I asked. “Really?”

She rolled over, her breasts pushing into my chest. “I mean, what we just did is absolutely crazy,” she said. “They’d probably kick me out of Delta Rho if they knew. And I know my parents would go apeshit if they saw me like this. Probably cut off my tuition, too.”

“If that happened, I’d take care of it,” I said without thinking.

Both women started. I don’t think they’d realized I was that rich.

“But yeah,” Kiki said. “I’m good. Really good.”

“I’m glad you had fun,” Maria said, sliding off of the hood. She adjusted the straps on her dress and smoothed it down in the back until the parts of her I enjoyed most were all covered up. She still looked like she’d been partying, but if someone saw her they wouldn’t immediately assume she’d been rode hard and put away wet. “We’ll have to do this again sometime.” She gazed out into the woods. “We should probably head back now, though.”

Yukiko nodded, then grabbed her dress and discarded heel from the road. “Yeah, before some backwoods guy with a pickup catches us out here.”

Maria laughed, the sound rich and carefree, and sauntered to the passenger door. Yukiko followed, her steps slower, her eyes lingering on me with a softness that made my chest tighten.

After everything we’d been through that night, the drive back to Stillwell couldn’t help but be a bit of an anticlimax. The drive out of town had been filled with adventure and lust, and now we were all satiated. I kept to the speed limit as we hit the main road and started back to campus, paying attention to all the signs along the way. The last thing I needed was to get pulled over with these two in the car.

The McLaren purred like a happy kitten, its engine a low hum as the mountain road gave way to the lights of Stillwell. Maria lounged in the front seat, her legs up on the dashboard, casually checking the messages on her phone as we approached the art museum’s parking lot.

When we got there, she gave me a kiss. “Thank you for a wonderful time, carino,” she said, her tone light and breezy. “Do it again sometime soon?”

“We’ve still got that date tomorrow,” I reminded her. “If you’re still interested…”

She met my grin with one of her own. “I should be just about recovered by then,” she chuckled. “Kiki, you can come too if you’re up for it.”

“Maybe,” Yukiko whispered.

A knowing look flickered across my realtor’s face. “The next five months are going to be a lot of fun,” she said, leaning over and planting another kiss on my cheek. “It’s not every day you meet a gentleman who turns into a total beast when you take your panties off.” She glanced back at Yukiko, then at me, her smile pure sin. “Don’t be a stranger, right?”

I understood her perfectly. “Right,” I said, nodding.

As Maria sauntered back to her car, a little wobbly but utterly satisfied, I thought about the meaning behind her words. She’d chosen that five months bit intentionally. Her words were clear—she wanted me, but not long-term. For Maria, this was a fun, exciting fling with one of her clients. Hot and intense, but not long-term.

Fuckbuddies, they call it, I thought. No strings, no feelings, just nights like this. Hell. I’m alright with that. Keep it casual. Keep my options open.

“Hey.” Yukiko’s voice was quiet in the backseat. “Can I ride up front with you now?”

I patted the passenger seat. “Of course you can,” I said. “Maria was just keeping it warm for you.”

The coed climbed into the front and buckled up. She was quiet for most of the drive back to the dormitories, her gaze intense and faraway at the same time. Like she was thinking through a few things.

Finally, as we neared her building, she spoke. “Jack?”

I glanced over at her. “Yes, princess?”

She blushed. Deep.

Oh, yes, Yukiko liked being called princess. Liked it the same way Samantha liked being called babygirl, I suspected.

“That was… really intense,” she said, struggling to find the right words. “But I liked it. I really, really liked it, actually.” She glanced out the window, her lips forming a tight little line. “And not because of Maria. Don’t get me wrong, she’s scorching hot, but…”

“But it was more me,” I said, finishing her thought. “Right.”

Yukiko hesitated, then leaned over, resting her head against my shoulder. Her hand took my free one and held it, squeezing as I pulled into the dorm’s parking lot.

“I think I could get used to this,” Yukiko said, peering up at me through her lashes. “To you. Being around you, doing things together… I mean, we can have fun like we did with Maria, don’t get me wrong! I just…I mean⁠—”

She didn’t need to tell me. I could already read it on her face.

Maria wanted to be my hot little fuckbuddy. Yukiko wanted something else entirely.

She wasn’t just talking about hookups. She wanted something more. Hell, I could practically see hearts in her eyes when she looked at me. She might have said she wanted to be wild and untamed, but part of me already wondered if she was dreaming about white picket fences. Or at least having a toothbrush at my place.

Did I want that? From her? God, it was hard. She was such a good girl.

“Listen,” I said, trying to strike a balance. “I like you, too. A lot. All of this is pretty sudden, though, you know that?”

Yukiko nodded. “I get that,” she said. “You’re here for the rest of the semester, right?”

“Right.” Five months. Four and a half, more like it, but still quite a while.

“Let’s take it one night at a time, then,” the coed said. “We’ll see where this goes. You can give me that much, right? A chance to see if this turns into something deeper?”

I nodded. Yukiko was worth that much, at least. And a whole lot more.

She smiled from ear to ear. “Awesome. Who knows, maybe we’ll end up having your second threesome with some other girl. Maybe someone at Delta Rho.”

A spike of anxiety filled my gut at the thought Yukiko had figured me out, but I quickly pushed it down. “Maybe. You enjoyed that as much as I did?”

Yukiko cocked her head to the side. “I enjoyed watching you,” she said, musing on it. “Don’t get me wrong, Maria is gorgeous and having her there was a total blast. And I would absolutely be down to have another girl in bed with us if you wanted to do that again. But…”

“But what?” I asked.

Yukiko made a face. “I was kind of more into watching you with another woman than I was in fooling around with Maria,” she admitted. “I don’t know what that makes me. I’m still kind of figuring out this whole sexuality thing, and I’m not really sure if I like girls or just the idea of sharing a guy with another girl! God, it’s all so confusing…”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “I think that makes you human,” I said. “Not every sorority girl needs to be bisexual, Kiki. I’m certainly not going to hold it against you if you prefer men to other women.”

Yukiko nodded. “I know. But Jack…”

Suddenly her lips were against my ear.

“If I’m going to be your girlfriend, I want to be a good girlfriend, you know?” she asked. Her voice crackled with lust, so much so that even after three orgasms I felt it right down to the base of my cock. “And if that means kissing your cock with another campus cutie and swallowing your cum together, then I’m one hundred percent there.” She leaned back, smirking. “Just know that when we do it that you’re the one who’s making me wet, and not her.”

Holy shit. “I definitely don’t have a problem with that,” I told her.

Yukiko gave me a kiss, then slipped out of the McLaren. “Tonight was incredible,” she said, her voice soft. “I mean it, Jack. Call me, okay? Not just for… this.”

“I will,” I promised, squeezing her hand as she stepped out. “I can’t wait to see you again, Kiki.”

She smiled. “Me either.”

That smile lingered in my mind as she disappeared into the sorority house.

Once Yukiko was safely inside, I pulled out of the parking lot and drove back to my condo. The memory of the night I’d just had—the moans, the whimpers, the hot feeling of not one but two women’s pussies wrapped around my prick—stuck with me, and would for a long time. I couldn’t believe that had really just happened to me.

“My first threesome,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “Only took me forty-one years. You’ve really grown up, Jack.”

I rolled down the windows and turned on the radio as I drove across town. As if the universe were recognizing the sheer number of women who wanted something to do with me lately, that awful 90’s jam band song about the two princes started blaring from the speakers. For once, I let it run. By the time I reached the parking lot of my condo, I was even singing along with the chorus.

I made my way through the lobby and up the elevator. My body ached, but it was a pleasant ache, and I was already looking forward to a hot shower and a change of clothes. I checked the watch Maria had made such a big deal out of and noticed how surprisingly early it still was. Huh, I thought. Maybe I can throw on a movie or something…

I opened the door of my apartment and froze.

The lights were all on. I’d cut them off before I left. The TV was on even though I’d turned it off, playing reruns of some trashy reality show from the early 2000’s.

And sitting on my couch like she’d been waiting for me a while was a familiar sight.

Samantha Lowry.

The Queen Bee of the Delta Rho sorority rose from the couch, a knowing smirk written across her face. “Finally,” giving me a grin that promised trouble and more. “I was beginning to think you were never going to show up, Daddy. Long night?”
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Chapter One




“Babygirl? What the hell are you doing here?”

Samantha Lowry stood in the middle of my living room, as relaxed and in control as if I’d invited her in for a drink. Behind her, the sliding glass door leading to my balcony lay open about six inches, letting in a gentle night breeze. Her purse lay on the coffee table; on the TV, some talking heads blathered about nothing at a volume too quiet for me to hear.

It was late, I was tired, and she was the last person I’d expected to see.

“I wanted to come and talk to you,” Samantha said, looking me up and down. “I dropped in a couple of hours ago. Honestly, I expected you to be home already. You and Kiki must have had a really late night.” She flashed a knowing smile. “How was the gala?”

Oh, hell, I thought, realizing how much trouble I might be in. Does she already know? Did Miss Delta Rho have spies at the charity gala, watching Yukiko and me?

“It went well,” I told Samantha. “We didn’t end up staying too long.”

Samantha blinked. The look on her face told me she hadn’t known that, actually. “Really? Where did the two of you go⁠—?”

“I’m asking the questions,” I growled, taking a step forward. I’d been stunned when I walked into my apartment to find Samantha Lowry waiting for me. So stunned, in fact, that I hadn’t been thinking clearly until now. “What the hell are you doing here, Samantha? In my apartment?”

Samantha shivered. All five-foot-nothing of her trembled in her high heels, her eyes going big and wide like a girl in a Renaissance painting. “What do you mean, Daddy?”

Daddy. There was that word again.

I couldn’t lie. Over the last couple of weeks, it had become just about my favorite word in the world. I’d never realized how much I liked being called it until I’d heard it drip from Samantha Lowry’s lips in the bathroom of Delta Rho’s sorority house. When she purred it in my ear in bed, or whimpered it on the balcony of my condo as she bounced up and down on my lap, it made me feel like an animal who’d broken out of his cage. Like I was alive for the first time, after fifteen years of deadening my feelings with my career pursuits.

I owed Samantha Lowry a lot. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t a brat sometimes.

And tonight, she’d crossed a line.

“I don’t recall giving you a key to my apartment, babygirl,” I said, my tone firm. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to see you. I’ve been looking for you all week. But if you broke into my condo, we’re going to have to have a serious talk about boundaries…”

Samantha’s face lit up as I spoke. “It was nothing like that, Daddy,” the blonde said, folding her hands between her thighs. It never failed to amaze me how the absolute dirtiest girls in the world could do that—could make themselves look so sweet and innocent that you almost couldn’t believe they’d ever thought of breaking a rule in their whole lives. “When I got here and saw you weren’t home, I buzzed the building’s superintendent. That didn’t work, and I was about to give up. Then I saw the big sales billboard out on the lawn for the company that owns the building.”

A horrible suspicion nagged at the back of my mind. “You did what?”

“The lady on the line was very nice,” Samantha said in a tone that was too innocent by half. “I told her that my Daddy lives in the building, and that I wanted to surprise him. She asked me a couple of questions, then gave me a code to get inside.” The coed smiled wide, showing her teeth. “She was really helpful. Super willing to help a young girl in need!”

The suspicion hardened into a certainty. “Babygirl, who did you talk to?”

Samantha nibbled her bottom lip, as brazen as a girl caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Oh, I don’t know!” she said breezily. “She sounded really sweet. Kept saying words in Spanish every now and then…”

Fuck. “Maria?” I asked, already knowing the answer. “Maria Alvarez?”

Samantha’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “That’s it! Gosh, I’m surprised you remember her. Although she did sell you this condo, so she must have made quite an impression⁠—”

I was already in motion.

I couldn’t control myself. Something about the smug look on Samantha’s face made me want to bend her over my knee and spank her until she begged for my forgiveness. The fact that she wanted it, that she’d been taunting me about Maria in the hopes that it would enrage me enough to take it out on her gorgeous twenty-something body, only made it all the sweeter.

In the blink of an eye Samantha was off her feet. I grabbed her by the hips and shoved her up against a nearby wall, so close that I could feel her body heat. For a moment shock filled her features—then she realized what I’d done and groaned, licking her lips.

“I must have struck a chord, Daddy,” the coed purred, sliding a leg between my thighs. “I didn’t expect you to go this unhinged, but I really like it⁠—”

“Do you think this is a GAME?” I roared.

She fell silent. For a second, I didn’t sound like Jackson Avery, the hardworking engineer who’d come to Stillwell University to finish my long-neglected degree. I sounded like the man who’d found two frat boys about to do horrible things to my boss’s daughter and nearly put both of them in the hospital. I sounded like a wild animal.

Spots of color rose to Samantha’s cheeks. She melted against me, and I could practically see the hearts in her eyes. Why was it always that that turned these college girls into puddles of lust and need?

“You gave me the best night of my fucking life,” I growled, looking Samantha straight in the eye. “Then you ruined it by trying to blackmail me by keeping Marcie from pledging Delta Rho unless I became the errand boy for your sorority!”

“I didn’t mean that,” Samantha said quickly. All her teasing was gone: she spoke quickly and submissively, like she’d just realized she’d gone too far. “I’m sorry, Jack⁠—”

I slammed my hand into the wall next to her head. Samantha let out a terrified eep, her thighs clenching together as something more primal than civilization itself boiled over inside of her core.

“Holy shit, Daddy!” the coed gasped. She gave me the same smile she’d had on her face that first night in the Delta Rho house—the one where she looked like she’d just won the fucking lottery. “I know, I’ve been bad. So bad. Please punish me, please? I need it like you wouldn’t believe⁠—”

A growl of frustration filled the back of my throat. Part of me wanted to throw her over my shoulder, carry her to the bedroom and do exactly what she suggested. But it would have felt like giving in and letting her win, even if I was the one dominating her sexually. It would have felt like letting her off the hook.

No. She wasn’t going to wriggle out of the consequences that easily. Not yet.

“You bailed on me, babygirl,” I said, removing my hand from the wall. I put a little distance between myself and Samantha and heard her whine with frustration, her body as taut as a spring. I couldn’t lie—it felt good to know I had that kind of power over her. “All week, you’ve been as tough to find as a needle in a haystack. You rocked my world, and then you turned into a ghost.”

Samantha’s lips formed a tight little line. I don’t think she’d realized until that very moment how badly she’d fucked up by playing her little power games.

“I’m sorry,” she said, sounding contrite for the first time since she’d entered my apartment. “You’re absolutely right, Daddy. You’ve helped me out twice now and I’ve been nothing but rotten to you in return.” She let out a little laugh, unable to meet my eye. “I owe you. I owe you big, and I know that.”

I wondered if she’d phrased it that way on purpose. Samantha Lowry was Marcie’s ‘big’—her mentor at Stillwell, the person shepherding my boss’s daughter through the process of pledging Delta Rho. Marcie thought the world of her. Finding out that her idol and her father’s best friend were hooking up behind her back would probably destroy her.

I grimaced as I thought about it. Samantha saw it and misunderstood.

“I really am sorry,” she insisted, putting a hand on my chest. “I shouldn’t have ghosted you. And I definitely shouldn’t have shown up unannounced at your apartment after disappearing for a week.”

“Babygirl,” I grunted. “That might have been the one thing you did do right.”

The blonde nibbled her bottom lip, giving me a look like the two of us were about to get into some serious trouble. “Why don’t you and I go out on the balcony?” she asked, gesturing with her chin at the partially-open sliding glass door. “It’s a beautiful night outside. Maybe you could grab me a blanket?”

I frowned at that. If Samantha thought wrapping her naked body in a blanket and bouncing up and down in my lap was the fast track to forgiveness, then…well, she probably wasn’t that far from the mark. But I wasn’t going to forget this anytime soon.

“Maybe,” I told her, savoring the look of shock in her eyes when I didn’t immediately agree. “First, there’s a couple of things I need to know.”

Samantha recovered quickly. She batted her long eyelashes and stared up at me innocently, the very picture of feminine grace. “Of course, Daddy. For you, I’m an open book.”

I sincerely doubt that, I thought.

“Why have you been running from me this last week?” I asked. “Why ask me to meet you at the Delta Rho house, then leave me with Yukiko instead?”

Samantha made a face. “Why? Um, I don’t know, Daddy. Maybe it had something to do with you promising to fuck all of my sorority sisters and parade them around in front of me?”

That wasn’t exactly what I’d promised. But it was true that I’d threatened Samantha with the notion of me ‘dating’ the other young women in Delta Rho. In my defense, I’d still been reeling from the realization that Samantha’s mentor was the same woman I’d taken back to my apartment after the frat party and unleashed fifteen years of pent-up sexual frustration on. I’d reacted poorly to her ‘jokes’ about her ability to decide whether or not Marcie made it into Delta Rho or not, and I’d lashed out. She deserved it, but that didn’t make it right.

I couldn’t help but think about the way things would be right now if she’d acted differently. If she’d tried to lock me down instead of toying with me. She could have had me as her man, instead of her rival.

But then I never would have had that incredible night with Yukiko and Maria. So maybe I was exactly where I was meant to be after all.

“That’s part of it,” I said, searching Samantha’s eyes. “But it’s not the whole story.”

My babygirl didn’t miss a beat. “Does there have to be some grand conspiracy behind it, Daddy? I had a lot of business to take care of with the sorority this week. I didn’t have time for fun.” I caught a glimpse of her soft pink tongue as she nibbled on her bottom lip. “I thought about you, though. Several times. And the stuff we did when we were right here a week ago…”

She stepped forward, recovering some of her boldness.

“Have you been thinking about it, too, Daddy?” she asked, her body radiating heat as she pressed it against me. “I know you have. You haven’t been able to get it out of your head, just like I haven’t. It was so good.”

My hands went to her waist. I nodded.

She grinned wickedly. “You know I did more than just think, right? My fingers aren’t anything like yours, Daddy—it was like eating health food when what you really need is a steak.” Her cheeks burned, her eyes taking on a glassy sheen as arousal coursed through her body. “I wanted to send you pictures. Videos. I wanted to drive you crazy, which scared the hell out of me because I’ve never felt like this with a guy before!”

Fuck. I was trying to stay mad at her, but I was hard. I mean, it was hard.

“I mean it, Daddy.” Samantha was practically panting now, her fingers tracing swirls on my chest as she batted her eyelashes up at me. “Fuck it, the truth is that’s why I’ve been avoiding you this week. You’ve… it’s like you’ve unlocked something inside of me. Something I didn’t even know had a fucking padlock on it until you came around with the key.” Her hand strayed lower, towards the obvious bulge in my slacks. “I’m a powerful girl, Daddy. I don’t shy away from it—there’s no point in denying the obvious. I have all the students and most of the teachers at Stillwell wrapped around my finger. But you…”

“Tell me,” I growled. I knew what she was going to say, but I wanted to hear her say it. I wanted the words to come from those soft, pouty lips.

“You’ve got some kinda hold on me,” she admitted, laughing a little bit. “And I’m not used to that. I’m not used to letting a man take control of me the way you do.” Her lips formed a tight little line, and I knew that right now I was seeing the real her. “So maybe it took me a little time to adjust to that.”

My gaze traveled to the open crack of the sliding glass door onto the balcony. The breeze that blew through was pleasant, with just a hint of a chill: a good night to sit outside under the stars wrapped in a blanket. I glanced back at Samantha and smiled.

“If you’re obsessed with me, you’ve got a funny way of showing it,” I said, shaking my head with a chuckle. “You’re telling me you were scared I was going to take all your sorority sisters from you, babygirl, but you practically handed Yukiko to me on a silver platter. I really couldn’t believe you’d do that.”

Samantha smirked and rolled her eyes. “Yukiko? Please. She’s such a little goody-two-shoes. Plus she’s going through all that stuff with her parents. I doubt she has much time for romance…”

She trailed off, seeing the look on my face. Slowly, her expression changed.

“No,” Samantha whispered. She sounded like she couldn’t decide whether to be proud or horrified. “No, Daddy, you didn’t!”

I didn’t say a word. I didn’t have to. My silence spoke volumes.

“But you only got home from the gala a few minutes ago,” Samantha blurted, her brain struggling to catch up to what she’d just realized. “You didn’t bring her back with you. You didn’t take her out on the balcony. You couldn’t have…”

I chuckled, fully aware of how awkward this had just become. “We, uh, went for a little drive after we left the casino night,” I explained.

Samantha’s jaw hung open. “You took Yukiko on a drive?”

No sense in sugarcoating it now, I thought. “Her… and another woman, too.”

You could have knocked Samantha Lowry over with a feather. “What!?”

Slowly, I nodded.

Her hand went to her chest. If she could have gotten away with it, she would have swooned. “You’re joking,” she said, sounding as if she were trying to convince herself yet already knowing she was wrong. “I can’t believe it. Holy shit, Daddy, you’ve been a bad man…!”

I couldn’t help but smirk at that. “I did try and warn you, babygirl. I swear I wasn’t like this before I met you.”

Part of me felt tempted to remind her of the promise I’d made back at Gabrielle’s. But I kept my mouth shut. Surely Samantha already knew, and was probably kicking herself for not jumping all over me when she had the chance.

The blonde coed shook her head, looking confused. “Who the hell else did you hook up with?” she asked, flabbergasted. “I didn’t know any other Delta Rho’s were going to the charity gala.”

I weighed my desire for privacy against the urge to tell the truth and found the latter stronger than the former. “Yukiko and I ran into my realtor while we were at the gala,” I explained, the mental picture of Maria in her skintight dress filling my mind. “She decided to come on that drive with us.”

I watched the realization blossom on her face. A curious sort of horror filled Samantha’s features as it clicked. “Your… realtor? The lady I called to let me into this building?”

“Maria,” I said. “Maria Alvarez.”

One of Samantha’s hands went to her stomach, like the wind went out of her. “Then I guess the joke is on me, Daddy,” she said, taking a step backwards with her shoulders on the wall. “All this time, I thought you were pining for me, but you were out there screwing my lieutenant and anyone else who’d hop onto the hood of that car for you!”

I didn’t like that she’d so easily guessed how I’d taken Yukiko and Maria. But I supposed it was the obvious answer, and I shouldn’t have been surprised.

Even more than that, though, I didn’t like her tone. Who was she to judge me?

“Again, babygirl, I did warn you,” I said, spreading my hands. “You knew this was going to happen, and your response was to disappear on me for a week. You can’t blame me for playing the field when you were too afraid to take the damned field.”

I’d hoped she’d understand, but Samantha looked even more aghast than before. “So what are you saying?” she blurted, sounding like she was on the verge of tears. “That I was just some easy fucking lay you managed to pick up at Delta Rho? Did I really mean nothing to you, Daddy? Did that night mean nothing to you?”

My heart thundered against my breastbone. Samantha’s words sent blood rushing in my ears; they made me want to roar. Made me want to pin her up against the wall again and use my fingers on her until her pussy was wet instead of her eyes.

“Babygirl,” I said, the word coming out as a growl. “You have no fucking idea how much that night meant to me. I’m not sure you ever could.”

To my surprise, the coed’s expression softened. “Then explain it to me,” she whispered.

Hmm?

“I’m a woman, Jack,” she said with a laugh, using my name instead of the D-word for almost the first time since the two of us had met. “We live on compliments. Besides, you’ve already told me you’re screwing other coeds. It’s not like you’re going to upset me any worse than I already am.”

“You’re upset?” I asked.

Samantha blanched. “A little.” She shook herself, and the feeling vanished. “So tell me. Please.” She hesitated. “Daddy.”

So we were back to the D-word. Hearing it come from her lips after my little confession filled me with more relief than I cared to think about.

Now, what to say?

Instinct told me to refrain from showing any weakness. Samantha didn’t need to know about my past; hearing it would only have made things too serious, too ‘real’. Girls her age weren’t into that. They wanted to have fun, not to comfort some middle-aged guy about his past traumas.

So I kept Lauren’s name out of it. And reached for an easier explanation.

“Would you believe me,” I said with a rakish grin, “if I told you you were the first woman I took to bed with me in fifteen years?”

Somehow, this confession hit Samantha harder than all the others. She looked even more shocked than when I told her I’d nailed Yukiko and my realtor at the same time on the hood of my car; like the entire foundations of her world had just been rocked off their axes.

“You’re serious?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“No girlfriends?” Samantha’s mouth moved soundlessly between sentences. “No one-night stands? No hookups?”

“Nothing like that,” I said, clearing my throat. God, it really did sound weird.

“I… I don’t know what to say,” Samantha replied. “I mean, I believe you, of course! I just… that’s crazy, Daddy!”

I agreed with her.

I don’t think I realized just how crazy it sounded until I said it out loud.

“I’m trying to make up for lost time,” I explained. “Maybe I’m going at it a little harder than a man my age should, but after fifteen years of being blind I’m not about to start living my life back in the slow lane.”

Samantha blinked. “What does that mean?” she asked. “You were blind?”

Crap. I’d never told her about any of this, had I? Part of me assumed Marcie had mentioned it when she told her big all about her father’s best employee.

“Not physically,” I said, wondering how much I ought to say. “Just emotionally. I… I went through some things, babygirl. I kept my head down and let my work become my whole life. I was so good at it that I stopped living and settled for just existing.”

Samantha nodded sagely. “I’ve heard of guys like that. Is that why you came to Stillwell in the first place? To snap out of it?”

I shook my head. “It was my boss’s idea,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Believe me, I wasn’t into the idea. But then, the night of the party, when Marcie was in trouble…”

I trailed off. Neither of us needed me to say the next part out loud.

Samantha stepped forward and took my hand. “You met me,” she whispered.

I nodded. “I met you,” I said, putting my free hand on her cheek. “And you—shit, babygirl you rocked my world⁠—”

In the blink of an eye, Samantha’s lips were on mine. The blonde coed went up on tiptoe, bracing herself against the wall for leverage as she pressed her tight, athletic body against mine. My hands went to her tiny waist, pulling her to me as her mouth opened beneath my own.

By the time Samantha broke the kiss, both of us felt like springs that had been wound too taut. “Take me to the balcony,” she whispered, her voice smoke and sex. “Now.”

I blinked. “But I just told you⁠—”

“I don’t care,” Samantha said, shaking her head. A trace of mirth danced in her eyes. “Fuck, if what you’re telling me is true then I’m glad you got laid. Fifteen fucking years!”

“Fifteen fucking years,” I grunted. “Too long.”

“Way too long,” Samantha agreed. "I know there's a story behind that, Daddy, and I'm ready to hear it whenever you're ready to tell it to me. But right now, there's something else I need from you."

Samantha launched herself into my arms. Her thighs gripped me tight as my fingers dug into her sides, moving deftly from just holding her to holding her upright. One hand slid around to her ass and cupped it for leverage, squeezing her pert bottom like I already owned it.

Hell, maybe I did.

"You mean you didn't come to my apartment in the middle of the night just to talk?" I teased.

She laughed. "Of course not!"

"Babygirl!" My voice was thick with mock outrage. "I had no idea you could be so filthy! Dropping in for a booty call without even giving me a head's up..."

Samantha giggled, all previous friction between us forgotten. "I haven't even shown you yet how filthy I can be," she whispered, running her fingers through my salt-and-pepper hair. She let out a groan as her nails dug into my scalp, and I knew that if she still had the upper hand she'd have torn my clothes off by now. "Let me be a good girl for you, Daddy. Let me stay here tonight and I'll fuck you so good that even two girls at the same time won't be able to compete!"

Holy shit. God damn did Samantha ever understand the assignment.

I was about to tell her exactly that; that she was welcome under my roof just as long as she wanted to be there. And then I'd show her with my body exactly what kind of treatment she could expect while she was my guest.

Unfortunately, that was when the sound of breaking glass reached my ears.

And my night got a whole lot more complicated.


Chapter Two




"Daddy!?" Samantha stiffened in my arms, her eyes going as wide as saucers. "What the hell was that⁠—?”

I was already in motion.

I slid the coed back to the carpet as I raced for the sliding glass door leading onto my balcony, double-timing it across my apartment. I knew that sound, just like I knew it meant trouble for somebody. I wouldn't have been able to hear it if Samantha hadn't left the balcony door open a crack—without that, I'd have had no idea. I thanked her for it in the back of my brain, even as a feeling of dread filled my gut.

A blast of chilly night air washed over me as I stepped out onto the balcony. Despite the late hour, the skyline of Stillwell still twinkled; this town could rival New York City with how seriously it took its nightlife. So many lights made it easy to see the parking lot of my condo complex, where dozens of vehicles sat waiting silently for their owners.

All save for one. One that was screaming.

There was another crash, and more broken glass littered the pavement. Someone laughed, and as the laugh faded, a set of headlights automatically cut on and lit up the parking lot.

I knew them well. They were the headlights of my MacLaren. My car.

Two figures crouched next to the driver’s side door of the vehicle. I couldn’t make out either of their faces—they wore masks, the bastards—but the objects in their hands couldn’t have been clearer if they both had spotlights right over top of their heads. One of them, the shorter and stockier of the two, carried a hammer—the same hammer he’d just used to smash the window of my car.

The other carried a red container of gasoline.

Jesus Christ! I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to put two and two together. Something very, very bad was about to happen to the vehicle I’d spent a significant chunk of my working life saving up to buy.

Who could do such a thing? Who would even want to? Even in that panic-filled moment, several possibilities occurred to me—one stronger and more obvious than all the others. But I didn’t bother giving voice to it, or telling Samantha what I suspected.

I had more important things to do.

“Hurry up!” A voice shouted. I was pretty sure I recognized that voice, too, and that I’d heard it not too long ago in Professor Kovarsky’s film class. “Before somebody comes!”

Somebody was coming, alright. And it was the one man on Earth those two chucklefucks probably least wanted to see.

There was no time for hesitation. Hesitation meant watching the leather interior of my sports car go up in flames. A moment’s pause could mean the difference between stopping those two mystery men in their tracks or letting them turn the car on who’s hood I’d made love with two of the most beautiful women I’d ever met into a Roman candle. When I pictured the blaze it would make, I shook myself and ran.

Samantha stared at me in confusion as I reentered the living room. “What the hell is happening out there⁠—?”

“Call the cops,” I growled, hoping that I’d have things settled long before they arrived. “Now.”

Before the beautiful coed could speak a word of protest, I was off.

No point in waiting for the elevator, I thought, jogging down the hall. Fuck, I hope the maintenance man doesn’t lock those stairwells at night…

He didn’t. It probably would have been a fire hazard if he did.

I took the stairs three at a time, moving with a speed and ferocity that shocked me. The panic I’d felt upon first seeing broken glass littering the parking lot had already begun to fade, replaced with a strange feeling that made the corners of my lips curl in a vicious smirk.

Hell. Was I actually excited about this shit?

Don’t get me wrong—I was still mad as hell. I loved that fucking car. But at the end of the day, even my MacLaren was just an object. A thing. Losing it would hurt, to be sure, but it could be replaced. Possessions always could be, unless they were irreplaceable—and I’d never bought myself anything that fancy.

It wasn’t until I reached the lobby of the condo complex that I realized what this feeling really was.

Relief.

I wasn’t afraid of that little shit Trevor, or any of his goons. Cargo Pants’s warning about how ‘wealthy and connected’ his family was in Stillwell didn’t faze me at all—I sensed I was a hell of a lot wealthier than he was, and my Rolodex could probably put a hurting on his parents’. I knew I had nothing to fear from him when it came to his petty threats of revenge over the way I’d humiliated him at the Delta Rho sorority party.

In the back of my head, a part of me had been worried he’d try something with Marcie. Or another one of the Delta Rho girls. That would have been beyond the pale; a truly unforgivable act. But he hadn’t, the dumbass.

He hadn’t even come after me. He was going to vandalize my fucking car instead.

Not if I have anything to say about it, I thought, my grim smile turning into a predator’s scowl.

By the time I reached the parking lot, the whole place stank of gasoline. The taller of the two figures was pouring the can of gasoline directly onto the driver’s seat of the MacLaren, sloshing the stuff all over the place. It puddled around his feet, faintly gleaming in the moonlight. Beside him, his accomplice practically jumped up and down with anxiety.

I cupped a hand around my mouth. “Trevor!” I roared.

Until that moment, I’d been ninety-nine percent certain of the identity of the masked figure getting ready to torch my MacLaren. When his head gave a jerk of recognition at the sound of his own name, moving almost despite himself, that last percent of doubt disappeared completely.

“Shit!” the second man—Cargo Pants, by the sound of him—hissed. “Fucking run!”

He shared a panicked glance at his partner, clearly expecting him to book it. He didn’t. Instead, the man who could only be Trevor reached into his pocket, fishing for something.

I had no idea what nasty surprise the college kid had for me. Whatever it was, I didn’t want to see it.

Neither did Cargo Pants. He took one more look at Trevor and bolted, his courage finally failing him. As he ran, a part of me wished his courage had failed to kick in a lot earlier—early enough for him to turn down this hairbrained scheme from the start. Part of me wished he’d just listened to me after Kovarsky’s lesson and stayed out of trouble.

But only a very small part.

“Step away from my car!” I roared, walking towards Trevor. Even with a mask covering the bottom half of his face, he looked like a smarmy little shit. His eyes gleamed with malice, and had a glaze over them that made me think he’d either smoked or snorted a little performance booster before getting Cargo Pants to drive him over to my place. “I warned you I was going to kick your ass the next time I saw you, Trevor!”

Trevor didn’t run. Instead, he pulled the item he’d been concealing from his jacket and held it aloft. His fingers flashed, and a tiny flame lit up the night.

A fucking lighter. Of course.

“You shouldn’t have fucked with me, old man!” Trevor growled. He held the lighter out towards the driver’s side window of the MacLaren, clearly intending to drop it on the gasoline-soaked seat inside. “Kiss your mid-life crisis mobile goodbye, jackass!”

I sprang at him. Yet even as I did, I knew in my heart I was too late. Twenty-five feet of asphalt separated me from Trevor—by the time I had my hands around his throat, my sports car would be burning. I whispered a silent prayer of thanks for all the miles it had carried me as I ran, focusing on the college kid instead of the car he was about to burn.

Trevor snarled, twisting his mask. He shoved his hand into the interior of the car.

And all the lights inside the MacLaren kicked on.

An instant later, a shriek like a banshee cut through the night. The headlights flashed on and off, bathing our battle in staccato bursts of light and darkness. I was invisible for a moment as I closed the distance, then backlit by the beams, then shrouded in shadows once more. It happened so quickly that I had no time to be startled.

But Trevor did. He hadn’t expected it—he jerked away, and the lighter fell from his fingers to land on the asphalt next to the MacLaren instead of inside. His head jerked towards my condo building, his eyes widening, and I glanced to the side as I ran to see what he was staring at.

Samantha Lowry stood on my balcony, her arm outstretched like the carved woman on the prow of a pirate ship. In her hand she clutched my car keys, which must have fallen out of my pocket when I’d pinned her up against the wall.

Her thumb was pressing the ‘ALARM’ button so hard that her knuckles turned white.

“You!?” The word was a strangled cry; Trevor looked honestly shocked to see Samantha in my apartment. “What the fuck…!?”

It was as far as he got.

I tackled Trevor, pinning him up against the driver’s side door of the MacLaren. At the same time, I hit the lighter on the ground with the side of my shoe, kicking it away from the puddles of gasoline surrounding my car. It bounced a couple of times, the flame flickering, then landed in a patch of wet grass and went out in a puff of smoke.

Crisis averted.

But Trevor’s crisis was just about to begin.

“You little shit,” I growled, grabbing the youth’s collar with a fist. “What, you think I wouldn’t know it was you? You thought you could just sneak up to my place in the middle of the night, light my fucking car on fire and get away with it?”

Trevor’s eyes widened. “Get your fuckin’ hands off me, asshole⁠—!”

I didn’t like his tone. And I sure as shit didn’t like the words that were coming out of his mouth.

With my free hand, I grabbed the mask around the bottom half of his face and ripped it off him. It turned out to be a black cowboy bandana, tied in a simple knot with a little line of bison running around the edges. I couldn’t help but chuckle when I saw it—it was exactly what I’d expect an overgrown boy to wear to play cattle rustlers or cutpurses.

“You’re not going anywhere,” I told him calmly. “You don’t get to wriggle free this time, Trevor. This time, I’ve got you dead to rights.”

He looked exactly the way I remembered. His blonde hair was all mussed up and there were bags under his eyes, but he still had those delicate, almost feminine features that a certain class of woman goes absolutely apeshit over. For a moment, fear filled those eyes, but it was quickly replaced with hope.

“You promised you were gonna kick my ass, old man!” he laughed, trying and failing to get out from between me and the car. “What’s the matter? Afraid you’re going to break your fucking hip?”

I shook my head. If Trevor hoped to goad me, he was wrong. Dead fucking wrong.

“Wouldn’t that be a sight?” I growled, spittle getting all over the young man’s face. “The cops show up to find me beating the shit out of a guy half my age. Who knows—they might misinterpret the whole thing and try to arrest me instead of you!”

Even if they didn’t, me assaulting Trevor would put him in a much more favorable position where the police were concerned. I could see in his eyes that he’d been banking on goading me into beating him: now that he’d failed, he looked seriously pissed off.

Still, he put up a brave front. “Cops?” he laughed, glancing out at the street like he expected a pair of squad cars to come racing around the corner at any moment. “My Mom owns the cops in this town, you ancient fuck! I’ll be walking around and back on campus faster than you can say bail money!”

Strangely, I didn’t feel angry. That strange sensation of exhilaration hadn’t left me since I’d stepped out of the condo building; if anything, it was even stronger. I’d spent so long working that I’d forgotten to live my life, and maybe this was also a kind of living, too. If nothing else, it was nearly as exciting as the other fun I’d been having in Stillwell.

“Maybe,” I said, refusing to let him goad me. “But what you tried to do tonight is arson, Trevor. I’m willing to bet New Hampshire considers that a felony.”

Trevor’s expression changed. “At least get me away from this fucking car,” he grunted, trying once more to dislodge himself from where I’d pinned him. “I’m gonna be sick from these gas fumes!”

Your fault, I thought. And way less than what you deserve.

But I grabbed Trevor and shoved him away from the MacLaren, keeping a hand on his shoulder so he wouldn’t run.

A glance at the interior confirmed my worst suspicions. Even though the fire had been averted, the gasoline had soaked through everything. The little digital screen on the car’s dashboard kept flickering on and off, rebooting over and over again as it tried to clear some error caused by the fluid leaking into the circuits. The seats were ruined. The whole thing was going to need to be ripped out and replaced: no easy feat. Not cheap, either.

“You really made a mess,” I said, shaking my head. “In more ways than one.”

Trevor wriggled in my grip, struggling to escape. It was almost kind of funny how bad he was at it—right up until I remembered what he and Cargo Pants had tried to do to Marcie at the Delta Rho sorority party. Then I wanted to beat him until he ended up in the emergency room, consequences be damned.

“Let me go,” Trevor growled. His eyes rolled in their sockets like those of a caged animal. “Let. Me. Go!”

“It’s not so much fun when the person you’re fighting hasn’t been drugged, is it?” I taunted, setting some of the rage that had been stoked within me on that night free. “When they’re not some nineteen-year-old girl who weighs one-ten soaking wet, who can’t get the hell away from you and your creep friends!?”

“That was a misunderstanding!” Trevor snapped. “You fucking dick, let me go before I beat your ass⁠—”

“The cops will be here any minute,” a voice said behind me. “Nobody’s going to be kicking anyone’s ass, Trevor. Although now that I look at you, I really, really wish I hadn’t called 911 when I did.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Samantha stood a few steps behind me, her arms crossed beneath her breasts. She’d thrown on one of my jackets against the cold, which went all the way down to mid-thigh on her. Pure anger danced in her eyes.

“Lowry,” Trevor said, giving her a cruel sneer. “What the fuck are you doing here, bitch? I bet the administration would love to know that the Queen Bee of their precious sorority is getting a late-night snack from her sugar daddy⁠—”

Samantha didn’t hesitate for a second. She stepped forward and slapped Trevor right upside his face, hitting him so hard I could see his ears ringing.

“I am twenty-one years old and a grown woman. I can fuck whoever I want,” Samantha said, her voice filled with the quiet menace that only a true mean girl can muster. “And unlike you, I don’t have to slip a roofie in someone’s drink to get them to go home with me.”

Trevor had slumped into my arms when Samantha slapped him. Now he started to laugh, rubbing the mark on his cheek like he wasn’t sure whether he’d stepped into a hidden camera show.

“You’re going to pay for that,” he said, still chuckling. “I can’t wait to tell everyone at Stillwell what a slut you are. You’re such a fucking stuck-up ice princess on campus—the guys at Delta Omicron aren’t going to believe you’re spreading your legs for some grandpa!” His eyes sparkled with mirth, his grin going foxlike. “Or hey—maybe I’ll tell them he’s paying you to fuck him⁠—”

In the blink of an eye, Samantha was right next to him.

She didn’t laugh. She didn’t growl. She barely moved a muscle. But a cold, calculating menace rolled off of Samanatha’s Lowry’s beautiful body. It was the kind of thing to make even a brave man shiver. Trevor took one look at her eyes and let out an eep like a mouse who’d just stumbled into the lion’s den.

“You’re not going to tell anyone anything,” she said, sounding as sure as if she’d said the sun would come up the next morning. “You, Trevor Baines, are going to keep your fucking mouth shut for once in your miserable life.”

Trevor’s eyes narrowed. “Why would I do that? You gonna call the cops on me again?”

Samantha shook her head. “I know you’re not afraid of the police,” she said calmly. “Your parents will smooth things over with the cops, I’m sure, and I’m sure they’ll be more than glad to pay for whatever damage you’ve done to Jack’s things.”

“‘Jack’s things’,” Trevor said, mocking her and rolling his eyes. “Listen to you⁠—”

She grabbed his throat.

That got Trevor’s attention. He stared into Samantha’s eyes, a new understanding dawning inside of him. His eyes filled with confusion, then horror.

“But the things I will do to you,” the Queen Bee of Stillwell University whispered, “are things nobody in this town can protect you from. Not Mommy, not Daddy, not your money or your privilege.”

Sweat beaded on Trevor’s brow.

“I heard you tell Jack that your parents own this town.” The corner of Samantha’s mouth curled in a smirk. “They might, Trevor, but I own Delta Rho. Any woman on campus would kill to be my right hand. Literally.” Her free hand slid behind her back, gripping my thigh for support. “They’ll be my eyes. My ears. And my knives.”

Trevor’s jaw dropped open. “You… you crazy bitch! You think you’re gonna kill me!?”

“Oh no, not kill,” Samantha said, shaking her head with an almost innocent smile. “Much too messy. Brings up too many unpleasant questions.” Her gaze traveled between his legs, and she gave a disdainful sniff at what was there. “We’d just remove the part of your anatomy that’s been getting you into so much trouble at Stillwell. Better for you, really. Eventually, you might even thank us.”

The color drained from Trevor’s face. “You’re insane,” he whispered, glancing over at me. Things had gone so badly for him that the little shit was looking to me for support. “Totally fucking insane!”

“I am,” Samantha agreed cheerfully. She patted Trevor’s cheek, as if he were a particularly slow student who’d finally managed to grasp a lesson. “Which is why you’re not going to say a goddamn word about who was in Jack’s apartment tonight.”

His lips peeled back over his teeth. “Fucking hell!”

“I was at the deli,” Samantha said, saying it so calmly and naturally that I almost believed it. “They’re open until two thirty on Friday nights so the drunk frat boys and sorority girls can get sandwiches to soak up all the alcohol in their bloodstreams. I heard the alarm go off and came across the street to see.”

Trevor shook his head, trying for a defiance that the look on his face couldn’t quite muster. “That’s bullshit. You⁠—”

Her hand was back at his throat. “Deli. Alarm. Bystander.”

For a moment, the two had a standoff. Samantha stared into the frat boy’s eyes, not blinking, the full force of her position and authority at Stillwell behind her. As I watched, I realized something I wouldn’t have dared to say aloud.

Samantha Lowry had never looked more beautiful.

Beneath the weight of that beauty, Trevor Baines was dust. He crumpled like a cheap card table, his expression falling a moment after his resolve. “Fuck it,” he snarled. “Bystander. You showed up to gloat after my backup ran off and this asshole caught me…!”

“Good boy.” Samantha’s fingers left Trevor’s jugular. “I think that’s the cops now.”

It was. Red and blue light filled the parking lot as the trio of squad cars I’d expected minutes ago finally pulled into my condo complex. A flurry of squawks emerged from the sirens as the cars pulled to a stop, surrounding my MacLaren from two sides with the third parked with its rear wheels almost in the street.

“Shit,” Trevor whispered.

Indeed.

A half-dozen officers poured out, surrounding the vehicle. In the lead was a female officer nearly a head taller than her male counterparts, with skin like warm honey and a mass of braids stuffed beneath her policewoman’s cap. In the flickering red and blue lights cast by the squad cars, I caught the words T. DAVIS written across her front pocket.

“Evening, Miss Lowry,” she said, looking over at Samantha. She’d been the one to call the cops, after all. “Is this the guy?”

The blonde gave the officer a friendly nod. All at once, it hit me that this wasn’t the first time the two of them had met. I had no doubt they knew each other: with Stillwell being such a small town, the cops were probably busting the college students all the time—usually for drugs or for drinking and driving. I wondered how many jams Samantha had helped her fellow Delta Rho girls out of since she’d taken her crown.

Another officer approached the MacLaren and glanced inside. “Jesus, it stinks like gasoline,” he said, shining a flashlight on the ruined dash and seats. “Looks like the perp was about to torch the whole thing.”

“Caught him about ten seconds before he could do it,” I said through my teeth. “Can I hand him over to you now?”

The officers nodded. I let Trevor go, and he had the good sense not to try and make a run for it. He stepped over to the group of officers ruefully, rubbing his wrists like he could already feel the cuffs.

“What took you so long, Tasha?” Samantha asked.

I gave a start at the coed’s familiarity with the officer. Evidently, Officer Davis was on a first-name basis with my babygirl.

Officer Davis rolled her eyes. “We made a stop on the way. Noticed someone running south from the apartment complex, sticking to the bushes.” She gestured at the rear seat of her squad car. “Recognize him?”

I did. Cargo Shorts—better known as Darryl—sat handcuffed in the back, looking more disappointed than a losing lottery ticket.

“That was the other guy,” I said. “I’ve run into them before.”

“Miss Lowry told me a little about it,” Officer Davis said, putting a hand on her hip. “Listen, I know it’s late, but I have a feeling the shit is about to hit the fan once word gets out that a member of the Baines clan just got booked down at the station. I’d appreciate it if you two could come down and give your statements now, before Elizabeth’s lawyers get a crack at you.”

I didn’t understand. “Elizabeth?”

“Lizzie Baines,” Samantha said with a sigh. “Trevor’s Mommy.”

Officer Davis snickered. “I wouldn’t call her that to her face, Miss Lowry.”

I dimly remembered Trevor saying it was his Mom who owned Stillwell, rather than his Dad. She must have been a formidable woman indeed, to cause all this comment. I wondered how long it would be before I was forced to meet her.

I had the feeling Trevor’s people were used to getting what they wanted in this town. I suspected they weren’t going to like what they found in me.

“Of course we’ll go,” I said, nodding. I moved without thinking towards the MacLaren, then the scent of gasoline hit me full in the face. “Although I might need a ride in one of those squad cars…”

“No need,” Samantha said, perking up. “I’ll give you a ride, Da… Jack. I’m parked right around the corner.”

If her slip-up was noticed, Officer Davis gave no sign. “You can follow us there,” she said, nodding. To the side, the other officers were already busy booking Trevor. “We’ll keep the lights on. Traffic should be fine; just stick close to us.”

“We will,” Samantha assured her. “You need anything from upstairs, Jack?” She jostled me gently with her elbow. “Don’t worry, I’m pretty sure you mentioned you locked it before you ran down.”

Which meant she’d locked it before she came down to join me. “No, I’m good.”

“Just pull up behind my car,” Officer Davis instructed. “We’ll wait for you.”

Once we were around the corner, Samantha melted against me. “Holy shit, Daddy!” she whispered, glancing back over her shoulder at the officers and the slowly growing crime scene. “That was intense!”

I swallowed hard, the adrenaline finally beginning to drain out of me. “Intense doesn’t even begin to explain it,” I said, shaking my head. “You think he’s going to talk, babygirl?”

She stared at Trevor’s silhouette as they helped him into the back of the squad car. They were being awfully polite to him under the circumstances, which made me worried more than anything else about just how powerful his family could possibly be. I couldn’t imagine him actually getting out of arson charges. Surely his goose was cooked, right?

“Not if he knows what’s good for him,” Samantha said, her expression darkening. “But if he does blab, Daddy…”

I’ll beat his ass, I thought. I expected Samantha to say the same.

Instead, she surprised me.

The blonde took my hand and squeezed it. “It’s been worth it,” she whispered, brushing a lock of golden hair out of her face. “Even if my reputation gets ruined—even if I get knocked off my pedestal back at Stillwell. So don’t feel bad about it. I’m a big girl, I knew what I was getting into when I pulled you into that sorority house bathroom.” She grinned. “No worries, okay?”

“No worries,” I agreed.

As we piled into Samantha’s Jeep, I couldn’t help but think: I’m glad one of us knew what we were getting into.

Because I certainly hadn’t.


Chapter Three




Stillwell had a surprisingly large police station, given the size of the town. I figured it probably had to do with the whole college thing.

Even at this late hour (and it was truly late now), the station buzzed with activity. Sometimes the buzz was literal, as in the buzz a group of college kids built up in their bloodstreams with tequila and weed before doing burnouts in a vacant lot on the outskirts of town. Few looked truly belligerent. Mostly, everyone was trying to get through the process with as much dignity as possible.

Officer Davis waited for Samantha and I near the front desk. She caught me looking at the college students arrayed on benches in the back and gave me a knowing smile. “Just another weekend at Stillwell,” she said, pointing a thumb in their direction.

“Looks like a busy night,” I said.

Officer Davis chuckled. “It’s not as bad as it looks,” she admitted, shaking her head. “Most of these kids aren’t guilty of anything worse than getting drunk and a little rowdy. They’ll get community service—or their parents will get them off scott free.” Her expression soured. “The Baines’ are pretty good at that, in particular.”

I nodded. The implication was clear—what happened tonight with Trevor was not the ordinary sort of college-aged shenanigans. This was serious.

“Where is Trevor?” Samantha asked, making a show of looking around the precinct. “I don’t see him. You should know he’s dangerous—this isn’t the first time he’s threatened a student at Stillwell. Jack can tell you all about it.”

Officer Davis frowned, her brows furrowing together. “A student…?”

Oh. “That’s technically me,” I explained.

She looked surprised. “Really? I mean, I know learning is a lifelong process and all that throw pillow bullshit, but I’d expect you to be a teacher before I’d peg you for a student, Mr…?”

“Avery,” I said, extending a hand. “Jackson Avery. And it’s a long story.”

She took it. “Well, good thing we’ve got time,” she said cheerfully. “Can I get you two some coffee?”

After what I’d been through, I most certainly needed it. So did Samantha. It turned out to be some pretty decent brew, and I’d downed half of my cup by the time Officer Davis led us to what she termed the ‘interrogation room’.

It turned out to look more like a guidance counselor’s office. “Scares the students,” she explained when I pointed out the comfortable couches instead of cold steel chairs. “Which is to say, it really scares the parents. If it were up to me, it would look like The Shield in here, but everybody knows who really holds the pursestrings in this town. If it weren’t for the college, we’d be broke.”

I blinked. “That’s a… remarkably frank assessment,” I said, taking another sip of my coffee.

Officer Davis shrugged. “I’m a remarkably frank person,” she said. “Would you rather I bullshitted you?”

I shook my head. “It’s just that I’m used to people dancing around things like that,” I said. “Talking about it tactfully instead of truthfully.”

Officer Davis leaned back in her seat. It almost looked like a child’s seat with her in it—the woman was tall, with the athletic frame to match. “Oh, I’ve got insufficient tact,” she said, smiling as if at a private joke. “You’ve got to put up barriers between you and those people if you’re going to do this job and not go crazy.”

The words niggled at the back of my brain; I’d heard them before—or something like them. A moment later it clicked, and my jaw dropped open.

“Limelight!?” I blurted.

Officer Davis did a double-take, then laughed. “I was quoting a little there, wasn’t I? Sorry, I’m tired—I’m always running the radio late at night on patrols. That classic rock station out of Pike’s Point’s the only thing we get out here, unless you wanna listen to Pavarotti all night on the public access station.”

To say I was stunned would have been a major understatement. “I would never have had you pegged as a Rush fan, Officer Davis,” I said, chuckling to myself.

“Why?” she asked, grinning. “Because I’m black?”

The question caught me off guard, but the look on her face told me she wanted me to roll with it. “No,” I said. “Because you’re a good-looking woman.”

It was a rare thing indeed to see a woman of her proportions blush. “Why, Mr. Avery,” she said, shooting me a wicked grin. “Are you trying to proposition an officer? I could have you thrown in a cell for that!”

“I don’t understand.” Samantha looked totally lost; she kept glancing between me and Officer Davis like she was listening to a conversation in an alien language. “What are you two talking about?”

“It’s a music thing,” I said, waving a hand. “Rush. It’s a band.”

“I bet Miss Lowry’s more of an August Aguilar girl,” Officer Davis snickered. “I swear to God, half the house parties we’ve broken up this semester have that new album of hers blaring like there’s no such thing as too loud.”

“We don’t get pop stars from this neck of the woods all that often,” Samantha demurred. “We should celebrate them when we get the opportunity.”

Officer Davis nodded. “Fair enough.” She leaned down to the small coffee table sitting between us, where a laptop and a squat black microphone waited. “For convenience’s sake, we’re going to record this interview. Do either of you have any issues with that?”

Samantha shook her head, and so did I. “Not at all, Officer Davis,” I said.

She let out a little chuckle at that. “You can call me Tasha,” she said. “I’m sure Samantha will.” She clicked the mouse a few times, bringing up whatever software the Stillwell Police Department used. “This is Detective Tasha Davis, September 7th, 2029. It’s…” She checked her wristwatch, “Twelve-forty-five AM. Which I suppose technically makes it the 8th of September. I’m here with Mr. Jackson Avery and Miss Samantha Lowry, who both witnessed an attempted arson on Mr. Avery’s automobile.” She leaned back, assuming a comfortable position. “Alright, Mr. Avery. Why don’t you go ahead and start at the beginning?”

Doing that would have required me to go way, way back. All the way back to Lauren. But I understood what Officer Davis was asking, just like I understood how important it was to put that little pipsqueak Trevor behind bars for as long as I could. Left unchecked, he’d try what he did to Marcie again. If I hadn’t believed that before, I certainly believed it now.

As the recording device ran, I told the whole story. I managed to leave a few things out—namely that Samantha had been at my apartment complex before Trevor broke my car’s windows, rather than after. Samantha corroborated my story, speaking in general enough terms that we managed to avoid stepping on each other’s toes and contradicting our stories.

Officer Davis didn’t believe a word of it. I could tell, just like I knew she could tell from Samantha’s body language that she was depending on me during that interview in ways far more intimate than a mere friend. But maybe Tasha had more tact than she claimed. Other than a knowing little look and a smile or two, she didn’t question the narrative.

In fact, she sounded pretty damned impressed.

“That was quick thinking,” she said when I told her about pinning Trevor against the car and kicking the lighter away. “We’ve got a couple of forensics nerds looking over your McLaren and the crime scene; I’m sure they’ll find the lighter. It’ll be important evidence to get a conviction, assuming things go that far.”

“Pardon me,” Samantha said, frowning. “But you’ve got two eyewitnesses. One of whom is the leader of the campus’s most exclusive sorority and has an unimpeachable record.”

Tasha coughed. She’s got a high opinion of herself, I thought. But she’s earned it.

“Why would that not be enough?” she asked. “We need physical evidence, too?”

Tasha made a face. “Under normal circumstances, I would agree with you,” she explained, looking at the laptop like she wished she could temporarily halt the recording without looking too suspicious. “The problem is, these aren’t normal circumstances. The Baines family is involved.”

“They’re that important?” I asked.

Tasha nodded. “When we file charges, their lawyers are going to be all over us like flies on shit. Pardon my French,” she added with a glance at the microphone. “But it’s true. Any holes they can poke in your story, their lawyers will try for it. The lighter makes it more or less a slam dunk.”

I hoped they found it, then. “You said when we file charges,” I said, letting her know that part hadn’t passed without my notice. “Not if?”

“Not if,” Officer Davis agreed.

“I thought it was up to me whether or not to press charges,” I said. “I mean, I’m going to—it’s the least of what Trevor deserves—I’m just confused.”

Tasha laughed and shook her head. “Mr. Avery, I had one of my deputies do a quick Google search on our drive back to the station. Let’s just say that that car of yours—the car Mr. Baines attempted to light on fire—is far above the necessary property value for the arson to be considered a Class IV Felony.” She leaned back, folding her hands. “So no, Mr. Avery, the decision is out of your hands.”

I nodded. Relief filled my chest at the revelation. “So the family’s lawyers can’t really put any pressure on me, then,” I said.

The look on Officer Davis’s face told me how hopelessly naive I sounded. “Oh no, they’re gonna put the screws to you,” she said, sounding almost cheerful. “My guess is, their goal will be to get you to refuse to testify. You and Miss Lowry.” She glanced over at Samantha. “That’s what I’d do if I was rich and had absolutely no morals, anyway.”

“That would get Trevor off the hook?” Samantha sounded aghast. “Even with the lighter?”

“Physical evidence is important,” Tasha said ruefully. “But you’ve got to remember, nobody really wants to prosecute someone from that family in this neck of the woods. If the injured party themselves can’t be bothered to testify, it takes the wind out of the sails of the prosecution. Not that I’m telling you what you ought to do, Mr. Avery…”

“You don’t need to.” I felt a rock-solid certainty in my gut. “I’m not going to be dissuaded. I’m pinning that little freak to the ground.”

It must have come out harsher than I’d intended. Tasha’s eyes widened. “He must have really pissed you off, Mr. Avery,” she said, putting one leg over the other. “Not that I can really blame you. That MacLaren is one hell of a car.”

“It’s not about the car,” I insisted. “It’s about Marcie. Marcella Ramsey.”

Next to me, Samantha stiffened. “Jack,” she whispered. “Maybe we shouldn’t…”

But Officer Davis had just smelled blood in the water. “What about Marcella Ramsey?” she asked, leaning forward with an inquisitive smile. “She must be a new student; I don’t recognize her name. Or at least she hasn’t gotten into any trouble.”

I looked over at Samantha. There was an almost pleading look in her eye; she did not want to get the police involved in what had happened at the Delta Rho house. Now that I thought about it, neither did Marcie. Everyone wanted to forget about what Trevor and his accomplice tried with her in that bedroom.

But I couldn’t let it go. Not when it would help the case against that little pipsqueak.

“She’s a student at Stillwell,” I said roughly. “My boss’s daughter. She⁠—”

The door opened.

“So here’s where you’ve been keeping them,” a voice said. “Very clever, Officer Davis.”

I turned. A woman a little older than me in a business suit stood in the doorway of the interrogation room, wearing one of the most irritated scowls I’d ever seen. Despite the fact that we were nearing one in the morning, she looked as put together as if she’d just dropped in for a quick power brunch between corporate meetings and a session at the gym. Her hair was blonde, nearly the same shade as Samantha’s, except hers had been pulled back into a rather severe-looking ponytail.

But it was the eyes that drew me. They were the eyes of a shark.

I’d seen a touch of that out of Maria when she thought she had a customer on the hook for one of her condos, but the attitude she had a thimbleful of this woman looked to bathe in regularly. One look at her and I knew: this wasn’t the sort of woman who’d complain to the manager if her order got screwed up at a restaurant. This was the sort of woman who’d buy the restaurant, then burn it down out of spite and make her end back with the insurance money.

Oh shit, I thought, catching her eye and immediately looking away. We’re in trouble.

Tasha was out of her seat in a heartbeat. “Miss Baines, you’re not allowed in here. This is an interrogation room⁠—”

Too late, I supposed.

“Listen.” From the tone of her voice, I got the impression that when Elizabeth Baines told someone to listen, she expected them to shut the fuck up until told otherwise. “I don’t know what you think you saw or what you think you heard, but my Trevor had nothing to do with what happened to you tonight.”

I snorted. “Who are you gonna believe, me or your lying eyes?”

She ignored that. “As a gesture of goodwill, our family is more than willing to cover any damage that occurred to your personal property. We’re also willing to give each of you a one-time payment of ten thousand dollars, in cash, delivered on receipt of your signatures on an agreement that you’ll no longer discuss this unfortunate incident.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “It’s important to Stillwell’s tourism department that public relations remain exceptional.”

She didn’t believe that. She didn’t believe any of it—her words had the air of a rehearsed speech, something she’d recited after any number of family fuck-ups attributed to her children or other family members.

Something told me she never had to use that speech on her own behalf. Lizzie Baines struck me as a woman who didn’t fuck up on her own time very often; if ever.

I was speechless for a few moments. “Ma’am, did you just offer to bribe me?”

“There’s a recording device running right now,” Samantha added in a whisper. “That microphone right there is hot.”

Elizabeth’s gaze traveled to the laptop. She pursed her lips, sizing up the level of threat it presented, then she must have decided she didn’t care because she shrugged. “I’m simply aiding the police in cleaning up a ghastly event,” she said blandly. “Bribery doesn’t come into it. No crime has been committed here.”

“Oh, a crime has very much been committed,” I said, rising to my feet. “Your boy tried to burn my car from the inside out, Miss Baines. And earlier this semester, he nearly hurt someone I care about very badly.”

Elizabeth’s lips twitched slightly at that, but she quickly recovered. “That sounds like a baseless accusation to me, Mr…?”

I was getting a little tired of introducing myself. “Avery,” I said, not extending my hand. “Jackson Avery. I’m sure you’ll Google it as soon as you leave this room.”

“It’s bold of you to assume I don’t already know who you are,” she replied, despite the fact that she’d been the one to ask my name in the first place. “I simply wanted to confirm. You’re the, ah… transfer student, yes?”

That was one way of putting it. “I am here on personal and professional business,” I said, keeping my cards close to my chest. “Business which is my own.”

For the first time since she’d walked through the door of the interrogation room, Elizabeth Baines showed a real emotion. Unfortunately, it was at my expense. She rolled her eyes and snickered, as if I’d just said something very foolish.

“Jackson Avery,” she repeated, as if she had an index card in her hand. “Acting Vice President of Ramsey Engineering, based out of Boston, one of the top engineering firms—if not the top engineering firm—in all of New England. Employed fifteen years. Heir apparent of Daniel Ramsey, CEO.” Her gaze traveled to the woman beside me. “And currently in the company of a sorority girl half his age.”

Samantha went pale. “I came over when I heard the car alarm go off,” she said, trying not to stammer. “I saw everything. I’m a witness, and I don’t like what you’re implying!”

Elizabeth cocked her head to the side. “Ramsey Engineering has a reputation as a family-oriented company, right?” she asked, her words dripping with venom. “I wonder what your CEO would think about this picture, if word got out…”

It was a threat and she meant it. When I heard it, something dark and dangerous reared up inside of me.

“He’d be proud of me,” I snapped.

That shut her up. Elizabeth’s eyes went wide; for the first time in probably a long time, someone had thrown her off her game. Officer Davis looked almost as shocked.

“Excuse me?” Elizabeth said, shaking her head.

I wasn’t about to let her recover her footing. “You may have my resume down pat, Mrs. Baines, but it’s clear that you don’t actually know a goddamn thing about me or my boss. So why don’t you say whatever threats you’ve got memorized along with your fact sheet and get the fuck out of here so I can finish this interview?”

Even Tasha went pale at that one.

Elizabeth’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. “What a bold man you are,” she said, sounding almost amused. “Do you not know who I am, Mr. Avery, or are you just a fervent believer in reverse psychology?”

“Neither,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m something you probably haven’t seen in years. Someone who doesn’t give a fuck about your last name.”

Elizabeth grinned, almost like she was enjoying this. “I’m starting to understand why you drive that gaudy British monstrosity, Mr. Avery.”

I didn’t rise to the taunt. “Understand this. Your son’s ass is grass. I’m pressing charges, I’m testifying, I’m doing whatever it takes to put him away. And not because he broke the windows on my car and tried to torch it, either.”

“No?” Elizabeth crossed her arms beneath her breasts, which I hadn’t noticed until now were quite prodigious for a woman so slender. Implants, a little voice in the back of my brain whispered. “Then why, Mr. Avery?”

“Because of all the other shit he’s done,” I whispered. “Shit I think you know about. Shit I think you’ve cleaned up for him because he’s your baby boy.” I paused, pulling my next words from the depths of my heart. “Because I know damn sure that frat party I walked into wasn’t the first time he’d been about to assault a girl.”

The words hit Elizabeth Baines like a punch to the gut. All the bravado and steely control she’d carried with her into the interrogation room crumbled, replaced by a shock that made her, for just a moment, look like any other ailing mother with a monster for a son.

“He wouldn’t,” Elizabeth whispered. “He’s… yes, he’s gotten into some trouble, but he’s not…”

“I saw it with my own eyes,” I said, looking into her eyes. “You can ask him, though there’s no chance he’ll tell you the truth. But I think you’ll know.” I paused. “I think you already do know, Mrs. Baines.”

She didn’t respond right away. Her face still looked ashen; I watched her try to rise above it, only to fail and crumble a second time. She sniffed hugely, pressing her sleeve against one of her cheeks.

“Here.” It was Officer Davis with a tissue from the box on the coffee table.

Elizabeth took it. By the time she finished wiping her eyes, she’d recovered somewhat. “I’d like to take my boy home,” she whispered, clearing her throat. “I’m assuming there’s some bail involved in that?”

“We’ll get the ball rolling,” Officer Davis assured her. Then she turned to me. “You’ve both been very helpful. Would it be alright if I…?”

“Go,” I said, waving her off. “We’ll be fine here.”

She led Elizabeth Baines away. Samantha watched her go, her bottom lip trembling, and she didn’t calm down until we had the room all to ourselves. Then she turned to me. “Holy shit, Jack!”

“Somebody had to say it.” Now that the words were out of my mouth, I couldn’t take them back. To my surprise, I didn’t regret them. Dancing around what Trevor tried to do to Marcie had only brought confusion and heartbreak. Light was the best disinfectant. And I’d just turned a goddamn spotlight on in Elizabeth Baines’s face.

“I know,” Samantha said. She sat down heavily and checked her nails, which were perfect as always. “I just wish it hadn’t been you, Daddy. That was the wrong woman in this town to piss off.”

All at once, the tiredness hit me. It had been a long night: it felt insane to remember that a few hours ago I’d been at the charity gala with Yukiko, helping her work through her parents’ divorce before taking her for a country drive that ended in her very first threesome. I’d worn myself ragged tonight, and the coffee kept me from collapsing but didn’t do much else.

A yawn broke from my throat. “I’m not worried about her, babygirl. Besides, I’m only going to be here a few months. She can deal with having at least one person in town willing to tell the truth until then.”

I expected that to bring a laugh out of Samantha. Instead, she looked almost sad. “Just a few months,” she repeated, her lips forming a tight little line. “That’s right. You’re going to graduate at the end of this semester, aren’t you? Go back to that big engineering firm back in Boston?”

I swallowed hard. I hadn’t meant to remind Samantha of that, but now that we’d brought it up, I wasn’t about to shy away from it. “That’s right.”

Samantha was quiet for a few moments. Then she looked over at me with her big doe eyes, her expression so full of yearning that it made my heart hurt a little bit.

“I know I fucked up,” she whispered, glancing at the door. “But maybe… shit, Daddy. Maybe you could give me another chance?”

Another chance? She didn’t need to ask me for anything like that, yet the fact that she had made me feel like I was about ten feet tall. I caught myself grinning before any words could come out of my mouth.

“Maybe,” I said, putting my hands on her hips.

Samantha gave a little start. “Maybe?”

I leaned down and kissed her. “Only because you’re the sweetest little thing I’ve ever taken to bed,” I growled, running my fingers through her long blonde hair. “Tonight’s company included.”

She nibbled her bottom lip, her eyes filled with mischief. “You’re going to need a ride back home,” she said, as if she’d just thought of it. “Maybe I could drive you once we get out of here? And… maybe I could crash at your place tonight?”

I told her that sounded like a wonderful idea.

It was a date.


Chapter Four




Of all the things I had yet to learn about Stillwell, the most important over the next few days was this simple. I might have owned the fastest car in the county, but even on a good day my MacLaren couldn’t travel faster than gossip.

By the time Samantha and I woke up in bed together the next morning, the news of Trevor’s arrest was everywhere. It wasn’t on the news, mercifully, but the social media accounts of the school’s students were abuzz with conflicting stories about the event. Some said I’d beaten Trevor Baines so badly the cops had to be called; others spun a story he’d been taking Samantha out the same sort of ‘date’ he’d tried with Marcie and gotten an ass-kicking for his trouble. So many people claimed to have been at the deli across the street when the fire broke out that there wouldn’t have been room in the parking lot for all of them to stand if they really had been there.

Once I’d showered, brushed my teeth and cooked a decent meal for Samantha and me, I called my insurance company. They’d already left messages on my cell phone—Officer Davis must have notified them right around the time the police report became public knowledge. I also had a half-dozen texts from Marcie, which I answered with as little actual substance as I could. I still had no idea how I was going to spin this to her.

Samantha drove me up to Stillwell’s only rental car company, where they hooked me up with a halfway-decent sedan. It wasn’t the MacLaren, and my heart hurt when I pulled onto the city streets and failed to hear the comforting roar of that race-ready engine. But it would get me from Point A to Point B until the repairs were finished on my sports car.

It had the side benefit of not standing out, so nobody stared as I drove the thing onto campus. Samantha kissed me fiercely when I pulled into the parking lot of the Delta Rho building, then hopped out and prepared to do the world’s shortest Walk of Shame.

“Don’t worry about a thing, Daddy,” she said, all power and authority after our dark night of trouble. “By the time lunch is over, every girl on campus is going to be spreading the real story of the shit Trevor’s done.”

I was glad. We’d talked it over during breakfast, and both of us agreed we needed to go on the offensive. Doubtless I'd be hearing from Lizzie Baines’s lawyers any time now—I was vaguely surprised they hadn’t been waiting outside of my condo when the sun came out. Maybe telling Trevor’s mother the truth about her boy to her face had rattled her; maybe she’d even had a change of heart. I kind of doubted it.

After all, Trevor had already made bail. He’d left Cargo Pants behind—no high-priced lawyers for him—and evidently was taking a ‘sabbatical’ from his classes for a few days. I figured that was a good idea.

If I ran into him on campus, there was no telling what I might do.

The drive from the Delta Rho building to my usual parking deck was no more than three blocks. Which was why it was surprising that I got three texts in that short time, followed by a phone call when I didn’t immediately reply. The texts were from Maria, my realtor—and the call was from Yukiko.

It took me a couple of tries to sync my phone with the audio system in the rental car. Finally it connected, a burst of static filling the line before it went clear. “Hello? Kiki?”

“Jack?” The coed sounded like she’d found out I was in the hospital. “Holy shit, I just heard about Trevor. Are you okay?”

I braced myself. I was probably going to have to have this conversation several times today. “I’m fine,” I told her. “The little bastard only tried to hurt my car, not me. The MacLaren’s a little trashed and is going to need some repairs. But things could have been a whole hell of a lot worse.”

Audible relief filled Yukiko’s voice. “Thank God. My Instagram is blowing up with posts about last night, Jack. There’s only one video, but it looked crazy!”

“Video?” I frowned—I didn’t remember anyone recording. “What did they film?”

“Just the cops arresting Trevor, and a couple of officers talking to you,” she explained. “You can tell your car’s been vandalized, and there’s broken glass everywhere, but nothing else.” She paused. “Almost nothing else.”

Something told me I knew what she was going to say. “Almost?”

I heard Yukiko clear her throat. “Samantha Lowry is there, too?” she asked, making it almost like a question.

So there it was. All that work threatening Trevor had come to no avail. Me and Samantha together was all there on video, and probably crystal-fucking-clear. Great.

“What are people saying about that?” I asked, rubbing my temples. “I’m guessing the gossip is especially fierce about that aspect of it, huh?”

“Actually, there really isn’t,” Yukiko replied.

Huh?

“People just kind of take it as a given that Samantha will be at the center of any major events on campus,” the coed explained. “It would probably have been weirder if she didn’t show up. And pretty much everybody is buying the story of her being in the deli when it happened. Especially with her post that’s floating around.”

“Her post!?” I blurted. I hadn’t even thought to check social media that morning. When had Samantha found the time to make a whole post about the arson attempt? She must have knocked it out in a few minutes while I was in the shower post-morning sex.

“It’s a damn good acting job,” Yukiko said without rancor. “She actually sounds like last night traumatized her a bit. If I didn’t know her so well, even I’d believe it.” There was a pause, and Yukiko’s voice changed. “She wasn’t at the deli, was she, Jack?”

Shit. No sense in hiding it, right?

“Not exactly,” I said.

“Wow,” Yukiko whispered. “Right after our date?”

“She just showed up,” I told Yukiko. “She was waiting for me at my place. You know how she doesn’t like to take ‘no’ for an answer.”

To my surprise, Yukiko laughed. “That certainly sounds like Sammie,” she said.

Sammie? “We hadn’t… gotten busy or anything,” I told Yukiko. “Trevor kind of put the kibosh on that.” No need to mention what had happened after we got back from the station.

“But you have, right?” Yukiko insisted. “Don’t lie to me, Jack. I can’t stand liars.”

Crap. There was no putting one over on her. Hell, if there was, I probably wouldn’t have respected her as much as I did.

“Yes,” I confessed.

Just like that, Yukiko became the first person to know about Samantha and I.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” I continued. “It just kind of happened⁠—”

“Jack,” Yukiko said, chuckling. “Relax, okay?”

What!?

“I know how Samantha is,” the coed explained. “Of course she’d jump all over you as her boy-toy for the semester. Frankly, I’d be surprised if she didn’t. We all saw the way you handled things at that frat party.”

I blinked. The headlights of the rental car illuminated the concrete wall in front of my parking space—I hadn’t yet figured out how to turn them off. “You’re not angry?”

Yukiko’s tinkling laughter filled the car. “Jack, the first time I had sex with you was a threesome with your realtor. I’d be one hell of a hypocrite if I tried to get on your case about dating other women.”

Maybe. But Yukiko was being awfully accommodating. More than I’d ever expected a beautiful young college coed to be.

“What I’m trying to tell you is, I don’t see Samantha as a threat,” she explained. “No more than I see Maria as a threat. I know that you’re just having fun with them—just like we were having fun last night.”

Oh. Oh.

I understood now. Yukiko thought that my relationship with Samantha Lowry was no different than the one I had with Maria Alvarez. A fuckbuddy. Someone to hook-up with during a late night at the condo, then wave to between classes like we barely knew each other. Fun, but certainly not someone you would date.

Under the circumstances, I didn’t blame her for thinking that. Samantha Lowry was the queen bee of Delta Rho—the sort of woman who ended up living in the Hamptons in a hundred-million dollar house with a US Senator for a husband. Even a guy like me, with my impressive resume, ought to have been little more than another notch on her bedpost.

But we were more. Weren’t we?

“I… I see,” I said. “Listen, you’re the only person who knows about this. If it got out that Samantha and I were, ah, canoodling, it might be a major scandal⁠—”

“It wouldn’t come from me,” Yukiko said quickly. “Don’t worry about that.”

I relaxed. I knew Yukiko wouldn’t betray me.

“I do think I need to let Samantha know about us, though,” the coed said.

My heart skipped a beat.

“Um.” My lips peeled back over my teeth. “She might already know about us, Kiki.”

There was silence on the line for a long moment. “Pardon!?”

Hell. She sounded almost as shocked as Trevor’s mother.

“She wanted to know why I’d gotten home so late from the gala,” I explained, feeling like an ass even as I said it. “I tried to lie about it, to keep your name out of it, but it was kind of tough when you were the whole reason I went there in the first place. Samantha knew I never would have ditched you, not even to go driving with Maria.”

Yukiko understood. “Trust me, she’s gotten the truth out of any number of pledges before,” she said. “There’s not many women on campus who can stand up to one of her interrogations.” She paused, thinking. “I guess I should have that conversation with her sooner rather than later, then.”

“You think that’s still necessary?” I was surprised.

“I believe so,” Yukiko said. “Just so we all understand each other. We need to have a little girl talk, Jack. Don’t worry, you don’t need to be involved.”

I could only imagine what the two of them would talk about. “That works for me.”

“Sounds good.” I could feel Yukiko’s hesitation. “As long as last night wasn’t a fluke?”

Oh, I thought. Oh hell.

Poor Yukiko! After finding out about Samantha and I, she had to be questioning everything she’d heard last night. She probably thought I was some kind of bed-hopping Lothario, more interested in bagging as many coeds as possible than in finding something real and lasting. No wonder she’d been so hesitant through our entire conversation.

“Kiki,” I said, thinking of the conversation we’d had before our good-night kiss. “Last night was absolutely not a fluke. It was one of the best nights of my life, actually.”

“Only one of the best?” Now her voice turned teasing. “Shit, Jack. I’ll have to really bring my A-game on our next date.”

An impulse seized me. “How about tonight?”

I heard her gasp on the other end of the line. “Really? Jack, you just got seen running around town with Samantha Lowry⁠—”

“I don’t care about any of that,” I grunted. I pointedly didn’t think of the things I’d told Samantha that morning while I pulled her on top of me and emptied an entire sleep’s worth of cum into her pussy while both of us were still half-awake. “I had a lot of fun with you, Yukiko. A lot of fun. I was literally thinking on the drive over here how I wanted to do it again with you real soon.”

“Oh, I bet,” she giggled. Then she turned serious. “I have an obligation at Delta Rho, but I’m free after that.”

“What kind of obligation?”

“Pledge dinner,” she said, the mirth in her voice clearly audible. “The pledges make us dinner, you understand. It’s all part of the application process. Half the sorority doesn’t eat, so the portions are pretty small. It shouldn’t take too long.”

“Sounds good,” I said, thinking of what I’d wear. Having Yukiko waiting for me at the end of a long day improved my mood—it fortified me, making the thought of being stared at and whispered over during class today seem not so bad. “I’ll pick you up. Unfortunately it’s going to be in a rental car instead of my MacLaren. So no midnight drive.”

Yukiko let out a strange little noise. “Actually…”

“What?”

She sounded like she was on the verge of saying something, then pulled back. “No, I want it to be a surprise. Let’s just say I might be taking you for a drive tonight, mister. Instead of the other way around.”

Hmm? Whatever it was, I couldn’t wait.

“It’ll be a pleasure to ride with you,” I said. Then, feeling bold: “And to ride you.”

The laugh that came over the line put all the previous ones to shame. “Just you and me this time, though. It’s not that I don’t enjoy watching—I just wouldn’t mind a little one-on-one time with you.”

“Same here,” I told her. “Talk to you soon, Yukiko.”

I hung up.

What a lucky guy I am, I thought, finally switching off the headlights of the rental car. If I played my cards right, I’d be waking up with one coed and going to bed with a completely different one. One who wanted to make me more than just a fuckbuddy.

She’s right, I told myself, scrolling to my messages. Samantha Lowry is red hot. But she couldn’t REALLY be willing to stick with a guy like me long-term.

Under other circumstances, she probably would have chewed me up and spit me out. Lucky for me I happened to scratch Samantha’s ‘Daddy’ kink.

That’s what I told myself, anyway. For now.

Maria had left me several messages letting me know she’d heard the news. As the administrator for the whole condo complex, she’d been informed via incident report nearly as quickly as Trevor’s parents. That didn’t surprise me.

What did was the picture.

It showed Maria in a beautiful marble bathroom, standing in front of the mirror with her phone held up to the glass. Her hair was wrapped in a towel, and other than that, she wasn't wearing a stitch. She’d cleverly turned just enough to hide the NC-17 bits, but I could see her tits from behind and just a hint of the curve of her ass, plus a bit of that juicy cleavage she'd shown during the charity gala. Her mocha skin shown with moisture, and the message she'd sent right after only heightened that impression:

"All wet thinking of you, carino. Glad you didn't get burnt up. See you soon."

Oh, most definitely.


Chapter Five




Imanaged to make it through my engineering classes without incident. Neither my professor nor the eggheads I hung out with seemed to care very much about last night, other than to offer a couple of quick commiserations about my wrecked car. Then it was back to business, which I liked.

I only wished the rest of the day could have been like that.

Eyes followed me everywhere I went. Walking between campus buildings made me feel like a sideshow; like one of those godawful preachers who used to harass students with signs and megaphones back in my day. I could hear whispers in every hallway and lecture hall I passed, and I knew that most of them were about me. The words ‘Trevor’ and ‘Samantha’ and ‘pressing charges’ followed me around like the little speech bubbles over a comic book character showing their innermost thoughts.

I wound up having an early lunch off-campus just to get away from it for a bit. Then it was time for my last class of the day: Introduction to Film Techniques, with Professor Kovarsky.

To say I dreaded it was a major understatement. Not because I worried anyone would say anything about the arson to me—I’d figured out by now that most Stillwell residents kept their mouth shut about regardless of how they felt about it. Nor did I worry about Professor Kovarsky herself, who was probably the only person on campus switched off enough to have no idea what was going on.

No. I was worried about Marcie.

Marcie, who hadn’t sent me a single damn text since it all happened.

What did she think about all this? I’d gotten into this mess in the first place to save my boss’s daughter from the second-worst thing after death that could happen to a young woman, and now I had no idea what she could be thinking.

How she might react to the gossip.

Nobody believed anything untoward about Samantha Lowry—or if they did, they kept their opinions to themselves in order to avoid pissing off Delta Rho. Surely Marcie didn’t believe it, did she? If she knew I was screwing her big, well…

She’d never recover, I thought. What a betrayal.

I hadn’t meant to hurt Marcie’s feelings. I’d never expected to remember that I was a man that night—not in that sorority house bathroom with a gorgeous, lithe, all-american blonde coed in my arms. I hadn’t asked for any of this.

But now that I had it, you could be damn sure I wanted to keep it.

Marcie wasn’t in class when I arrived. More students filed in, taking their seats, the room slowly filling with whispers and little gestures. Unlike the engineering cohort at Stillwell, these kids were interested in gossip.

It wasn’t until about thirty seconds before class started that a familiar figure dropped into the seat next to me. Marcie was here.

“Hey,” I said, turning to her. “It’s good to see you⁠—”

“Hi,” Marcie said, her tone clipped. “We’ll talk after class, okay?”

Okay? After class? Shit, that didn’t sound good. Not at all.

I tried to shrug it off, but her words rattled me more than I wanted to admit. “Sure,” I said, trying to get a hint of a smile out of her. “I wouldn’t want all these people overhearing anyway.” I cleared my throat. “I guess I don’t always do what your father tells me, do I?”

She turned and looked straight at me.

“No,” she said, wary. “You sure don’t.”

Oh fuck.

I wanted to say something, anything, but just then Professor Kovarsky decided to make her entrance into the classroom. She shuffled up to the front of the room with a sheaf of papers, checking over the projector before turning to the rows of students.

“Today we’re going to be talking about the films of Andrei Tarkovsky,” she said, sizing us up with a faint smile. “Yes, the clips we’re going to watch will be in color for once. Most of them, anyway.”

The room filled with groans, but I was happy. As the lights went down and the projection screen filled with clips from Stalker, Solaris and Andrei Rublev, I could almost pretend I was sitting in a very small, very dingy movie theater. One where I didn't have to worry about what my boss’s daughter thought of me. I couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t play any films from after Tarkovsky defected, though. Maybe her loyalties were deeper than just an academic interest.

I was able to pay attention, as I hadn’t watched most of the movies before. Well, I’d seen the George Clooney version of that one sci-fi film, but it kinda sucked.

The clips took up most of the class, which took my mind off my troubles. The only hitch came late in the lecture, during a discussion about what we’d seen.

“The Zone is the quintessential trial one must pass in order to gain what Campbell called the elixir,” Kovarsky explained to a bored room. “This can be a boon granted only to the hero, a piece of knowledge that gives him advantage over others, or even a magical item of some sort.” Kovarsky frowned, as if she’d been about to mention Luke Skywalker but found him too gauche. “The Room is a mirror into the souls of those who enter it, granting whatever lies at the center of their hearts. What do you think would wait for you in your Room?”

“Probably a flaming car,” someone joked.

The room filled with laughter.

My lips peeled back over my teeth. Fucking hell, that wasn’t even a good joke at my expense. What fucking asshole thought he could dunk on me for points⁠—

“Hey why don’t you shut the fuck up!?”

The class fell silent. Everyone turned to look at the person who’d spoken—Marcie, sitting right next to me on my bench. I’d never seen her look so angry.

What the fuck? I thought she was mad at me, I told myself.

“Jesus, sorry,” the offender muttered.

“I’m not certain what this is about,” Kovarsky said, looking at me with a frown. “But there will be no outbursts like that in my class. Save that passion for your essays, Melvin.”

Melvin must have been the guy who’d made the joke. He looked properly chastened.

“Speaking of which, I have your papers from last week,” Kovarsky said, changing the subject. “They were quite good, although a few of you need to learn which are the more obvious tells of artificial-assisted writing. So much delving…”

Mine turned out to be a B+. The rest of the class passed without incident, and Kovarsky left the lecture hall almost as quickly as the other students. Soon it was just me and Marcie in the classroom.

She stared straight ahead, not acknowledging my presence. My guts twisted. What did she know? If she knew what I was afraid of, then she was taking it even worse than I’d feared. Had I completely broken my relationship with this girl?

“That was something,” I finally said.

She turned to me at last. “I’m sorry I lost my temper,” she said.

“I appreciated it, but I’m fine, really,” I told her. “I’ve heard worse from better.” I paused for a moment, chewing over the various ways I could approach this. “I’m guessing from the fact that you haven’t texted me to ask how I’m doing that someone else has already given you the 411?”

Marcie’s face was a mask. “Samantha. My big. She told me everything, Jack.”

My eyes widened. Samantha told her!? It was the last thing I would have expected.

“Sweetheart,” I said, my mouth going dry. “Listen, it’s not like I set out to do this⁠—”

“She told me you’re dating Yukiko,” she continued. “And that she was with you that night when Trevor tried to torch your car.”

My train of thought jumped right off the tracks. Yukiko!?

“Don’t deny it,” Marcie said, her lips a tight little line. “It’s why she suggested you take Kiki to the charity gala instead of her. It’s why she ran over before the cops could get to your condo, so she could take the heat for Yukiko. Because her parents would fucking freak if they found out she was dating a guy twice her age…”

I… what!? That wasn’t the real story.

No, it’s an embellishment, I realized. The kind of thing Samantha would tell her little to throw her off the trail of what REALLY happened. A clever one that told Marcie just enough to satisfy her curiosity while keeping her from realizing what was really going on.

Shit. Samantha Lowry really was the Queen, wasn’t she?

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Marcie asked. Her jaw trembled; her eyes grew watery. “You’re, like, one of my best friends, Jack. You’re practically my uncle. And you didn’t think you could tell me that you were crushing on one of my sorority sisters?”

Only a hell of a lot of self-control kept my jaw from swinging open. I couldn’t believe that Marcie knew about Yukiko—and that she had no idea about her big. About Samantha. She’d been expertly manipulated, and honestly it freaked me out a little to think of how good the leader of Delta Rho must be at this sort of thing.

“I… I didn’t know how you would take it,” I said, sucking my teeth. “Kiki’s… I mean, she’s a lot younger than I am…”

Marcie crossed her arms under her breasts. “I don’t care that she’s younger than you,” she said, shaking her head. “I care that you felt the need to hide this from me!”

The solution blazed to life in my head, and it wasn’t even a lie.

“We weren’t officially dating until last night,” I said, thinking of the conversation Yukiko and I had on our drive back to Stillwell. “I’ve been careful around her, you know. All that stuff going on with her parents, it’s a really tough time for her right now.”

“I know all about it,” Marcie said, nodding. “The divorce. It’s crazy stuff.”

“It is,” I agreed. “I helped her with that a bit, at the gala. Some people who knew her Dad and decided to get belligerent about it.”

Marcie’s eyes widened. “Woah. That’s heavy.”

Poor Marcie had no idea how heavy things had been around her lately. Fortunately for her, I had too much of a heart to tell her what she’d missed.

“So, you two became official last night?” Marcie perked up, interested. “What did she say? What did you say?”

Huh? “She took the lead, I suppose,” I muttered. “She said she wanted to see where this went, for the rest of the semester at least. Maybe after I graduate, too.”

Again, none of it was a lie.

But none of it was the whole story.

“Oh shit,” Marcie said, devouring the gossip the way only a college coed can. “So she’s your girlfriend now? Like, for real?”

“For real,” I said, letting out a relieved laugh. “But look, we’re keeping it hush hush for right now⁠—”

“Oh, you don’t need to worry about that!” Marcie’s eyes shone—the distance, the aloofness I’d felt from her just a few moments ago had vanished. “I’m no blabbermouth. I think Samantha and I are the only people who know about it. And Kiki, of course.”

And my realtor, I thought. Good lord, I really needed to leave Maria out of any stories I told Delta Rho regarding that night.

“And I don’t think you’re taking advantage of her or anything like that, if that’s what you’ve been worried about.” Marcie rolled her eyes when she said it. “Honestly, the ‘discourse’ about that sort of thing is exhausting.”

I’d never heard about it, but I could imagine. “You mean that?”

Marcie chuckled. “Yukiko’s a smart woman with a good head on her shoulders. If she wants to go out with you, it’s because she wants to go out with you—not because you put some kind of pressure on her or anything like that.” She grinned fiercely. “Besides, if you tried anything like that, Samantha would come down on you like the wrath of God!”

I had no doubt she was right. “I’m sure she would.”

“I can’t believe it,” Marcie said, leaning forward. “You’ve been working for my Dad for fifteen years, Jack. Fifteen years, and in all that time I’ve never seen you once with a girlfriend. Not even a date!”

Something inside of me slipped loose. “I was numbing myself to it,” I confessed, letting out a bit of what I’d felt that night with Samantha. “After Lauren, I buried myself in work. I didn’t let myself feel anything. And then I came to Stillwell, and Delta Rho, and everything changed.”

Marcie was nodding. “That night I got sick at the mixer, right?”

Got sick was one way of putting it, I guess.

“Samantha told me that, too,” Marcie said with a snicker. “When you kept those guys from taking me out of the party, she said half the sorority was looking at you like the guy who plays Superman in all those movies. Yukiko more than anybody.” She grinned. “She told me she almost took me back to my dorm instead so Kiki could stay with you.”

Again, Samantha Lowry showed an incredible faculty for slightly twisting the truth. Her version of that night was so seductive, and made so much sense, that I was almost tempted to try and believe it. It would have made one hell of a meet cute between me and Yukiko. It just wasn’t true.

“Jack…”

Marcie’s words snapped me out of my thoughts. “Yes?”

My boss’s daughter smiled. “I’m happy for you. Really, I am. I think Yukiko is just what you need right now. And with everything that’s going on in her life, I’m pretty sure you’re what Yukiko needs, too.”

The worst part was, she was right. I just wished I could tell her the whole story.

How Samantha Lowry woke me up and made me feel like a man for the first time in fifteen years. How she’d given me the confidence to make a move with Yukiko, and my realtor, and any other gorgeous woman at Stillwell who wanted to show me what I’d been missing for the last fifteen years.

But she’d never have understood. Samantha was right—this was what Marcie could handle. Anything else might break her.

Besides, Samantha was just my fuckbuddy, right? Like Maria. At the end of the semester, I’d probably never see her again. While Yukiko…

Hell.

Yukiko could be something that lasted.

Marcie must have been thinking along the same lines. “Yukiko Avery,” she mused, giving me a grin that was almost as wicked as the guy who’d joked about the burning car. “Mrs. Jackson Avery…”

“It is way too early to say anything about that,” I growled.

“I’m just joking, Uncle Jack,” Marcie said. “Holy shit, my Dad is going to do cartwheels when he finds out about this. He’s been trying to hook you up with somebody since you first started working for him.”

I didn’t even remember that—I must have been too deep in my grief. “I hope he approves of my choice,” I muttered, thinking of Yukiko. And Samantha. And Maria…

“Jack, my Dad’s spent so long worrying about you staying a bachelor for the rest of your life that he’d probably hug a stripper if you brought her home with you,” Marcie said, laughing. “He’ll be over the freaking moon when he meets Yukiko. I promise.”

Marcie made it sound so easy. If only things could be that simple.

Unfortunately, my love life was a hell of a lot more complicated than she knew.

But for now, I just smiled. “I’m glad you think so,” I told Marcie. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about any of this before now. I didn’t want to talk about it until it became more real; if it turned out to be nothing, I wouldn’t have wanted to embarrass Yukiko.”

Marcie understood completely. “It’s a big change,” she agreed. “Seeing you with a girlfriend… man, I’m not going to get used to that for a while. But I’m stoked!”

I’m going to need to have a talk with Samantha, I thought. Sooner, rather than later.

But not tonight. Tonight, I had another date with Yukiko.

My babygirl could wait.


Chapter Six




After classes, I headed home and got ready for my evening with Yukiko. Our date would be early—according to Marcie, the Delta Rho dinner was at six o’clock sharp. I wondered what the coed had planned; evidently, she had some kind of surprise in mind.

I couldn’t wait.

I spent a bit of my downtime talking to my insurance company and checking in on how the repairs on my car were going. Their estimate of how long it would take made me groan, but there was little I could do about it. While the damage to the seats was fixable, the electronic system in the dashboard was a completely different story. It sounded like I’d be driving that rental car for a decent chunk of the semester.

The sun had just begun to dip below the horizon as I pulled the renter sedan into the parking lot of the Delta Rho sorority house. Yukiko hadn’t been kidding about the dinner being a big deal—what looked like the entire crop of current sorority girls lounged around outside, their laughter carrying on the evening breeze. Most of them had drinks, and none of them looked like they’d poured them themselves.

Waited on hand and foot, I thought with a snicker. Must be nice.

I spotted Marcie almost immediately. Dressed to the nines, balancing a tray of drinks on her arm like a waitress at a chain restaurant, she looked strangely in her element as she moved from senior sister to senior sister, making sure their needs were met. I vaguely remembered Yukiko telling me Marcie’s status as Samantha’s little meant she was ‘exempt’ from the usual stresses of pledging, but that must not have applied to this shindig.

She caught my eye and gave a little start. The tray tilted, nearly spilling a glass all over a tall Delta Rho girl lounging on a lawn chair on the sorority house’s front porch. I stifled a chuckle as she stammered out an apology—the poor girl was really being put through her paces. Well, she’d managed to scoot away from the tough parts of being a pledge so far. Maybe it was good for her.

Still, it shocked me to see Daniel Ramsey’s daughter kowtowing to other girls.

Inside, the dinner preparations were in full swing. I scanned the crowd, looking for Yukiko, and thought about the last couple of times I’d had cause to visit the Delta Rho house. After the insanity of the last few weeks—swooping in to save Marcie, getting press ganged into the charity gala, the attempt to turn my freaking car into a cinder—I was ready for something simpler. A date.

Just me and Yukiko, no drama.

Okay, maybe a little drama. But only the fun kind.

I was just about to find a pledge and ask where she was when I noticed the woman herself stepping out of the kitchen. She hadn’t noticed me yet, and I let my eyes wander over her body, thinking about what it would be like to be in an actual relationship with her—to spend every day in her company. Yukiko had clearly made herself up for our date, but she hadn’t gone fancy with it. She looked like she’d just stepped off a hiking trail, in a tight little tank top with a checkered overshirt thrown over it and buttoned low to show off just a hint of cleavage. Her dark locks had been pulled back in a loose ponytail, and she was wearing leather boots instead of heels.

It didn’t matter. She still looked fucking fabulous.

She spotted me and her face lit up. All at once the way she carried herself changed, like she wanted to look a little bit more confident and naughty in front of her man. Her steps took on a bit of a seductive sway, which made my throat go dry as she crossed the room in my direction. Pledges scattered at her approach.

“Hey,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip as she sauntered over. She gave me a quick once-over, her eyes sparkling in a way that told me we were going to get into trouble tonight. Good trouble. “Long time, no see.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since that threesome. “Looks like your ladies are having a good time. You sure you want to miss out on all of them bowing and scraping for you?”

Yukiko smirked as she looked over the crowd. “Yeah, it’s not really my thing. Besides, there’s this guy I’ve got a major crush on, and I want to show him a really nice time tonight. He needs it.”

I smirked right back. “He must be a lucky man.”

She laughed, closing the distance between us. “Nah. I’m the lucky one.” She took my hand and guided it to her lower back, letting out a relieved little sound like the whole world was okay now that I was touching her. “Although considering what you’ve been getting up to lately, I’m sure you’d be alright with having a few coeds at your beck and call…”

My brows rose. Pledges were already staring—a few of them whispered to each other at the sight of me holding Yukiko so close. I wondered if she knew about that.

“You’re not doing a very good job of keeping this under wraps,” I growled, leaning in close. Her lips looked so soft and shiny that it took an effort of will not to kiss her right in front of the whole sorority.

Yukiko looked like she wanted me to. “Like every single one of them isn’t jealous as hell of me right now,” she purred, pressing one of her legs against my thigh. “They’d kill to be standing where I am, Jack. To have a guy like you looking at them the way you’re looking at me…”

“How’s that?” I asked.

Yukiko’s grin was bright enough to power half of Stillwell. “Like you want to devour me whole,” she whispered, her voice a little scared but way more excited. “Like I’m something you want to conquer.”

I didn’t need to mention that I’d conquered her once already. “And you want that?” I asked, so close that our lips nearly touched. “To be devoured by a man like me?”

“Fuck, Jack,” Yukiko whimpered, losing her composure in my arms. “I’ve never wanted anything as bad as I want you. You have no fucking idea how down bad I am for you…”

I wanted to hear her tell me all about it. Maybe I wanted to do even more than that.

But before I could, a voice snapped me back to reality.

“There you are,” a female voice purred. “Mr. Front Page News.”

Yukiko and I both turned. Samantha Lowry, all blonde hair and high fashion and queen bee confidence, stood leaning against the doorframe of the sorority house’s entrance like she was posing for a modeling shoot.

The tension in the room ratcheted up. Yukiko’s fingers dug into my sides, holding me in a way that felt almost possessive. Even if the other pledges and sorority sisters had no idea what was going on between us, being in the presence of their leader upped the pressure of the evening. None of them dared look at Samantha.

“I’m sorry about your car,” Samantha said, sashaying her way across the room. “It’s a real drag not seeing that thing roaring across campus. Marcie told me all about it.”

Marcie hadn’t, but the implication wasn’t lost on either of us. Marcie knew about Yukiko. Which meant she’d probably told Samantha about the two of us, believing she was reporting something new to her big. I wondered how amused she’d been to hear it.

“It is what it is,” I told her, trying to keep my eyes from lingering too long on her. And pointedly not thinking about the time she’d knelt in front of me in the bathroom of this very building, promising me the best blowjob of my life before making good on every word. “Apologies for the interruption. I was just heading out.”

“Oh, there’s no need for that,” Samantha teased. “You’ve helped us out so many times this semester, you’re practically an honorary Delta Rho.” Her gaze traveled to Yukiko and her grin sharpened. “You borrowing one of my lieutenants tonight, Jack?”

“Just for a bit,” I said.

Samantha crossed her arms beneath her breasts, her expression light but laced with something cryptic. “Well, don’t keep her out too late,” she said, playing the part of the sorority’s matriarch with precision. “She’s got a lot going on this week. We had a chat about that a little while ago, didn’t we, Kiki?”

I stiffened. They’d talked?

“Don’t worry,” Yukiko said, her tone sweet but more than a little teasing. “I’ll take good care of him. I’ll make sure nobody tries to light him on fire while he’s gone.”

A handful of braver pledges broke into laughter at that.

I expected Samantha to chastise them, but she just snickered. “I’m sure you two will do an excellent job keeping each other out of trouble,” she said, her tone making it perfectly clear to everyone in the sorority house that Yukiko and I were an item. “Mostly.”

Then she stepped aside and gestured at the door. “I’ll give Marcie your love,” she said with a wink.

I put my arm around Yukiko and led her out of the sorority house. I didn’t see Marcie on the way back to the car, but I was sure half the damn pledges were probably already telling her about the altercation. They all thought Samantha Lowry was being prickly because she didn’t like having one of her right-hand girls stolen out from under them. Maybe some of them figured Samantha was jealous.

None of them knew the real story.

“That was intense,” I said as we reached the rental. “You alright?”

Strangely, Yukiko looked invigorated. “Oh, absolutely.”

“You two have been talking about me?”

Yukiko shrugged, her expression unreadable. “I told you I would. I wanted to clear the air between me and Samantha, since I plan on seeing you a lot between now and the end of the semester. She’s my friend, Jack. I don’t want there to be any unpleasantness between us.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “Girl talk, I get it. And… is there any? Unpleasantness, I mean?”

Yukiko smiled like a cat with a whole bowl of cream. “We’ve come to an understanding,” she said, leaving me buzzing to know exactly what she meant by that. “Now come on, get in the car. We’ve got plans.”

I opened the door for Yukiko (I am a gentleman, after all) then slid into the driver’s seat. Her fingers were already dancing over the touchscreen on the dashboard, plugging coordinates into the rental car’s GPS.

“No peeking,” the coed said, holding one well-manicured hand over the side of the screen. She tapped the screen with those nails a few more times, shooting me a playful glance. “You think you can refrain from spoiling the surprise?”

“I’m a patient man,” I told her. You have no idea how patient. I waited fifteen years to live like this.

“Good,” Yukiko chuckled. “Trust me.”

“The last time I trusted a Delta Rho girl,” I said, starting the engine, “I ended up at the police station.”

I could really get used to hearing Yukiko laugh. “And look how much fun you’ve had!” Her hand went to my thigh, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I promise we won’t get into any trouble with the law tonight, Jack. Just follow the GPS and enjoy.”

Yukiko’s directions led us out of Stillwell proper, into the surrounding hill country. Part of me wondered if she intended to lead us back to the roads we’d gone driving on the other night, but it quickly became clear that we were heading in a different direction.

About twenty minutes later the road widened, emptying out onto a new scene. The GPS announced our arrival with a cheerful little chime, and I pulled the sedan into a gravel lot with tall grass pushing in on all sides. Dozens of vehicles filled it, from luxury cars to beaters, and a ramshackle sign announced it as Love Beach.

“Beach?” I blurted, frowning. “We’re nowhere near the ocean.”

“It’s a lake,” Yukiko purred, tapping my knee. “And it’s big enough that you can barely tell the difference. You’ve really never been out here?”

I hadn’t. But ahead of me stretched a scraggly beach, its pebbled shore giving way to the wine-dark waters of a massive New England lake. The last rays of the fading sun blazed on the horizon, bathing the sun in hues of deep orange and red and making the whole place look romantic as hell.

Now I understood the name.

Nobody wanted to brave that water, but there were plenty of people hanging out. Small groups clustered around bonfires, filling the air with laughter and the occasional untrained strum of a guitar. I winced as the intro to Wonderwall played in the distance, but Yukiko just grinned as she stretched.

“So this is the surprise,” I said, putting an arm around her waist. “I like it.”

“No, the surprise is over there,” Yukiko said, cracking her knuckles. A short distance away a small wooden building sat on a patch of concrete, with a half-dozen metal vehicles behind it. A neon sign flickered above the window: Go-Kart Rentals - $12/15 min.

I blinked. “Go-karts?”

Yukiko’s grin stretched like a fox’s. “I know, it’s not exactly a MacLaren. But you’re not the one who’s going to be driving, so I figured you wouldn’t be too disappointed.”

“What?”

“I thought I could take the wheel tonight,” Yukiko said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “You did such a good job the other night that I’d like to return the favor. Unless you’re scared?”

Ha. Clever girl.

“I’m up for it,” I said, the hand around her waist traveling a little lower. “I trust you, Kiki. Besides, something tells me you might have done this before.”

She didn’t deny it. And when my hand went to her rear, gently gripping the firm flesh of her ass through her jeans, she pressed her body against mine like she belonged to me.

“Come on,” she whispered, beaming at me. “Let’s go for a drive.

Yukiko took me by the hand and led me to the rental building. A big bearded guy with a sunburned nose and a Hawaiian shirt lounged behind the counter, nodding his head in time with the Jimmy Buffett album playing on an old-school boombox behind him. He barely looked at me as he swiped my credit card, then handed me a key attached to a plastic parrot keychain. Somebody had written the number 1 in Sharpie across the top; evidently we were the only rental that evening.

“No leaving the beach, no drinking and driving, and no deliberately crashing,” he muttered, glancing from me to Yukiko. “Got it?”

“Got it,” Yukiko said, nudging me. “Let’s go, Jack!”

We found the go-kart waiting for us in the lot. It looked like it had been used more recently than some of the rest—a fine sheen of sand covered its dented frame—but the seats were comfortable, and big enough for both of us. The sand at the far end of the lot had been tampered down by multiple sets of tires into a rough track, which wound from our side of the beach to a small forested area a half-mile off and back.

“You sure you got this?” I asked, glancing into the driver’s seat.

Yukiko nodded. “Just figuring out where to put the key on this model. Ah, here we go.”

She revved the engine—a cat’s purr compared to the fierce growl of my MacLaren—and pulled off of the lot so fast I barely had time to buckle my seatbelt. The cart lurched forward, bouncing over the dunes as we followed the beach along a parallel path. A group of college kids around one of the bonfires looked up, startled, as we passed, but we weren’t close enough to actually interfere with their fun.

“Holy hell!” I yelled, grabbing hold of whatever parts of the kart’s frame I could reach. “Slow it down, Yukiko!”

The coed laughed, hair whipping around her face. Loose strands of it came free from her ponytail, waving in the breeze. “I’m just getting started!” she cried, sounding happier than I’d ever heard from her. “Hang on, Jack!”

I did. The dunes rose and fell around us, the evening wind whipping sand across my face as Yukiko swerved around every obstacle in her path. She kept away from people, but this wasn’t a sunny beach from down in Florida or Key West—the slope leading down to the lake had nearly as much gravel as sand, and the go-kart’s wheels had a tendency to send it flying every time the back of the tiny vehicle fishtailed across the dunes.

“Jesus, Kiki!” The coed took a turn so hard we went up onto two wheels, climbing one of the larger dunes. “You trying to kill me!”

“Hell no!” She looked over at me, her face flushed with adrenaline and excitement. “I’m living, Jack! Living fast!”

She took the top of the dune and sailed right over, the go-kart briefly going airborne. We hit the ground hard enough to rattle my bones, but the whoop I let out as we accelerated wasn’t out of fear. I started laughing, like a kid on his first rollercoaster.

Hell, this was fun!

As I glanced over at her, I felt like I understood Yukiko a little better than I had a few minutes ago. I wasn’t the only person in Stillwell who needed to blow off a little steam—just like me, Yukiko was going through some things.

She needed a little speed and excitement to take her mind off of her parents.

Considering what I’d been through in my life, I couldn’t blame her.

Yukiko kept on driving for a good fifteen minutes. At some point the sun dipped low enough that she switched on the go-kart’s headlights, lighting up the sand in front of us as we sped down the beach. The lake glittered to our left, the stars reflecting on the water, while behind us the bonfires danced like tiny candle flames in the distance.

She did a few tricks, which solidified my certainty that she’d driven one of these things before. Every time I glanced over at her she met my eyes and grinned, her gaze dancing with the promise of a night I’d never forget.

By the time she brought the kart to a halt in ankle-deep sand, I’d well and truly fallen for this girl. The silence as the engine cut off was replaced with the surge of my own heartbeat in my ears.

Yukiko climbed out to survey her work, her gaze following the trail of wheel marks leading down the beach. She wiped sand off of her shorts, nibbling her bottom lip with a proud expression. “Pretty good, huh?”

I climbed out behind her. “Really good. Once my MacLaren gets out of the shop, I ought to let you take it for a spin.”

She beamed at that. “You mean it? That would be awesome!”

“I mean it,” I said. “Where’d you learn to drive like that?”

Yukiko shrugged. “My Dad. He used to take me to a track like this in Nagoya, before we moved to the US.” Her smile faltered for a moment. “Before shit got complicated.”

“Come on,” I said, snapping her out of it. “Let’s go for a walk.”

Yukiko looked a little confused, but agreed. We wandered up the beach, away from the bonfires and parties, far enough from the parking lot and the main waterfront that we could barely hear the revelry. The sounds of the wind and the waves were just as loud, drowning it out, until we almost felt like we had the whole place to ourselves.

“This was a really nice surprise,” I said as we walked. “Thank you, Yukiko.”

She blushed, her cheeks darkening in the moonlight. “I thought we could both use a break,” she whispered. “There was so much drama at the charity gala, it didn’t really feel like a first date, you know?”

“Plus I didn’t have you all to myself,” I said, thinking about the gorgeous coed splayed on the hood of my car next to Maria. “I know we got into that territory in a hurry⁠—”

“It’s okay,” she said, shaking her head. “I wanted it. I’m a big girl, Jack. I can make my own decisions.”

“Of course.”

We stopped near a cluster of low dunes, right where the sand gave way to crunchy fall leaves. A thicket of trees shaded us from the moonlight, and a convenient log gave us a place to sit and watch the lake. The water looked so still that I felt like I was staring at a plate of glass, rather than a living surface.

The wind blew over the sand, chilly from the night air. Yukiko snuggled up closer to me, a contented smile on her face as she rested her head on my shoulder.

“This is so nice,” she whispered. “I wish every night could be like this.”

So did I.

Both of us were quiet for a long moment, just enjoying each other’s company.

“Listen, Jack,” Yukiko said eventually. “About Samantha⁠—”

Something vibrated. For a second, I thought it was Yukiko, then I remembered my phone in the pocket of my jacket. Damn it, I thought. What a time to get interrupted…

I pulled out the phone with every intention of sending it to voicemail—then I saw the name written on the top of the screen. Daniel Ramsey.

My boss.

“Shit,” I muttered, the sight of it snapping me out of the romantic moment.

Yukiko stiffened. “Is everything okay, Jack?”

“Yeah, it’s just my boss,” I said, glancing between her and the phone. “It might be important. I really should take this…”

Yukiko nodded. “Of course! Go right ahead. I’ll be right here.” She slid off the log to give me a little space and made a show out of studying the waves.

Good girl, I thought with a grin. I thumbed the button and held the phone to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Jack!” It was Daniel, alright. “How are you doing?”

He sounded friendly, but I thought I could detect a note of concern beneath his greeting. In the background of the call, I could hear keys being tapped and the sounds of quiet conversation. A meeting at this hour? I thought, checking my watch. Yeah, Daniel Ramsey would still be having meetings this late.

“I’m good,” I said, watching Yukiko from behind. I could stare at that ass all day and be a happy man. “Better than good, actually. I think you were right about sending me to Stillwell after all, boss.”

“Jack, I heard about the incident with your car,” Daniel said. “Marcie says it has something to do with some guy who’s been harassing her sorority?”

That was one way of putting it. “Yeah, just a punk kid,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. Part of me wondered if I should mention the name Baines to see if Daniel reacted, but I thought better of it. I didn’t want anything to spoil my wonderful evening. “I took care of it. He won’t be fucking with Marcie or any of her friends again.”

Daniel let out a noise that let me know he approved. “Sounds like you’ll have a hell of a story to tell when you get back to Boston. Your car okay?”

I chuckled. “Yeah. The MacLaren’s in the shop, but it’s in one piece. I got a rental.”

“Which we’ll be happy to cover.” I heard the sound of a drink being poured; the meeting must have been going late enough for Daniel to order takeout. I bit back the urge to ask him what was going on at the firm—the last thing I needed was to involve myself in company business on top of everything else. “Stillwell been treating you alright otherwise?”

He sounded like he was fishing. I had a pretty good idea of what he was fishing for, too, considering he’d been talking to Marcie. I let my gaze settle on Yukiko, who chose that moment to glance back at me over her shoulder and smile.

“Things are great,” I said breezily. “Is there something you want to ask me, boss?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Then my mentor began to laugh.

“I guess you got me,” he said. “Marcie might have, uh, mentioned something about you meeting a lady over there up at college? Some Japanese girl?”

I swallowed hard. Until that day at his office when he’d told me about Stillwell, Daniel and I had never talked openly about my dating life. It made me think of Lauren.

“Yeah,” I said, my voice steady despite the weight in my chest. “Someone special.” I forced out a laugh and decided to be bold. “Maybe several someones, actually.”

Daniel cackled at that. He took it as a joke, like I knew he would. “Well damn, Jack! Sounds like the college life’s been doing you a world of good. Your classes good?”

I assured him that they were. Honestly, I could have passed them in my sleep.

“Good,” he said. “Don’t worry about the firm, Jack. I’m keeping things held down over here. We’ll be ready for you when you get back to Boston. And maybe I can take you and this girl of yours out to dinner?”

“Sure, boss,” I said. “That would be nice.”

After a few more pleasantries we hung up.

Yukiko watched me, her head tilted and a small smile tilting the corner of her soft pink lips. “Everything alright?” she asked.

“Fantastic,” I assured her, tucking the phone away. “Can I make a request of you, Yukiko?”

It wasn’t what she’d expected to hear. “Of course,” she said, standing up a little straighter. “What do you need, Jack?”

I rose. “I don’t want to hear about Samantha right now,” I told her, walking over and taking her hand. “Whatever the two of you said to each other, all that Delta Rho stuff, it can wait. Tonight’s about you and me, alright?”

Yukiko looked like she wanted to protest. “But Jack, I should really tell you⁠—”

“It can wait,” I repeated. “Really. Surely we can hold off on that for a night?”

She nodded. “I guess so,” she said.

“Good,” I said, glancing back at the trees. “Let’s go somewhere a little more private.”

Yukiko followed my gaze. When she realized what I was suggesting, she let out a little gasp of excitement. “Jackson Avery. We are in public…!”

I refrained from reminding her that the first time we’d had sex had been on the hood of my car. That had been different, anyway: back then, we’d been miles from any people. Now we were close enough to see the bonfires. There was a danger that hadn’t been there before. And an excitement.

I leaned in close, gripping her ass with both hands. Yukiko’s eyes rolled back in her head as I held her to me, her arousal boiling over as she dropped all of her pretensions and just let herself feel. In a way, it was the same thing I’d seen when she drove the go-kart.

“You said I look at you like I want to devour you,” I growled against her neck. “Right now, Yukiko, I’m hungry.”

Yukiko trembled in my arms. “Fuck yes,” she whispered, giving the bonfires on the far side of the beach a final glance. “They’re way too far away to notice anything. Even if they weren’t…”

She didn’t need to finish that thought. She’d risk it, for me.

Because she wanted this every bit as badly as I did.

I lifted her into my arms and carried her into the trees.


Chapter Seven




Within moments, we were alone. The distant sounds of beach parties grew even more distance as we entered the thicket, until they were muffled to the point that we couldn’t hear them over the waves. Yukiko clung to me like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck, her dark eyes filled with need.

“Jack,” she whispered, her fingers unbuttoning my shirt. “I want you to know something. I’ve been thinking about this since the moment you dropped me off at the dorms last night.”

I’d suspected as much, but it still felt amazing to hear her say it. Nothing can turn a man on like a compliment, and Yukiko was a world-class expert at making a man feel like a King. Like her King.

I found a tree with a flat section of bark and pushed Yukiko up against it, my hands finding her hips as I reached for the waistband of her jeans. “Good,” I growled, covering her lips with my own. She tasted like salt and sand and black cherries, and as her mouth opened beneath mine my cock surged to life and strained against the fabric of my boxers.

The thrill of being caught made things even hotter. Deep down I knew there was little risk that someone would stumble onto me and Yukiko a little ways up from the beach—but a small risk still isn’t zero. It made my heart hammer against my breastbone, and when Yukiko ground her body against mine, she felt like a live wire someone had overcharged with current.

“Oh fuck,” she gasped between kisses. “This is crazy! I swear I don’t have some kind of exhibitionist kink, Jack. I just can’t stop fucking you outside for some reason…!”

“It’s cool,” I told her, unbuttoning her pants. “Next time, I’ll make sure we have a bed underneath of us.”

“Mmmh, I guess so,” Yukiko giggled, trailing kisses down my neck. “Maybe we’ll put the bed on the balcony and see if anyone notices!”

That sounded so hot I could barely contain myself.

Yukiko’s jeans were so tight I practically had to peel them off of her. Underneath of them she wore a pair of black silk panties, as lacy as the bottom of a set of fancy lingerie. The fabric was sheer enough that when she arched her hips to meet me, it turned nearly transparent. When I saw what lay beneath, my heart skipped a beat.

Yukiko was completely bare down there.

She must have shaved sixty seconds before our date. Her mound glistened in the dim light, leaving a wet patch across the fabric as she ground herself against the front of my pants. The fact that she’d prepared herself for me that way made me feel like a King. Like a God.

A jolt of pure lust shot through me. I slid her panties to the side and palmed her mound, sliding one finger deep into her channel.

It was like I’d struck Yukiko with a taser. Her whole body went feral in my arms, her nails digging into my back as she clung to me. “Yes!” she panted, nodding like a bobblehead. “Oh fuck, Jack, please!”

“Look at you,” I growled, savoring the way each touch made her squeal. “You’re totally smooth for me. You did this for me tonight, Kiki? You got your tight little pussy ready for me before our date?”

Only the whites of her eyes showed. “Uh huh,” she moaned, wiggling her hips back and forth. “I—oh fuck—I wanted to drive you crazy, Jack. I want to be a perfect girlfriend for you. Fuck, I want you so much…!”

I could tell. Yukiko was over the moon for me, that much was clear. Her body tensed beneath me as she ground her ass against the tree, her jeans dropping from her ankles to land in the leaves. Every touch soaked my fingers with juice, filling the thicket of trees with wet squelching sounds. Holy shit, she was ready.

“Don’t stop,” she begged against my neck. “Please, Jack. Oh fuck, it feels so fucking good! You feel so fucking good…!”

I grinned fiercely. I could do even better than that.

With a grunt I grabbed Yukiko by the hips and lifted her further up the tree. She let out a gasp, mixed with a whine of frustration at being denied the contact of my fingers against the most intimate parts of her anatomy. It was only when I kissed her, then began moving my kisses lower and lower down her sweet little body, that she realized what I was about to do.

“Ohmigawd yes,” the coed moaned. “Jack, don’t stop…!”

I didn’t need any further invitation. I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her panties, sliding them down slowly, savoring the way she gasped as I exposed her bare mound to the chilly air blowing off the beach. The scent of her arousal hit me, hot and feral, and before I could stop myself I buried my face between her thighs.

God, she tasted amazing.

Yukiko let out a groan like she’d just sunk into a hot bath, her hands gripping the back of my head as I kissed the swollen nub at the apex of her womanhood. When my tongue started to flick out, teasing her, she nearly came apart right then and there.

“Holy fuck!” she whimpered, her hips bucking as I devoured her the way I’d promised. My tongue circled her clit with slow but steady licks, teasing the most sensitive part of her while my free hand grasped the swell of her mound. She was even more responsive than my sports car—every little lick, stab and swirl made her cry out, her thighs clenching and her eyes rolling back in her head as I did my best to make her feel like my Queen. Her voice, husky and full of lust, echoed in the quiet forest.

Before long I had her trembling. She went boneless against me, my strength the only thing keeping her from collapsing to the forest floor. I gripped her thighs harder as I buried myself deeper, my tongue pressing into that tight, perfect channel as I attacked her pussy with reckless abandon. Yukiko’s groans deepened, her nails sending pinpricks of pain into my scalp, her pussy boiling over with need.

“Oh fuck oh fuck yes,” she whimpered, sobs of bliss escaping her throat. “Oh my god Jack oh my god you’re so good at that! Don’t stop, fuck, I love it I love you⁠—!”

I smiled against her wet, feral pussy as she let her innermost feelings slip. I could feel Yukiko’s walls gripping me tighter, the muscles of her cunt clenching around my fingers as she prepared to go right over the edge. She pulled back, trying to prolong the magic, but I pinned her even harder to the tree and ate her out like a starving cat with a bowl of cream.

“I’m coming,” she whispered, her whole body tensing against me. “Holy shit Jack you’re gonna make me cum⁠—!”

A moment later, she made good on her threat.

Yukiko’s words dissolved into a loud, shuddering cry as orgasm took her. Her back arched like a bow against the tree, only her ass and her shoulders making contact with the bark as pure bliss coursed through her gorgeous young body. She screamed so loud that I worried a little bit that someone on the beach might think she was being murdered. Her fingers gripped my hair tighter than tight, tugging as she lifted her hips and ground her spasming pussy against my face.

I kept on licking, going slowly but steadily as she rode out the waves of her bliss. Yukiko trembled against the tree, juice dripping from her freshly-eaten cunt as it continued gripping like a mad fist. The feel of it was too much for me to take; I needed her. Now.

I lowered her body to my level, my hands on her hips. Yukiko peered at me through a haze of pleasure, realizing what I planned a moment before I did it. She smiled.

“Yes,” she whispered, sounding like she was floating on cloud nine. “Fuck me⁠—”

She was still cumming when I buried my cock inside of her.

The heat of it, the wetness, was so good that I had to think of math equations to keep from erupting inside of her on the very first thrust. For a moment I teetered on the brink, then I pulled myself back from the edge and mastered my need. By the time I bottomed out inside of her a second time I was back in control, staring down at the still-cumming coed like some kind of sex god.

“Oh fuck that’s so deep,” Yukiko whimpered. When I looked down, I could see what she meant. My cock actually bulged from the inside of her pussy, visibly stretching her every time I went hilt-deep into her tight, wet channel. If it hurt, Yukiko gave me no sign. “Holy shit, that cock is perfect, Jack!”

“Yeah?” I asked. I knew that, but I wanted to hear her say it.

“I feel like Cinderella,” she purred, her voice thick with pleasure. “I found the one that fits just right!”

Jesus. How had I lucked out with this girl?

Yukiko moved her hips against me, her mouth forming a little ‘o’ of bliss. “Fuck me, Jack,” she begged, gritting her teeth as she began rocking back and forth on my prick. “Fuck me hard!”

I didn’t hold back.

I thrust into her, deep and fast, the tree shaking with the force of it. She was tight, hot, perfect, her walls clenching around me as I pounded into her as hard as I could. Every time I went balls-deep inside of her I felt like I was in heaven, so I did it as fast and often as humanly possible. My strokes went faster and harder, my primal instincts moving to the front of my brain as Yukiko’s nails dug into my shoulders. I had to give the girl this: every thrust was met by her hips, by her legs spreading even wider to welcome me all the way inside of her. Her moans were the sweetest music I’d ever heard.

It didn’t take long for me to stray near the peak. Yukiko could feel me swelling bigger and harder inside of her; a knowing smile spread across her face as I locked in hard and started to push. “Cum in me,” she begged, staring right into my eyes.

It took everything I had not to shoot. I was there.

“Fill me up,” she whimpered, guiding my hand to her chin as I neared the point of no return. “It’s safe, Jack, I promise. Just—nnngh—cum inside me. Please?”

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

“I need to feel it,” she begged. “I need to feel you cum inside me please fill me up Jack please fucking shoot for me…!”

That was game over. Her words pushed me over the edge; one more hard thrust was all it took to send me into the stratosphere. My vision exploded as I came, stars dancing in my eyes as I buried my cock as deep as I could inside of her and let go. The orgasm was so strong that I nearly passed out. Thick, hot ropes of semen sprayed directly into Yukiko’s core, hitting her inner walls so hard that I knew she could feel it.

She milked me with that tight little pussy of hers. Her thighs continued to grip me as I came down from my peak, pulling every last drop of my load into her as she whimpered and moaned and stroked my hair. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, full of a bliss I had no idea a woman could contain.

As I came down from my peak, I cocked my head to the side. Yukiko’s scream had been loud enough to send a search party our way, but I didn’t hear anybody coming. I figured we were safe. The sound of the parties down the beach had probably masked it. Hell, we’re probably not the only couple making those noises tonight, I thought.

I stood there, panting, Yukiko pinned between me and the tree. For long moments neither of us spoke. I didn’t take myself out of her, either—I was still hard, every little movement sending sparks between my cock and the walls of her pussy.

“Shit,” I groaned, kissing her. “That was crazy.”

“Really crazy,” Yukiko agreed. “But I liked it.”

I started to pull out of her, but her hips tightened around me. “Are you done already?” she asked, sounding almost worried.

“What?”

“I can feel you inside me, Jack.” Yukiko rocked her hips back and forth, her walls grinding against me. “You’re still hard. Really hard. You sure you’re satisfied?”

Her reaction threw me off guard, but I liked it. “God damn, woman,” I said, laughing. “You’re insatiable. I’m going to have a hell of a time keeping up with you.”

“I want to be a good girlfriend,” Yukiko said. “That means I want to satisfy you in every way, Jack. I’m up to go as many times as you ask, until you’ve had as much of me as you want.”

“That’s a hell of an offer,” I told the coed, honestly impressed by her moxie. “I don’t know. We’re kind of lucky we’ve gotten away with this. Someone might walk by⁠—”

“What if I let you fuck me in the ass?”


Chapter Eight




Ifroze. My cock, already half-hard, jerked inside of Yukiko’s walls. She grinned wickedly as I swelled back to full mast in the blink of an eye.

“Oh, somebody likes that idea,” she purred, her hand sliding down to grip my base. “I can feel it.”

Of course I did. I could count on one hand the number of times a girl had let me do anal in my lifetime. The one time Lauren tried it, the experience had been awkward and a little uncomfortable for her, and she’d asked me if we could put a pin in it after a couple of ‘experiments’. I’d agreed, of course—she was the love of my life, and it wasn’t like she didn’t do everything else I wanted. We’d still had an incredible sex life—it was just that this one thing hurt her a bit. It wasn’t a big deal.

At least not until the most gorgeous coed I’d ever met offered me her backdoor.

“You sure?” I felt like a fool for even questioning it, but I had to be sure. “I won’t hurt you, will I?”

A smile flickered across Yukiko’s face. “I don’t think so,” she whispered, blushing a bit. “I’ve never let a guy do it, so I’m not a hundred percent, but I’ve used toys back there.” She flushed deeper. “Some pretty big ones on occasion.”

I let out a whistle. “The things your generation gets up to!”

Yukiko slid back to the ground and turned around, facing the tree. “You don’t think my pussy was the only thing I got ready for you tonight, was it?” she purred, spreading one cheek of her firm, round ass. She wiggled it a bit, and I caught a glimpse of her tight little pucker. “I wouldn’t be a very good girlfriend if I wasn’t prepared for any possibility.”

Wow. Holy fuck. I felt like a man who’d scratched a winning lottery ticket, only to discover that what he’d thought was a ten-thousand dollar prize was actually worth a cool million. Surely a woman this incredible couldn’t be real?

Well, Lauren had been real. So the precedent existed.

“I’m ready for you, if you want it,” Yukiko said. “I understand if you don’t want to, Jack. I’m just giving you the option. I… I really want you to like me. You’re fucking incredible, and I know there’s so many women on campus who’d kill to go out on a date with you⁠—”

I was already shaking my head. “I told you, I don’t want to hear about them,” I growled. “Not tonight.”

Yukiko stared at me, as submissive as a geisha. Then something changed in her face, and I caught a glimpse of something I’d never seen from her before.

“Maybe you don’t want my ass,” she growled, grinning from ear to ear as she said it. “Maybe you’re just scared, Jack. Maybe you think I’m some kind of delicate flower who’s going to break in half if you look at me the wrong way⁠—”

Thwack!

I hadn’t even realized I was going to do it. My hand shot upward, giving Yukiko’s bare ass a stinging slap. The flesh of her cheek jiggled invitingly, the spot where my palm had been a moment ago already darkening in the moonlight.

The effect on Yukiko was immediate.

She arched her back, her eyes narrowing to slits as she groaned with mingled pain and pleasure. Her thighs shivered, clenching together, and a rivulet of juice dripped down her thigh. Best of all, her eyes burned like a pair of coals in her face—like I’d just lit her insides on fire in the best possible way.

“Oh fuck yes,” Yukiko whimpered. “Yes, sir, smack my ass! I’ve been a bad girlfriend, I shouldn’t have talked back to you…!”

I understood instantly. This was what Yukiko wanted. What she was far too shy and demure to admit she needed from me, deep down in the depths of her sexual identity.

At the sight of her groaning and begging for my apology, something tore loose inside of me. In the blink of an eye I was against her, already losing myself in primal need once more. I braced her against the tree, wrapping my free hand loosely around her throat as I pressed the swollen crown of my cock against the tightest, most forbidden opening a woman had.

“I should have known,” I grunted, my lips against her ear. “Any girl who puts a plug in her ass while she’s touching herself has got to be a freak. She needs someone who’s not afraid to get rough with her when she needs it…”

“Yesss!” The sound left Yukiko like steam escaping a kettle. “Oh fuck, Daddy, you know just what I need⁠—”

My hand tightened on her throat.

It was so unexpected that Yukiko’s eyes shot open. For a moment I hadn’t realized what I’d done, then I consciously relaxed my fingers.

“My bad,” I growled. “Got carried away.”

“It’s totally cool,” Yukiko said, her eyes shining with lust. “So no D-word, then?”

I shook my head. Evidently there was only one girl on campus I wanted to hear that word from. I’d heard it from Samantha Lowry’s lips so many times that I associated it with her—so much that it took me right out of the moment when Yukiko said it.

“How about something else?” Yukiko guided my hand back to her throat, wiggling her ass against my cock as she arched her back. “Whatever you want, Jack, it’s yours. Should I call you sir? Hunk? Master?”

My cock twitched against her pucker. “That last one,” I growled.

Yukiko’s smile was close to the naughtiest thing I’d ever seen. “I had a feeling that would be it,” she purred. “Fuck me, Master. I’m all yours. All yours.”

And with that, she went up on tiptoe and pressed her ass against me like I already owned it.

I spread her cheeks, the sight of her tight, perfect ass making my pulse race. The tip of my cock pressed against her pucker, stretching her back walls around my prick. The heat felt incredible, and when I pushed a little harder, I got an incredible surprise. Yukiko hadn’t been lying about getting herself ready for me. Her back channel was slick and tight, like she’d lubed up one of those plugs she bragged about and used it right before I came and picked her up.

“Oh fuck,” I groaned, nearly losing my cool. “God damn, Kiki, that feels so good…”

I moved slowly at first, entering her an inch at a time. Despite her eagerness (and my own, to be fair), the memories of my awkward experiences still hung in the back of my mind like bad drawings put on the fridge with magnets. It wasn’t until I felt Yukiko groan around me that I knew she truly did want me to bury my dick hilt-deep inside her ass.

And god damn did it ever feel amazing.

I thought pounding Yukiko’s pussy felt right. Her ass amped up the tightness and the heat to a whole other level of intensity. Even after cumming hard inside her, I found it hard to hold back—she was so tight that it was tough to tell where I ended and she began.

Yukiko put both hands on the tree and arched her back, pushing against me. I went deeper than deep, until my whole cock was inside of her from behind.

“Fuck yes, Master!” A little pain tightened her voice, but the pleasure dominated so much more. “Oh fuck, you’re so big! I can’t believe you fit it all inside me…!”

What did I say? Compliments.

Each little movement of my hips made me grit my teeth and growl with bliss. I thrust slowly at first, as if I were indeed a little worried about hurting Yukiko. But it was soon clear that her backdoor could take even more of a pounding than her tight little pussy.

Speaking of which…

One hand grabbed her hip, but the other was free. I snaked it around her legs and cupped her mound from the front, swirling my thumb against her clit while pushing two fingers into her cunt. To my shock I could feel myself entering her from the other side, penetrating her from both ends at once. The sensation felt filthy and forbidden, like I’d chosen to star in my own personal porn movie.

“Jesus,” I gasped, barely able to hang on. “You really are a good girlfriend, Kiki. Taking me all the way like this…”

“It’s all yours, Master,” she whimpered, sounding like she was on the verge of another orgasm. “I’m all yours. If you want me, you’ve got me…”

“You have no idea how much I want you,” I growled, kissing her cheek as I thrust deep into her bowels. “Now get ready, sweetheart. I’m going to fuck you for real now.”

Yukiko nodded, her eyes eager. “I’m ready,” she moaned, pressing her forehead against the tree. “Don’t hold back, Jack. I don’t need you to be sweet with me. I’m ready for Master’s cock⁠—!”

That was all the permission I needed.

I thrust deeper, picking up speed, throwing caution to the wind as I pounded Yukiko from the back. My hand moved between her thighs, my fingers curling upwards into her core to push on that special, spongy spot deep inside of her. The combination of my cock in her ass and my fingers in her pussy was too much for Yukiko—it overloaded her brain, reminding her of all those times she’d pleasured herself with a toy in her backdoor.

All of those were for me, I thought, grinning fiercely. She didn’t even know it. All those nights, she was training herself to do this…

My thumb pressed against her clit, circling it like a fighter pilot over the target. Yukiko’s moans became sobs, huge shuddering cries of pleasure escaping her as she tried to throw herself back onto my cock and ride my fingers at the same time.

Part of me wanted to use that hand to cover her mouth so no one would hear. But I wanted to keep touching her more. And frankly, I didn’t care if anyone heard.

She was mine. My girl. My woman.

“Oh my God! Oh my GOD! Jack, fuck, Master! Oh, oh holy shit I’m gonna⁠—!”

“Come for me,” I growled, thrusting deep as a third finger swirled around her clit. “Be a good girl and cum for Master right now.”

Say this for Yukiko: when she wasn’t trying to goad me into spanking her, she did exactly what she was told.

The coed came apart beneath my fingers. Another orgasm coursed through her, lighting up the night with her passionate cry. Her ass clenched so hard around my cock that I almost couldn’t thrust in and out of her—the friction was too much. Too tight.

With an effort, I buried myself in deep. The bliss rose hot and fast, hitting me so hard that my words turned into caveman grunts. One thrust, then two, then a third inside of Yukiko’s heavenly ass…

It was too much. The world went white as I came, shooting into Yukiko while the coed was still cumming all over my fingers. Spurts of thick white cream sprayed into her channel, the walls of her ass doing their best to drain every last drop from my balls. I felt her squeezing me as I shot, the sensation almost like her sphincter was jerking me off as I fucked her.

I’d never had sex like this before. Even as the bliss coursed through me, stronger and sweeter than honey, I knew it wouldn’t be long before I ached to do it again.

Both of us collapsed against the tree as we came down from our peaks. Yukiko’s body shivered from adrenaline, along with the cold. Her hot cheek pressed against the cool wood as the last of my seed spurted into her, filling her to the brim and then some. Like a cream donut with two holes to fill.

Once it was all over, Yukiko pulled off of me and turned around, burying her face in my chest as she hugged me. “I bet Samantha never let you do that,” she teased, her voice hoarse from her cries but smug with victory.

I stared at her, blinking. “No one’s ever done that for me,” I admitted. “At least not the way you did it, Yukiko.”

She beamed like I’d just announced she’d gotten straight A’s in all her classes at Stillwell. “You’re damned right. And nobody’s ever made me cum like that, Jack. I can’t even get myself off like that, and I used to think I was a pro.”

I sensed there was a story behind that. But I’d ask her about it later, when the two of us weren’t half-naked and standing on a public beach. “We’d better get back.”

Yukiko nodded. She leaned down and grabbed her panties and jeans, putting them on one leg at a time as she leaned against the tree. “Sure. We’ve had that go-kart way longer than we were supposed to. That guy might come looking for it.”

I couldn’t imagine that bearded Parrothead leaving his station, but leaving an empty go-kart near the thicket was the closest thing to a sign that said People Fucking Here. So I figured we should head back sooner rather than later.

Once I got my clothes back on, Yukiko tossed me the keys. “You can drive,” she said, giving me a wink. “I want to rest for a bit.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Sure. Are you okay?”

She beamed at me. “Totally. I just know I’m going to feel where you just were the whole drive back.” She took my hand and stuck her tongue out of the corner of her mouth. “I’d rather savor it than be distracted.”

I laughed in amazement. “Jesus, Kiki. You’re amazing. You know that?”

Her grin widened, bright and confident. “Of course I am, Jack. I’m your girl.”

The words hit me like a wave from a much warmer sort of beach. She was, wasn’t she? If she hadn’t been before, she certainly was now. Half of Delta Rho already knew about us, and the other half wouldn’t be far behind. Marcie approved of it—hell, even my boss liked the idea. Even if they didn’t, I wouldn’t have cared what they thought, but it certainly didn’t hurt.

The only person I maybe needed to worry about was Samantha Lowry.

Babygirl.

I shook myself, shaking my head. We were just having fun, I told myself, trying not to think of the sweet things she’d said to me on the balcony of my condo. Like with Maria. It’s nothing serious. Hell, she’s the Queen of the whole college. She probably chews men up and spits them out anyway….

Yukiko glanced over at me as I slid into the driver’s seat of the go-kart. “You okay?” she asked, taking my hand. “You look a little upset.”

“Hmm?” I dismissed all thoughts of Samantha and squeezed back. “No, I’m okay, darling. Better than okay. I’m doing pretty fucking great, actually.”

She put her hand on my thigh like it belonged there and leaned up against me. “Good,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “Hmm. Darling. I like that.”

I glanced over at her. “Yeah?”

“Maybe with a little bit of a Southern drawl,” she said, giggling a bit. “Darlin’, get over here and let me devour that tight little Asian pussy. I’m starving!”

My jaw dropped open. “I haven’t lived in the South in like twenty years,” I protested. “Is that really what you want to hear?”

“That you want to eat my pussy?” Yukiko cocked an eyebrow. “Always, sir. And don’t worry—I’ll always pay you back.” She leaned in and kissed my ear. “You can put it wherever you want.”

Fuck. I was actually starting to get a little hard again.

Yukiko stayed that way, with her hand on my thigh and her head on my shoulder, the whole drive back. I steered us gently through the same dunes she’d taken like an obstacle course, taking my time as we drove beneath the stars. Most of the parties were still in full swing when we got back, and the bonfires still burned.

We returned the kart to the rental guy (who’d turned the Buffett record back to Side A a time or two while we were gone), and made our way back to the car. I opened the passenger door for Yukiko, earning a playful eye-roll as she slid in.

“Such a gentleman,” she teased, knowing I’d been anything but back on the beach.

“That’s me,” I shot back, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Chivalrous as hell…”

I fired up the engine and started to plug my condo’s address into the GPS. Unlike our last date, I intended to bring Yukiko back home with me. I wanted to fall asleep next to her, and wake up the next morning next to her, too.

As I tapped the screen, my phone buzzed in my pocket. Another call from my boss?

“Damn,” I grunted, reaching into my pocket as Yukiko perked up. “Again?”

I glanced at the screen, expecting Daniel Ramsey checking in or Marcie calling with some sorority drama. But it was neither.

It was a video message.

From Samantha Lowry.

Before I could slide it away, the call connected. The car’s Bluetooth, already linked with the phone, gave a cheerful little chirp to let me know I was now on speaker, and that the audio from the call would play inside of the vehicle.

In fact, it was even worse than that.

There was one feature this sedan had that I hadn’t realized it possessed.

The big screen in the middle of the dashboard lit up with Samantha’s face.

She was on a big four-post bed, in what I assumed was her room on campus. Other than a tight little gray t-shirt that looked like something she wore to bed, she was completely naked—and the shirt ended right above the swell of her outrageous ass. Her blonde hair was touseled, her makeup smudged, and she was…

Oh Lord.

Samantha was on all fours, facing the phone. The hand that wasn’t holding it was between her thighs, two fingers clearly visible as they slid into her tight, hairless pussy.

“Hi Daddy!” the blonde moaned, one of her eyes rolling back in her head like a character from an anime porn movie. Juice dripped between her thighs as she fingered herself, the wet squelching sounds in time with her whimpering moans. “I hope you enjoyed your date. I can’t wait for all of us to play together. Your babygirl needs you so fucking bad!”

I saw Yukiko’s eyes widen like saucers. I tapped the screen, willing the video to vanish, but it didn’t stop.

“I was such a good girl before I met you,” Samantha said, grinning as her fingers disappeared inside of her snatch. “I mean, I wasn’t, but you’ve made me something else, Daddy!” Her head rolled back on her shoulders, her hair falling around her like a demon girl’s halo. “I’m so dirty for you! Such a fucking slut!” She groaned, and it sounded almost exactly like the sound she made on my balcony when she was about to cum. “I want to ride you while you tell me all about fucking Yukiko’s brains out⁠—”

Finally I managed to disconnect the call. My face burned like I’d stuck it into an open oven, and I could barely look over at Yukiko, who’d gone pale. Jesus, I thought.

“Kiki, I’m sorry,” I blurted, switching my phone off completely. The last thing I needed was for Samantha to call back. “That’s not something she usually does. I’m sure she’s just jealous of you—she’s trying to mess with you or something…”

Yukiko blinked, then something strange happened. She buried her face in her hands, and for a few moments I thought she was sobbing. I wouldn’t have blamed her, considering how the leader of her sorority had just embarrassed her.

But she wasn’t crying.

That was laughter shaking her shoulders.

“No, I’m sorry,” Yukiko insisted. “That was my bad. I should have insisted on telling you.”

I froze, the world turning to soup around me. An idea tingled at the back of my brain—but it was so clearly impossible that even to entertain it felt like insanity.

“Darlin’,” I said, managing the southern drawl Yukiko claimed made her panties wet. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Yukiko’s lips pressed together. Suddenly she was very serious. “Samantha and I had a discussion. About our… well, you could call it our mutual attraction to you. I wanted to make sure that before I started dating you, she didn’t consider it stomping all over her territory. The last thing I wanted was to cause a rift in Delta Rho⁠—”

“You’ve told me this,” I said, lifting a hand.

Yukiko nodded. “We came to an understanding,” she whispered.

Time seemed to be moving in slow motion all of a sudden. I caught her gaze and held it, a new and altogether unfamiliar sensation churning in my gut. “What kind of understanding, Kiki?”

The coed leaned back in her seat, crossing her arms beneath her breasts with a smile. “It’s simple, Jack. We came up with a plan that works for both of us.”

The whole world lurched beneath my feet.

“Samantha Lowry and I,” she said with relish, “are going to share you.”


Pledged To Him: Book Four




Chapter One




The day had finally arrived.

At long last, Marcie would officially become a member of Delta Rho.

The initiation ritual took place in the late afternoon, just before sundown. The air carried a crispness that hinted at the approaching winter, as the days at Stillwell grew shorter and colder. Everyone felt the chill, needing jackets to ward off the cool breeze as they made their way across campus.

I wore one as I sat near the back of the lecture hall, watching the preliminaries. According to some obscure college tradition, all Greek initiation ceremonies had to take place within the boundaries of the campus—probably as a safety measure against hazing or something like that. Not that the soon-to-be sorority sisters of Delta Rho needed to worry about being harmed.

I felt certain Samantha would have wanted the pledges to get officially inducted into the sorority back at the sorority house, but the results would have been declared invalid by the administration. So she and the others settled for this instead: one of the larger lecture halls in the Engineering building, cleared out for a Delta Rho ‘private event’.

The initiation. And the celebration.

Not many people had the privilege of watching this ceremony. Even fewer of them were men. I had a whole row of seats to myself—a short distance away, a young girl who was probably the niece of one of the new pledges tapped away at the social media app on her phone like it was her job. For all I knew, maybe it was.

“You okay, Jack?” Yukiko’s voice broke through my thoughts, bringing me back to the present moment. “You’re not sitting up there worrying, are you?”

I shook my head with a smile. “Just waiting. You look great, by the way.”

Yukiko smiled at the compliment. “So do you. Just wait until you see Marcie.”

The girl on her phone glanced up at Yukiko’s words, then gave me a knowing look before going back to her browsing. I cleared my throat, trying not to think about that too hard. She wasn’t the first person to look at me in that way since I’d got here—she was just the first to be so brazen about it.

Today was a day for firsts. Marcie’s first day as a full member of Delta Rho—and my first Delta Rho event with Yukiko as my official, public girlfriend.

“I know I’m technically supposed to be waiting in the back,” Yukiko whispered. She walked up the steps between the rows as she talked, her heels making clicking sounds against the hardwood. “But I wanted to come out and say hi before we get this show on the road.” A little smile twisted the corner of her mouth. “And maybe I wanted to spend a minute or two with my man.”

I couldn’t help but match her energy. It didn’t hurt that Yukiko looked absolutely gorgeous—she’d warned me ahead of time that the Delta Rho girls went all out on these things. As per sorority tradition, both the incoming pledges and the current members of the sisterhood wore white, though each of them were free to find ways to individualize and express their personalities. Yukiko’s gown looked formal and fashionable, tight enough to look sexy and accentuate her figure while covering her from mid-calf all the way to just beneath her collarbone. Throw in the tasteful jewelry and makeup, and she looked like she was ready to host a corporate event after this shindig ended.

Maybe that’s what she’s thinking about, I wondered. The boardroom. After all, I’m going to be a CEO soon. Is she trying to let me know she’s ready to look the part?

As recently as two weeks ago, I would have dismissed those thoughts as crazy. But it was hard to overstate how quickly, how thoroughly my life had changed over the last month since coming to Stillwell University.

When I first arrived I’d been focused on my job and irritated with my mentor for forcing me into the detour. Finishing my abandoned final semester of college wasn’t something I had any interest in doing for completion’s sake—it was another hurdle standing between me and the big chair, an unpleasant task I had to finish to win the approval of the company’s board. Finding love had been the last thing on my mind.

And then came Delta Rho.

Anyone would have been shocked by how quickly I’d fallen into the affairs of a sorority filled with women half my age. I hadn’t done it on purpose—I’d only showed up at one of their parties after a butt dial from Marcie, my boss’s daughter, where I overheard a couple of jackass frat boys planning to do something very, very bad to her.

But once I got here, I found something in Delta Rho I’d never expected. A woman who awoke something in me that had been buried for fifteen years—buried the same day I watched them put my wife Lauren in the ground. A woman who’d ignited a fire inside of me that raged to this day.

A woman who, it had to be said, was not the same woman who was currently grinning at me like she already wore my ring.

“Don’t be worried,” Yukiko said, settling into the seat beside me. “Marcie’s going to do just fine. The initiation ritual is just a formality, anyway. Everybody loves her.” The Asian girl’s eyes gleamed with mischief. “And Samantha Lowry is her big.”

Samantha. Fuck. How could I possibly explain this to anyone in my old life?

Well, I certainly couldn’t explain it to Marcie. She’d lose her marbles if she found out that the night I saved her from those frat boys I took the president of her sorority back to my apartment and banged her like a drum while she wrapped her legs around me and called me Daddy and begged me for more. It would shatter the image she had of me and the woman she looked up to more than anyone in the world.

Samantha and I’s relationship was… complicated.

Despite Yukiko’s attempts to streamline it.

Two weeks had passed since the night she’d laid it all out on the table for me. We’d just gotten back from riding go-karts on the beach, during which we’d snuck off into a grove of trees and had a quick tryst in the moonlight. Kiki still liked to tease me that it wasn’t until our third date that we actually had sex somewhere that wasn’t public. Afterwards, we’d had what Yukiko and I colloquially referred to as The Talk.

My girlfriend was many things. Vivacious, warm, casually brilliant, and utterly filthy and submissive in bed. But above all, Yukiko was a pragmatist. She understood my feelings at the time a whole hell of a lot better than I did. She’d broken it down for me, like a math major explaining a complicated formula:

Premise One: Yukiko liked me. A lot. She’d even said the L-word a few times in the bedroom, though both of us politely pretended she hadn’t since we both outwardly agreed it was way too early to talk about things like that. It would freak Marcie and the other Delta Rho girls out, too, which was another negative. Both of us saw this relationship as potentially going somewhere, despite its newness.

Premise Two: The first time I had sex with Yukiko, she wasn’t the only woman involved. I’d taken her out on a midnight drive along with my realtor, Maria Alvarez, and the three of us had ended up getting wild on the hood of my sports car. (Another reason we had private jokes about how long it took Kiki and me to stop having sex in public). Ergo, from the beginning our relationship had been founded on fooling around with other women occasionally.

Premise Three: Maria Alvarez didn’t want a relationship with me. Neither did Samantha Lowry. Our hookups were casual sex, just two women in their twenties hooking up with a hot older man who knew how to handle them. Once this semester was over and I had my degree in hand, I’d leave Stillwell and travel back to Boston to take over my mentor’s engineering firm as CEO. I’d likely have fun with both girls until then, but it was pretty damned unlikely that I’d ever actually see either of them again.

And so, this led Yukiko to Premise Four.

That until the day I graduated, she’d be willing to share me with both women.

“Look, you missed out on fifteen years of dating,” Yukiko had explained to me that night as we drove back to my condo. “I totally get that a guy like you is going to want to play the field—have some fun, get a little wild. This is freaking college, after all.” She’d squeezed my hand as she said it, the headlights of my rental car cutting through the fog over the open highway. “Can I be honest with you, Jack? Like, really honest? I don’t want to scare you, and I know this is going to sound crazy, but I want to be open with my intentions. I don’t want you to have to guess at what I’m thinking. I’d rather lay my cards on the table.”

“I’m the one who taught you how to play cards,” I’d told her with a chuckle. “And you being open is one of my favorite things about you, Kiki. Go ahead.”

She’d asked me to pull over for a second so she could say it. “I know that we’ve only just started dating, and I know it’s way too early to be saying things like this,” she said in a rush, her eyes glassy with excitement. “But you’re going to graduate at the end of this semester, and I know you’re going to go back to your job and leave Stillwell behind. And I know that from what I’ve seen from you and heard from Marcie, you’re looking for the right person to take back with you when all this is done.”

I’d been startled, though maybe I shouldn’t have been. Yukiko was a logical woman—she could keep her cool in any situation, whether it was helping me stop a campus assault before it could occur or holding my attention while a gorgeous, writhing Latina ground the fun parts of her anatomy against me on the hood of my McLaren.

“I don’t have to find a partner while I’m out here,” I’d told Yukiko. “But it would make a hell of a lot of people happy. Including me.”

Yukiko nodded. “I want to be that girl,” she’d said, swallowing hard. “I do, Jack.”

Holy shit.

“I still want to graduate, of course,” she’d said, outlining the plan she’d probably been carrying in her head from the moment she heard me growl the word babygirl in the Delta Rho sorority house. “But I can probably finagle the administration into letting me do online classes for my final two semesters. And if I can’t, I know Samantha can.”

I had no doubt that she could. “Yukiko, wow. I… I’m not sure what to say.”

“Me either.” She’d grinned, looking almost like a junkie on a high. “This is insane, I know. But Jack, this is real. It’s the real thing. You feel that too, right?”

I’d nodded. “Of course I do.”

As I’d watched, Yukiko took my hand—and guided it between her thighs.

“No one makes me feel the way you do,” she purred, slowly grinding herself against me. “You got me off twice on the beach and I’m still absolutely feral for you. The only reason I’m not giving you road head right now is because I really need to get this off my chest or I feel like I’m gonna go crazy⁠—”

“Jesus,” I whispered. “You coeds are all crazy, you know that?”

Yukiko giggled. “Treat this semester like my audition,” she whispered, guiding my hand into the warm wetness between her legs. Belatedly, I realized she’d never put her panties back on—good Lord! “Your trial period. If you still feel the same way about me that you do right now—the way I feel about you—then take me with you. I want to be yours, Jack.”

Those were just about the greatest words a man could hear.

“You want the whole package, huh?” I asked.

Yukiko had leaned back against the passenger seat, puffing out her cheeks like a geyser as she relaxed into my touch. “You have no idea,” she’d whispered. “I used to have a plan for my life, you know? And now I look at you, and all I can think about is how freaking adorable our babies would be. You wrecked my whole life, Jack. You blew in like a hurricane and ruined my carefully constructed plans.” She’d grinned. “And I love it.”

“And you’re… okay with this?” I remember asking. “Really?”

She’d laughed. “With having a bunch of hot threesomes with you before you sweep me off my feet in your sports car like some kind of Formula One fairy-tale princess? Why yes, Jack, I would be okay with that. In fact, I’d love it. But I think you knew that the night you fucked me in front of Maria.”

Like I said, Premise Four.

A pretty hot fucking premise, when you really thought about it.

I was still thinking about what we’d done in that rental car after I said yes to Yukiko’s crazy relationship plan when the touch of her nails against the back of my hand brought me back to my senses.

“Jack?” Yukiko frowned slightly. “Are you listening?”

Shit. “Sorry,” I grunted, sitting up straighter in my chair. “I was just daydreaming. I keep looking at you and just thinking things, you know?”

Yukiko didn’t look upset by that in the slightest. “Oh, believe me, I know,” she giggled, keeping her voice down so the coed in the row next to ours didn’t give us a dirty look. “This dress is so tight that there are multiple reasons I can’t wait for you to get me out of it.” She leaned over and put her head on my shoulder. “You should see some of the other sisters’ outfits. They make mine look dowdy.”

“I sincerely doubt that,” I told her, the pride evident in my voice.

She smiled at the compliment. “I mean it. Half of them are dressed like they’ve got a wet t-shirt contest planned after the initiation.” She trailed off, a dreamy look in her eyes. “You should see what Samantha’s wearing. I swear she treats it as a personal challenge to outdo the rest of her sorority sisters. She can’t handle not having all eyes on her…”

Was that a flicker of jealousy I saw in Yukiko’s eyes? Certainly not. This was a woman who’d let me know multiple times how much she was looking forward to the first time she, Samantha and I managed to find the time to hop into bed together. We hadn’t managed it in the two weeks since we’d become official—too many obligations, too much work—but we were hoping to do so soon.

Maybe after this ceremony, even?

I wasn’t sure. A lot depended on the next hour or so. But I wouldn’t have been surprised. And I’d have welcomed it.

“Speaking of which…” Yukiko patted my thigh, then rose. “I’ve got to get back. Samantha will be pissed if she finds out I snuck off to smooch on you before the ceremony starts.”

I blinked. “But we haven’t⁠—”

She leaned in and kissed me.

Across the room, someone let out a little whoop. A few other people laughed. I felt certain the girl who’d been so intent on her social media was probably shooting us a dirty look, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was Yukiko’s lips, her body against mine, and the way she gasped when I put my hands on her hips.

“That,” Yukiko whispered as she broke the kiss, “was worth getting into a little trouble for.”

I thought of the videos Samantha Lowry had been sending me over the last few days and wondered how my girlfriend could ever think the queen bee of the Delta Rho sorority could be angry about us fooling around.

“Good trouble,” I agreed with a smirk. “Go back to your sisters, Kiki. Let Marcie know Jack’s up here rooting for her.”

“I will.” Yukiko winked. “See you soon.”

I gave her a little pat on the rear as she made her way back down the stairs. The coed across the bench rolled her eyes, but bit her tongue before whatever withering insult she could muster reached her lips.

Smart woman, I thought, turning my attention back to the front of the room. She knows that wouldn’t go well for her.

The longer I looked at her, the more I wondered who she was here to see. Was she the younger sister of one of the pledges, perhaps? A wannabe who’d washed out earlier in the semester?

I was still trying to place her when one of the sorority sisters stepped out from the prep room. To my surprise, I recognized her, even though our paths hadn’t crossed since my very first night in Stillwell when I’d crashed that Delta Rho mixer. It was Lakshmi, one of Samantha’s lieutenants, wearing a white gown so conservative it made Yukiko’s look positively daring by comparison.

She was excited, I could tell. Her expression filled with pride as she took a long, slow look around the room. “Please rise,” she said, indicating the motion with her hands. ““And welcome the sisters of the Delta Rho sorority!”

I rose from my seat as polite applause filled the auditorium. A few moments later, each of Marcie’s soon-to-be sisters filed into the room, waving and smiling like contestants in a beauty pageant. Each of them wore white dresses and gowns, though just as Yukiko said there was a lot of variance in how demure or slutty they wanted to go with it.

Delta Rho’s roster was deeper than I realized. Yukiko only emerged from the back once a dozen or more coeds had already come out, her dark hair tied into a bun and held in place with a pair of white chopsticks. She’d also thrown on a silver brooch that sparkled in the light.

She scanned the crowd, locked eyes with me, and winked. I pursed my lips and blew her a little kiss.

The girls got into a line that stretched across the auditorium. Behind Yukiko came a pair of blondes who looked like sisters—and resembled the girl on her cell phone so strongly that I immediately suspected a family resemblance. More coeds piled in behind them, so many that it made my head swim. Who knew Delta Rho had so many eligible bachelorettes?

I must have only seen a fraction of them back at the sorority house, I thought, shaking my head. No wonder so many people wanted to be part of Delta Rho. Everyone at Stillwell knew they were the most desirable sorority on campus.

The rest of the coeds filed in one after the other, flashing their biggest smiles. Each girl was in her element, basking in the attention of an eager crowd. Only once all of them had emerged from the back did they all link hands, watching Lakshmi for some kind of signal.

“Thank you all,” Lakshmi said, glancing down the line to make sure everyone was present and accounted for. “In just a moment, our sisterhood will take their seats. After which, the pledges hoping to join Delta Rho will present themselves one by one for inspection⁠—”

“Just a second!”

A final figure stepped into the auditorium. All eyes turned to her.

Including mine.

The queen bee had just arrived.


Chapter Two




“Good evening,” Samantha Lowry said, walking into the initiation ritual like she owned the room. Which, technically, she did. “Thank you all so much for coming. If you’re here right now, in this room, it means that you had some part in the good work Delta Rho has done this semester. And that means that I owe you a few words of thanks.”

The audience stared at her, spellbound. They couldn’t help it. Samantha was a vision. Alone among her sisters at Delta Rho, she’d added a splash of color to her wardrobe—a band of silver that encircled her shoulders and bust, shinier than the rest of her clingy white dress. It cut low in the front, showing off more cleavage than any other than the most daring of her sorority sister’s gowns.

But it was the way the fabric clung to her that pulled every eye to Samantha Lowry’s body and kept them there. Yukiko hadn’t been joking about the wet t-shirt contest—even though Samantha was clothed from her collar all the way down to the middle of her calves, anyone with two brain cells to rub together could picture exactly what she looked like naked.

Every guy and girl in this auditorium probably thought she’d worn that dress specifically to drive them crazy. Alone of all the people standing in the aisles, I knew she actually had. For me.

Samantha sized up her audience like a lioness deciding which gazelle looked good enough to eat first. “I pride myself on the good things this sorority does for the community,” she said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “I know the rest of Delta Rho does, too. From installing the wheelchair ramps at the Pike’s Point Presbyterian Church to managing the city’s annual canned food drive, we tackled a lot before the semester even started.”

No matter how many times I saw this transformation, it never failed to amaze me. With how submissive and eager to please Samantha Lowry became every time I got her in the bedroom, it was easy to forget what a powerful, commanding presence she was when she wasn’t trying to get her ‘Daddy’ to spoil her with attention and dick. It made me proud of her, in a strange way.

Samantha’s gaze slid from person to person, until finally it settled on me. The effect was subtle, and probably unnoticed by most of those watching, but to me it was unmistakable. Her bland sorority smile had just become genuine. Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

“From the bottom of my heart, you have Delta Rho’s appreciation,” she purred, her words carrying a hidden meaning for me and me alone. “You have my appreciation. My gratitude. This sorority could not be what it is without your help. We could not be us without you.”

She was talking about me right now, I knew it. She might have said the words for everyone else in the audience, but she meant them for me. For everything I’d done to help Delta Rho over the last few weeks, surely.

But also for more than that. For what I’d done with her.

With a start, I realized I’d changed Samantha Lowry’s life just as much as she’d changed mine.

“It’s an honor and a privilege to have you here tonight,” Samantha continued. She’d slipped into full sorority president mode now, every bit the young professional she showed herself to be at campus events. “Just like it is our honor and our privilege to present the newest group of pledges to the Delta Rho sorority.”

People nodded from their seats. This was what they’d come here for; they liked this part of the event a lot better than they liked being flattered. Maybe because they could tell most of the flattery wasn’t really for them.

“Each of these young women came to us as freshmen, with a desire for sisterhood and civic service in their hearts. Each of them has passed through the pledging process, showing themselves to be intelligent, kind and thoughtful. Each of them are very, very good people.”

You’ve got that right, I thought. There weren’t many people in my life with a better head on their shoulders than Marcella Ramsey. In fact, it wasn’t until I came to Stillwell that I found a few people who could match her.

“Today, we honor them, as they have honored us by participating in our pledging process. Today, they will take their final steps into the sisterhood of Delta Rho and join us.” Samantha turned, gesturing at Yukiko and Lakshmi behind her. “The candles.”

Candles? We didn’t need candles, there was plenty of light in the auditorium⁠—

Until there wasn’t. Someone flipped a switch, and darkness filled the room. The only light to be seen was what came through the windows on the far side of the auditorium, and those had curtains so thick they probably could have hidden the interior of the building from World War II bombers. I lifted a hand—I could barely see it in front of my face. Only the vaguest outline penetrated the gloom.

Samantha lit her candle. The flame flickered at the top, bathing her face in a warm, ethereal light. With a knowing smirk, she tilted the candlestick—white, like her gown—towards Yukiko and then Lakshmi, allowing them to light their wicks with her flame.

The symbolism couldn’t have been more obvious. They had power, but it came from Samantha. From the president.

From the Queen.

“These three flames represent the three guiding principles of our sorority,” Samantha intoned. “Service, sisterhood, and sovereignty. The measure of success with which Delta Rho carries out their objectives on the campus of Stillwell University depends entirely upon these principles, and the work of individual members to uphold them.” She turned once more to her lieutenants, nodding to both women behind her with a grave air. “In your estimation, have our pledges lived up to these principles?”

Yukiko and Lakshmi answered as one: “Yes, they have.”

“They have,” the rest of the sisterhood intoned.

It caught me so off guard that I nearly jumped in my seat. Hearing all of them talk like that at once, their voices emerging from the darkness… it made the coeds of Delta Rho seem less like a sorority and more like a coven. Just for a moment.

I shook my head. Get real, Jack. You know these girls. They’re partying, not casting spells. If Yukiko was some kind of a witch, you’d know it by now.

“Good.” Samantha’s voice snapped me back to the initiation. “The pledges will now come forward. Second, please bring them to the meeting.”

Yukiko headed towards the back of the auditorium, her candle moving in time with her steps. She opened the door and stuck her head into the prep room, exchanging a few whispered words with whoever waited there. Then she gestured with her hand, reentering the room, and allowed the pledges to follow her in.

A murmur passed through the audience. This was what we’d all been waiting for.

I craned my neck to see. Where was Marcie? Was she up front, or was Samantha saving her little for last?

Delta Rho had more pledges than I’d expected. When I went to the sorority house a few weeks ago to meet with Yukiko I’d seen perhaps a half-dozen coeds cleaning up the place, but they were clearly just a subset of the full crop of incoming sisters. Counting them was tricky in the dim light, but I’d have guessed Delta Rho had around twenty pledges applying for membership this semester. Not a bad number.

Each of them carried a candle, though theirs were not lit. A couple of them stumbled into each other in the darkness, which seemed strange until I realized that each of them wore blindfolds over the top halves of their faces. Even if the chamber had been lit, they wouldn’t have been able to see anything.

“Form them into a line,” Samantha said in a lower voice. Her eyes scanned the ranks of her sisters. “Heather, Eva, go help Kiki.”

To my surprise, the two blondes I’d seen earlier were the ones who stepped forward. In the dim light they looked even more like sisters than before, though there was nothing sisterly about the way they stared at the pledges as they poked and prodded them into some semblance of order.

As the sisters-to-be queued up, I finally spotted Marcie. Just as I’d suspected, she stood at the very end of the line, the final pledge to take part in whatever ceremonies this ritual would entail. As her mentor, Samantha clearly wanted to single her out. Even if she hadn’t been Marcie’s big, the fact that the two of us were so close probably would have marked her for special treatment on an occasion like this.

Samantha watched, her expression unreadable as her fellow sisters prepared the pledges. Only once her lieutenants had stepped back into the ranks did she clear her throat and lift her candle a little higher. “This meeting will come to order,” she said, her voice now fully that of the President of the Delta Rho sorority. “From this moment until the end of the initiation, pledges will remain silent unless otherwise instructed. Your blindfolds will ensure that you are not distracted during this process.”

They might not have been able to see, but the pledges still looked plenty distracted. Half the girls were trembling hard enough that I could see it in the flickering candlelight, and the other half looked like they only kept still by sheer force of will. I noted with pride that Marcie belonged to the second group.

“For the last few minutes, you have been sequestered in order to meditate on the principles of Delta Rho,” Samantha explained. “In becoming a Pledge, you accepted a great responsibility—the honor and reputation of our sisterhood. Now, in joining us, you will accept an even greater one. If any of you have decided during your period of personal introspection not to take that final step, you may come forward now and be dismissed with no loss of honor.”

Ha. As if. These girls had worked like hell to join Delta Rho. None of them would dare to back down now. A few of them glanced to the sides, listening for any signs of their fellow pledges chickening out.

None came.

Samantha must have known that none would, for she paused only a moment before continuing. “Good. Tonight, we welcome those who have proven themselves worthy of our sisterhood. The Delta Rho sorority is not just a community—it is a legacy. A bond forged through our principles of service, sisterhood, and sovereignty. Tonight, you pledges will take your final steps to become part of that legacy.”

She paused, letting her words sink in. The audience leaned forward slightly, caught in the gravity of the moment—and I leaned right along with them, spellbound. As Samantha lifted the hand holding her candle, my gaze settled on Yukiko, who stood near her president with her own candle steady in her hand. Her eyes flicked toward me for a brief second, and I could see the pride in them. Not just for the ceremony, either, but for Marcie. For Delta Rho.

The fact that her man was there with her in that moment probably didn’t hurt, either.

“This is your final test, but in truth, each of you has already been tested.” Samantha’s voice softened, a hint of mirth entering her tone, but she stayed calm and authoritative beneath it. “You’ve learned our history, our values, our commitment to each other as well as to Stillwell University. You’ve shown your dedication through acts of service, through late nights studying our traditions, and through the bonds you’ve begun to form with your future sisters. Now, we ask you to take one final step: to pledge your loyalty to Delta Rho, to uphold our principles, and to carry our secrets as your own.”

A low murmur rippled through the audience. Secrets?

I wondered what Samantha could be talking about. At the same time, ice filled the pit of my stomach. I had a few secrets where Delta Rho was concerned, too. Like what almost happened to Marcie during that frat party I’d crashed—and what was still happening between me and Samantha Lowry since. Secrets like those could wreck the relationship between me and my boss’s daughter.

I knew she would never talk about those. Still, an air of mystery hung in the room like a thin coating of mist.

Samantha savored the moment, letting the tension thicken. As the pledges shifted uneasily behind their blindfolds, she turned to Yukiko and Lakshmi, nodding slightly. “Bring forth the Book of Rho.”

The what?

Yukiko handed her candle to a nearby sister and stepped forward, her silhouette moving gracefully through the dim room. As she stepped into the circle cast by Samantha’s candle, I realized she had a small leather satchel over her shoulder—she must have stashed it somewhere and used the darkness as cover to make it appear like a magic trick. The Greek letters for delta and rho were engraved on the flap like runes, barely visible in the candlelight. She opened it as she walked, removing a small, slender book from the pouch. It didn’t look like much, but when Yukiko handed it over to Samantha, you could see that she treated it with the reverence due a holy relic.

“This book,” Samantha said, “contains the names of every sister who has ever pledged Delta Rho. Every young woman who has joined us since our founding in 1888 has sealed their membership by writing their names in its pages. In ink, not blood, despite the rumors,” she added with a chuckle.

The audience chuckled along with her. I wondered if she was telling the truth about that. There was definitely something witchy about these proceedings, though I would have hesitated to actually voice my concerns to Marcie or another pledge. More likely than not it was just girls being girls.

“It is a living record of our sisterhood—a testament to both the women who have come before us and those who will follow. It is normally kept under lock and key, only brought out during nights like these. Nights where we add new names to its pages.”

The pledges were smart enough to remain silent behind their blindfolds, but I could see their stances shift. Their anticipation was almost a physical thing, the tension so thick you could cut it with a knife.

Marcie seemed even more eager than the rest of her sisters-to-be. I knew that despite the accusations of favoritism she’d been preparing for this moment for weeks, memorizing sorority bylaws and internalizing values and proving herself worthy to Samantha and the other sister.

She was ready.

Samantha gestured to the first pledge in line. She was a petite ginger girl whose white gown was more conservative than most, and she gave such a start when Heather put her hand on her shoulder that I worried the poor girl might be on the verge of a panic attack. You’re almost there, I thought, willing her telepathically to be brave. Marcie would appreciate the example.

“Fiona Anderson, step forward,” Samantha intoned.

I didn’t know if Samantha meant for the pledges to be chosen alphabetically or not, but either way, Miss Anderson was clearly at the front of the pack. She shuffled forward with the blindfold still on her face, guided by Heather, until she stood in the same circle of light as Samantha and the other sisters.

The blonde took a moment to look Fiona up and down. “Pledge,” she said, a line of muscle in her jaw flexing as she clutched the book to her breasts. “Do you understand the tenets of our sisterhood? Have you committed our words to memory, and are you ready to speak them?”

Fiona nodded like a bobblehead—good lord, the girl was nervous. “Y-yes,” she stammered, her hands clutched together before her like a penitent.

“Good.” Another nod, and Lakshmi handed Samantha an ancient-looking feather quill. “Then speak them, pledge, and be judged.”

The redhead cleared her throat. “B-by my mind and my will…”

She trailed off.

Samantha cocked her head to the side. “Yes?”

Fiona straightened up like she’d been cracked between the shoulder blades with a whip. “By my mind and my will, I pledge to uphold the tradition of service. By the fruit of my friendship, I pledge to uphold the tradition of sisterhood. And by my body and my blood, I pledge to uphold my sovereignty!”

Strange words. They definitely sound a little 1800’s, I thought. The part about ‘body and blood’ especially left me a little disconcerted. I glanced around the shadowy auditorium to see if anyone else felt the same, but the faces around me were unreadable. Either the rest of Delta Rho’s invitees came in expecting this, or they were hiding their surprise a hell of a lot better than I was.

“Very good,” Samantha whispered. Her gaze traveled down the line of pledges, as if acknowledging that Fiona had the toughest job among them. After all, the rest of them would get to hear at least one person say the words before they were called upon to recite them. “Now, repeat after me.”

The shift in Fiona’s stance told me she hadn’t expected this part. She almost opened her mouth to protest, before remembering the prohibition on pledges speaking unless first spoken to. Her jaw snapped shut.

“I, Fiona Anderson, pledge my heart and my loyalty to Delta Rho. To uphold its values of service, sisterhood and sovereignty. And to keep its secrets as my own.”

Fiona relaxed visibly. “I, Fiona…”

She repeated the words, her voice trembling at first but growing steadier by the syllable. The silence in the hall felt thicker after she finished. Almost as if some invisible, internal tension had broken at last, sputtering out like a storm.

Once she was done, Samantha took the quill and dipped it into a tiny pot of ink held by Lakshmi. “Remove your blindfold,” she commanded, gesturing for Heather’s help.

Fiona didn’t need it. She tore off the blindfold with a triumphant flair and deposited it on the ground—evidently something they’d all agreed on beforehand, because no one looked surprised.

“You have sworn our oath,” Samantha said proudly. “Now sign your name in the Book of Rho and become our sister.”

Fiona took the quill and did just that.

A soft round of applause filled the auditorium when she was finished. Fiona gave an impetuous little bow, grinning from ear to ear, and as she straightened back up Yukiko leaned over and lit the coed’s candle with the flame of her own.

“Welcome to Delta Rho,” Samantha said, embracing the sorority’s newest sister. “Please, take your place with the others.”

Fiona did that, too. The other girls surrounded her for a few moments, hugging her and whispering kind words, and then Samantha called the next pledge in line. A B name, which meant she probably really was going alphabetically.

One by one, each girl stepped forward. In a couple of instances, the questions Samantha asked the pledge varied a bit, but the end result was always the same. They spoke the oath, they signed their names in the eerie old book, and they were welcomed into the sorority with open arms. The level of applause never wavered, and the room gradually grew brighter as more of the pledge’s candles were lit by Yukiko’s or Lakshmi’s. Neat effect, I thought. The move from darkness into light really sold the ceremony as a rite of passage.

I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride as the last few pledges recited their oaths. I could see Marcie brimming with excitement, practically bouncing up and down on the heels of her feet. She’d worked hard for this, and I knew how much it meant to her.

Samantha did, too. As the last pledge before Marcie took her place among the sisters, a genuine smile spread across the blonde’s face. “Marcella Ramsey,” she said, her voice carrying a warmth that it hadn’t just a few moments ago. “Come forward.”

Even blindfolded, Marcie carried herself well. She clutched her candle in both hands as she stepped into Samantha’s circle of light, shrugging off Heather and Eva’s touch. Her lips formed a tight little line, her jaw clenched with a mixture of nerves and excitement.

She recited the oath perfectly. She’d barely finished before she removed her blindfold, a smile spreading across her face as she surveyed the crowd. Her eyes met mine and the smile widened, bringing with it a surge of pride that made my heart skip a beat.

“Very good,” Samantha said, meaning it in a way she hadn’t with the other pledges. “Now, repeat after me. I, Marcella Ramsey…”

Marcie’s voice was clear and strong as she followed Samantha, her words echoing through the auditorium. “I, Marcella Ramsey, pledge my heart and my loyalty to Delta Rho. To uphold its values of service, sisterhood and sovereignty. And to keep its secrets as my own.”

There we go, I thought. A fist I hadn’t even realized had clenched around my heart began to loosen. That did it.

Samantha handed her the quill, and Marcie signed her name with a steady hand. The sisters erupted in applause—applause which somehow felt both louder than it had for any of the others—and shortly after, the rest of the audience joined in as well. Samantha reached forward and pulled the pledge to her, whispering a few words in her ear that made Marcie’s eyes go wide. She blushed as Yukiko leaned over and lit her candle with her own.

"With the addition of these names, a new group of women have joined our sisterhood," Samantha said, stepping back from her little. "We welcome our newest members into Delta Rho. All of you are no longer pledges—from this day forward, you are full sisters. Now, please, join us as we complete our yearly ritual."

The sisters moved to absorb the few pledges who had yet to join their ranks, pulling them into a rough circle. As they did, each of the newly admitted pledges lifted their lit candles into the air, filling the auditorium with light. Along the rear ranks, the flickering flame spread from candle to candle, each sister of Delta Rho lighting the wick of the next coed in line.

Once their formation was complete, the sisters began to sway. The pledges—now full members at last—joined them, their candles casting flickering shadows on the walls of the auditorium. As I watched, Samantha closed her eyes and began to chant in a low voice.

Her words were too soft for me to hear at first, but as the other sisters picked it up, the chanting became clearer. Not that it did me any good. The words weren’t in English—they weren’t even in Latin, or at least not in any dialect of it I’d ever heard spoken during a sermon or in a movie. They would have had a vaguely sinister tone if it hadn’t been a bunch of beautiful young coeds saying them.

As the chanting reached its crescendo, each of the sisters of Delta Rho thrust her candle into the center of the circle. The wicks touched, flames dancing in the empty space at the center of the ritual, and droplets of wax fell like spittle to the auditorium floor. It happened once, twice, three times—then suddenly, as if by a prearranged signal, each of the coeds pulled back their candles as one and blew. The flames disappeared, and darkness filled the room.

A cheer rose up. Someone flipped a light switch, and abruptly we were no longer standing in the ritual space—all of us had been transported back into the college auditorium. In reality it had always been the same space, but the feel was totally different. For a few moments we’d been somewhere else, somewhere ancient and steeped in tradition. Somewhere occupied by every other woman who’d ever pledged herself to Delta Rho.

The impression faded like smoke. Already Marcie and the others were celebrating, the other sisters pulling the coed in for hugs as they reveled in their newfound position. As I watched, Yukiko threw her arms around Marcie and held her tight, whispering a few words of encouragement that made her tear up.

Only one candle still burned. I almost missed it: Samantha, the queen bee of Delta Rho, stood at the edge of the group, holding the wax stick with its flickering flame. She watched the newest crop of sisters like a Queen surveying her kingdom, then slowly looked up and met my gaze. She smiled.

With a wink, she blew out her final candle. Her satisfied smile told me she’d found something in that ritual—something meant for her and her alone. I would have liked to have known what it was, but such things weren’t for me. I wasn’t a member of their sorority, and more importantly, I was a man.

Yukiko’s man.

And Samantha’s?

I rose from my seat, joining the rest of the audience in their applause. The coed with the phone from earlier had vanished, probably to post about the ceremony on social media. She seemed like the type. No one seemed to miss her.

Yukiko and Marcie broke away from the group and made their way up the steps toward me. Kiki wore a thousand-watt smile, yet she looked almost dim compared to Marcie. I don’t think I’d ever seen my boss’s daughter happier than she was in that moment.

“What did you think, Uncle Jack?” Marcie asked. She took the steps two at a time, as eager as a kid on Christmas morning as she threw herself into my arms. Any sense of reservation she normally had around me was gone—for the moment, at least, there was no distance between us as my boss’s daughter. “God, wasn’t it just the coolest?”

“Cool as can be,” I agreed with a grin. “You looked like you were born for Delta Rho.”

“Maybe she was,” Yukiko agreed, giving us both a secretive smile. “I daresay you didn’t get bored, Jack. You had plenty to look at, didn’t you?”

I stiffened. If she was talking about Samantha⁠—

In my arms, Marcie began to chuckle. “I bet you were staring at Yukiko the whole time,” she giggled, giving the dark-haired coed a nod. “Don’t deny it, Jack. I mean, she’s freaking gorgeous.”

I cleared my throat. I knew Marcie had taken the news of my relationship with Yukiko a lot better than I’d feared, but even I hadn’t expected her to be comfortable enough with it to joke around like this. Evidently, hooking up with a woman half my age wasn’t as big a deal-breaker for my boss’s daughter as I’d always thought.

As I opened my mouth to say something clever, I caught sight of Samantha. The blonde coed watched the three of us with a knowing smirk, her arms crossed beneath her ample breasts. More than a trace of mischief danced around her eyes.

Of course she was enjoying this. She probably got off on it.

Marcie would lose her mind, I told myself. Don’t even joke about it, Jack.

I could never tell her about Samantha Lowry. It would break her heart. More than that, she’d never understand. Marcie was an open-minded girl, sure, but if she knew just how many girls I’d been juggling since I showed up at Stillwell, she’d never condone it. In fact, she might even tell her father.

That I could handle. I was important enough to Daniel Ramsey to shrug off the blow. But the look in Marcie’s eyes at the betrayal—that might be more than I could stand.

I shrugged it off. It didn’t matter. Samantha was fun. Yukiko was real.

“It was tough to see anything with those candles,” I said, regaining my footing. “But I admit I had trouble tearing my eyes off of her. Come here, sweetheart.”

Yukiko stepped up and embraced me from the side. She shared a smile with Marcie, which made me wonder what the hell kind of conversation the two of them had had about me before this ceremony. She went up on tiptoe and gave me a quick kiss, chaste enough not to ruffle any feathers among the audience.

“Hey,” she whispered. She reached around and gave my butt a sneaky squeeze, her grin widening. “Marcie did great. I’m really proud of her.” She paused. “You’re coming with us to Gabrielle’s, right?”

Hmm?

Apparently everyone else had the same thing in mind. “Alright, ladies!” Samantha called, lifting an arm to check the elegant watch strapped to her wrist. “We’ve got dinner reservations in forty-five minutes. Get changed if you’re getting changed and meet up at the parking deck!”

“It’s a tradition,” Yukiko said to the confused look on my face. “Dinner after the ritual. A celebration for the new pledges, in their honor. I’m sorry I forgot to mention it, I should have warned you ahead of time⁠—”

“It’s totally fine,” I said, chuckling a bit at her distress. “I’d love to go, Kiki. Assuming there’s a place for me at the restaurant?”

Yukiko batted her lashes up at me, striking a pose so besotted that even Marcie looked a little taken aback. “Always, Jack. If they didn’t have a seat for you, I’d put you in mine and hop up into your lap.”

That sounded fun.

“Marcie!” Samantha stood at the bottom of the stairs, her arms spread. Her candle had vanished as if by magic—more probably, Lakshmi had secreted it away in her satchel while no one was looking. “Did you forget about me?”

The coed gave me a final glance, then raced down the steps and threw herself into Samantha’s arms. The hug she gave her big was even tighter and full of emotion than the one she’d had for me, so much so that I couldn't help but feel a little jealous as she embraced her mentor.

Yukiko stood beside me, watching as Marcie enthusiastically thanked her big. “Of course, if you’re really not feeling the whole get together, we could always go back to your place and have a real party…”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “No, I want to be there for Marcie,” I told my girl. “How about after, though?”

Yukiko winked. “It’s a promise.” She reached around and fiddled with one of the catches on the back of her gown. “Ugh, this dress is so tight. I can’t wait for you to get me out of it…”

I took her hand and led her down the steps towards the cluster of sisters still milling about. A few had already headed off to change before the meetup at Gabrielle’s, but most still wore their white sorority robes. I figured that since Samantha still had hers on, the other girls were following her lead. It didn’t pay to stand out from the leader.

The queen bee pulled away from Marcie as I approached. “Hi, Jack,” she purred, flashing a smile so lascivious it seemed impossible that everyone in the room wouldn’t instantly guess that the two of us were having sex. “I thought I saw you up there cheering Marcie on! Guess you found the time to come and join us after all!”

It was meant as some light teasing, but I didn’t feel like taking it. “Who wouldn’t want to join in the celebration?” I asked with a smirk. “Especially when I’ve done so much to be celebrated for.”

Rather than surprised, Samantha looked pleased. “Of course, Jack! This sorority really wouldn’t be what it is this semester if it weren’t for your help.” She turned to Marcie, as if underscoring the oddness of the situation. “Isn’t that right, Marcella!”

“Yep!” Poor Marcella. She had no idea she was standing in the middle of a love triangle. “I’m so glad you’re here, Jack. Honestly, I was super pissed when I found out my Dad was forcing you to come to Stillwell and finish your degree. But I think it’s been really good for you!” She glanced around me, grinning at Yukiko. “And for Kiki, of course.”

“Of course,” Yukiko agreed, holding onto my arm. “Samantha, if you’d excuse us. We’ll meet you at the restaurant⁠—”

Except we wouldn’t.

Because as I turned toward the auditorium’s exit, I found a familiar figure waiting for me.

One wearing a badge.


Chapter Three




“Mr. Avery?” Officer Davis stepped forward, extending a hand. “Sorry to interrupt your meeting. Could I speak with you in private?”

The women around me stared at the police detective the way they would a streaker who’d somehow managed to get onto the field in the middle of the homecoming game. Tasha Davis wasn’t unwelcome at Stillwell, exactly—after all, she and Samantha obviously had a working relationship where the college was concerned—but her visits were strictly business related. Usually they involved drunk driving, or some graffiti, or some other small fire she needed Samantha’s help to put out.

Not me.

Yukiko stiffened next to me. “We were just getting ready to head to dinner,” she protested, glancing from the cop to me like I could make the problem go away by sheer force of will. “The pledges—Marcie’s now a full member of Delta Rho…”

“It looked like a wonderful ceremony,” Officer Davis said. Her eyes never left mine. “It’ll only take a few minutes, Mr. Avery. I bet you can catch up with the rest of your group before the appetizers arrive. Gabrielle’s, I assume?”

“You assume correctly,” I said.

Officer Davis wasn’t in her uniform, at least—though her badge lay strapped to her belt, showing anyone who cared to look what kind of authority she commanded. She was dressed casually, in a dark-patterned button down shirt and a pair of skintight jeans. A pair of black cowboy boots added a good two inches to her height, making her nearly as tall as I was. She looked like she was on her way to a sports bar or something, or had been when she’d decided to drop in.

Hell, maybe she was planning to attend a country show. I’d heard The Outlaws were in town—if Officer Davis was out there enough to like Rush, there was no telling how far her musical tastes might extend.

Suddenly Samantha was with us. “Is there something wrong, officer?” she asked, giving Officer Davis a pointed look. “We were just getting ready to leave.”

“Oh, nothing in particular,” she said, flashing a row of even, white teeth. “I just wanted to follow up with Mr. Avery regarding that… unpleasant incident a couple of weeks ago. Nothing major. I’ll really only keep him from you girls for a few minutes, you have my word.”

“It’s alright,” I said, shrugging off Yukiko’s grip. I reached into my pocket and fished out my keys—sadly, for the rental car instead of my McLaren—and handed them to my girlfriend. “Can you give Marcie a ride to the restaurant, sweetheart?”

Yukiko stared at the keys in confusion. “Sure, but how are you going to get there?”

“I’m sure Officer Davis will drop me off,” I said, beaming at the woman. “Right?”

She chuckled to herself a bit. “You want to ride in a squad car?”

“Always did have fantasies of that as a kid,” I admitted. “In the front, though, not the back.”

Officer Davis laughed. “Same here. Alright, deal. I’ll make sure he gets there, ladies.”

I leaned over and gave Yukiko a kiss. I could have been imagining it, but I thought I saw Samantha stiffen a touch out of the corner of my eye. She might have been alright with sharing me, but I could tell there was a part of her that wished it was her getting the public display of affection.

“Be careful, Jack,” Yukiko whispered as we parted. “I don’t trust this.”

“It’s just a friendly meeting,” I told her, beaming at her and then Marcie. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

Officer Davis led me out of the auditorium and into a side hallway. The door at the end of the hall I’d thought was locked opened at her touch, leading to a set of stairs with concrete walls on either side. This part of the building must have been used for maintenance—the temperature dropped a good ten degrees as soon as we reached the stairs. Suddenly I was glad I’d worn a jacket.

“What’s this all about, officer?” I asked, pausing halfway down at a bend in the steps. The two of us had a small strip of linoleum there to ourselves, able to see both the door we’d come from above and the basement below. “What’s so important that you needed to drag me away from Marcie’s initiation ceremony?”

Officer Davis’s lips formed a tight line. “You can call me Tasha, Mr. Avery. And I think you already know what this is going to be about.”

The Baines family, I told myself. “And you can call me Jack, Tasha. Now out with it.”

Those people had been a thorn in my side ever since I came to Stillwell. Whether it was protecting Marcie from the rapacious advances of their scion or nearly watching my sports car go up in flames because I pissed off the wrong person, I knew things would go a hell of a lot easier in this town if they’d get off my back.

Granted, I was having fun ruining that little shit Trevor’s reign of terror. And his mother was… interesting to me, in several ways.

Tasha’s nostrils flared as she collected herself. “I got a call from the clerk’s office on campus this morning. They got a surprise visitor at 6AM—someone was waiting for them the second they unlocked the door. You’ve got three guesses who, and the first two don’t count⁠—”

“Elizabeth Baines,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I don’t think her son knows 6AM even exists.”

“Bingo.” Tasha tapped her nose like a detective in a TV show. “That was the easy riddle. Here’s the hard one: what was she there for? Think about it for a second; the answer’s not obvious.”

So she said, but I figured it had to be. “She was there to complain about something,” I said, the gears working in my head. “Complain about me? She’s not trying to make up some story about me cheating on a test or some bullshit like that…”

Tasha was already shaking her head. “No, but I don’t blame you for thinking that. Underhanded tactics like that are a hallmark of the Baines brand. Between you and me, I think Lizzie is a little afraid of you, though. Ever since that conversation you had at the police station⁠—”

“The conversation where I called her son a rapist, you mean,” I grunted.

“That’s the one.”

“For the record, I meant every word,” I said, shifting against the wall. “I would have told her more if she hadn’t stormed out of the room on the verge of tears, too. So if she wasn’t there for me, Tasha, why’d she show up so early? What’s this all about?”

Officer Davis paused, as if savoring the moment. “She was waving the white flag, Jack. As of about six-thirty this morning, Trevor Baines is no longer enrolled at Stillwell University.”

I shot off of the wall so fast I nearly tripped. “Excuse me?”

Officer Davis—Tasha—grinned from ear to ear. “You heard me right the first time. Little bastard apparently dropped all of his classes over the last few days, one right after the other. Nobody even noticed, or if they did, they were happy enough to see him go not to bring it to the attention of the Dean. Then Miss Baines came in this morning to finish the process. I’m told they even got a refund on the remaining portion of his tuition. Not that they need it.”

My jaw dropped open. Trevor was… gone? I could hardly believe it.

He’ll never threaten another member of Delta Rho, I realized. Marcie would be safer now, and so would all of her other sisters. I’d also never have to worry about some punk kid torching my car in the middle of the night, but that part didn’t seem quite as important as the bit about the coeds.

“That’s amazing,” I said, shaking my head. “So they just turned tail and gave up? After everything they’ve been through?”

Tasha’s brows furrowed together. “Yes and no. Apparently Lizzie read the school’s administrators the riot act on the way out the door. Talking about ‘hostile environments’ and ‘discriminatory policies’ and ‘innocent until proven guilty’. Half of them are terrified there’s going to be a lawsuit, and the other half are just terrified of her.”

That sounded ridiculous. Either way, I wouldn’t be involved. “They better hope I don’t get picked for the jury.”

Tasha laughed at that, genuinely. “I think the woman would think she’d seen a ghost if she saw you sitting in the jury box, Jack. I’m pretty sure Lizzie Baines never wants to be in the same room with you again. At least not alone.”

Tasha had no idea how wrong she was about that. But how could either of us have known?

“The feeling’s mutual,” I said. “I’d say I hope the kid has to get a job as a ditch digger after everything he put Marcie and the other Delta Rho’s through, but I’m sure Mommy and Daddy are taking care of him. I assume he got a seat in the family business or something similar?”

“Actually, no. She’s moving her boy.” Tasha ran her fingers through her braids, then cocked her head to the side a bit as she continued. “Made a big stink about finding him a ‘better quality of education,’ whatever that means. From what I’ve heard, that means traveling south—way south. Private college in northern Virginia—little town called Oakton. Good riddance, I say.”

Oakton. The name rang a faint bell, but I couldn’t remember why. Whatever the reason, I could sense it was nothing good.

Bringing Trevor south of the Mason-Dixon line certainly got him out of my hair, though.

Except wait…

“Virginia?” I could feel my jaw clench. “So what happens with my court case, then?”

Tasha looked like a woman who’d just been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Yeah, that’s the not so good news. Lizzie Baines has been going hard against the local prosecutor, Jack. In the last couple of weeks she’s mounted a one-woman PR campaign on behalf of her son. Cajoling, threats, bribery… you name it.”

I was recalcitrant. “If she’s trying to bribe public officials, she should be arrested for it.”

Tasha shook her head, chuckling. “Jack, you really don’t know how things are done in Stillwell, do you?”

A cold feeling spread through my gut. “Enlighten me.”

She did. “If you hadn’t caught the Baines kid red-handed with that gas can, there’s no way we would have been able to arrest him the way we did. They’re too rich, too powerful. Some folks aren’t so lucky, like that other guy acting as his accomplice⁠—”

“Cargo Pants,” I muttered.

Tasha paused, her brows furrowing together. “Pardon?”

“Nothing,” I said, waving away the question. “Just a bad joke. You’re talking about Darryl?”

She nodded. “Yeah, Darryl’s in a lot of trouble. Guy’s going to wind up the sacrificial lamb for all of this shit, since the police department and the prosecutor’s office don’t have anyone else to take their frustration out on. But Trevor…”

She trailed off. I didn’t like the way she did that.

“Trevor what?” I asked. “Tash, I had that little shit dead to rights…”

“The prosecutor doesn’t think there’s enough of a case,” Tasha said slowly. “I know, that’s bullshit. You and I both know that’s bullshit. But here’s the reality of the situation, Jack. Are you listening?”

I nodded slowly. I didn’t like it, just like I didn’t like the fist of ice hammering at the bottom of my stomach. But there wasn’t much I could do other than listen.

“Whatever poor schmuck takes the case against Trevor is going to have to go through hell from Day One forward. Because Elizabeth Baines will do everything at her disposal to try and get her boy out of trouble. And believe me, she’s got a lot at her disposal. People like her always do.”

I shook my head. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

“Even if he decides to prosecute, first it has to go before a grand jury,” she continued. “There’s a preliminary hearing to determine whether or not the evidence meets the standard for trial. It has to get looked at by a jury of Trevor Baines’s peers. Meaning Stillwell citizens—who know what his family will do to them. Hell, maybe they won’t even have to threaten them. They could offer one of the jurors a business loan they’ve been needing, or help them out with their shitty landlord.”

“Bribery, in other words,” I said with a scoff. “I think the citizens of Stillwell are above that, Officer Davis.”

“Yeah?” Tasha sounded dead serious now. “And what happens if one of the members of that jury is a Delta Rho girl, Jack?”

I froze. I hadn’t even thought about it. But now that I did…

“Damn it,” I snarled. Of course there would be. Marcie would probably be on that goddamned jury if Elizabeth Baines could swing it.

“I think you’re getting it,” Tasha said quietly. “Elizabeth Baines knows you’ve got a case against her boy, Jack. There’s nothing she can do to stop you—but she can make things unpleasant every step of the way. So unpleasant that you might just be better off forgetting about the whole thing.” She paused. “That’s part of why I came to talk to you tonight.”

Understanding dawned on me like the sun appearing from behind a cloud. “You want me to drop the case,” I said, my jaw falling open. “Don’t you?”

Tasha grit her teeth. “Jack… look. You won, okay? You got rid of Trevor. His reputation’s been ruined, his parents have been given a black eye where their social standing is concerned, and Stillwell University has dropped a couple of amoral hooligans from their rolls. Lizzie Bains will pay the bill for your sports car to be repaired, too, so you’ll be whole there.”

It sounded reasonable. Logical, even. Accepting would have closed the book on this chapter of my college story completely—and put Trevor and his bullshit firmly in the past, where I no longer had to worry about it. There was just one problem.

I couldn’t forget about that night in the frat house.

“Marcie,” I growled. The word came out with so much anger that Tasha’s eyes went wide. “They were going to hurt Marcie.”

Tasha blinked, recovering herself. “But they didn’t, Jack. Thanks to you.”

“That doesn’t⁠—”

“I can’t arrest someone for a crime they didn’t commit,” Tasha said wearily. All at once I realized just how badly she wanted to put all this in the past, too. “If he’d done something to Marcie, or one of the other Delta Rho girls, I’d say throw the book at him, Jack. It wouldn’t matter if the Baines were against me. It wouldn’t matter if the whole damned town were against me, and the Police Chief was threatening my job over investigating it. I’d say damn the torpedoes and take the hot rails to Hell. But that’s not what this trial is about, and you know it.”

“Tasha—”

“It’s about your damn car, Jack,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “That’s all we can get him on. And that, to be perfectly honest, isn’t enough for a judge to go up against Lizzie Baines. Not in this town.”

Shit. She did have a point. More than anything, I wished there’d been a camera in that room the night I stormed into the sorority bedroom and caught Trevor and Cargo Pants in the act. If a jury could see what I’d seen, could stare at the expression on Trevor’s smug face while he dragged Marcie across the bed in high definition…

Well. It would be a whole new goddamn ballgame, wouldn’t it?

I let out a hiss through my teeth. “Can I think about it?” I asked Tasha.

She held up both hands, looking about as non-threatening as she could. “You absolutely can, Jack. This isn’t something that needs to be decided tonight. You can sleep on it.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“But I would like to know in the next few days,” she added. “My bosses would, I mean. That bitch has been putting our whole department through the wringer. You know she’s tied up our fax lines for the last three days? Nothing but the same information requests, written in eight-point Courier font with half-inch margins. It’s cost a fucking fortune in toner.”

“I wasn’t even aware you still had fax machines,” I said, relaxing. I’d already decided on a plan of attack where Trevor was concerned. Tasha’s arguments made sense to me, and my head knew the smarter play was to bury the hatchet now and enjoy the rest of my semester at Stillwell without this bullshit hanging over me and Delta Rho.

My heart, on the other hand, still needed convincing. Which was why I’d outsource the job.

Tonight, after our dinner (and whatever fun came after), I’d tell Yukiko about my meeting with Tasha Davis. I’d tell Marcie about it, too, and Samantha Lowry. Take their temperatures on the whole thing.

I was no dummy, of course. I wasn’t going to leave it up to them. But I felt ninety-nine percent certain what each of them would say. Even Marcie.

They’d tell me to drop it, I thought. It’s too much risk to the sorority, to Marcie. To me.

Hearing it from them would make it easier for me to tell Tasha yes. It shouldn’t have been that way, but it was. There was a reason for that—the same reason that induced WWII pilots to paint pictures of pretty girls on the side of their bomber planes.

“Alright, then,” I told Tasha. “I have your number in my phone. I’ll give you a call in the next couple of days once I’ve had the chance to have a bit of a think about it.” I nodded in the direction of the stairs. “In the meantime, you wouldn’t happen to be heading by Gabrielle’s would you?”

A strange look stole over Tasha’s face. The hint of a smile curled her lips, and her gaze sharpened with something more than just professional interest.

“Of course,” she said, inclining her head. “But I was thinking—you don’t really need to call me, Jack. You can give me your answer in person.”

Hmm?

“I’m not sure what you mean,” I admitted.

In the blink of an eye, Tasha’s entire bearing changed. “I had this friend who cancelled on me at the last minute,” she said, reaching into her jacket. “We were supposed to go to this gig together, but she’s not going to be able to make it. I was thinking, ‘who do I know who likes music?’, and then of course I thought about the guy who called me out on slipping Rush lyrics into a casual conversation…”

Tasha pulled two slips of paper out of her jacket. I could see the words BankNH Pavilion written across the bottom—the big amphitheater over in Gilford. My interest was definitely piqued.

“They’re not touring anymore,” I said, but clearly she wasn’t actually talking about Rush. I scanned the ticket, searching for the name, stumbling over it when I found it. What a mouthful.

“King Gizzard and the Lizard… wait, is this a real band?”

Tasha laughed. “Yeah, they’re real. Never heard of them, old guy?”

I blinked, making a mental note to pull up my Spotify later. “Can’t say that I have. I’m guessing they’re a prog band?”

“They’re kind of an everything band,” Tasha said with a shrug. “You’ll see. If you’re down to come with me, of course.”

I glanced back down at the tickets. The show was four days from now—as far as I knew, I didn’t have anything going on over the weekend. Yukiko probably wanted to do something.

But then again, didn’t Yukiko like it when I did stuff with other women? Wasn’t her whole thing kind of getting off on it?

“With a name like that, I’m pretty sure I can’t miss them,” I said, handing one of the tickets back to Tasha. “You’re sure the police department won’t have a problem with you gifting a ticket to a potential witness?”

“Nah. Besides, if you really do drop this case, they won’t care if I bribed you to make it happen.”

I wasn’t sure if she was joking or not.

“Cool,” Tasha said. Now that I’d agreed, she looked relieved. Had she been nervous I’d say no? “It’s a date, then. I mean, between friends and all⁠—”

“Sure,” I agreed with a chuckle. “I’d pick you up in my sports car, but someone who the cops keep pressuring me to let off the hook trashed it.”

Tasha rolled her eyes. “Let’s get you to that dinner, hero.”

We left.


Chapter Four




By the time I reached Gabrielle’s, the restaurant had a line out the door. People were queued up all the way out onto the sidewalk, like every coed and frat boy in Stillwell had gotten the same idea for dinner at the same time. The hostess stopped me at the front until I explained which party I was with; as soon as I began explaining myself, she started to laugh.

“Oh, you,” she purred, grabbing an extra menu from behind the plinth. “You must be Jack.”

One of my eyebrows shot skyward. “You’ve heard of me?”

The hostess grinned like a woman with a secret. “Some of the sorority girls mentioned you’d be joining them,” she said, fanning herself gently with the edge of the menu. “They were quite adamant that you needed a seat at the table. Goodness, the things they said about you…”

“All good, I hope,” I said. Only a great effort of will kept my cheeks from turning red.

The hostess’s smile was the only response I got. She led me through the crowded restaurant, ducking and diving around tables like she could have found her way across the floor plan blindfolded. In the back, two tables larger than the rest had been pushed together with additional chairs added to seat the entire pledge class of Delta Rho.

The festivities had already begun. Several bottles of wine and champagne sat open on the tabletop, their contents poured into glasses and goblets distributed among the faithful. Everywhere I looked, gorgeous coeds posed, preened, taking selfies while hugging their friends and making kissy faces for the camera. At the head of the event, holding court like King Arthur before the Round Table, was Samantha Lowry herself, a glass of blood-red wine in her slender hand and a look of fierce triumph in her eyes.

This must be what Valhalla looks like, I thought, shaking my head at the banquet of firm female flesh on display. Otherwise, what would be the point of going there? All those warriors dying for what?

For food, drink and beautiful women.

I couldn’t imagine the afterlife being much better than this.

Several coeds noticed me and waved as I entered the room. As I drew closer, I noticed something that made my heart drop right into my stomach. They made sure to save you a seat at the table, the hostess had said.

Had they ever!

Samantha Lowry sat at the head of the table, first among the ladies of Delta Rho. As per tradition, her two lieutenants—meaning Yukiko and Lakshmi—should have been sitting at her right and her left hand, their chairs right next to hers in the place of the second-most honor.

And Samantha was sitting next to Lakshmi, true.

But the chair at her right hand lay empty.

A single open seat stood between her and Yukiko. The two coeds were still close enough that they could have easily reached across the empty space, yet a distance hung unspoken between the leader of the sorority and her second-in-command. Coeds pointedly avoided looking at the empty chair as they drank and smiled and shimmied in their seats.

Yukiko looked a little stressed by the change. The worry on her face melted away when she saw me—her expression lit up like someone had turned on a halo over her head, and the smile that she gave me made me fall in love with her all over again. It was the kind of look you could imagine a woman giving you when you got home from work every day for the rest of your life.

“Jack!” Yukiko half rose from her seat, reaching out for me. “I was starting to worry!”

Kiki wasn’t kidding. I could see the relief washing over her; clearly her brief encounter with Officer Davis had left her rattled. I thought of the ticket to the rock show with the ridiculous name hidden in my wallet and smiled internally. If only she knew!

She’d get a kick out of it, I was sure.

“Everything’s fine,” I said. I pulled her to me and gave the coed a long, lingering kiss. A few people hooted at me, but I ignored them. For those few moments, the only person in the entire restaurant I cared about was Yukiko. “All taken care of. Did I miss anything?”

Yukiko ran her fingers through my hair. “No,” she said. “But I missed you.”

“Missed you, too,” I said.

“What happened with Officer Davis?” A voice asked. “Did Trevor do something else?”

I turned. Only now did I notice that Samantha had arranged the line of new pledges along the opposite side of the table, organizing them so that each pledge faced their ‘big’, or mentor. Which meant that as Samantha’s little, Marcie got to sit right next to me, Samantha and Yukiko.

She still looked radiant. The high from finally achieving her goal of joining Delta Rho had yet to fade, and probably wouldn’t for days. The girl practically glowed with excitement.

“Nothing like that,” I assured Marcie. “There is something I want to talk to you about—you and Kiki and Samantha, too. But it’ll have to wait until after the dinner.”

Marcie frowned. “Why?”

Samantha had been listening to us this whole time, but had remained quiet until now. At Marcie’s question, she sprang to life. “Because this dinner is about you, darling. You and all the other new girls who’ve finally joined us in Delta Rho.” She glanced at me for just a beat longer than was necessary, a faint smile spreading across her face. “Speaking of which, we’re going to need some food soon. Otherwise these girls are going to get freaking trashed!”

As I settled into my seat, Yukiko took my hand beneath the table and gripped it. “Is everything okay?” she asked, her tone different from Marcie or Samantha’s. Unlike them, she’d seen the way Officer Davis had been looking at me.

I nodded. “It’s all good news. In fact, I have something to show you that you might be interested in.”

One of Yukiko’s brows shot skyward. “Oh really?”

Just then, the waitress arrived to take our orders. I waited until she’d finished walking the length of the table, then turned back to Yukiko once she’d departed and reached into my wallet.

“Little present from Officer Davis,” I murmured, handing her the ticket. “Kind of a peace offering, considering what we talked about back on campus.”

I could tell Yukiko wanted to ask about that, but she was being a good girl and waiting until I could tell it to the whole group in privacy. Instead, she took the ticket between her index and middle fingers, holding it up to the light. I saw her slight frown, and watched her lips form the syllables of the band’s name. Her eyes flashed with recognition, and she started to giggle.

“I didn’t know you were into jam bands,” she said, elbowing me in the ribs as she handed me back the ticket. “You weren’t a deadhead in a previous life, were you, Jack?”

“I don't even know who they are,” I admitted. “My musical knowledge pretty much ends around 1991.”

“Well it’s a great venue,” Yukiko continued. “Caroline Polachek’s going to be there a couple weeks after your show. I got pre-sale tickets months ago.”

“I don’t know who that is, either,” I whispered with a chuckle. “But if you like her, I’d be glad to go with you.”

“She’s probably even less your thing than King Gizz will be,” Yukiko replied with a shrug. “But it would be fun to have you there, I think.” She took a sip of her wine—light and golden in comparison to Samantha’s blood-red goblet—and gave me a searching look. “You said Officer Davis gave you this?”

I nodded.

“The same Officer Davis I saw at the police station? With the braids?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “She has a more eclectic taste in music than you might think,” I said, tucking the ticket back into my wallet. “She’s an interesting woman.”

“I’ll say.” Yukiko leaned back in her seat, taking another long sip of her wine. The light from the chandeliers danced in her eyes, setting off the chestnut brown of her irises. For a second, they seemed almost to glow. “Strange that she’d give you her only ticket to the gig, Jack. Very strange.”

I knew from the look on her face that Kiki had already figured it out. “Tasha has one, too,” I said, keeping my voice low enough that Marcie wouldn’t hear it over her conversation with another coed. “She invited me to go with her.”

“Oh, so it’s Tasha now?” Yukiko ran her finger around the edge of her glass, a wicked smile spreading across her face. “The two of you are on a first-name basis all of a sudden?”

The old me might have cringed at that. Might have stumbled all over himself to make apologies and looked like a fool in the process. But the Jackson Avery who’d emerged from his shell at Stillwell was not that kind of man—and he understood Yukiko well enough to know this was a challenge she wanted him to tackle head-on.

I cleared my throat, marshalling my courage.

“We are,” I said, leaning in close and looking into my girlfriend’s eyes. “Do you have a problem with that, Kiki?”

Bulls-eye, I thought. Spots of color rose to Yukiko’s cheeks, and her shoulders began to rise faster and harder than before. Someone who didn’t know her like I did might have assumed she was angry, but they would have been wrong.

This was a very different emotion.

“That… depends,” Yukiko whispered. Her finger traced the back of my palm beneath the table, jittery like she wanted to move it to the side and slide it to the bulge in my slacks. She bit her bottom lip, practically groaning at the thought of where this exciting new path could take our relationship. “Does she know about me? About us?”

I shook my head. “No, but I intend to tell her before anything happens,” I said. While we spoke, I never took my gaze off Yukiko—the rest of the room faded away, the conversations dimming almost to silence as the two of us entered our own private world. “I wouldn’t do that to you, sweetheart. Or to her.”

Yukiko nodded with understanding. “And what do you plan to tell her, Jack? That you’ve got a girlfriend, but she doesn’t mind if you eat a little chocolate appetizer before your sushi?”

I coughed explosively, startling Lakshmi and Marcie. Samantha gave the two of us a sly look but kept to herself for now. I think she had more than a little idea of our topic of conversation.

“Sorry,” I grunted. “Wine went down the wrong way.”

“Suuuure it did,” Yukiko whispered, those fingers of hers still darting back and forth across the back of my hand. “Tell me the truth, Jack. You think she’ll go along with it? Really?”

Really? The truth was, I felt fairly certain that Tasha wouldn’t mind in the slightest. She reminded me strongly of my realtor, Maria Alvarez—a professional woman who liked to let her hair down from time to time and have a fling with a similarly put-together man. I doubted she wanted much more than a little fun before the end of the semester.

And if she did, she was out of luck. Because I was already spoken for. There were other girls in my life, sure, but only because Yukiko understood my needs. She was my girlfriend. The woman I intended to take back to Boston with me after graduation, the one who in the not too distant future would wear my ring, take my last name and have my babies.

Right?

My gaze flickered over to Samantha Lowry for a fraction of a second. She noticed, smiled, and blew me a quick little kiss while Marcie wasn’t looking.

Right, I told myself, shaking my head to clear it. You’re living in a dream world if you think anything different, Jack. You can’t have it all.

I was lucky enough to have this one semester. This golden slice of time, this chance to make up for the fifteen years I spent numbing my emotions with work instead of living. Most men my age would have thanked their lucky starts to hook up with a girl like Yukiko once, much less have her tell them she can see a future where she ends up their wife. I ought to focus on that, instead of harping on those nights of passion I’d had with Samantha Lowry.

Besides, the three of us hadn’t managed to end up in bed together yet. I felt certain that once I had them both, at the same time, I’d finally get whatever madness that entered my bloodstream every time I held Samantha in my arms out of my system. I’d be able to think about things logically and clearly. I could have my fun in college, and then ride off into the sunset with the girl of my dreams by my side.

“Jack?”

Yukiko’s voice snapped me back to my senses. “Sorry, I was drifting,” I whispered, covering it with a sip of wine. “Apologies.”

Her smile told me I didn’t need to apologize. “Thinking about what you’re going to tell Officer Davis?”

I matched her grin with my own. “I’m less worried about her than I am about you,” I said, nudging her gently. God, I felt like I was twenty-one all over again when I sat next to her.

Yukiko’s lips formed an ‘o’ of surprise. “Me? What do you have to worry about from me, Jack?”

I leaned in close; close enough that I could smell Yukiko’s perfume and feel the way the pulse in her neck took off like a rocket.

“That you’re going to snap out of it one of these days and decide that you need me all to yourself,” I growled.

She shuddered against me. For a second, I entertained the thought of picking her up out of the chair, taking her into my arms, and carrying her out onto the smoking patio next to the canal. She was so turned on, and seeing her in that clingy white dress made me want to get her naked as soon as possible. With my teeth, if necessary.

Before I could offer, Yukiko let out a little sigh. “Jack, look at me,” she whispered, pulling back just a bit.

I did. There was a smile on her face, but her eyes were totally serious.

“You have not pressured me into any of this,” she said, keeping her voice low but light. “I know this might be hard for you or anyone else involved to believe, but I like this. I like our relationship. I’m enjoying it, like, a lot.”

“Yeah?”

Yukiko favored me with her sexiest smirk. “This might sound crazy, but I kind of like being the best girlfriend ever,” she purred, running the fingers of her free hand through my hair. “I like making you happy, Jack. I like giving you what you want, even stuff most guys would be too intimidated to ask for. Especially stuff like that.”

She didn’t need to tell me twice. The memory of us on the beach, me sliding my rock-hard cock into Yukiko’s ass was something I’d carry with me for the rest of my life. And I hadn’t asked for it. It was her idea. She’d known just what would drive me crazy for her, and she’d played it to the hilt.

“Alright,” I grunted, taking her chin in my fingers. “But if you ever change your mind, Kiki, all you ever have to do is tell me. And if there’s ever anybody where you wouldn’t feel comfortable letting them make me happy, you just have to say the word there, too.”

Yukiko snickered. “Oh, there’s definitely some bitches I’d balk at,” she admitted, nibbling her bottom lip. “But Tasha’s not one of them. Honestly, I’m more than a little curious what kind of underwear she’s got on under that police uniform of hers.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “You are not.”

“Hey, I might be straight, but a girl could always use a few fashion tips.” Yukiko brushed a lock of dark hair away from her face, giving me the kind of look that made men think about white picket fences and living off the grid together. “Maybe there’s some other tricks she could teach me, too.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. From where I was standing, it was more likely Yukiko could teach Officer Davis a few things.

Yukiko brightened. “I can’t believe she really got you to agree to King Gizzard,” she said, shaking her head. “I wonder if it’s too late for me to scalp a ticket off of somebody and come with you two.”

“I didn’t know you were a fan.”

“It’s more that I just wanna see your reaction,” Yukiko purred. “Besides, if you make Officer Davis aware of everything ahead of time, we can have a double date. Kind of like when we went driving on those back roads after the gala…”

“What concert are you talking about?”

I turned. At some point during Yukiko and I’s conversation, the rest of the room had gone quiet. I saw the reason why—the waitresses had brought out around half of the entrees and were working on the other half—which meant we had an audience that hadn’t existed a few minutes ago. Crap.

“Just something Officer Davis is going to,” Yukiko said quickly. She made it sound like nothing major, and the coed near us relaxed as she spoke. “Apparently she had a very far-ranging conversation with Jack.”

A wicked grin spread across Samantha Lowry’s face. “I’m surprised she didn’t need to speak to me,” the sorority president said in a tone of mock-hurt. “I’m a witness to that awful Trevor’s attempt to light your sports car on fire, after all, Jack.”

The emphasis she put on my name reminded me there was a different word she’d rather have used. One that started with a ‘D’ and started all her engines up to max like she was the freaking sports car.

“We won’t have to worry about Trevor any more,” I said. “But we’ll talk about that after dinner.”

“We should talk about it now,” Samantha insisted. “There’s a patio out back, right? For—eww—smoking?”

She knew damn well there was. She’d nearly gotten me to bang her bratty little brains out on that patio, all while Marcie obliviously ate her lunch back in the restaurant.

“Yeah, there is!” Marcie’s face lit up. “I really want to hear about this, Jack. You were gone for a really long time!”

“I’m surprised you didn’t invite her to come to the banquet,” Samantha said, her eyes narrowing. “Since the two of you are becoming such friends. Oooh, you know who you really should have invited?”

Yukiko and I shared a glance. What was Samantha up to?

Whatever it was, Marcie hadn’t figured it out. She looked from me to her mentor, confusion warring with excitement on her features. “Who?” she asked.

“Your realtor!” Samantha said, snapping her fingers like she’d just now thought of it. “What was her name—Maria? God, she really got us out of a jam, didn’t she? Remember, that night with the arson? With your car?

Yukiko stiffened next to me, her eyes wide. Other than the people who’d been involved in the event, Samantha Lowry was the only person who knew that I’d had a threesome with Yukiko and Maria on the hood of my sports car. Mentioning her in front of the entire sorority was like stepping onto an electrified rail.

Marcie blinked. “I didn’t know Maria was involved with that.”

She hadn’t been. What she had been involved in was smuggling Samantha Lowry into my condo in the middle of the night. I had no idea why Samantha would bring a thing like that up now of all times, but I sensed she had her reasons. Maybe she was bored, maybe she was just being a brat.

Or maybe there was something else she wanted.

“She showed up later,” I told Marcie, my tone more gruff than I intended. Already I’d begun pushing back my seat. “Miss Lowry is right. I’ll get you girls up to speed, then we can go back to the party.”

Samantha snickered. She clearly didn’t like being called ‘Miss Lowry’, but she gave as good as she got. Something told me she’d want me to spank every last bit of that haughty nature out of her later, too.

Of course the waitress arrived with my steak right as Yukiko and I got up. Yukiko, I noted, had ordered the same thing as me, though she’d gone lighter on the butter and opted for broccoli instead of a baked potato.

The server made a move to take it back, but Yukiko waved her off. “We’ll be right back,” she promised. “No worries.”

The other coeds watched us go, frowning. “Are you alright, ma’am?” Lakshmi asked Samantha. Perhaps she sensed something was up.

“Everything is wonderful,” Samantha said briskly. She switched back into professional mode, giving the whole room her award-worthy smile. “I’m so very proud of all of you,” she said, sliding her purse from the back of her chair. “I need to take care of a small piece of sorority business, but we’ll be right back. Please enjoy yourselves until we return!”

A few grumbles greeted this, but it was hard for any of the coeds to stay mad with so much food and drink around. By the time Yukiko, Marcie, Samantha and I made our way to the patio, the sounds of conversation and laughter once again filled the restaurant.


Chapter Five




Outside, the temperature had dropped by more than I’d anticipated.

By some miracle we had the patio to ourselves, with no smokers playing peekaboo during our chat. Yukiko shivered and pulled herself closer to me, making even less of an effort to seem chaste than usual. With just me, Samantha and Marcie, she could drop some of the pretense and let everyone know just how head-over-heels she was for me.

“Alright,” Samantha said, stretching and sighing. “Clearly we missed something important while you were gone. Did Officer Davis drag you down to the police station?”

“No, we had our chat on campus,” I said.

I tried to keep my gaze on Samantha’s face, but the longer she stood out on the cold patio, the more an amazing thing began to happen. The blonde coed’s nipples stiffened beneath the thin fabric of her white gown. Unlike most of the coeds, Samantha had no bra on underneath—with perfect, gravity-defying tits like hers, she didn’t need one.

She’d gone from sorority president to wet t-shirt contestant in the blink of an eye. I managed not to stare, but Yukiko and Marcie didn’t even try. They ogled the blonde openly, their jaws hanging open.

Samantha grinned. She knew the effect she had on us mortals. “What did she say?” she asked, crossing her arms beneath those breasts. I could have been imagining it, but I swore I could hear Marcie *moan* when she did that. “Tell us everything. Delta Rho needs to know.”

The mention of the sorority snapped the women with me out of their trance. They turned to me, eager to hear what I’d learned.

“Well, it’s pretty much all good news,” I said. “Elizabeth Baines showed up at Stillwell this morning and went straight to the clerk’s office…”

As they listened, I told the trio everything. They gasped when they heard that Trevor had been unenrolled from the school (Samantha even broke out into a cheer), but their glee was short-lived. As I explained what was going on with the case, all three of them grew quiet and contemplative.

“She wants you to drop the charges,” Yukiko said flatly when I was done. “And she’s threatening you to get you to do it.”

“‘Indirectly’ threatening,” Samantha said, making air quotes with her fingers. “Of course a woman like that would make sure to give herself plausible deniability. God damn it.”

“What are you going to do, Jack?” Marcie asked.

I pressed my lips tightly together and looked at each woman in turn. None of them had the slightest inkling of what I was about to say. They just waited to find out what I planned to do.

Good women, I thought, reflecting again on how lucky I’d become.

“Honestly… I wanted to ask you,” I said, glancing from Samantha to Yukiko before finally settling my gaze on Marcie. “Truth be told, I don’t really care all that much about the damage to the McLaren. It’s the damage to the sorority that I’m concerned about.”

“And Marcie,” Yukiko whispered. “What happened to her isn’t something that’s easily left unpunished.”

Marcie shivered with something more than cold, one hand clutching the bicep of her other arm. “I still barely remember that night,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I’m so glad you were there, Uncle Jack. If you hadn’t been...”

“Be glad you don’t remember,” Samantha said with a sigh. “And yes, we all owe Jack a debt of gratitude. Though I daresay Yukiko’s well on her way to repaying it.”

To her credit, Yukiko didn’t blush. But Marcie did.

“Sam!” the coed cried, giving her mentor a playful punch on her shoulder. “That’s awful!”

Samantha Lowry just grinned. I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what she was thinking. If only you knew HOW awful, the little voice whispered in my head. If only you knew it wasn’t just Yukiko letting your ‘Uncle’ Jack slip between the sheets…

“It would be easier for me to let this go,” I growled, dismissing the thoughts as quickly as I could. “I’m sure it would be easier for Delta Rho for me to put it in the past, as well. That way, you wouldn’t have the shadow of it hanging over the rest of the semester.”

“I’d be lying if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind,” Samantha said in a quiet voice. “But at the end of the day, Da—Jack—it’s your decision.”

The slip only lasted a moment, but Samantha looked like she’d been slapped in the face. She glanced away from the rest of the group, her cheeks turning red as she cupped a hand over her mouth.

Thankfully, Marcie was so busy contemplating that she didn’t notice. It was the only thing that saved us.

“It is my decision,” I repeated, covering up Samantha’s error. “But it doesn’t just affect me. The whole sorority is going to have to deal with the consequences. Can we let that pass?”

“They should drag Trevor back to New Hampshire,” Marcie said with a shocking amount of vehemence. “Bring him back here and put him behind bars, so he can’t do to another girl what he tried to do to me.”

“If it were up to me, I’d give Jack five minutes alone in a room with him,” Samantha said. She’d recovered, though her gaze still looked a little glassy and spots of color dotted her cheeks. “I can guarantee the little shit wouldn’t walk out of there ever willing to hurt a woman again.”

“Because he wouldn’t walk out of there,” Yukiko said, giving me a sideways look. “Not after what Jack would do to him.”

Good lord. Both women looked terrified at the thought—and also so aroused that I couldn’t believe Marcie hadn’t noticed. Why was it always the capacity for violence that got these women’s hearts pounding? It had to be something primal, something older than civilization itself.

“Let’s think about this logically,” Yukiko said.

Samantha rolled her eyes. “You would say that.”

Kiki ignored her. “We already have a pretty good idea of what would happen to Trevor if you press charges,” she said, sliding an arm around me to block out the wind. “That’s because we’ve already got a control group sitting behind bars. His accomplice.”

“Cargo Pants,” I grunted. I’d forgotten all about him.

Samantha blinked. “Cargo Pants?”

I shook my head. “Darryl, whatever. Yukiko’s right.”

“Let’s say it goes to trial,” Yukiko continued. “You can’t get him for anything that happened to Marcie—even with our testimonies, it’s all he-said-she-said. But he was caught red-handed with the tools needed to light your car up. That’s about as open and shut as you can get.”

“Right,” I said. I liked holding Yukiko like this—not in the least because of how jealous Samantha looked behind Marcie’s back. “So what’s the punishment for arson? Jail, right? It’s a felony in this state.”

Yukiko’s lips formed a tight little line. “Technically, yes. But realistically, a judge has a great deal of discretion where sentences are imposed.”

Marcie swallowed hard. “Discretion?”

“He might not even see the inside of a prison cell,” Yukiko said in a disappointed tone. “Other than the one he’s in right now at the county jail. A first-time offender—a college student—who never actually finished committing the crime they’re accused of? It’s entirely possible he could be sentenced to a half-decade of probation and a couple hundred hours of community service. Think about it. Is all this trouble worth that?”

“But he might not!” Marcie protested. “Yukiko, those men were going to touch me!”

They were going to do a hell of a lot more than that, I thought but didn’t say.

Yukiko’s expression was empathy personified. “I know, Marcie,” she said, leaving my side to embrace the crying coed. “I know, sweetheart. I want them punished, too.” She wiped her own eyes with the back of her hand. “But we’ll have Elizabeth Baines sitting in the other corner of the ring every step of the way. And that woman is crazy.”

“It’s her son we’re talking about,” Samantha said gravely. “Where he’s concerned, there’s no telling what she might do.”

Neither Samantha nor any of the rest of us had any idea just how right she was about that. But Elizabeth Baines waited in my future. In the present, my heart was breaking for Marcie.

“Marcie,” I groaned, pulling her close. “I’m here.”

She buried her face against my chest and sobbed. For a few moments, standing on that patio with the autumn wind blowing over the concrete, she was a little girl again—the star of so many corporate barbecues and ‘Take Your Daughter To Work’ events. I’d always felt a strange kinship to Marcie, even though we didn’t share a single drop of blood, and I’d never felt that kinship more than I did at that moment.

As I held her, I glanced up at the two other coeds.

Both of them were looking at me like they couldn’t wait to tear each other’s clothes off.

Something about seeing me in full-on protective Papa Bear mode must have made their ovaries kick into action early. Yukiko’s nostrils flared as she looked me up and down, as if she were imagining me holding the first of the many babies she planned to give me. And Samantha…

Well, she was probably fantasizing about me being ‘Daddy’ in a very different way.

Having not just one but two women stare at me like that felt better than I imagined a hit of cocaine could make me feel. I clutched Marcie a little tighter, ready to promise her whatever she needed in order to get through this.

I’d drive down to Virginia and grab that little shit myself if it would make things right. I’d drag him behind my McLaren every step of the way.

“Jack…” Marcie murmured, her voice thick with tears.

“I’m here, babygirl,” I promised her, my hand between her shoulder blades. “Don’t worry. I’m not gonna give this up⁠—“

She wiped her face and took a step back, composing herself. “I think I want you to drop the charges,” she whispered.

It was just about the last thing I’d expected to hear. “Babygirl?”

Even a blind man could see the reverberations that went through both Yukiko and Samantha every time I said that word. Marcie’s eyes widened, her tears slowing as she looked from me to them, a flicker of something—maybe just confusion, or maybe something else entirely—crossing her face. She didn’t say anything, but I felt the shift, like a gear grinding in my chest. Had she just noticed something?

She’s just looking at Yukiko, I told myself. Even if she thinks Samantha’s got a crush on me, there’s no way she knows the truth. She could never suspect such a thing.

“There’s no way I could ever testify,” Marcie whispered, her voice cracking. “I know it’s not supposed to be about that night, Jack. That it’s just about your car. But I think we both know that if this went to court, that it would come up.”

“Of course it wouldn’t,” Yukiko said. But there was a note of uncertainty in her voice.

“If it goes to trial, I’ll have to stand up there,” Marcie insisted. “And I barely even remember that night. Elizabeth Baines—whoever she hires to represent her son—they’ll tear me apart. They’ll eat me alive.” She sniffed hugely. “I can’t do that, Jack. Can you imagine what my Dad would say?”

Unfortunately for us both, I could. Even if Marcie’s heart wasn’t broken by the whole thing, Daniel Ramsey’s certainly would be. Marcie was his whole world. Seeing the worst moment of her life dragged out into the public square might just destroy him.

I swallowed hard, my hand still on her shoulder. “Are you sure, babygirl?”

Marcie nodded, biting her lip. “It’s not worth it. He’s gone. That’s enough.”

I glanced at Yukiko, then Samantha. Yukiko’s eyes softened with empathy, but Samantha still wore that same thousand-yard stare she’d taken on when talking about giving me five minutes alone with Trevor. I could tell that, were it up to her, the boy would face an older, less civilized kind of justice.

Then she caught my gaze and snapped out of it. And what I saw made my heart skip a beat.

I’d seen Samantha Lowry in many different moods. Drunkenly horny, playfully horny, and a state of devoted teasing I could only describe as ‘mean horny’. If those seemed similar, it was only because most of the time the two of us met, it was in secret—and with only one thing on our minds. But I’d never seen Samantha Lowry like this before.

The blonde coed looked so turned on she couldn’t contain herself. She’d stepped next to Yukiko while Marcie spoke, and now the two of them practically had their hands all over each other. Like they wanted to give me a sneak preview of the show I’d get as soon as I brought them both home to my condo. Like they couldn’t wait to become the stars in my own personal porn movie.

Jesus, I thought. The surge of arousal that hit me nearly knocked me off my feet.

I shook my head to try and clear it. Right now, I needed to focus on Marcie. “Alright, babygirl,” I said, doing my best to discard my own misgivings. “I’ll drop the charges. For you. The next time I see Officer Davis, I’ll let her know.”

Marcie sagged against me, relief crashing through her frame. “Okay. Thank you, Uncle Jack.”

As the coed clung to me, Samantha stepped closer, her voice low and teasing. “All’s well that ends well, huh, Jack?”

I glanced up. Normally, Samantha would have been as cool as a cucumber where her little was concerned—but something had changed. Maybe it was seeing me act as her protector. Maybe it was hearing the word babygirl come out through my clenched teeth one time two many. Or, hell, maybe it was just the excitement of finally knowing my open girlfriend and my covert one were going to get to enjoy me together.

Whatever it was, something had changed inside of Samantha Lowry. She wasn’t keeping her composure the way she normally would.

“I suppose so,” I said, keeping my senses open. Something about this made me wary. “I don’t feel too good about it, though.”

Samantha’s fingers brushed my arm, lingering on the fabric of my jacket. “It’s alright,” she said, parting her pouty lips. “You’re doing the right thing. You’re a hero, Jack. You’ve always been such a hero to this sorority…”

Yukiko’s brows shot skyward. She shared a look with me behind Marcie’s back, her hand tightening on my waist. Like Samantha, she was incredibly turned on—but unlike the leader of Delta Rho, she had enough composure to keep from throwing herself at me in front of my boss’s daughter.

Fortunately, Marcie was too caught up in the moment to notice. I hoped so, anyway.

Before Samantha could say anything else, Yukiko shivered theatrically. “We should get back inside,” she said, her tone clipped enough to let Samantha know she meant business. “It’s freezing out here. I’m sure the other sisters are wondering where we all ran off to.”

Samantha nodded. “Of course,” she said, giving the two of us a long, lingering look. “Ooh, I think I’ve had a little too much to drink. You say it’s cold out here? I can’t believe how warm I am…”

“Here,” Marcie said. “I’ll help you.”

Before Samantha could stop her, she lifted the coed’s arm and draped it over her shoulder. Amused, Samantha let herself be guided to the door, stopping only to glance over Marcie’s shoulder and wink lasciviously at me. The edge of her soft pink tongue protruded from her mouth as she stepped back into the restaurant.

As the pair walked away, I clutched Yukiko tighter. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

The Asian coed bit down on her bottom lip, hard. “Tonight’s the night,” she said, her words like steam escaping a kettle. “Holy hell, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Samantha like that. Have you?”

I shook my head. “Close, but not quite.”

Yukiko chuckled at that. “Come on. It really is cold out here.”

Back at the table, the sorority sisters were in full swing. Meals had been eaten, or partially eaten as sorority girls were wont to do—and everyone seemed to be trying to outdo each other in the ‘sexiest selfie’ department. Marcie guided Samantha to her seat then slipped into the chair across from her, while the sorority’s president immediately leaned over and whispered something to Lakshmi, too quiet for me to hear. I hoped she wasn’t spilling any tea.

I tried to keep my composure, but god damn it was tough. Yukiko’s thigh pressed against mine beneath the table, while her fingers kept questing away from my hand to tease my inner thigh, like she was thinking of dragging me into the bathroom and taking me right then and there. A glance at Samantha confirmed it—she was staring at me in the exact same way.

How the fuck could Marcie not see it? How could the entire sorority be so blind?

I felt like I was sitting under a magnifying glass.

As soon as she was settled, Samantha raised her glass and tapped on the side with a fork, setting the other coeds to silence. “A toast,” she purred. “Everyone raise your glasses.”

We all did. Yukiko spilled a few drops of wine on my cuff, then winked at me.

“To our new sisters,” the blonde coed said, half-rising from her seat.

“To the sisters!” The chorus of coeds replied.

Samantha looked like she was going to drink, but an impish smile spread across her face instead. “And to Jackson Avery,” she added, looking right at me. “For always saving the day.”

Most of the girls giggled at that. Marcie turned amazed eyes onto me, as if I’d been singled out for a medal. “Hell yes! To Jack!”

As the coeds tipped back their glasses, Yukiko took a quick sip and leaned in close. “That woman is dangerously close to causing an incident,” she hissed, her hand squeezing my thigh barely an inch away from the most sensitive part of my anatomy. “She’s going to get the rest of the coeds speculating if they aren’t already.”

Privately, I agreed with her. But it was best to stay cool. “She wouldn’t be the first one of them to have a crush,” I murmured. “It doesn’t mean anyone’s going to think she’s acted on it.”

Yukiko nodded. Yet I could tell she wasn’t totally convinced.

As the toast ended and the coeds went back to their conversations, Samantha rose from her seat. “Marcie, can I speak with you for a second?”

Hmm?

Marcie looked from her big to me, a look of confusion on her face. “Was there something we didn’t cover out on the patio?”

“Nothing like that,” Samantha assured the coed. “I just need to have a quick word with you. As your mentor.”

Yukiko had already slid back in her chair. “We can all go⁠—”

Samantha lifted a hand. “This is just between Marcella and I,” she insisted, her smile sweeter than the white wine being sipped by the other coeds. “It’ll only take a minute, Marcie. Promise.”

Marcie rose from her seat and followed the blonde out toward the patio. As soon as they were out of sight, Yukiko leaned into me. “What the hell do you think she’s telling her?”

I shook my head. “I have no idea. I just hope she’s not doing something foolish.”

Yukiko clearly agreed with me. The tension between the three of us was a live wire, and Marcie was too close to getting shocked by the current. Whatever Samantha was doing carried a great deal of danger with it.

Yukiko’s lips curved. “Both of us have been doing very foolish things lately where you’re concerned, Jack.”

Her fingers grazed the bulge in my slacks, and I bit back a groan.

“Maybe we should go out there and stop her,” I whispered, trying to think. Doing so with Yukiko practically stealing third base in front of her entire sorority hurt my head more than I expected. “God only knows what they’re talking about⁠—”

Suddenly Samantha was back. I blinked. How long had they been gone, thirty seconds?

The coed headed straight for the table and took a long sip of her wine. Behind her, Marcie stood at the bar, idly chatting with another coed who’d grabbed her attention as soon as she came back inside. To my surprise, I recognized her—it was Heather, the blonde girl who’d been assisting with the initiation ritual. Or maybe Eva. Apparently the two weren’t sisters; they just looked strikingly alike. I had to admit, I’d been fooled.

Samantha set down her glass. “Miss me?” she asked, grinning at Yukiko and I.

“What was that about?” I asked.

A shrug. “Nothing. Marcie’s fine. But I need to leave a little early.”

My mouth went dry.

A knowing smile spread across the coed’s face. “Can you give me a ride home, Jack?”

Yukiko’s hand stilled, but her eyes gleamed with excitement. “Jack’s taking me back to his place after this,” she explained. A couple of coeds glanced over at that with bemused expressions, but Kiki didn’t blush. Though we’d only just announced our relationship to the campus, we were serious enough about each other that Yukiko felt no shame in tacitly admitting she roomed with me.

“That’s fine,” Samantha said. “You don’t mind me tagging along, do you?”

Then she leaned in close, dropping her voice low enough that the crowd didn’t hear.

“Oh, Daddy,” she purred, giving me the kind of look that could have launched a thousand ships in a bygone era. “Both of us know you’re not dropping me anywhere.”

The words shot down my spine, flipping all my most primal switches at once. Yukiko’s face flushed, and her nails dug into my thigh. Over at the bar, Marcie stood with her back to us, oblivious. At least I hoped she was oblivious.

What the fuck had she and Samantha been talking about?

In the back of my head, a naughty voice whispered: bring her home and you might find out.

To tell the truth, though, that didn’t really matter. I wanted this. Samantha wanted it. Even Yukiko wanted it, though she’d never have admitted to herself how badly she needed another threesome.

“Sure,” I grunted, clearing my throat. “Let’s hit the road.”


Chapter Six




We made it to the parking lot, the cool night air doing nothing to calm the fire in my veins. My car—not the McLaren, just the big rental SUV I was driving until my ride could get repaired—waited in the rear of the lot. Both women managed to keep their hands off of me as we walked beneath the streetlights, quietly conversing behind me as I clicked the keyfob and got us all inside the vehicle.

The moment we were inside, the hands-off policy ended.

Samantha was on me in a second. The thought that any of her sorority sisters might have seen her wasn’t even considered—she threw herself over the center console with a shamelessness I’d never guessed she possessed, grabbing my shirt with both hands and pressing her lips to mine.

She was hot. She was hungry. And she was my babygirl.

Fuck, how had I forgotten that?

“I’m so fucking wet for you, Daddy,” the blonde coed whimpered. “You have no fucking idea what it’s been like for me tonight! I wanted to tear my panties off and mount you every second we were sitting at that table, it was driving me crazy⁠—”

It was driving me crazy, too. It was like the second Samantha Lowry touched me, I remembered everything. Every primal, caveman instinct that had been awakened in me after fifteen years of dormancy, blazing to life like a fucking fireworks display the moment the vivacious coed sunk to her knees in a sorority house bathroom.

Yukiko, a little part of my brain insisted. You’re with YUKIKO. She’s the end game, not Samantha.

And yet…

“Babygirl,” I growled, reaching into Samantha’s dress. The top of her clingy white gown was cut so low that it took no effort at all for me to get my fingers under it. Her tits were perky and perfect, her nipple achingly stiff as I found it with my palm and squeezed. “You’re mine.”

Behind us both, Yukiko slid into the backseat. She sized up the scene in a single glance, then leaned forward and put her hands on my shoulders, massaging me as I groped the blonde coed’s breasts right in front of her.

A normal man would have expected to get punched. I knew Yukiko was so turned on that her panties were probably completely soaked through. If she was even wearing them.

“Easy, Samantha,” Yukiko whispered, scanning the parking lot with her gaze. “We’re not home yet.”

Samantha laughed, her dress riding up her thighs. “I don’t care,” she mewled. “Fuck, I can’t believe the three of us are finally getting to do this. Did you show her all the videos I sent you, Daddy?”

“He did,” Yukiko said with a smirk. “We had fun while we watched them.”

The video Samantha sent me playing with herself and talking about how badly she wanted to ‘play’ with both of us was far from the last. She’d been blowing up my phone with dirty pics and videos over the last two weeks—stuff hot enough that if she’d thought to charge for it online, she probably could have made a mint from the legion of male followers she’d no doubt gain. Not that I’d ever have let her do it. The fantasies she whimpered while she touched herself were for me, not the Internet.

“I bet you did,” she giggled. Samantha reached down and unzipped my slacks, as naturally as going for a handshake. “I bet you got off so fucking hard when you were watching them. Did you fuck Kiki while you watched them, Daddy? Or did she just suck you off like a good, submissive little slut?”

Samantha’s words hung in the air like a challenge. I saw Yukiko’s eyes widen in the rear-view mirror. Shit. Had Samantha just overstepped her bounds?

Samantha chuckled darkly, her fingers working in my pants. As shocked as I was, the feeling of her fingers on my cock ripped away my thoughts as she pulled me free and gently stroked me to full hardness. Her eyes flashed with conflict—with the smug satisfaction of a girl who’d almost never been told ‘no’. Of a sorority queen.

“What’s the matter, Kiki?” Samantha asked, pursing her lips. “Are you upset that I’m driving Jack so fucking crazy? Or is it that he might be your man, but he’s my Daddy?”

Oh fuck.

Yukiko’s fingers tightened on my shoulders. For a moment, I thought the evening was well and truly cooked—that my girlfriend was going to snap, to tell me to pull back up at the front of the restaurant and kick Samantha out of the car. If she commanded me to do that, I wasn’t sure how I’d react to it.

I saw her jaw clench, a wicked look filling her eyes. “You never really change, do you, Sam?”

Samantha arched her back, nibbling her bottom lip. “Whatever do you mean?”

Yukiko’s lips peeled back over her teeth. “That you love driving us all crazy. Barking orders, acting like you own the sorority. Playing the bratty little dictator who gets to boss us all around.”

Fighting words. And yet, both she and Samantha were almost grinning.

What the hell?

“You know what I think?” Yukiko continued, her dark eyes flashing.

Samantha shrugged. “I wish you’d fucking tell me already!”

My girlfriend smirked. “I think you need an attitude adjustment. I think that someone—” her gaze slid to me, filling with pride, “ought to spank that bratty little bitchiness right out of you. And I think your Daddy is just the man to do it.”

Oh. Oh wow.

Samantha’s laugh was just about the lustiest thing I’d ever heard. “So that’s your price for the threesome, is it?” she purred, leaning down to nuzzle my neck as her fingers worked around my cock. “I don’t know, I think I’d like to see Daddy try. Let him be my dictator tonight. With an emphasis on the dick.”

“Both of you are fucking killing me,” I groaned, leaning back in my seat. “Jesus.”

“Oh, poor guy,” Samantha teased. “You need some relief, Daddy? My mouth is right here. Just say the word⁠—”

I would have. But just then, Yukiko said it for me.

The Asian coed grabbed a handful of Samantha’s blond hair and tugged, guiding her into my lap. For a moment she protested, then she realized what was happening and moaned with her eyes rolling back into her head. None of us could deny how hot this was.

“Buckle your seatbelt,” Yukiko hissed, reaching around and grabbing the strap as Samantha desperately kissed and licked the crown of my cock. “Just because you’re Jack’s whore tonight doesn’t make you an idiot, Samantha.”

The coed chuckled as the seatbelt clicked. It was still loose enough for Samantha to lean over the console and place her head in my lap, which she did with reckless abandon. Something hot and wet closed over the first three inches of my cock and I roared, the pleasure so strong I nearly shot into Samantha’s hot little mouth right then and there.

Kiki leaned over my shoulder, watching her bestie’s head bob up and down as she sucked. “Drive, Jack,” she commanded, her voice thick with need. “Get us home. This little sorority slut needs to be punished.”

“Mmmh, do I ever!” Samantha groaned. She tried to lift her head, but Yukiko’s hand was there, guiding her right back to my manhood. Fuck, she looked good doing that!

I hit the gas, the SUV humming as Samantha’s tongue swirled around my tip. As we pulled out onto the streets of Stillwell I said a silent prayer of thanks that there was hardly any traffic at this hour—the last thing we needed was to get into an accident and end up in the hospital.

It was maybe a five minute drive back to the condo. But with Samantha’s mouth on me, every second felt like a year of the most incredible pleasure ever.

“Fuck, Daddy,” the coed moaned, the vibration sending a jolt through me. “You taste so fucking good…”

“Good girl,” Yukiko moaned behind me. “God, this is so fucking hot, Jack.”

It really was. Yukiko was belted in as well, though she still held onto my seat like a piece of driftwood in a shipwreck. Her fingers massaged my shoulders and caressed my chest while Samantha sucked me, and the little kisses she planted on my cheeks and ears made me love her even as my surging lust for the filthy blonde coed in my lap consumed me.

Yukiko’s voice trembled with excitement. “Watching her suck you off… I can’t wait for us to fuck you together, Jack.” Something shifted in her stance, and all of a sudden her shoulders were rising and falling fast in the rearview mirror. “Can I be honest with you, Jack? Like, really honest?”

“Always,” I grunted. I had one hand on the wheel and the other tangled in Samantha’s hair, upthrusting to fill her college slut throat.

She leaned in close, her lips touching my ear. “I know I promised you to the end of the semester,” she panted, moaning like a bitch in heat. “But even after we go back to Boston… even after we get married… maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to do this every once in a while? As long as we keep it quiet, and keep it to girls we can really, really trust?”

My mind reeled. Other girls? More girls?

Yukiko chuckled against me. “Oh, you like that idea, don’t you?” She nibbled my earlobe, groaning as I filled her bestie’s mouth with my hard dick. “If doing this sort of thing makes me the best girlfriend ever, then it would be pretty rotten for me to stop the second you put a ring on my finger. I wouldn’t be the best wife ever, then, would I?”

“Kiki,” I grunted. “Are you sure you’re straight?”

My girlfriend laughed. “Well, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be interested in going one-on-one with a girl,” she admitted, watching as Samantha’s hot mouth worked her future husband’s dick over. “But I’d be lying if I said doing this wasn’t a total fucking turn-on.”

It turned me on, too. So much I could barely stand it. Yukiko, my future, my everything, was offering me a life most men could only dream of. Holy fucking shit.

“We’d have to be so careful,” she insisted. “As CEO, you couldn’t let shit like that be seen out in the open. It’d ruin the firm’s reputation, not to mention your own. But as long as we kept it behind closed doors?” She kissed me, hard. “I might be okay with it.”

“Fuck,” I grunted. My cock jerked against the back of Samantha’s throat.

“Who knows?” Yukiko gave the blonde coed in my lap a smirk like she knew she was dealing the killing blow in their little competition. “Maybe some old friends from college could come over to visit every now and then…”

It took everything I had not to go off like a goddamn geyser. Good Lord!

The rest of the drive to my condo was a blur. Somehow I managed to get the SUV into a parking spot and drag the two college cuties with me upstairs. I prayed to God there wasn’t a camera hidden in that elevator, or the building’s superintendent was going to have one hell of a show to report later. Maybe Maria would see it and get jealous.

By the time we hit my bedroom, Samantha was already peeling off her dress. She tossed it into the same corner where she discarded her clothing the first night she’d come here, her perfect body glowing in the dim light. Yukiko closed the door behind us both, grinning like a madam watching her favorite whore please a client.

And please me Samantha did.

Dressed in nothing but a soaking-wet pair of panties, Samantha ground herself against me like the neediest woman who’d ever lived. She kissed me hard, her hands tugging at my shirt, her nails digging into my chest. “I need you, Daddy,” she gasped, unbuttoning my shirt. “I need this. I’ve been waiting to play with you and Kiki for so fucking long…”

Kiki was anything but idle. While Samantha begged for me, Yukiko knelt next to my bed and fished around in the space beneath it. I knew what she was looking for, but Samantha could only stare in surprise as my girlfriend pulled a small cardboard box out from under the mattress, setting it onto the bed.

When she opened it, Samantha gasped. Inside lay a collection of sex toys—handcuffs, a blindfold, a riding crop and a set of tiny silver nipple clamps. Underneath of it all lay a tiny leather bikini, a skintight choker and a couple pairs of fishnet stockings—what my girlfriend wore when she was really feeling frisky that night. Usually when she was ovulating—Yukiko tracked that kind of thing like a stats nerd, even though both of us knew kids were realistically still several years away. It was her who’d pointed out how much she liked getting fucked hard and degraded when she was ovulating, versus the slower, sweeter lovemaking she preferred during the least fertile part of her cycle. She was teaching me new things every day.

From the look on Samantha’s face, Kiki was about to teach her a few things as well.

“Holy shit, Yukiko,” Samantha said, her voice a mix of awe and arousal. “I knew you’d do just about anything for Jack. I didn’t know you were this kinky!”

Yukiko smirked, pulling the handcuffs out of the box. “You’re about to find out.” She tossed them to me, her eyes glinting. “Cuff the slut, Jack.”

I did. The metal went around one of the posts at the head of the bed, the metal sliding around Samantha’s slender wrists with a click. I could tell there was a part of her that wanted to be scared of giving up her power this way, but the rest of her was too turned on to think straight.

“What’s the matter?” I couldn’t help but tease her a bit. “No boy you’ve been with ever been bold enough to tie you up?

Samantha shook her head, her gaze locked on mine. “I’ve never let anyone do this to me, Daddy,” she whispered, her voice raw. “Only you.” She made a show of trying to free herself from the cuffs, twisting and whimpering. “Look at me. I’m powerless. I’m helpless. I’m yours.”

Fuck, she was right. She couldn’t get free if she wanted to, though she clearly didn’t want to.

Her gaze softened. Just for a moment, the bratty queen bee was gone, replaced by something I’d almost never had the privilege of seeing. “I… I fucking love you, Daddy.”

Yukiko froze. She looked over at me, her expression unreadable. How was she going to handle this?

“I know it’s crazy!” Samantha smiled awkwardly, like she knew how desperate she was coming off but just didn’t care. “I know you’re Yukiko’s, and she totally deserves you. You deserve her, because she’s fucking incredible and I know she’s going to be the best wife and mom ever. But it’s true. I can’t stop it. I love you. I love you so much it makes me want to scream!”

I swallowed hard, the weight of Samantha’s words sinking in. She meant it. We all knew it. My heart pounded, thinking of both the woman who wanted to marry me and the one who wanted to be my babygirl.

Well, it was a good run, I thought, gritting my teeth. Two bad these two are about to tear each other apart…

Yukiko crawled onto the bed, looming over Samantha. Her shadow fell over the blonde’s face, and for an instant I couldn’t tell if she was turned on or about to commit an act of violence. Maybe both.

But then, like the sun coming out from behind a cloud, she smirked.

“Then scream for him, babygirl,” my girlfriend chuckled, licking her lips as she idly slapped the riding crop across her inner thigh. “And scream for me.”

That did it. Whatever existed between the three of us, it could wait until afterwards.

Right now, we needed to get filthy.

I dropped to my knees, spreading Samantha’s thighs with my hands. Her tight, wet little pussy had been shaved before the initiation ritual, and the glistening juice dripping from her slit made me think of a ripe, delicious fruit. I buried my face in it, stabbing deep with my tongue, groaning as her taste filled my mouth.

It was just about the last thing Samantha had expected. Her back arched like a bow as my tongue found her clit, her legs kicking madly against the ropes Yukiko had tied around her ankles while she’d been making her passionate declaration. If she hadn’t been restrained, she might have flown right up to the ceiling—the moans spilling out of her told me she loved it that much.

“Oh my gawwwd!” Samantha panted. “Daddy, fuck, I don’t deserve this!”

Yukiko slid out of her white dress. Just as I’d suspected, she didn’t have a stitch on underneath of it—her body was naked and ready, her tits and ass every bit as luscious as they were every time she stripped off her clothes in front of me. Only this time she didn’t focus on me—not right away.

Instead, she climbed onto the foot of the bed and straddled Samantha.

The blonde’s eyes went wide as Yukiko straddled her face. Samantha groaned, amazed, then opened her mouth as the beautiful, dark-haired Asian lowered her tight pussy to her chin and ground it against her. Samantha’s muffled moans filled my bedroom as Yukiko sat on her face, grabbing the headboard for leverage as she rode the president of her sorority.

“Fuck yes,” Yukiko laughed, her hair cascading down her back in shimmering waves. “I won’t lie, it feels good to have you under me for a change, Samantha. How’s that feel?”

Whatever words Samantha might have said were lost as Yukiko rocked her hips harder. In the meantime, I leaned back and slid two fingers into my babygirl’s slit, craning my neck so I could watch the show. Kiki rode her bestie hard and fast, her head tipped back and her hands gripping the headboard as she used Samantha like an expensive sex toy. The blonde’s cuffed hands strained against the restraints, her body quivering with bliss as she did to Yukiko what I was doing to her.

“Fuck, Jack!” Yukiko whimpered. When I looked up she’d half-turned, flexing her pelvis against Samantha’s face while she watched me over her shoulder. “She’s so fucking good at this! Shit, I think I’m gonna…!”

I could sense what was about to happen. “Do it,” I commanded. “Cum all over her face.”

The words hit Yukiko like a slap. She closed her eyes and wailed with bliss, her cheeks flushing as her orgasm washed over her and ripped away her senses. Her body shuddered, her raw, sharp cries filling the room as she rode out her bliss.

Samantha wasn’t far behind. Her walls clenched around me, gripping my fingers, soaking them. I could smell how turned on she was, and it made me want to push her to the edge until she was begging for more.

As Yukiko came down from her peak, she slid off of Samantha’s face. The moment she had her voice back, the blonde coed did exactly what I’d hoped she’d do. “Please, Daddy!” she whimpered. “Fuck me! I need you inside me so fucking bad…!”

I glanced over at Yukiko. She nodded, licking her lips. Her eyes shone with pleasure, yet I could tell she was nowhere near done tonight. Samantha was just the appetizer—I was going to be the main course.

But first, I was going to get to sample the blonde.

I climbed between Samantha’s thighs and pushed the crown of my cock against her opening. She whined, all of her haughtiness gone, her legs kicking as she tried to get out of her restraints and wrap them around me. “Yes, Daddy, just like that,” she whispered, arching her hips to try and get more of me inside of her. “I need it. I need you to fuck me. And I need her to watch you fuck me!”

“So hot…” Yukiko muttered. Without an ounce of shame, she slid her hand between her legs and slipped two fingers into her still-dripping sex. “Fuck her, baby. I want to watch you cum inside her. I want to see how good that pussy makes you feel!”

Jesus Christ, I thought, my head swimming. These girls are insane!

One hard thrust and I was inside of her, deep and hard. It was far from the first time I’d felt Samantha’s tight walls wrap themselves around me, but it never failed to transport me out of my body and into a whole new world. The bliss of bottoming out inside her, of watching her cuffed hands twisting and her legs struggling to wrap around me made me feel like a freaking god.

“Just like that!” Samantha moaned, her ass rising off of the mattress. “Ngggh, yes! Oh my gawd, fuck me! Fuck me hard, Daddy!”

Just as it always did, the D-word unlocked things inside me I didn’t realize I had. I pounded her pussy harder, drilling her with a steady, driving rhythm that drove her wild. My balls ached, slapping against her with every thrust. I found myself wishing I had blown my load in Samantha’s mouth on the drive back to the condo—if I had, it would have been easier to hold back as I watched her gorgeous tits bouncing and her eyes rolling back in her head with bliss.

It didn’t help that I could hear Yukiko’s pussy making wet noises as she fingered herself. Her eyes blazed with lust as her hand moved between her thighs, her forearm stuck between her tits and making them heave every time she pushed in to graze her g-spot.

Somehow I managed to lose the race. Just as my thrusts began to lose their rhythm, Samantha’s walls clenched around my prick like a fist, dripping with juice. Her eyes closed tight, body shaking as all her muscles went taut.

“Yes! Oh fuck, Daddy, holy shit yessss!”

I felt her cum a moment before the scream tore itself from her throat. Samantha was never a quiet girl even when the two of us had the place to ourselves, and the presence of Yukiko pushed her to cry out in a whole new register of bliss. Ragged gasps of pure pleasure escaped her as her cunt squeezed me, a flood of juice dripping all over my cock and staining the sheets. It wasn’t squirting, exactly, but even a blind man could see it was the kind of orgasm that made a woman catch feelings despite herself.

A moment later I was right there with her. My cock gave a final jerk against her inner walls and shot, thick ropes of semen exploding inside of her as my toes curled and my vision went white. It was the best feeling in the fucking world. No matter how many times I spilled inside of her, I could never get tired of that perfect, velvet pussy.

I was still coming down from my peak when I felt Yukiko’s hands around my shoulders.

“My turn,” she growled, nibbling at my neck.

Before I could react, she pushed me onto my back. Kiki moved with what seemed like lightning speed, unfastening the ropes around each of Samantha’s ankles with a quick flick of her wrist that made the knots dissolve like spun sugar. She reached between Samantha’s wrists and pressed whatever hidden switch unlocked the cuffs, dropping them from her bestie’s wrist before climbing on top of me.

I’d cum and so had she. My cock was slick with Samantha’s juices, and her pussy was so hot and tight that I was glad I had something to lube myself up with. Her hips rocked, slowly at first, then faster, taking more of me into her as I bottomed out inside of her.

Yukiko’s nails raked my chest as she rode me, hard. The sound of flesh-on-flesh filled the bedroom as she bounced up and down on top of my dick, impaling herself as deep as she could on my manhood. Each thrust made her moan, pant, whimper my name. Her dark hair framed her face like a black halo, giving her a look that made her seem angelic and devilish all at the same time.

“Yes!” Yukiko groaned. She stared down at me like a woman in a trance, grunting each time she slammed her hips down and sent the tip of my cock all the way to the entrance of her womb. “Yes! Yes! Yes…!”

Her fingers splayed out across my chest. Her dark eyes locked onto mine, filled with love and something much deeper and darker than love. Even if a fucking bomb squad had broken into the condo at that very moment, I don’t think they would have been able to get Yukiko off me. This wasn’t just sex—this was her fulfilling a need, something she might literally explode without.

It was heavenly. It was primal. And it was everything I ever could have imagined.

As I met Yukiko thrust for thrust, Samantha curled up next to me rubbing her wrists. Her freshly-fucked body felt incredible against mine, and when she put her lips to my ear I felt a shiver of lust shoot through me on top of what Yukiko could provide.

“You should see yourself, Daddy,” Samantha purred, sounding every bit as wicked as she’d been before we’d fucked the attitude out of her. “You look so fucking sexy right now. Fuck, you look like you’re in heaven! Yukiko’s pussy is so fucking tight around your dick. I bet that feels like the best fucking thing in the world, doesn’t it?”

I groaned in response. Yukiko nodded like a bobblehead, doubling the motion of her hips.

I felt Samantha smile out of the corner of my eye. “So fucking hot,” she moaned, grinding up against me. “You know, when you brought me back to this condo for the first time, I thought to myself ‘I’m going to make this man mine’. But watching Kiki ride you… I could get used to this!”

“It’s good,” Yukiko whimpered. She tossed her head back, and I swore she came. A spasm rocked her body, but she was right back on me, fucking me like she was trying to scratch an itch all the way at the back of her cunt. Like it was driving her mad, and she needed me to bring her back to sanity. “So freaking good…”

Samantha giggled. “I know you’re going back to Boston after this semester,” she said, her fingers tracing my jaw. “I know you’re going to fuck this sweet little thing every single night, and make her the happiest Mommy in the whole world.” Her tongue teased the big vein in my neck. “Kiki’s going to be the future Mrs. Jackson Avery for sure. But maybe… maybe there’s a little room for me in both of your lives?”

There. She’d said it. She couldn’t even wait until after the sex—it was that important to her.

Before I could reply, Yukiko’s moans shot up to a whole new register. Her hips moved on me frantically, like an engine coming apart at the seams.

“Yes,” my girlfriend gasped, her eyes rolling back in her head. That was another one, a little voice whispered in my brain. How many times can this girl cum? “Fuck yes, Jack! She’s right!”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Surely it was just the sex. The pleasure.

“Baby—”

Yukiko shook her head, her thighs trembling around me. “I see the way you are with her,” the coed panted, sounding like she was nearing the end of a marathon. “It’s so hot. You’re her Daddy, Jack… Samantha needs her Daddy. I need you to be her Daddy!”

I put a hand on the back of her neck and pulled her close as we fucked. “Are you sure?”

Somehow Yukiko managed to laugh. “I’m not sure about anything, Jack! This is all crazy! But… ohmigawd… I’ve already cum like four times tonight! I’m gonna fucking cum again, oh my god baby please keep fucking me right there…!”

My cock was hitting that special, spongy spot inside of her. I held the rhythm and watched as Yukiko nearly shook herself apart. Too much more of this and the poor girl would be foaming at the fucking mouth!

“We can figure it out as we go,” Samantha said, giving Yukiko a look. “The important thing is that we all want to make this work. We all fucking love this, right? I mean, I’m not the only one feeling it?”

Yukiko and I both shook our heads.

Samantha grinned with a relief like I’d never seen. “Good!”

My mind spun. Two women, both wanting me, both willing to share?

And not just for the semester—for the long haul?

Part of me was certain it couldn’t work. Yukiko and Samantha might be able to get along now, when both of them were cumming their brains out in bed with me, but a big world waited outside of this condo. Would the two of them really be able to both be mine?

I didn’t know. But I really, really wanted to find out.

Yukiko’s walls clenched around me, her body trembling as her eyes rolled back in her head. I don’t know how many orgasms she’d had with me inside of her, but this was clearly the big one,

“Cum inside me, Jack,” she begged. “Please, baby, fill me up? Fill me up now?”

No man could hear that and hold himself back. Thrusting hard, I stretched Yukiko’s walls around me while Samantha embraced us both. I felt her hit the peak and followed her right over, the release shattering us both like a pair of plate glass windows. Nothing in my life had ever felt so good.

It lasted for longer than I thought possible. Finally I slumped to the mattress, Yukiko collapsing onto my chest. She panted, her hair a sticky mess around me, her body trembling from the force of multiple orgasms. Samantha hugged us both, her fingers tracing circles on my chest, her mouth against Yukiko’s cheek as she whispered praise to her new bestie.

Then we curled up, naked and spent, in bed together.

All three of us.

I’m the luckiest son of a bitch on Earth, I thought.

Even if things didn’t work out, tonight was a night I’d remember for the rest of my life.


Chapter Seven




“Can I ask you a question, Daddy?”

I opened my eyes to see the ceiling of the condo bedroom above my head. Yukiko’s head rested on my chest, while Samantha’s arm was draped over my waist. The room was quiet, the temperature cool now that we’d all come down from our peaks, the air charged with the promise of the bond we’d formed. I still felt high, and I wasn’t sure I was ever going to come down.

“Hmm?” I blinked; I’d been on the verge of snoozing. “Sure. What’s up?”

A spike of anxiety filled my guts. Was this the dreaded ‘what are we’ conversation? Was Samantha about to switch into business mode, the way she did at Delta Rho, and try to set boundaries on our relationship? Good God, were we about to start talking about a schedule?

Samantha rolled onto her side smiling at both of us. “This is the second time you’ve been to college, Daddy. I just want to know—are the girls wilder now, or were they just as crazy as they were back when you were our age?”

Yukiko chuckled. “There’s no way,” she said, her eyes heavy-lidded. “I know the 80’s were full of partying, but I doubt many guys were having the kind of night Jack just had…”

“It was 2001 when I left college last time,” I said, sounding mock-offended. “I’m not that old!”

“She’s just teasing you,” Samantha yawned. “Usually that’s my job, Kiki.”

“Maybe we’ll share,” Yukiko replied. “Go on, Jack. Answer the question. I’m curious.”

I lay back on the mattress and looked up at the ceiling. “You want the truth?” I asked.

Both girls nodded. “Always,” Yukiko whispered, clearly meaning it for more than just the current moment.

Shoot. Alright, I might as well.

“Truth be told, I wasn’t a very active guy socially back in the day,” I admitted. “Sure, I went to a couple of parties, but I wasn’t doing drugs or juggling cheerleaders or anything like that.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Samantha giggled, resting her head on my chest. “A guy like you? Really?”

“Jack’s a workaholic,” Yukiko said with a yawn. “It took Delta Rho to get him out of his shell.”

I was already shaking my head. Just thinking about my old alma mater was starting to bring back memories of the good days—days before my whole world got shattered and my grand plan for my future thrown out the window.

“Lauren kept me on the straight and narrow most of the time,” I said, a wistful tone in my voice. “We went to parties, but I always came home with her. We might have joked about talking another girl into bed with us, but both of us were too into each other to really make that happen⁠—”

“Lauren?” Samantha asked.

Suddenly the room felt very, very cold.

I hadn’t meant to say that. I hadn’t meant to open myself up like that.

Both girls felt the change in me. I swore they held me a little bit tighter, like they knew something had just gone wrong. Like they’d missed a step somewhere.

I cleared my throat. “Lauren was… my wife,” I whispered. “I don’t think I ever mentioned that I was married before, did I?”

I glanced at Yukiko, then Samantha. Both of them were shaking their heads—and both of them looked about as empathetic as it was possible for women to be. They could tell I didn’t like talking about this. They weren’t going to push me. But they also wanted me to know they were in my corner.

“You didn’t,” Samantha said kindly, putting a hand on my chest. “For what it’s worth, Daddy, she was an idiot to ever leave you. I don’t know what happened, but letting a man like you get away is a once-in-a-lifetime kind of mistake…”

I was already shaking my head. “We didn’t get divorced,” I said, my words thick. “She… died.”

Both women looked stricken.

“Oh my God,” Yukiko whispered, hugging me from the side. “Jack, I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

“It was a long, long time ago,” I said.

Yet it felt like it was yesterday.

My jaw trembled, and I could feel the hot flush behind my eyes that presaged tears. God damn it, I did not want to cry in front of these women. Nothing could ruin the aura of being ‘Daddy’ like bursting into tears in front of the two women who cared about me the most.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand,” Samantha said, holding me tight. “But… I think it might be good for you, Daddy. You look like you want to tell somebody.”

“We’re right here,” Yukiko added. “Promise.”

I looked from one woman to the other. “You sure?” I asked, taking my first step out onto the limb. “I might not… I might not be able to keep it together when I talk about her. It’s been fifteen years, but sometimes fifteen years feels like a hundred and sometimes it feels like no time at all⁠—”

Samantha’s lips twisted. “Daddy,” she whispered, sounding wounded. “Do you really think we’d do that to you? That I’d do that to you?”

“You are safe with us,” Yukiko whispered, her nails gentle on my shoulder. “You are so safe.”

“We love you,” Samantha said. “We want to share everything with you, Jack. The good stuff and the bad.”

“If you cry, we’ll cry right along with you,” Yukiko whispered. “I love you so much, Jack. It kills me to know you’ve been carrying this around without telling anyone. That it’s been causing you so much pain.”

I couldn’t… I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Really.

The idea that these two women could be that for me, after fifteen years, sounded even more impossible than two gorgeous twenty-year-old coeds being willing to share the same guy who was twice their age. And yet…

If I was this lucky, then maybe I really was this lucky.

“I met Lauren at a party sophomore year,” I said, relaxing into the embrace of my women. “She was wearing this nerdy-ass t-shirt—it said ‘Schrodinger’s Cat is Dead’ on the front.”

Yukiko frowned. “But isn’t Schrodinger’s Cat both dead and alive until the box is opened?”

I smiled at the memory. “That’s what I told her. I was a little drunk. Then she turned around and showed me the back of the shirt, which said ‘Schrodinger’s Cat is Alive.’ Lauren always did have a funny sense of humor…”

Just like that, the dam burst.

Before I knew what I was doing, the whole story came rushing out of me. As Yukiko and Samantha lay beside me in post-coital bliss, listening, I told them everything I remembered about Lauren and I’s courtship. How we’d helped each other through college, living in a shitty apartment off-campus so neither of us had to stay with our parents any longer. How we’d celebrated every victory and held each other through every defeat.

How I’d graduated, found success, and brought us both to New York. How it nearly drove us both insane, and we’d run screaming from it as quickly as we could and gone on a whirlwind tour of the USA, driving from state to state. How we’d somehow washed up in Bozeman, Montana of all places and got jobs at the college there.

How I’d spent those nights working on projects after Lauren went to bed—projects that became the bedrock of my portfolio. In the span of five years, we’d gone from just barely surviving to owning a home, waking up every morning with a view of mountains and endless blue sky.

“She sounds like one hell of a woman,” Yukiko whispered, resting her head against my shoulder.

“I bet you two were very happy together,” Samantha added, squeezing my hand.

“We were,” I said, remembering. “Right up until we weren’t.”

A flood of bile rose in my gut. A spasm shook me, and both women felt it.

“If you don’t want to talk about this part, you don’t have to,” Samantha hastened to tell me. “If you’re not comfortable, neither of us are going to force you…”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m lying in bed with the two most gorgeous women I’ve ever met,” I said, shaking my head. “If I’m not comfortable now, when will I ever be?”

Neither of them had an answer to that.

I took a moment to steel myself. The words felt like ice in my gut, but the warmth from the women holding me made me feel like together, we could melt it. Maybe. God, I hoped so.

I hoped they’d understand.

“Once we got established in Montana, her family came to visit,” I said, my voice rough with the memory. “Her parents, and her sister. We showed them the sights, the college, all that jazz. The night before they were supposed to get on a plane back to Boston, we had a big dinner planned at the best steakhouse in the city.”

Samantha nodded. “What happened?”

I sighed. “I got a call at the last minute. One of my clients out in Cali, with an issue that needed fixing immediately. I should have told him to go pound sand, but this was a big contract. The kind of thing that would have made us financially stable for years. That would have given us the space to start a family…”

A hitch entered my words. My voice broke, and Yukiko clutched me tighter.

“She wanted a family,” Samantha said. It wasn’t a question, but I nodded all the same.

“I told them to go without me,” I said. “Lauren wasn’t thrilled, but she understood. She always did. I told her folk it wouldn’t take long—that by the time they finished eating, I’d be done. I’d take them all out for ice cream or something to make up for it. Or coffee the next morning, before I dropped them off at the airport.” I paused, the memory more painful than I expected. “They didn’t make it to the airport the next morning. They didn’t make it home.”

“Oh God,” Yukiko whimpered. She put her hand over her mouth. “Jack, I’m so sorry…”

“Drunk driver,” I said, shaking my head. The tears were coming now, with no way to stop it, but I trusted the women beside me to understand.

Not to judge me for it, or think less of me because of it.

“Just some asshole who’d had too many coming out of the bar,” I muttered, fighting the burning feeling in my eyes. “They got T-boned ten minutes from home. Her sister was shaken up, Mom tore a couple ligaments and Dad wound up in the hospital for a week.” My jaw clenched. “Lauren wasn’t so lucky. The driver hit her door, head-on. She ended up in the morgue.”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Samantha hissed, pure rage filling her features. “That bastard.”

“He died, too,” I said. “He wasn’t wearing a seatbelt—he went straight through the windshield, died on impact.” I paused. “You’d think I’d be happy about that, but the truth is, I don’t feel anything at all. It wasn’t justice.”

“I don’t even know what to say,” Yukiko whispered. Tears streamed down the coed’s cheeks, and she held my other hand like she never wanted to let it go. “I had no idea. That’s so awful.”

Right on cue, the rage arrived. The bitterness.

“It was my fault,” I whispered.

Both women started. “What?”

“I should have been there,” I said, shaking my head. “If I’d been driving, if Lauren had been in the backseat instead of the driver’s… she’d have lived. I would have died—or at least gotten hurt the worst, taken the brunt of it. The way a man is supposed to do!” I couldn’t stop the feeling any longer. It tore me up from the inside out. “Either way, I’d be able to say that I did all I could to protect her! I might be dead, but I wouldn’t be carrying around this guilt. I wouldn’t be…!”

I couldn’t talk any longer.

Yukiko’s hand tightened on mine, her eyes glistening. Samantha pressed in closer, her lips brushing my shoulder as she batted her eyelashes. For a few moments, none of us spoke. They just lay there, holding me, letting me know I had their love, their care, their presence. That I wasn’t⁠—

“Alone,” Yukiko whispered. “That’s what you were about to say, wasn’t it, Jack?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

“You’re not alone,” Yukiko whispered, her voice trembling but firm. “You’re just wrong.”

Huh?

“It wasn’t your fault,” she said, tilting my chin to look me in the eye. “Listen to me, Jack. You didn’t do this. The drunk driver killed Lauren, not you. You made a choice that night, based on what you thought was the right decision at the time. Lauren understood that—she even agreed with it.”

She had. That was the bitch of it.

“She wouldn’t have blamed you,” Yukiko said. Her voice rang with absolute certainty, as if she and Lauren had been best friends for decades. As if she were somehow communicating with my dead wife’s ghost. “If Lauren had lived, she wouldn’t have blamed you, Jack. She loved you.”

“She sounds like she loved you so much,” Samantha added. “I don’t think Lauren would have wanted you to take her place, Daddy. She wouldn’t want you to die for her. What would be the point in that? Then she’d be the one separated from you, carrying all that guilt.”

I’d never thought about it like that before.

“You took that guilt for her,” Samantha continued. “But not because you chose to. You’ve been punishing yourself for something completely out of your control! You’re not to blame, Daddy. You loved Lauren, and she loved you. She knew it. And wherever she is now, she still knows it.”

“You really think that?” I asked, amazed.

Samantha hugged me, hard, her face against my chest. “I know it,” she whispered, shaking her blonde locks. “I wish I could take it all away from you, Daddy! I wish I had a time machine and could go back and fix everything that ever happened that hurt you. Except if I did that, you wouldn’t be the person you are right now, would you?”

I shook my head. I wouldn’t, I thought. I really wouldn’t.

“Lauren would be proud of you,” Samantha insisted. There were tears in her eyes, and I swore that in them, I could see tiny reflections of my own face. “I know she would. She didn’t want you to spend fifteen years dead inside because of her. She would have wanted you to live your life as best as you could, to find whatever happiness you can. She would have wanted you to be happy.”

The words washed over me like a wave. “How can you possibly know that?” I demanded.

Both women hugged me. They blinked.

“Because,” Yukiko said in a matter-of-fact tone, “I love you, Jack. And if something happened to me, that’s exactly what I would want for you.”

“Same here,” Samantha agreed. “You don’t have to carry that burden, Daddy. At the very least, you don’t have to carry it alone.”

“You’re not alone,” Yukiko agreed. “Whatever happens between the three of us, we’ll work it out. We love you, and that’s what really matters. You’re with us now, Jack, and we’re never letting you go.”

“Why would we?” Samantha snickered. “We’re the lucky ones, Daddy.”

Fifteen years of hurt and guilt didn’t fade away as easily as snapping your fingers. But Samantha and Yukiko’s words… I’d be lying if they said it wasn’t like finally putting a poultice on a wound. Some of the pain that had been a core part of my identity ever since I came to work for Daniel Ramsey crumbled, breaking away from me and dropping into the abyss. The fist inside of my chest loosened.

They’re right, I thought, the realization sinking in. Lauren wouldn’t have wanted me to live like this. Not locked in grief, shutting myself off from the world.

For fifteen years, I’d buried myself in work, in solitude, thinking it was the right thing to do. The only thing I could do.

But lying here, with Yukiko and Samantha holding me, I saw a different future.

It didn’t flip a switch and erase the last fifteen years.

But the burden I’d been carrying for so long felt lighter all of a sudden.

Maybe because I was no longer carrying it alone.

I looked from one woman to the other, their expressions filled with empathy. Their naked bodies felt incredible against mine, and their love felt even better. “You two really are something special, you know that?” I asked, shaking my head.

Yukiko blushed. “So are you,” she whispered. “Besides, Samantha’s the one who’s got the whole sorority wrapped around her finger. You and I are just along for the ride.”

Samantha laughed. “Are you kidding me? Both of you know Daddy’s got me wrapped around his finger. I’m your babygirl, Jack, and I’m pretty sure that’s going to go ahead of ‘sorority president’ in my mental list of titles going forward.” She looked at me and Yukiko, something changing in her face. “We really will figure this out, won’t we? This is, like, really real?”

Yukiko yawned. “Yep. It’s going to be one hell of a semester. Full of challenges, but I think we’ll be able to muddle through somehow.”

“We will.” I felt more certain of that than ever. “I’m a damned lucky man. I promise I’m going to stay worthy of having both of you beside me.”

“Oh, Jack,” Yukiko purred. “You couldn’t not be worthy, baby.”

I snuggled into their embraces, smiling. I still wasn’t quite sure how I’d managed to do this, but I sure as hell wasn’t complaining. I fully intended to enjoy the ride.

My body ached in the most pleasant way possible. I rose from the bed, flipped off the light, turned on some white noise and snuggled back in with my two women. They cuddled up beside me, the covers over our bodies, and we prepared to spend our first night together as… well, as whatever we were now. A throuple, a harem… I wasn’t sure where the rest of the semester would take us.

I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out when I heard the knocking.

I sat bolt upright in bed, startled from a half-formed dream. My heart pounded in my chest, blood surging in my ears. I checked my wristwatch and my jaw dropped. Who the fuck had the nerve to show up at my condo at this hour?

More knocking. Samantha rolled over in her slumber, her brows furrowing. “Daddy?”

“I’ll handle it,” I said, grabbing a robe and stepping into the hall. Absurd thoughts flickered through my head—that it was Trevor, driven eight hours from Virginia to get his revenge. That Elizabeth Baines had stopped waiting for me to decide whether or not to press charges on her son and was going to unleash hell.

I shook my head, dismissing the thoughts.

“Jack?” Yukiko’s voice echoed from the bedroom. “You alright?”

“Better not be one of his other girls,” I heard Samantha mutter. I appreciated her ability to joke at a time like this.

“Hang on, I’m coming,” Yukiko insisted.

But I was already in the living room. The instant I flicked the lights on, the front door of my condo opened. I stiffened, expecting the worst, only to find a familiar figure standing in the hall.

Marcella Ramsey.

Marcie.

She entered my condo like an invited guest, a frown written across her face. She looked nervous but determined, and the sight of her made my heart jump into my throat.

“Uncle Jack!” Marcie ran a hand through her hair, her voice coming out in a rush. “I am so sorry to show up late like this.”

“Is everything alright, babygirl?” I growled, going into protective mode. “Did someone try to hurt you⁠—?”

She was already shaking her head. “No, nothing like that,” she said. “I just need to talk. It’s about the initiation ritual.”

Just then, Yukiko stepped out into the living room. She’d pulled on an old t-shirt and a pair of puffy pajama pants from my dresser, so at least she didn’t walk out naked. When she saw Marcie, her eyes widened like saucers.

Marcie blushed. “Oh, hey! I’m so sorry, Kiki. I didn’t know you were staying over at Jack’s place tonight. Um, that’s totally cool and all, I didn’t mean⁠—”

“What did you mean?” Yukiko whispered. Her gaze darted towards the hallway leading to the bedroom, panic filling her features.

Marcie looked even more awkward than before. “I’m a fucking idiot. I shouldn’t have come here. It’s just that Samantha was acting really weird at the initiation ritual, and I thought you and Yukiko ought to know⁠—”

Marcie froze. Her jaw hit the floor.

Samantha Lowry had just joined us.

Wearing nothing but the bedsheet.

Marcie’s jaw dropped, her eyes darting between the three of us. “Oh my God,” she whispered, her face going as pale as milk. “Jack, what the FUCK!?”
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Iwished with all my heart that 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 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 being 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 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. 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 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 one leg.

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

“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 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 said, shaking her head. “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. 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 fucking bastard!”

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

Marcie shook her head. “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 run 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.”

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 shut the door, 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 waited for me when I woke up the next morning. If Marcie was planning to spill the beans about my unconventional relationship, she hadn’t done it 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 poked 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 as if 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? Samantha made it sound pretty freaking hot…”

“Mmmh, I’ll say,” Yukiko murmured. “You like the idea of Sam and I being your harem girls, baby? Of knowing that while I’m sitting beside you at corporate events, the perfect CEO wifey, I’m also riding 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 with 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 bang her brains out, 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 both of you!”

“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 pussy 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 fun morning, 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 want Jack to be happy, after all.” 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 up the idea.”

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 shots 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 asked.

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 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 an 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."

My expression fell. "Okay, babygirl," 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 talked 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 still 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 in 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 streamed 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 them.”

“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 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.

“What!?” 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. “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




There were no booby traps waiting for Tasha and me back at the car. Nothing exploded when I turned the key, 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 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 about an overworked robot 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. 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?”

“Same,” Tasha said. “Better make it two.”

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, they’ll 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 any more.” 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 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 story,” 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 unconventional 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 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. Groupies, you might call them. A lot of the boys on the force like to drink here because of it. They take 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?”

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 uptempo and poppy; probably not our band. The old-timers in their tye-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 dopplegangers 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 fratboys,” 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 I could show them the error of their ways.

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 said 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…”


Pledged To Him: Book Six




Chapter One




“Before we begin, Mr. Avery, I’d just like to remind you that you’re not in any trouble.”

I kept my expression carefully composed as I stared into the little camera at the top of my laptop screen. “I’m glad to hear that,” I said in as neutral a tone as I could muster. “I admit, Miss Isringhausen, your email had me a trifle concerned. It isn’t every day that the Human Resources department of Ramsey Engineering wants a personal meeting with me.”

The HR representative’s blandly attractive face stared at me from the Zoom window. She laughed without a hint of mirth, while a plume of steam rose from a cup of coffee beside her on her desk. Behind her stretched a fake backdrop of a tropical beach—about the most generic background for a video conference that I could imagine.

“I can understand that, Mr. Avery,” she said. “I assure you, this meeting is solely for fact-finding purposes only. Any disciplinary action—or whether we would decide to take disciplinary actions at all—will be decided at a later date, by personnel other than myself.” She smiled through the screen. “You have nothing to be afraid of, sir. Not this morning, at least.”

Her smile said I really ought to believe her.

Problem was, I couldn’t help but notice the way that smile failed to touch her eyes.

Every word out of your mouth is a goddamn lie, I thought, smiling back.

“Absolutely,” I told her. “I’m eager to help the company, and hopefully put all of this behind us.”

My eyes flickered to the bottom of the screen. To a casual observer it might have looked like this meeting solely involved myself and the head of HR at my place of employment, but the number of gray squares underneath of our own in the Zoom call told me someone at Ramsey Engineering was interested in this conversation.

Several someones, in fact.

None of them had their cameras on—no tropical vacation scenes for them—and when I’d clicked a couple of them at the beginning of the meeting to see what they were about, they all had names like ‘ADMIN_3’ and ‘HR_5’.

Whoever they were, they didn’t want me to know who was watching me.

Which meant they were probably way, way up the food chain.

Miss Isringhausen leaned back in her seat. “That’s very good to hear, Mr. Avery. Very well. I suppose we ought to start at the beginning, then?”

The silence stretched out for several moments. Vaguely, I wondered if this wasn’t some trick she’d picked up in a middle-management manual: leaving the conversation deliberately open so that the other person in the conversation would hasten to fill it. It felt like the sort of thing my mentor might have done to throw a recalcitrant client off-balance before a high-stakes bargaining session.

Except this woman was no Daniel Ramsey. And if this was some sort of gambit, it failed.

I stared at the screen, waiting for her to begin.

After a few more seconds, the HR rep cleared her throat. “Approximately three months ago, you took a sabbatical from your duties at Ramsey Engineering. At the time, I understand there was a mix-up regarding a necessary certification that should have been in your file⁠—”

“Not a certification,” I corrected. I had all of those and then some. “My college degree.”

She let out a little ah like she didn’t know that already.

“And I didn’t exactly decide on my own to take a vacation,” I said. “Daniel—Mr. Ramsey—requested it of me. I believe it was all worked over with the Board ahead of time.”

“It was,” Miss Isringhausen agreed. Again that smile—again, it didn’t touch her eyes. “It was assumed that you would complete your final semester of study within a four-month period at Stillwell College in New England, then return to Boston to resume your job duties. Do I have that right, Mr. Avery?”

I nodded.

As I did, I glanced over the top of the laptop at the two women sitting across from me.

Both of them had insisted on being here for the meeting, though they were so quiet about it that I felt certain the HR rep had no idea I wasn’t currently alone in my living room at my condo in downtown Stillwell. Their concern for me was written across their faces, evident in the way they held each other's hands as they ignored the cups of coffee cooling in front of them.

Yukiko Tanaka and Samantha Lowry.

My beautiful, brilliant girlfriends—the two women who’d changed my life forever.

A few hours ago, this condo had been filled with far more college girls than just Kiki and Samantha. The entirety of the Delta Rho sorority had set up shop in my living area, transforming it into their war room to come up with a strategy to deal with the overlapping attacks reverberating through Stillwell. They’d been in full-on crisis mode, and for good reason.

As a matter of fact, we were still in crisis mode. And would be for some time.

The apartment felt almost deserted now without the rest of the sorority here, but I’d sent them home to get some rest. Once we’d made a list of all the ways Elizabeth had plotted to screw us over, there was little we could do except tackle the problems one at a time. The rest of the girls were better off at home. Especially Marcie, my boss’s daughter.

Things between her and I were… complicated.

“Such unusual circumstances,” Miss Isringhausen said. “Sending a man your age out of state to spend a semester at a private college. Online classes would have been simpler.”

“That wasn’t what Daniel—Mr. Ramsey—wanted,” I said.

“I agree.” Miss Isringhausen’s smile widened, like a spider who’d just watched a fat fly step into her web. “I daresay he believes differently about that now.”

That made me wince. While it wouldn’t have shocked me to discover my mentor’s face was behind one of those featureless gray boxes spying on my chat with HR, Daniel Ramsey was not ‘officially’ present at this meeting. The fact that he hadn’t shown up to defend his hand-picked successor—or even quashed HR’s concerns outright before they could get off the ground—spoke volumes. Undoubtedly, it was a topic for gossip back in Boston. I could see the malicious glee in Isringhausen’s eyes every time she brushed up against the idea.

But even she didn’t know how bad things were.

The fact of the matter was, I hadn’t spoken to Uncle Daniel since the scandal broke.

He’d talked to Marcie, sure. But not to me.

“I’ll get right down to it.” Miss Isringhausen cleared her throat and shuffled some papers just out of the camera’s view. “Last night, we received a disturbing report from an unnamed citizen of Stillwell making a number of startling accusations against you. According to this report—a report which, I might add, contained a number of photographs which add to its veracity—you've been behaving in a manner which borders on lawlessness and constitutes a marked departure from the values we hold dear at Ramsey Engineering."

Across the room, both Yukiko and Samantha stiffened. My eyes met Kiki's for a brief moment and she nodded, pursing her lips in silent encouragement. Go get 'em, tiger, those eyes said.

I planned to.

"Before we go any further, I want to make something clear." I took a sip of my coffee, as unbothered as if Isringhausen had informed me it was likely to rain that afternoon. "I know exactly who your 'anonymous' whistleblower is. Her name is Elizabeth Baines, and she's been engaged in a personal vendetta against me for some time now. Anything she's told you needs to be viewed through that lens." I paused, letting my words sink in. "And if she's really shared explicit photographs of me with my employer, then I hope you've already contacted the police. I'm told that's a felony."

Samantha let out a little squee behind her fingertips, quiet enough that the microphone didn't pick it up. If she could have gotten away with the D-word, I would've heard it just then.

I watched the HR rep's expression change. Going on the offensive hadn't been my first inclination when the three of us talked about how I was going to handle this meeting—the aggressive stance was Yukiko's idea. From the impact my words had on Miss Isringhausen, I could tell she'd been right on the money.

"Oh no, nothing explicit," the HR rep said quickly—a little too quickly. "I actually haven't seen the pictures myself, Mr. Avery, but I'm told they show you on the balcony of an apartment complex with a young woman in your arms. One who is markedly younger in age than you are⁠—"

"I fail to see what that has to do with anything," I snapped, letting a little of my irritation show. "My personal business is personal, and has nothing to do with the company. I haven't stolen anything, I haven't broken any laws—I haven't even bad-mouthed the company during my sabbatical. Though the longer this meeting goes on, the lower my opinion of certain aspects of our organization becomes."

Isringhausen's mouth dropped open. "Mr. Avery!"

Yukiko's eyes went as wide as saucers. Beside her, Samantha's cheeks flushed with heat. Both women looked shocked, and more than a little turned on. Even Kiki hadn't suggested I go this aggressive with my defense.

But it rankled. This whole meeting rubbed me the wrong way. Why did I have to justify anything about my life to some corporate HR drone? Just thinking about having to explain my relationship with Yukiko and Samantha to this woman made my skin crawl. Having to put it under a microscope like that would taint the specialness of what the three of us had.

"I'm sorry, ma'am, but this is ridiculous," I protested. "I came to Stillwell at my employer's behest, to get a degree that not a single person in this company thinks really makes a difference as to whether or not I can do the job. Since I arrived I've been harassed, followed, photographed without my consent and had my automobile lit on fire. Most of those things were done by the son of the woman who sent you that letter and those photographs."

"That certainly does add context to the accusations," the HR rep admitted. "But Mr. Avery, outbursts like that ought to be beneath you. Particularly with so much of the company's future on your shoulders!"

Suddenly a wave of weariness washed over me. There'd been a lot on my shoulders lately—far more than the HR department could have ever guessed.

"You're not the only people who've received these phony accusations," I said, barreling forward. “The young woman who appears in those photos with me is in a great deal of trouble thanks to them, and the student council of Stillwell College have been pressuring me to meet with them as soon as possible. Right now I feel like a circus act, spinning plates on top of poles to keep them from falling to the ground and shattering in a million pieces. So forgive me if I’m not the most patient man at the moment, Miss Isringhausen.”

I hadn’t even mentioned all of it. Elizabeth Baines wasn’t just after me—she wanted a piece of every woman who associated with me. Officer Davis—Tasha—was taking heat from the Stillwell Police Department, while Yukiko’s parents were in an uproar I was going to have to do something about soon. Even my realtor, Maria Alvarez, was dealing with her own small crisis thanks to Trevor’s mother.

The last thing I wanted to do was bring those problems up with HR, though. They weren’t my employer’s concern, and they wouldn’t have any bearing on my ability to take over as CEO of Ramsey Engineering once I returned to Boston.

Probably.

“There’s no need for this hostility, Mr. Avery,” Miss Isringhausen said. Her smile widened in a hey, we’re all friends here gesture, but her eyes remained as cold as marbles in her pretty, sharklike face. “The company is required to investigate anything which might have a negative impact on our reputation. To turn a blind eye would quite literally be a dereliction of duty.”

I suppose she had me there.

Her gaze sharpened like an eagle spotting its prey. “Since you’ve been blunt with me, I assume it will be alright for me to be blunt with you, Mr. Avery? In that case, I’ll state the matter plainly. If even half the things we’ve been told about your interactions with the Delta Rho sorority are true, we have a scandal brewing the likes of which this company has never seen before. If it becomes known that our future CEO has spent the last few months cavorting with a group of collegiate airheads half his age, forming a harem like some sort of Eastern European dictator, the backlash to our brand will make the kerfuffle with the International Space Station look like peanuts by comparison.”

I wanted to protest that I’d been the one who fixed that mixup with the ISS—that without me, the company would have been in a hell of a lot more trouble that day. But I kept my attention on the task at hand.

Keep them on the back foot, I told myself. They want you to cringe—to apologize. Don’t. Nothing could possibly sink your career faster than that.

“I disagree with you, Miss Isringhausen,” I said firmly. “Even if I didn’t, there’s no scandal if there’s nobody who’s been scandalized in the first place. There’s nothing wrong with a man going out on dates.”

Miss Isringhausen was undeterred. “This letter⁠—“

”Is a lot of bunk, like I already told you.”

I shouldn’t have let her get to me. Losing my temper would only make an already precarious situation more dangerous. But damn it, I didn’t like the things this woman was implying about me. And I damn sure didn’t like what she suggested about Yukiko or Samantha.

“You have an anonymous complaint about me from someone with self-centered reasons for revenge,” I snapped. “What you don’t have is anyone at Stillwell to corroborate that complaint. There’s no evidence that I’ve done anything wrong—because I haven’t. The Delta Rho sorority is thrilled that I’ve been able to help their members out of so many jams. I have nothing but glowing feedback from the academic side of things. Hell, even the police department likes me!” I sat up straighter, leaning forward like the HR rep was standing in front of me rather than on the other side of a screen. “The complaint is garbage and you know it. It’s a tall tale, designed to make me look bad, thought up by a bitter woman who couldn’t handle her son getting a taste of his own medicine.”

Samantha whistled quietly from the couch. I watched her pouty mouth move, silently forming the syllables of the words god damn, Daddy!

I couldn’t help but smile. Both women looked like they wanted to come over and take turns ripping my clothes off after seeing my angry side.

Yet when I glanced back at the screen, I didn’t see the expression on Isringhausen’s face that I expected. Instead of shocked, or chastened, she looked almost… smug?

”So you deny the accusations outright?”

Shit. Of course.

To ask me outright about my unconventional relationship would have been a terrible faux pas, even for the head of HR at Ramsey Engineering. But my full-throated denial had just opened the door for her to press the issue in a more polite way.

It was a trap, and I’d just stepped into it.

I met Yukiko’s gaze. The dark-haired woman searched my eyes then gave an almost imperceptible nod. She was with me, no matter what.

Good. Because I wasn’t feeling cowardly.

“Not that it’s any of the firm’s business, but I have had some luck in the romantic department during my sabbatical,” I told the HR rep. “I met a young woman and I’m planning to bring her back to Boston with me at the end of this semester. There might even be wedding bells in our future.”

Yukiko lit up like a Christmas tree from her perch on the cushions. I’d expected that, but what I didn’t expect was the way Samantha grabbed both of the Asian girl’s hands and broke out in an ear-to-ear smile, squeeing like she’d just found out her bestie was going to win an award.

Even knowing in my heart of hearts that both of these women would follow me to the ends of the Earth, it still never failed to occasionally shock me how happy they were to share me.

I’d found some rare women to spend my life with, indeed.

“In that case, Mr. Avery, congratulations are in order,” the HR rep said smoothly. I could tell she didn’t really mean it, but just hearing the words made everything feel a little more real. “I’m relieved to hear the rumors about your behavior are just that—rumors.”

Shit. I glanced over the rim of the laptop. Samantha was waving her hands back and forth like a referee calling a foul. I could see her mouthing don’t say anything like her life depended on it.

But again, HR was putting words in my mouth.

I didn’t like that one bit.

“The details of my private life are private, Miss Isringhausen,” I said gruffly. “I can assure you that what I have with this woman is very real. I’m looking forward to introducing her to Uncle Daniel when I arrive in Boston.” I paused a beat, my smile widening. “My apologies. Of course I mean Mr. Ramsey, our CEO.”

It was a power move and she knew it. The expression on Isringhausen’s face curdled, and I knew I’d struck a blow. People like her only respected one thing—status. Clout. And as far as the company org chart was concerned, I had a great deal more of it than even the HR Director could lay claim to.

As long as I still had Daniel’s favor, anyway.

Which was very much up in the air at the moment. But I was willing to wager that Miss Isringhausen knew nothing about that.

“Of course,” she said, her gaze growing even colder than before. “It’s interesting that you mention corroboration, Mr. Avery. You seem awfully convinced that no one at Stillwell would have anything negative to say about you.”

Hmm? What game was Isringhausen playing now? I wracked my brain, keeping my expression studiously neutral as I tried to think of any coeds in Delta Rho I might have accidentally offended. None came to mind.

Lakshmi? Heather and Eva? That girl taking selfies on her phone during the initiation ceremony? No, none of them had complaints. And if they had, they would have taken them to their president, Samantha Lowry, rather than talking to some engineering firm from out of town.

I felt certain. Absolutely certain.

Which was why the look on the HR Director’s face made me feel like someone had dumped a pitcher of ice water directly into my stomach.

Elizabeth couldn’t have gotten to anyone, could she? I almost risked a glance over the laptop to see if Yukiko or Samantha were thinking the same thing, but I knew that to tear my attention away from HR would have been disastrous now. The thought of that woman using threats and coercion to turn the sorority against me made my skin crawl, but it was exactly the sort of thing the matriarch of the Baines clan might do.

“If you’ve got some witness who claims I’m a womanizing monster, you might as well lay your cards on the table now,” I said, my voice just beyond a growl. “But everything I’m telling you about these accusations is true. Elizabeth Baines made them up out of whole cloth. She’s trying to get revenge on me for her boy getting expelled⁠—”

I braced myself, expecting the worst.

Only to be blindsided.

“Mr. Avery,” the HR rep said with a chuckle. “You wouldn’t be so brazen as to claim the CEO’s daughter is lying about you, would you?”


Chapter Two




The CEO’s daughter. Daniel’s daughter.

She was talking about Marcie.

I felt like I’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. Over on the couch, both Yukiko and Samantha sprang from their seats, the former looking like she wanted to ask a million questions and the latter like she wanted to slam the laptop closed and never think about any of this ever again. Both of them looked horrified. I knew I looked horrified, too.

“Marcella Ramsey.” Sandpaper was wet compared to how dry my mouth had gone. “You’re telling me Marcella Ramsey agreed with this cock-and-bull story?”

My mind screamed at me that it wasn’t possible. Marcie would never have turned on me—not after the way I’d saved her. Sure, things hadn’t exactly been great between us the other night when she left my condo, but our relationship hadn’t deteriorated to that point. She was still on my side.

Wasn’t she?

A bead of sweat trickled down my neck. The urge welled up within me to pull Yukiko into my lap right then and there—to let the HR department see her, see Samantha too, and damn the consequences.

Maybe I should have. Maybe it was cowardice not to.

“Miss Ramsey has been a passive observer to most of the events in Stillwell,” Isringhausen said with relish. “From what I understand, she’s even the one who set up your class schedule. She shares one of your courses—something about the history of film—and was recently inducted as a full member of the Delta Rho sorority…”

Yukiko’s nostrils flared. I could see the disbelief written across her face: how could Marcie of all people have betrayed us? It couldn’t be true.

Something Samantha said to me echoed in the back of my mind, the words she’d said as she collapsed onto my couch after Marcie stormed off when she learned the truth about us:

I’m not her hero anymore.

Was that it? Had I stopped being Marcie’s hero and become her villain?

Had Samantha?

”What did Marcie tell you?” Even as the words came out of my mouth, I realized how bad they sounded. They made me look defensive; like I had something to hide. The corner of Miss Isringhausen’s mouth curled in a smirk.

”Why don’t you tell me, Mr. Avery? Cooperating with HR is the only way I see a path forward for you here at Ramsey Engineering. If you’re going to continue to lie and hide things from us, well—we’ll just have to rely on outside testimony from members of the community.”

The only path forward? Underneath the table, my hands balled into fists. So they’d already decided to screw me. Isringhausen already had my number, along with whatever ridiculous story they’d been able to cajole out of Marcie. Which meant that pretty much anything I had to say from this point forward was going to be used against me.

Unless…

I glanced at the little window in the center of my screen. And really looked at Miss Isringhausen.

Her laptop’s camera wasn’t super high-def. If I had to guess, it was probably outputting at 720p, putting a postage stamp sized picture of her on my desktop that was visible but a little blurry.

And yet.

I thought I could see her sweating.

I blinked. And thought about a blackjack table I’d sat next to Yukiko at, back during Delta Rho’s annual charity gala. None of those people had been able to gamble worth a damn, either—Kiki and I could have taken them for their shirts once I’d shown her the rules of the game.

For all her power and her shark-like appearance, my employer’s head of HR was most certainly the kind of woman I’d have liked to gamble with.

She’s bluffing, I realized. Marcie didn’t tell her shit.

I leaned back in my seat, feeling more than a little like a man about to split a pair of aces at a blackjack table. “I don’t think so,” I said, my scorn clearly visible in my voice. “In fact, I’d like to see a transcript of whatever interview you had with our CEO’s daughter, Miss Isringhausen. I’m pretty sure Mr. Ramsey would be surprised to see a thing like that, as well.”

My words struck home. Isringhausen blanched, and I knew she’d been winding me up. How many poor schlubs had heard her tell them a thing like that and crumbled, thinking their goose was already cooked no matter what? Maybe someone like Tasha had taught it to her—it seemed like a classic police interrogation tactic. To use it in the corporate world was a new level of low.

“The problem with that trick,” I told the HR rep in a calmer tone, “is that it only works on guilty people. I haven’t done anything wrong—I really, really haven’t. And if these are the sorts of tactics Ramsey Engineering uses to try and trick their own employees, then maybe I’ve spent the last fifteen years too focused on my work to see that I should have been giving my talents to a more honorable organization.”

The HR rep’s mouth formed a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. It would have been funny, if it wasn’t my career and my reputation hanging in the balance.

Even then, it was maybe a little funny.

“Mr. Avery,” Isringhausen huffed. “I⁠—“

“That will be enough, Mona.”

If you’d been watching at home, you’d have thought both of our cameras lost signal from the way we froze. I recognized that voice. I’d been hearing it nearly every day for the last fifteen years.

It belonged to my boss. And hers.

“You can go ahead and wrap up now.” One of the little gray windows at the bottom of the screen lit up as the speaker took over the main role in the room. The view shifted, shrinking Isringhausen’s camera and putting it in the spot where the gray box had been a few moments ago. The effect was as devastating as if a giant had grabbed her with two fingers, picked her up, and tossed her out of its path.

“Mr. Ramsey!?” the HR rep blurted. “Sir, our investigation⁠—“

“Is over,” Daniel said. He sounded weary, like he hadn’t had his morning coffee yet. “For now, Miss Isringhausen. I’ll handle things from here. Please leave the call.”

She looked like she wanted to argue, but didn’t dare. Her lips formed a tight little line as she swallowed whatever it was she’d been about to say, and a few moments later her window disappeared from the Zoom meeting entirely. Almost immediately the other gray boxes vanished (each making a brief beep as they disconnected from the call), leaving me facing the single anonymous box signifying the speaker.

An hourglass filled the frame for a moment, then Daniel’s camera cut on. It showed him sitting in his office back in Boston—I could tell from his diploma up on the wall. He wore a pair of severe-looking reading glasses I knew he hated, and only put on during dire emergencies.

I supposed this qualified.

“That woman,” I said, “is a monster.”

Daniel gave me a harsh look. “Of course she is,” he said. “Why do you think we hired her, Jack?”

My eyes went as wide as saucers. “Excuse me?”

Daniel snickered, which told me more than anything else that I was looking at a man getting pretty close to his wit’s end. I could count the number of times I’d seen him lose his cool in a meeting on a single hand. “Jack, HR is not here to investigate the truth or get justice for the aggrieved. Their purpose is to protect the company from liability, plain and simple.” He paused, letting those words sink in. “And Mona Isringhausen is particularly good at it. The woman’s a shark. She’s half the reason I sleep so well at night.”

Well. I didn’t feel great about that, but I supposed I’d have to accept it.

“Don’t give me that look,” my mentor continued. “When you end up in my position, you’ll understand how many people in this world there are who’d rather do nothing more than take this company to the cleaners.”

I nodded. “Sure.”

His expression softened. “Sounds like you might understand that a little bit better than you used to, if what Marcie’s been telling me is anything to go on.”

My heart skipped a beat. “You’ve talked to Marcella? What did she⁠—?”

He raised a hand, cutting me off. “I did. She’s told me everything, Jack.”

I couldn’t help but pause. “Everything?”

His little snicker told me just about everything I needed to know. “That’s right. About you, about this woman in Stillwell who’s trying to ruin your career… and about some things both of us know damn well we ought not to be talking about on a recorded call.”

My heart sank into my gut. “She told you about Sam and Kiki. Look, I can explain⁠—”

“I don’t mean them.” Daniel’s gaze grew about as hard as I’d ever seen it. “I’m talking about that goddamn party, Jack.”

I froze. Behind the desk, both Yukiko and Samantha looked like they weren’t sure whether to panic or start celebrating. What did that mean? Good news or bad news?

Unfortunately for us all, I knew my mentor better than they did.

“You didn’t tell me about any of that, Jack,” Daniel said.

Now it was my turn to sweat. “I didn’t,” I agreed, nodding. “Marcie asked me not to. And frankly, even if she hadn’t, I still would have kept it a secret.”

“Why!?” Daniel nearly sprang from his chair; only the thought that this Zoom call was still probably being recorded by HR kept him from doing so. “That’s my daughter, Jack! My little girl! And some son of a bitch…!”

He trailed off, not wanting to speak the words aloud. I couldn’t blame him. If I had a kid Marcie’s age, and those things had almost happened to her, the sheer rage that I’d feel would be terrifying. For the first time since this whole ordeal began, I felt relieved that Trevor Baines was safely ensconced in Northern Virginia. If he’d been anywhere within arm’s reach, my boss might have driven down to Stillwell and shot him in the face.

“Well.” Daniel wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I don’t need to say it. You know.”

I did. “I was trying to protect her,” I told my mentor. “You know how I feel about Marcie. “I love that girl like she was my daughter—or maybe my little sister or something. I didn’t want her good name dragged through the mud. And I didn’t want anything to happen to her dream of getting into Delta Rho.”

“Delta Rho.” I could have been imagining it, but I thought I heard a note of mirth in my mentor’s tone. “You’ve definitely gotten yourself entangled with those coeds, haven’t you, Jack?”

Marcie’s accusations from the other night rang in my ears. “I don’t know what Marcie told you,” I began. “But that night, I made sure that Yukiko and Lakshmi got her back to her dorm safe. I didn’t abandon your daughter, Daniel. Those coeds basically had to beg me to let them take over and spare her the shame⁠—”

My boss laughed. Actually laughed.

“Hell, I know that,” he said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You wouldn’t ever do anything like that—not to my Marcie. I told her the same thing when she tried to tell me that part of the story. When she talked it over with me, she realized she’d gotten it wrong, too.”

She had!? My heart jumped into my throat.

I could see Yukiko gesturing at me from the corner of my eye. She was trying to tell me with hand gestures to ask about Marcie and how she felt about… well, about everything. I shook my head as much as I dared. I figured we’d talk to Marcie soon enough and hear it straight from her. I didn’t want Daniel getting suspicious.

“Between you and me,” Daniel said, leaning in close, “I’m glad you handled things the way you did, Jack. That little pipsqueak deserves a hell of a lot more than he got. If it was me up here in Stillwell instead of you, I wouldn’t just be in some legal trouble—they’d probably already have me locked up in the damned county jail for taking the law into my own hands!”

“I was tempted a time or two myself,” I admitted. “You can probably see why this woman would write a letter to try and get me fired, Daniel.”

He snickered at that. “Right, our ‘anonymous concerned citizen.’ I’m sorry I had to throw you to the wolves for a little bit there, Jack. I was confirming a few things with my daughter—making sure I had all the facts straight. If I’d been a little faster, you wouldn’t have had to sit through all that.”

I relaxed into my seat. “It’s fine. As long as there’s no hard feelings…?”

Daniel gave me what I could only describe as a look.

“As far as your job goes, everything is secure,” Daniel said in an amused tone. “My office has already issued memos explaining that we’ve followed up on the ‘anonymous’ letter and confirmed the claims are bunk. Marcie herself was willing to go on the record for this, so I seriously doubt we’ll have any trouble with the board. There’s not a one of them that would insult my daughter’s honesty to my face.”

I let out a long sigh. I hadn’t been lying when I talked to Yukiko: if worse had truly come to worse, I’d have been willing to walk away and start again from scratch. To join a new firm—or start my own—and make the people who’d discarded me regret no longer having me as an asset. Just the fact that I knew I’d have Yukiko by my side no matter what made the prospect of all that hard work bearable.

But I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a hell of a lot easier to just stay at Ramsey Engineering. Especially when three quarters of the board had assumed until two or three days ago that it would be me taking over the place when Daniel finally retired.

“As far as the rest of it goes, I’ll help you however I can,” my mentor continued. “I’ve got a decent amount of pull at Marcie’s college, though I doubt I have quite as much clout as your local lady. And I’m out here in Boston, which limits my options.”

“We’ve got plans for all that,” I said, glancing over the rim of my laptop. Both of my women were sitting back on the couch now, practically in each other’s laps, just listening to me talk to my mentor. “Liz Baines has lit fires on about a half a dozen fronts, but the girls of Delta Rho are pretty damn good at putting those things out. As long as my job’s not in jeopardy, I think we’ve got this.”

“It’s not,” Daniel assured me. Then he laughed. “Hell. You know how I said Mona Isringhausen is half the reason I’m able to sleep at night as CEO of this company?”

I nodded.

He pointed at the camera. “The other half of that equation is you.”

Almost absurdly, I felt a wave of heat rising up my neck. I’d gotten more compliments since coming to Stillwell from the coeds of Delta Rho than in the fifteen years I’d spent in the working world, but getting praise like that from the man whose shoes I intended to fill within the next few months meant the world to me. I wasn’t a blusher, but this was a special occasion.

“I mean it. I need you to keep this place on the straight and narrow so I can get a moment’s peace.” He chuckled. “I’d like to enjoy at least one decent game of golf before I shuffle off this mortal coil. And I don’t want to watch the company I spent my whole life building get sold off to some venture capital firm in five years because I handed it to someone who doesn’t really care about it.”

“Thank you,” I said, meaning it. “That… you have no idea how much that means to me, Uncle Ramsey.”

“You’re not out of the woods yet,” he said with a chuckle. “I understand this woman contacted your girlfriend’s parents?”

I grimaced before I could stop myself. The meanest thing Elizabeth Baines had done to us was probably sending that awful letter to Delta Rho’s leadership, calling for Samantha’s expulsion from the sorority and her resignation as campus president. But contacting Yukiko and Sam’s families was right up there with it.

Sam’s parents hadn’t made a peep about it. From what the blonde told me she was semi-estranged from Mom and Dad, and these days they didn’t much care what trouble their wayward daughter got into. As grim as that was, I couldn’t help but feel we’d dodged a bullet.

The Tanaka clan was a different story.

“Yeah,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Kiki’s parents are… conservative.”

Daniel snorted. “Hell, Jack, I’m conservative where things like that are concerned. When I was growing up, juggling multiple girlfriends was the kind of thing the jerk guy did in the comedy movies. And it usually blew up in his face by the third act.”

I shrugged off his words. “I’m not juggling anything,” I told him. “Yukiko… Samantha… what we’ve got is real, Daniel. I don’t expect you to understand it. Most days, I don’t freaking understand it. I just accept that I’m about the luckiest son of a bitch in the world and roll with it.”

A flash of motion caught my eye. Yukiko was shaking her head.

No, my girlfriend mouthed, glancing at Sam and then winking at me. We are.

Crazy. I guess we all thought we were the lucky ones.

Daniel cleared his throat. “I can’t say that I’m thrilled to hear about this, Jack. Marcie explained it to me a little bit, and apparently it’s not the craziest thing in the world these days. But it sure sounds like it to me.”

Yukiko shrugged.

“I’d be lying if it said it didn’t give me pause,” my mentor admitted. “Part of being the CEO of a company like this is being the face of our organization, Jack. That’s half the reason I set this whole scheme up for you in the first place.”

“You hoped I’d come home with a bride,” I said. “You didn’t think a single man could run your company.”

To his credit, Daniel didn’t deny it. “That’s right,” he said.

Now it was my turn to snicker. “Well, I’m coming home with two,” I told him. “Just as soon as I get my diploma and make Miss Baines sorry she ever thought she could tangle with Delta Rho. And sure, that’s probably going to make some people angry. And some folks are going to have to get used to it. But…”

“Excuse me,” Yukiko whispered. “May I cut in?”

My mentor’s eyes widened as Yukiko stepped into the frame. I hadn’t noticed her sneaking up on me—and from the look on his face, Daniel Ramsey hadn’t realized I wasn’t alone in my condo until that very moment.

From the way he stared at Kiki, I could also guess that this was the first time he’d seen her. Maybe now he was starting to understand how a man like me could get wrapped up in a crazy relationship like this.

“Hello,” Yukiko said, giving the screen a polite little nod. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but I just wanted you to know that the company’s image is extremely important to me, as well. Jack, Samantha and I have actually spoken about this, and we’ve already taken steps to limit the company’s exposure to anything they might be able to use to gossip about us or slander Jack once he takes over as CEO.”

For perhaps the first time since I’d come to work at Ramsey Engineering, my boss was speechless. His mouth moved silently as he tried to come to grips with the gorgeous, nerdy Asian coed standing next to me on the call.

“You’ve… you’ve planned this?” he asked.

Yukiko smiled like she’d been waiting all day to be asked that question. “Absolutely,” she said, switching into an upbeat, professional mode that would have made the company’s best salespeople jealous. “As far as the company will be concerned, Jack will be married to one woman: myself. I’ll be the public face, the CEO’s wife, and I can assure you that there won’t be any difficulties in that department. I’m willing and able to assume that role.”

Slowly, Daniel shook off his stun. “I daresay you are,” he whispered, his voice tinged with wonder. “What about your… co-partner?”

Yukiko smiled. “We’ve had this discussion already,” she explained, as if Daniel’s question were a minor but cheerfully expected faux pas. “I want children now, while Samantha wants to be more grounded in her career before beginning a family. Given our backgrounds and what we want out of this relationship, it makes sense for me to be the one who officially marries Jack, and not the other way around.”

“That and I love you,” I said, looking up at her from my seat. “I love you, Kiki.”

“I love you more than words can say, Jack,” she said, losing her composure for the briefest instant. “Which is why you don’t need to worry about us ruining your legacy, Mr. Ramsey. No one has more respect for what you’ve built than I do.”

Daniel was speechless for a long moment. “That’s incredible.”

Suddenly Yukiko perked up. “Although I don’t mean to imply that Sam is in any way lesser than me,” she said, giving the blonde such a quick glance over the edge of the laptop that I doubt my mentor caught it. “This is not a ‘mistress’ situation, if that’s what you were wondering.”

“That is not what I was wondering,” Daniel said. He shook his head, a bit of his good humor returning. “I might not be able to co-sign what you’ve gotten yourself into, Jack. But you’ve certainly found the exact kind of woman I was praying you’d bring home with you from Stillwell.”

“I’m looking forward to coming home,” I told my boss. “We’ll have dinner. You, me, Marcie, Yukiko… and Samantha.”

Daniel thought about it for a few seconds. Then my mentor whistled through his teeth.

“Hell.” He shook his head. “If nothing else, the three of you are going to have a hell of a lot of interesting stories to tell me by the time you get back to Boston.”

We certainly would.

I said my goodbyes, grateful that at least one of Elizabeth Baines’s attempts to ruin my good name had been thwarted. We weren’t out of the woods yet—not by a long shot—but I could at least go forth with one feather in my cap.

“And listen, Jack,” Daniel said as we were wrapping up. “I mean what I said about the help. When you get back to Boston, we can talk about this… this situation that you’ve gotten yourself into with these girls. We’ll figure things out. But it doesn’t change anything. You’re still the only man who can take the helm at this company when I finally shuffle out the door.”

I told him I appreciated that. And I meant it.

As I closed the laptop, Samantha came over and kissed me. Within moments, I had one coed on my knee and the other leaning across my chair, both of them giggling and sighing as they smooched me.

“We need to talk about all this,” Yukiko said as the three of us came up for air. “Really. Before we get distracted.”

“Hmm?” Samantha’s fingers traced trails through the gray in my hair, her nails gently digging into my scalp like a gentle reminder of how rough she wanted to be treated later. “Feels like I could go for a distraction right now. I didn’t get to poke my head out on the Zoom call, and now Jack’s boss has no idea how totally crazy I am for Daddy…”

“The D-word is probably something we want to ease third parties into,” Yukiko said with a slight smile. “Or keep to ourselves whenever possible.”

Samantha chuckled and rolled her eyes. “Christ, I was kidding. You think I’m going to turn into some bubbly, brainless bimbo while Jack is talking to his boss? Get real!” She wriggled around a bit on my knee, arching her back like she was begging to be spanked. “I only do that in the bedroom.”

Yukiko’s eyes narrowed. “The deli across the street,” she said, gesturing toward the window with her chin. “I’ve heard it’s great. Have you been?”

As a matter of fact, I hadn’t. I’d made a note of the place when I first moved into the condo—it had seemed so convenient that I almost had to visit—but events in Stillwell had kept me too busy to check out any local spots outside of Gabrielle’s.

“We should grab some brunch,” my girlfriend suggested. “Get a bite to eat. And then maybe Jack can bring us back to the condo and grab a bite to eat?”

“I’m feeling like a morsel,” Samantha giggled. “And I certainly don’t mind being grabbed, Daddy. Both of you know what I’m into by now. I’m a total slut for being manhandled…”

I gave the blonde a pat on the ass. “Kiki’s right. Business first, then pleasure. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

Besides, my stomach was rumbling. Had been through almost the entire call, in fact. I needed to sate my appetite. The deli was a short walk away.

Afterwards, the three of us could take care of a very different kind of hunger.


Chapter Three




The deli was a short walk from my condo building, short enough that we didn’t need to take the SUV. Most of the early morning crowd had thinned out, allowing us to secure a table near the rear of the building. The decor was chintzy and European, with a giant painting of an old-world skyline dominating one wall of the modern farmhouse-style floor plan.

“Copenhagen,” Samantha said.

I glanced up from my coffee. “Hmm?”

She gestured at the painted skyline on the wall. “That’s Copenhagen,” she said. “The seagulls and the little mermaid statue are a dead giveaway. The owners must be from Denmark. You see that giant box that looks like someone doodled a prison on the edge of the city? That’s the Black Diamond. It’s actually a giant library.”

Now that she mentioned it, I did. “I see what you mean. I didn’t realize you were a wonk for European architecture.”

Samantha’s lips pursed in a cute smirk. “I’m not. My granddad’s from there. Dad took us there once every couple of years to visit his branch of the family when we were kids. He had a whole old-world thing going on back then—really into our heritage.”

“Wow.”

“I haven’t been in over a decade.” She took a sip of her tea and winced. “I doubt there was ever going to be another family outing, but if there is, I don’t see myself getting invited.”

I shook my head and put a hand on her thigh. “Who needs them? If you want to go, we’ll make it happen.”

Samantha blinked, a strange look stealing over her. “You mean that, Daddy?”

I shrugged. “Why not? I’ve never been to Europe. I’ve never really been anywhere, other than out west for a bit before I came to work for Uncle Daniel.” I thought it over. “I’ve always wanted to go see Abbey Road Studios. Walk across the same street the Beatles did.”

“What’s this about the Beatles?” Yukiko slid into the booth, taking the seat across from Samantha and me. Her drink order took a little longer to complete than ours, and for good reason. My coffee and Sam’s tea were pretty basic—Yukiko had ordered some kind of oversized boba monstrosity, with dark coffee-ish liquid in the bottom and fluffy-looking milk cream on the top. She took a sip with obvious relish as she settled in.

“We were talking about travel,” Samantha said, indicating the mural. “I was pointing out the places I’ve been as a kid. Jack’s open to the idea of seeing Europe sometime in the not-too-distant future.”

“Once all of this is settled,” I added.

Yukiko took another sip of the tea monstrosity and pursed her lips in thought. “I wouldn’t mind that,” she said, no doubt picturing the three of us on the French Riviera or riding a catamaran through the canals of Venice. “Maybe we could see Edinburgh? I’ve heard it’s like walking through a real-life Harry Potter movie. Besides, I’d look cute in a tartan skirt.”

“Now I’m going to be thinking about that all day,” I said with a grin.

Yukiko leaned back in her seat and slid one foot between my legs. “Good.”

The gentle pressure of her toes against a very sensitive area of my anatomy sent a bolt of lust through me. She knew how to tease without overdoing it, though: after a few seconds of making sure my little Jack was just as big and hard as she remembered, Yukiko slid her foot back a few inches and reached for her purse. Her laptop rested inside, sleek and powerful, and she placed it on the table and switched it on.

“Brunch should be ready in a bit,” she said, placing a flashing coaster on the table. “Before it gets here, we should probably take stock.”

Samantha took my hand beneath the table. “I know. I’d say the meeting with Daddy’s company went about as good as it possibly could, didn’t it?”

I nodded, taking a sip of my coffee. It had finally cooled enough to drink, and the first hit kicked like a goddamn mule. I’d intentionally waited to consume my first cup until after the meeting to make it more of a treat, and it tasted amazing.

There’s nothing like that first hit of caffeine, I thought. Except maybe these two.

“Do we think he’ll come around?” Yukiko asked. “You would know best, Jack. Is he going to accept the way you live your life once he sees it in action? Or will he continue to be an obstacle?”

I had to think it over for a second. “I’m not sure,” I said. “Uncle Daniel’s a good man, but he’s… you know. Old-school. He’s trying to see things my way, but I might be asking too much of him.” I glanced over at Sam, then Yukiko. “It doesn’t really matter, though, I suppose. He still thinks I’m good enough for the big chair, and that means a hell of a lot to me.”

“We don’t need his approval,” Samantha agreed. Then she changed tack, shooting Yukiko a wink. “You made quite the impression on the boss, by the way. I don’t think he’s going to forget that conversation he had with you anytime soon…”

“And Kiki was telling the truth,” Samantha added. “She and I talked all of this over. When the time comes, it makes sense for her to be the one who wears the ring. She wants a big family and life in the public eye.”

“And you don’t?” I asked.

Samantha’s gaze grew faraway. “All I want is you, Daddy,” she said, a catch entering her voice. “You and Kiki. As long as we’re on this crazy ride together, I don’t need a white picket fence or a horse and carriage. Besides, I’d make an awful CEO’s wife. I have this terrible habit of getting naked in public for this older man…”

I chuckled. “You seem to handle Delta Rho pretty well.”

Samantha shrugged. “That’s coeds.” A flash of pain filled her gaze. “Besides, that got pretty screwed up, didn’t it?”

My grip tightened on her knee. “We’ll work through that,” I promised her. “Nobody’s going to leave you out in the lurch, Samantha. I know how much Delta Rho means to you.”

Samantha nodded. “It makes me really happy to know that Marcie went to the mat for us, Daddy. That even after that big fight we had, she cares enough about us to defend us from these awful things that woman is doing to us…”

It meant a lot to me, too. “Yeah. We need to thank Marcie.”

“That reminds me.” Yukiko’s screen was fully lit up—she’d opened a spreadsheet on her desktop and maximized it. Efficient girl, in more ways than one. “You never told me that you and Marcie were related?”

Huh? “We’re not.”

“But you called your boss ‘Uncle Daniel’,” Yukiko insisted. “And Marcie’s his daughter. Wouldn’t that make the two of you cousins?”

Oh! “Daniel’s not really my uncle,” I explained, my confusion easing. “He’s an old friend of my father’s—pretty much his best friend. I grew up close to him, and I always just called him Uncle Daniel. There’s no relation, though.”

“Hmm.” Yukiko pursed her lips. “Interesting⁠—”

Whatever thought she’d been about to express died on her lips as the little coaster next to her started to vibrate. The lights on it went nuts, flashing on and off like a police siren. She grabbed her oversized tea to keep it from toppling over.

“That would be the food,” I said, glancing over at the order counter. “You two stay here—I’ll grab it.”

I turned the coaster in at the front and took the tray of breakfast food. By the time I got back, Samantha had finished her tea and was touching up her makeup in a little compact mirror. Yukiko had her spreadsheet open and ready.

We ate, then I grabbed everybody a refill and we got down to business.

“Alright,” Yukiko said. “Jack’s job is no longer on the chopping block—not for now, at least. But we’ve still got plenty of fires to put out here in Stillwell.”

She wasn’t wrong. Elizabeth Baines had unleashed a shitstorm in this sleepy college town, carpet-bombing everyone I knew with nasty little letters and threats overnight. Dealing with them all felt like playing the world’s toughest, most unsatisfying game of whack-a-mole, and we were just getting started.

The letter to Delta Rho’s national board was the big one, calling for Samantha’s head on a platter and her expulsion as leader of the Stillwell chapter of the sorority. Honestly, I still couldn’t believe Liz Baines had been so brazen. Sam poured her entire academic career into running that place, and now she was being painted as some kind of bubbleheaded sorority slut. It beggared belief.

Then there was the letter she’d fired off to Yukiko’s parents, ‘warning’ them about the older man taking advantage of her on campus. They’d been blowing up her phone ever since, demanding that she ‘explain’ herself. So far, Kiki had managed to fend them off, but it was a problem we’d need to tackle sooner or later.

Tasha—Officer Davis—faced a similar demand. Her superiors received an angry missive from the desk of Liz Baines, raking her over the coals for ‘fraternizing’ with a suspect. Even Maria Alvarez, my realtor, wasn’t immune—though she’d laughed it off when I texted her the previous night to confirm that Elizabeth had contacted her place of employment as well.

And then there was me.

“The number one issue has to be the disciplinary hearing,” Yukiko said with a frown. “If that goes poorly, Stillwell could decide Jack doesn’t get to finish his final semester. No diploma means nothing to bring back with you to Boston. The whole thing falls apart.”

I barked out a mirthless laugh. “‘Inappropriate conduct’,” I said. “As if half the damn student body isn’t engaged in conduct just as inappropriate on any given weekend. I’m not so worried about that one.”

“I don’t think Elizabeth has much of a leg to stand on, either,” Yukiko agreed. “But just the fact that it’s happening worries me. Anything could happen at that meeting.”

“Which is why we’re going to the mat for you, Daddy,” Samantha chimed in, her voice fierce. “By the time you step into that meeting, the whole campus will know that the entire sorority stands besides you. Lakshmi’s already rallying the other sisters to combat the rumors.”

“Liz Baines sent one letter,” Kiki remarked dryly. “Delta Rho’s going to send about fifty.”

“And our social media game is on point,” Sam added. “Never underestimate the power of a hot girl’s Instagram. Half those old men on the board spend their nights secretly drooling over Delta Rho’s thirst traps. They’re going to get an earful of how totally lame this smear campaign against you really is!”

That all sounded incredible. I put an arm around the blonde, pulling her close, while my free hand reached across the table to lace my fingers through Yukiko’s. Someone over at a nearby table stared, then became intensely interested in scrolling their social media feed.

Fuck ‘em, I thought. I’m living the good life.

“That’s number one,” Yukiko said. “Moving on to the next in the list…”

The businesslike way she handled our personal affairs made me think of the Premises she’d once outlined for me about our romantic life. Evidently I wasn’t the only one thinking about the comparison, because before she could bring up the next item on the agenda, Samantha lit up with a giggle.

“Gosh, you really do sound like a CEO’s wife,” the blonde coed purred. “You’re so authoritative, Kiki. You really do have a skill for management, you know that?”

The asian coed accepted the compliment with a nod. “Jack’s going to need the help,” she said, giving my hand a squeeze. “Besides, a little structure is good for everyone’s life. Even where relationships are concerned.” She paused, glanced to the side and dropped her voice. “Even where the harem is concerned.”

I nearly choked on my drink. “Excuse me? You’re going to manage my harem?”

Yukiko didn’t deny it. “I’ll manage Samantha,” she said, nodding over at the blonde. “And any other women who enter our orbit. But I decided not to bring that second part up in front of your boss. Besides, it’s not his business to begin with. As long as we’re keeping things quiet, it doesn’t matter how many women hop in and out of my husband’s bed.”

Husband. Just the casual way Yukiko said that made my heart skip a beat.

And that was on top of all the other stuff. Holy shit.

Samantha’s eyes widened, then she burst out laughing. “Kiki! Oh my God!”

“What?” No other woman on earth could have managed to sound innocent after a declaration like that, but Yukiko managed it. “You don’t want our relationship to run smoothly?”

“Of course I do,” Samantha said, sharing an amazed glance with me. “I just didn’t realize what a dirty little freak you are. Underneath all that stats nerdery is one crazy wild girl.”

Yukiko shrugged—but her foot slid right back between my legs, teasing the bulge there with the tips of her toes. “There aren’t any secrets between us,” she said, dropping her voice and speaking in a matter-of-fact tone. “You know that the first time Jack and I made love, there was another woman involved.”

“I know that’s totally freaking hot,” Samantha blurted.

Yukiko nodded. “It is. Jack has a way of pulling gorgeous women into his orbit. He does it almost as easily as he gets into trouble.” Her smirk widened. “It seems to me like he could use a girl to help him out with both of those things.”

My cock surged in my boxers. I let out a low, possessive growl.

Don’t get me wrong: I was about the happiest goddamn man in the world. These two coeds were beautiful, intelligent and more than enough to keep any man happy for the rest of his life.

But Yukiko was already used to threesomes. From what she’d confessed to Marcie the other night, she loved them. She liked watching me with other women. Claiming them. Owning them.

Grinding her wet Asian kitty against their faces while I made them mine.

Just like she’d done to Samantha Lowry.

“Kiki,” I rasped, fixing her with my gaze. “Are you sure you’re straight?”

Yukiko chuckled. “Let’s say I’m Jack-sexual. Whatever you like, I like. And you do like some very beautiful women…”

Christ. Images flashed through my mind—the sorts of things men fantasized about but never actually thought they could have. Samantha chatting up eligible coeds at sorority events while Yukiko set up a rotating schedule, effortlessly balancing her role as the CEO’s wife with her kink for being the madam of my personal brothel. Women like Maria Alvarez dropping in for the weekend, spending forty-eight hours tied to our bed and going home with a fresh set of bruises and a smile. Me, sharing some of the hottest women I’d ever met with my soulmate and the coed who’d captured my heart.

It made my palms sweat and my heart thump like a kettle drum.

“Good Lord,” I managed.

“You and me both,” Samantha said. The blonde made a show of fanning herself with a menu. “I was half-joking when I talked about this being a harem. But if it’s going to be like that, then full-fucking-steam ahead…”

“Don’t worry,” Yukiko told Samantha with a wink. “I’ll make sure you always get special treatment, boo. Even if you were kind of a bitch as sorority president sometimes.”

“You like it when I’m a bitch,” Samantha countered. “It makes it even better when you put me in my place.”

Yukiko didn’t argue with that. “Back to the list,” she said, licking her lips. She was all business now, but I sensed that as soon as we got back to the condo she was planning on putting a few of those naughty thoughts we’d just slipped into her head into practice. “If we can fend off this attack on your job and make sure you get your diploma, then our biggest obstacles become relational.”

“Relational?” Samantha asked.

Yukiko blanched. “My parents,” she said, almost in a whisper. “And yours.”

“Oh.” Samantha’s expression was unreadable. “Well, you can cross my family off your list. That’s not a problem.”

“But—”

“No buts.” Sam’s voice rang with an edge it hadn’t before. “I told you, we already don’t get along. Some nasty rumors aren’t going to change anything. It’s not like we can be any more estranged.”

I wondered about that. How had things fallen so far so quickly between Samantha Lowry and her parents? From what she’d been telling me just a few minutes ago, they’d had a decent enough relationship when she was a kid. It was hard to imagine going from yearly trips to Europe to not speaking to each other in the USA.

I made a mental note to ask her about it once things cooled down. I couldn’t help but sense there was a story there—maybe one I could help out with.

“If Samantha says it's not a problem, then it’s not a problem,” I said, cutting Yukiko off before she could protest further. “We’ll take her word for it, sweetheart. Now, what about your folks? How bad are things in that corner?”

Yukiko took a long sip of her boba tea. I could tell the thought of diving into this upset her, though the pragmatist in her would never want to admit it.

“I really don’t know,” she said. “Six months ago I would have said they’d be mad, but they’d come around eventually. Now, though? With the divorce?”

“The divorce wasn’t your fault,” Samantha cut in, her tone hard. “It’s not fair for you to beat yourself up over that⁠—”

“No, it’s my father’s fault,” Yukiko said. For a woman so normally calm and collected, the anger that entered her voice just then was so sharp and sudden that it caught me off guard. “I’m not going to say my parents had a perfect marriage, but my mother is a good woman. She’s not the one who abandoned our family to run off with a secretary half his age.”

A sick feeling filled my gut. “That’s what he did, huh?” I’d heard some of this story before, though not all the details. “You think maybe that’s why he’s reacting so strongly to this? Out of guilt?”

From the way her expression changed, I could tell Yukiko hadn’t entertained the notion before now. “What?” she blurted, nearly dropping her tea. “But this situation is completely different! You’re not married, for one thing! And this isn’t some fling—we love each other, I’m coming with you when you leave Stillwell…”

“Of course it’s different,” I said, doing my best to calm her down. “I’m just saying—from the outside, your father probably sees more than a little of his own situation when he looks at you. Maybe it’s making him look at his own role in things from the other side of it. Could that be why he’s so upset?”

Wrinkles appeared on Yukiko’s forehead as she frowned. “If so, that’s awful,” she said, shaking her head. “I almost couldn’t believe he’d… but maybe. Shit.”

“Do you think me talking to them would help?” I asked. The thought of facing down Yukiko’s parents wasn’t exactly a pleasant one, but I’d dealt with worse. After the hell Trevor and his mother put me through, there wasn’t much a pair of conservative Japanese parents could do to scare me. “If I made my intentions clear?”

It was then that Yukiko said something that changed all of our lives forever. She didn’t even realize it at the time—at the time, I’m pretty sure she regarded it as nothing more than a joke.

“I don’t know,” the coed said, practically snorting into her tea. “I’m not sure you know how Asian parents can be, Jack. Their expectations for their daughter are sky high. If I show up with anything other than a millionaire and a diamond the size of a robin’s egg, they’re going to spend the rest of my life considering me a disappointment.”

Samantha jabbed her knee into my side. When I glanced over, the blonde’s eyes met mine, and I could see her thoughts as clearly as if they’d been written across her forehead.

Yukiko’s eyes were back on her laptop—she didn’t see it. But for that brief, brilliant moment, the president of the Delta Rho sorority and I were as thick as thieves.

She nodded briefly. And I knew what the two of us were going to do.

“I want to talk to them,” I told Yukiko. “Can you set up a meeting?”

Yukiko blinked. “Um, sure. I think so. I mean, Mom’s been texting me almost non-stop. She wants me to ‘explain myself’.”

“We’ll explain it to her together,” I promised the coed. “Invite them out to dinner. Whatever’s both good and outrageously expensive in their town. I’m sure they won’t turn down free food, even if it’s being paid for by the man who corrupted their daughter.”

Yukiko’s smirk told me she loved the idea. “I’m sure they won’t. You sound like you’ve got a plan to deal with them. You want to let me in on it?”

“Better keep it a surprise,” I told her. Besides, I’ve got a surprise planned for Sam, too. She just doesn’t know it yet. “Just trust me.”

“I do,” she said. She set her tea to the side and scrolled through her spreadsheet, then cleared her throat. “Alright, let’s get granular. We’ve got less than seventy-two hours until Jack’s disciplinary hearing. How do we make as much of an impact on campus before then?”

We dove into the details, coming up with ideas between sips of coffee and bites of danish. Some of our plans were completely unfeasible, while others sounded brilliant on paper but would have taken far too much time to implement before the hearing. What gradually became clear to all three of us was that Delta Rho was the key—the biggest weapon in our arsenal, the driver of public opinion on Stillwell’s campus.

“I’m whipping them about as hard as I can,” Samantha said at one point. “Any harder and I’d have to be physically whipping them.”

“Oh, I bet you’d just love that,” Yukiko purred.

Samantha stuck out her tongue, a gesture which made her look almost girlish before her natural authority reasserted itself. “It’s a drag being the one in charge all the time. Sometimes you just want to let someone else hold the whip, you know?” She nuzzled me, tucking her tongue in her cheek like she wanted something other than brunch in her mouth. “Of course you know, Daddy.”

“I figured you out pretty quickly,” I growled, putting a hand between Samantha’s thighs. “You put on a big show, but you’re really not all that complicated.”

“Oh? Do tell.”

I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. “You act like a brat because you want someone to put you in your place,” I told her, pulling her close. “And you shoot your mouth off to me because you want me to take it and show you what you really ought to be doing with it…”

Samantha’s cheeks flushed with heat. The blonde arched her back, lifting her hips and parting her thighs to push my hand even deeper between them. Even in a deli, where anyone walking through could see the two of us fooling around, my gorgeous sorority princess was as shameless as any whore.

If my phone hadn’t chosen that moment to start buzzing, we might have pushed things even further.

Instead, a sly look spread across the blonde’s face. “Is that for me, Daddy? Or do you have more important business than me⁠—?”

“I need to take this,” I grunted, startling both Sam and Kiki. “It’s Marcie.”


Chapter Four




“Marcie!?” Yukiko’s brows shot skyward. “Jack, you’d better take that⁠—!”

I was already sliding out of my seat. Samantha let me go with a whimper, her body shivering in frustration as my hand left that gorgeous ache between her legs. I gave her a look that told her I’d make it up to her later as I rose and made my way across the restaurant.

“Babygirl?” The word came out rougher than I’d intended. In my defense, it hadn’t been all that long ago that I’d despaired of ever hearing a word from my boss’s daughter again. “Are you alright?”

The pause on the other end of the line stretched out for such a long time that I worried Marcie had hung up or gotten disconnected.

“Hi, Jack,” Marcie said, without the uncle title I was used to.

That was okay with me.

The fact that she was talking to me at all was a plus.

I reached the door and pushed out into the crisp, late-morning air. “Hey, babygirl,” I said, ignoring a guy with a DoorDash satchel shoving his way through the entrance behind me. “It’s good to hear from you.”

“I couldn’t not call.” I heard a hiss of static on the other end of the line and moved a few steps away from the door, into the sunshine. “I heard that you had a meeting with my Dad this morning.”

“More like a meeting with your Dad’s HR department,” I said.

“Ouch. Yeah, he told me a little bit about that.”

“I heard you had a very long conversation with him,” I said. From my vantage point I could see my condo across the street. The tops of vehicles parked in front of my building shone like glass as the sun rose higher in the sky. “I’m really glad you did.”

Another long pause. “I couldn’t… I couldn’t let you get railroaded like that,” she blurted, her voice thick with emotion. “Whatever else I think about you, Uncle Jack, you don’t deserve to lose your job. You’re not a bad person.”

“I’m not,” I agreed, meaning it. “And neither are you, Marcie. Look, about the other night⁠—”

“I don’t want to talk about that over the phone,” Marcie said quickly. “It’s too important to talk about like this. We should really do it in person.”

Something inside of me unclenched. “I couldn’t agree more,” I said, relaxing a fraction. “Where are you right now? I’m at the deli across the street from the condo with Samantha and Yukiko, having bunch and a strategy session. I know both of those girls would love to talk to you…”

I trailed off when I heard a sound from the other end of the line. A short, strangled little cry. A sob? Was Marcie crying?

“I don’t know about that,” Marcie said. “Uncle Jack, I really don’t.”

“Well, I do,” I said firmly. “I’ll come pick you up right now if you want, babygirl. Or we’ll come meet you wherever. Of course, if you don’t want them there right now—if you’re still feeling a little out of sorts about everything you found out the other night—I understand if you’d rather it just be you and me⁠—”

“I… I have class,” Marcie said. Something about her tone told me she wasn’t being entirely truthful with me, but I knew better than to push her. “I’m sorry, Uncle Jack.”

The irony didn’t escape me. I’d just had a conversation with Samantha about why I called my boss Uncle Daniel, and now here I was listening to Marcie call me Uncle Jack. None of us were related, but I felt about as strongly towards Marcella as any man felt about a woman he’d been watching grow into herself for the last fifteen years. I considered her family almost as much as her father did.

“Babygirl, you’ve got nothing to apologize for,” I said. “Your Dad told me a little bit about the convo you and him had. I’m not sure what you believe about me right now, but I just want you to know that I love you, babygirl. I always have. That’s never gonna change.”

“I know,” Marcie said. “I feel so awful, Jack. I really… but no, I shouldn’t. You deserve to hear this from me in person.”

Hear what in person? That almost sounded like an apology.

If it was, then me and my girls were going to have one hell a reason to celebrate.

“Can we meet up later?” the coed asked in a rush. “We really need to talk.”

I glanced back at the restaurant. Through the window, I could see Samantha and Yukiko sitting at our table, their heads down as they conversed in low tones. I thought of the myriad crises we needed to tackle today: the hearing, the rumors on campus, the situation with Kiki’s parents, everything having to do with the Stillwell Police Department. I thought of my promise to make things up to Samantha later, and the secret thing the two of us had decided to do later behind Yukiko’s back.

I thought about all of it.

For about two seconds.

“Absolutely,” I told Marcie. “Tell me where, when and who, babygirl.”

I could sense Marcella working up her courage before she spoke. “Before I do that, there’s something I want to ask you, Jack. There’s something I need to know.”

I braced myself. I knew how mercurial Marcie could be—even though she’d just pushed all of our talk about that awkward night into some future conversation, there was no telling what she might ask. If she wanted to know about the night I pulled her out of the Delta Rho sorority house before Trevor and his friend could do something awful to her, then I was going to give her the unvarnished truth. I owed it to her.

“Shoot, babygirl. I’m an open book.”

My mind ran through every possible thing she could ask me.

Only for her actual question to be something I’d never expected.

“Does…?”

Marcie’s voice cracked. I heard her turn away from the phone and give another one of those short, stifled sobs. What the hell was wrong with her? I wished she was standing in front of me, so I could give her a hug and tell her everything was going to be alright.

“Does Sam hate me now?”

What!? My jaw dropped open. You could have given me a hundred guesses as to the content of Marcie’s question, and I never would have even gotten close to the answer.

“Marcella Ramsey. What the hell are you talking about?”

“I said those awful things about her in your apartment,” Marcie said, her voice quavering as she spoke. “Her, and Kiki, and you. I know you wouldn’t hold something like that against me, Uncle Jack, but Samantha was begging for me to come back and I just didn’t listen to her. And now all these terrible things are happening to the sorority because of that awful woman, and Sam might not even get to be our president any more…”

“Woah, woah, slow down,” I grunted. Through the pane of glass at the front of the deli, I watched Samantha Lowry take a sip of her tea. Her gaze caught mine from a distance and she winked, doing that ‘tongue in the side of her cheek’ trick. Yeah, she definitely wanted me to force her ‘bratty’ self to her knees later at my condo.

“Samantha Lowry does not hate you, babygirl. She’s your big. Your mentor.”

“You mean it?” Despite everything, Marcie sounded like she didn’t quite believe me. “I know I’ve been difficult, Uncle Jack. When I caught the three of you together, I had a bad reaction. I didn’t know what to think. I said some things that were really, really hurtful. And when I think about that last look Samantha gave me, with those tears streaming down her cheeks… Uncle Jack, it’s so awful…”

Something about this felt strange to me. Not in a deceitful way—if Marcella Ramsey had ever planned to betray me, she’d have let her father’s HR department tear me to shreds and walked away without a second thought—but in a ‘I don’t understand why you’re doing this’ sort of way.

I knew Marcie looked up to Samantha. Saw her as a hero, someone worthy of emulating—almost a totem. And I knew how important it was for her to gain acceptance into Delta Rho and join the ranks of these brilliant, beautiful sorority sisters.

But this felt beyond. The two of them were friends, but were they really that close?

Whatever the reason for her distress, I decided the best thing to do was allay Marcie’s fears. “Babygirl, the only thing that’s been on Samantha Lowry’s mind since you stormed out of my apartment is whether or not you’re okay. She’s not mad at you! Kiki’s not mad either. Nobody wants to bury the hatchet and put this behind us more than Samantha.”

That did it. “Okay,” Marcie said, something shifting in her voice. “In that case, it doesn’t have to be just you and me. Your… your girlfriends can come, too.” She paused, then unexpected laughter spilled from her. “I can’t believe I just said that. How am I ever going to get used to calling both of those women your girlfriends?”

“It might surprise you how easy it is,” I said. Already I was thinking that once Marcie saw the three of us in action, she’d change her tune about this relationship quick. Especially if she’d been secretly worried that Samantha was the one angry at her this whole time. “Where can we meet up, babygirl?”

This time, Marcie only needed to think for a moment. “The Delta Rho house,” she said, clearing her throat. “Can you swing by there later this afternoon? I should be there around four or so.”

I made a quick mental tally of the things I would need to do between now and then. “Sure, that’s no problem,” I told Marcie. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure about Samantha and Yukiko’s schedules, but I felt certain they’d make time for the coed if she wanted to meet and talk. “I’ll be there with bells on.”

“No bells necessary,” Marcie said with a chuckle. “Just be there, Uncle Jack.”

She hung up.

The sun moved behind a cloud over my head, bathing the avenue in shade. I stared at my own reflection in my cell phone for a few seconds, running back over the call in my head. The things Marcie had said, and the way she’d sounded when she said them.

“That,” I muttered, “was strange.”

I went back inside. Yukiko and Samantha had both finished their food and looked to be deep in their strategy session. The blonde had abandoned her side of the table to sit next to her bestie, pointing at different lines on the screen and adding her own ideas to Yukiko’s. They made quite a team.

In more ways than one, I thought as I cut across the floor.

Yukiko saw me and smiled, though her eyes were concerned. “Everything go okay?”

I nodded as I slid into the booth. “About as good as it could go,” I said, echoing what we’d said about the HR meeting earlier. “Marcie wants to meet with us to talk. Later today.”

Samantha’s expression softened. “She’s… okay? With us?”

“I think she’s getting that way,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. I gave them a brief rundown of the call, including the time and place of our future meeting. Both women looked cheered at the idea that Marcie might be about to apologize to us.

“It’s the damndest thing, though,” I said. “She’s acting a little weird.”

“She’s been off for a while,” the sorority president said. “You should have seen her that night at the initiation.”

“What do you mean?”

“She definitely had an inkling of what was going on between us, but it was like she was possessed,” Samantha said. “She kept coming up to me at the bar, asking questions. And, I mean, she got so suspicious after that she drove all the way to your condo to catch us in the act. It was, what, one in the morning when she showed up?”

It had been something along those lines. I hadn’t thought about it like that before, but Samantha was right. Something odd was going on with Marcie.

“No wonder she overreacted,” Yukiko mused. “Was she on something that night?”

I shook my head. Marcie wasn’t like that—and even if she was, I would have been able to tell. “She asked me a very strange question,” I told my girlfriends, looking from one to the other. “Before she agreed to meet, there was something she wanted to know.”

Both of my women shared a look.

“What?” Samantha asked.

I cleared my throat. “Marcie wanted to know whether you hated her.”

Samantha sat up a little straighter. She stared at me in confusion for a long moment, as if she assumed I was about to tell her I was joking. Then she burst out laughing.

“What? No! I could never hate Marcie!”

Several people turned to look at her outburst, and she covered her pouty lips with her fingers. “Jesus, I didn’t realize things were that bad between us. I was afraid that she hated me—that she’d never forgive me after catching me with you.”

“Apparently she sees it the other way now,” I said. I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around that. “I’d really like to know what kind of conversation she had with Daniel, my boss. Clearly he talked some kind of sense into her. But that’s a hell of a one-eighty from Marcella…”

“I told you she’d come around,” Yukiko said quietly. “She looks up to you, Sam. You’re pretty much Supergirl in her eyes. And Jack is basically like family to her. There’s no way she could stay mad at either of you forever.”

“Or even for very long,” Samantha mused. “God, I really hope that’s the case. Hiding all of this from Marcie is the only regret I have about the whole thing.”

I took her hand beneath the table. “No others?”

She looked at me as if I’d grown a second head. “Of course not! I don’t regret anything we’ve done for a minute, Daddy. That would be silly⁠—”

My pocket buzzed.

Samantha glanced down at it with a mixture of surprise and irritation. “Again? You don’t think Marcie forgot to tell you something, did she?”

“It’s not Marcie,” I said, pulling my phone out of my pocket. “Actually, I don’t recognize this number at all.”

If it didn’t have a Stillwell area code, I might have put the phone back into my pocket. Instead I got curious. My thumb hit the button as I pressed the phone to my ear.

“Hello?” I asked.

Silence. Then a voice.

“Mr. Avery?”

“This is he,” I said, holding up a hand to forestall Yukiko and Samantha. “Who is this?”

“This is Paul, Mr. Avery,” the man said. He had a smoker’s voice: raspy, with more New England in his accent than most of the people who lived around here. “With Via Rosso Motors? We’ve been doing repair work on your car for the last week or so.”

Suddenly it clicked. “Right! Yes, you were the ones they towed it to after the incident in my parking lot.”

“That would be correct,” the mechanic said. “Anyway, sorry for the long wait. Your car’s ready. You can come pick her up anytime. She’s a beauty, by the way.”

“That’s fantastic news,” I said, winking at Yukiko. I think both women had already twigged onto what was going on—both of them were all smiles. “Would I be able to come and get it in the next hour or so?”

“That’s not a problem,” he assured me. “Just ask for me at the front desk.”

I told him I would and hung up the phone after a few more pleasantries. When I slipped the device back into my pocket, both Yukiko and Samantha were staring at me.

“Good news?” the blonde asked, barely able to contain her excitement.

“Seems like things are starting to go our way,” I told the pair. “First the issue with my job’s been sorted out, and now the McLaren’s fixed. No more rental car.”

Yukiko’s eyes lit up like Christmas. “I’m so happy to hear it!” she said, looking pleased for me. “I know you love that car, Jack. And I really loved that night we spent riding down the backroads in that beast.”

“You in the passenger seat, wind in your hair,” I said, grinning. “And Maria Alvarez in the backseat.”

“And on the hood,” Kiki added in a sultry whisper. “Which reminds me—you haven’t had the opportunity to go joyriding with Jack, have you, Samantha?”

The blonde shook her head. “I’ve only ridden in it the one time,” she said, reminding us both of the night I’d taken her from the sorority house to my condo. “And we didn’t get to go anywhere fun.”

Yukiko glanced down at her watch. “Well, assuming we pick the car up in the next hour or so, we should have plenty of time before our meeting with Marcie. What if we take this opportunity to re-christen the McLaren?”

Her words hit me like a slug of whiskey, spreading through my chest and hardening my cock in my boxers. No matter what else was going on in my life, I was always up for some fast driving and some intense lovemaking with my girlfriend. Girlfriends.

Samantha sensed the change immediately. Her hand slid between my thighs, gently cupping what was already rock-hard beneath the fabric. “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” she purred. “Take a drive, find a quiet spot. Get your mind off of things…”

Images flooded my mind: us parked in some shady grove, Samantha bent over the hood of the McLaren with her skirt hiked up as I took her hard and fast. Yukiko watching, rubbing herself shamelessly, talking about how hot watching us made her as she waited for her turn to get fucked…

“Daddy?”

Huh? I blinked—both women were staring at me.

“Sorry,” I said. “The two of you distracted me.”

Both girls giggled. “We have that effect on you,” Yukiko agreed. “Did you hear Samantha’s question, Jack?”

I shook my head. “What was it?”

“What I said,” the blonde repeated, pouting theatrically, “was that I wanted to know whether or not you had a bathing suit back at your condo, Jack.”

A bathing suit? “I don’t think so,” I said, glancing over at Yukiko. If this was going to make sense in a minute, it would probably be her who explained it. “Babygirl, it’s getting a little late in the year for beach season…”

Samantha flashed an impish little grin. “We’re not going to the beach,” she said confidently. “We’re going somewhere only Delta Rho knows about.”

My brows rose. “Yeah?”

Yukiko’s mouth hung open. “You’re going to let him in on that?” she asked.

Samantha was already nodding. “Why wouldn’t I?” she countered. “Jack has done so much for the sisterhood. If he wasn’t a man, we’d probably have made him an honorary co-president already.” She paused, thinking it over. “Maybe we should anyway. It would piss national leadership off something fierce for my last official act to be making Jack the new head of the sorority!”

“I must be missing something,” I told the girls. “What is this you’re planning on sharing with me, exactly?”

“It’s… kind of a secret,” Samantha said, nibbling her bottom lip. “The sort of thing even rank-and-file members of Delta Rho don’t know about. Just us.”

“The lieutenants,” Yukiko added. “And Samantha.”

I was intrigued. Some kind of hidden secret? I’d always gotten the impression I was missing something when it came to Delta Rho. The feeling had only increased during the pomp and circumstance of their initiation ceremony—which felt more like a group of witches inducting new girls into their coven than a Greek organization.

Now, perhaps, I was going to find out what that feeling meant.

“I’m surprised they haven’t taken whatever this is away from you already, if you’re in so much trouble,” I mused. I was fishing and my girls probably knew it, but they didn’t blame me. In fact, Samantha’s eyes lit up.

“This isn’t a national thing,” she corrected, sounding like she was too cool for that. “This is a Stillwell thing, Daddy. A New England thing. An us thing.”

“A Book of Rho thing,” Yukiko said.

I remembered that. Each member of the sorority wrote her name in the pages of a golden book, which was passed down from one president of the chapter to the next. I’d never looked it up, but I’d assumed the book was just part of the way the sorority did business—that there was probably a ‘Book of Rho’ in every chapter of Delta Rho. Apparently, there wasn’t? Interesting.

“We’ll go after we pick up the car,” Yukiko said. Her cheeks had turned pink, though whether from the thought of what the three of us would do together in and on my car or the excitement of showing me Delta Rho’s secret place, I wasn’t sure. “We’ll have more than enough time—we can show Jack the thing, christen the McLaren, then swoop back into town and patch things up with Marcie. We’ll make a day of it.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Samantha agreed. “Shall we?”

I grabbed a cup of to-go coffee and headed out, the warmth of the brew in my hand nothing compared to the heat building between me and the two women I’d chosen to share my life with. A quick check of Google Maps on my phone assured me Via Rosso Motors wasn’t far—just a quick drive in the rental, which I’d leave behind for the company to pick up after I got my automobile back.

But I knew it would feel like an eternity with Samantha and Yukiko teasing me the whole way there.

I felt like the luckiest son of a bitch in the world as we pulled out of the parking lot. One thing had already gone very right for me today, and now a second win was about to fall into my lap. I wasn’t sure what marvel the women of Delta Rho had to show me, but that promised to be interesting, too.

I was going to have my McLaren back. And two gorgeous women ready to ‘christen’ it with me.

What could possibly go wrong?


Chapter Five




Iwas bound and determined to keep my hands to myself during the drive to Via Rosso Motors. The mechanic’s was barely a ten minute drive from my condo, brief enough that even Yukiko and Samantha’s flirting couldn’t boil over into much more than foreplay before we reached the place where my newly-repaired car waited for me. Even with the change of plans from our threesome back at my condo, I resolved to be a good guy and wait for whatever surprise Yukiko and Samantha had in store for me.

But then we hit the traffic.

The GPS, bastard that it was, didn’t even warn me about it. Half a mile beyond the edge of town what was a three-lane road abruptly shrank to one, with the left two lanes covered in brand-new asphalt and separated from the other by a line of cones. A little way up ahead a bunch of guys in hard hats stood around an earth mover and some other construction equipment. They’d dug a furrow the size of a small creek into the earth, lifting half the road until it was almost six inches higher than the other half.

“You are still on the fastest route,” the dashboard informed me curtly as I pulled to a stop behind someone’s pickup truck. “There is an estimated twenty-minute delay due to congestion…”

“Congestion?” I laughed. “More like chaos. What the hell are they doing to the road?”

In the passenger seat, Yukiko tucked her laptop into the bag at her feet and rubbed her eyes. “Oh, great,” she muttered, glancing reflexively at her watch. “They must be putting in some new condos or something like that. See how they’re widening the embankments?”

“Ugh, the construction never stops in this town,” Samantha groaned. The blonde lay sprawled in the backseat of the rental like she owned it, watching the team in hard hats with a disinterested air. “You’d think they’d at least have the decency to do this at night, instead of when half the town is out about on errands.”

“Right,” Yukiko snickered. “The city council cares way more about all these roadworks than they do about us. Maybe we should make a U-turn and find a different route?”

I tapped the dashboard a few times, frowning. “It’s saying this is still the fastest route, for whatever that’s worth. There’s a couple of alternate ways we could go, but they’ll take even longer. Maybe a whole extra half hour.”

Yukiko didn’t like the sound of that. “No, that won’t do. If we’re going to make a drive up to the place we were talking about and get back to town in time to meet Marcie, we can’t go off on any random adventures.” She craned her neck, peering across the highway. “At least the road’s clear coming into town, even if the way out is blocked.”

“So we’re stuck,” I grunted. “Great.”

The pile up relaxed a fraction and we scooted forward. For about thirty seconds I held onto the hope that we might clear the blocked flow prematurely, but I soon had to slam on the brakes once more. At least we were past the construction crew now; to my left was nothing but trees and the torn-up asphalt.

“Bo-oring,” Samantha giggled. “What should we do, Daddy? Play a game? How about ‘I Spy?’”

“Damn, I spy something cute,” Yukiko purred. “You’re going to like this, Jack…”

The coed gestured to my right. A short line of cars waited at the exit just up ahead, waiting to merge into our lane. At their head stood a convertible—a convertible I could have sworn I’d seen before, though I couldn’t remember where. Sitting in the driver’s seat was one of the most gorgeous women I’d ever seen, wearing a dark pair of sunglasses and—at this hour!—a cheerleading uniform. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and even from this distance I could see the cherry-red lipstick on her mouth.

She looked like a wet dream of 1950’s Americana brought to life. I could see why Yukiko wanted me to look at her.

“Fuck, she’s gorgeous,” Samantha agreed. “I don’t recognize her—she must be on the campus cheerleading team. She looks like Delta Rho material for sure.”

“Forget Delta Rho,” Yukiko purred, a twinkle in her eye. “She looks like harem material.”

The girl in the convertible tapped her steering wheel to some beat only she could hear, oblivious of the conversation we were having about her a stone’s throw away. She really did look like Delta Rho material—with that tight little outfit and her perky good looks, she could have stepped right off of a recruitment poster.

Or some frat boy’s centerfold.

“You’re something else,” I told the coed, shaking my head. “Most women would kill me for staring at a girl like her in traffic…”

“I’m not most girls,” Yukiko said, grinning mischievously. “What do you think, Jack? Should we hop out while we’re all stuck in bumper-to-bumper and invite her to our party?”

I could barely believe what I was hearing. With any other woman, I’d have assumed she was joking—but with Yukiko, it was impossible to tell. This woman had had almost as many threesomes with me as one-on-one sexual encounters. She lived for this.

Samantha apparently agreed. “Holy shit,” she purred from the backseat. “There’s no way you’re one hundred percent straight, Kiki.”

“Hush,” the coed said. “I’m talking to my man.”

“Your man is listening,” I growled.

With a dark chuckle, Yukiko leaned over. The seatbelt slid off of her shoulder, tucked behind her arm as she practically climbed onto the center console. Her hand gripped my thigh, giving it a squeeze—and then, before I could say a word, she reached for my zipper and tugged it down.

“Jesus, Kiki,” I blurted. I could feel spots of color on my cheeks—if I glanced in the rearview mirror, I’d see them. “Girl, what are you doing⁠—?”

“Having a little fun in boring traffic,” she said, like this was the most innocent idea she’d ever come up with. “Besides, its not like anyone can see us.”

“That’s not the point,” I grunted. “We’re in public. And not out in the woods⁠—”

She turned and stared at me, her lips tightening. “You fucked Samantha on the balcony of your condo while people partied on the sidewalk below you,” she said, her voice crackling with heat. “Sam told me. She waved to people while she was bouncing up and down on your dick.”

The memory made my cock throb. I couldn’t hide how much all this turned me on—and I was rapidly losing any desire to try.

“Think about it,” Yukiko whispered, leaning back in her seat as the heel of her hand applied gentle pressure to me through my boxers. “That cute little blonde bent over the hood of your sports car, her tits pressed against the chrome while you fill her with that big dick. Me and Sam watching, rubbing each other’s pussies like good little sluts, waiting for our turn to get pounded⁠—”

It was so much like the fantasy I’d had in the deli that part of me suspected Yukiko had telepathic powers. I grit my teeth and growled with pleasure as her hand moved in circles over my bulge, getting me to full hardness before she did anything else with me.

The traffic hadn’t moved an inch. The construction crew were too far away to see anything—ditto with the truck in front of me. The convertible with the blonde was just up ahead and to my right, the cute cheerleader peeking over every now and then to check if the lane was clear to merge⁠—

I froze.

She was looking at me.

The girl in the convertible’s eyes met mine. She slipped off her sunglasses and moved them above her forehead, licking her lips as she stared. Even from this distance I could see that her eyes were a deep, emerald green—almost supernaturally brilliant. Her pouty, red lips curled in a smile.

And she winked.

What the fuck?

I couldn’t tell how I knew. But even if you’d hooked me up to a lie detector at that very moment and interrogated me, I’d have passed with flying colors. Because in that moment, I knew with the kind of bone-deep certainty usually reserved for religious beliefs that this cheerleader knew what the women in my car were doing.

And she liked it.

She waited another second, then turned back to the radio. Except now she was sitting with a distinct arch to her back, like a girl posing for a men’s magazine.

No way. This isn’t possible. She couldn’t have guessed…

Then Yukiko’s fingers found my cock, and I stopped thinking so much about things.

The coed stroked me slow and sure, moving her hand and wrist without a single muscle twitching above the level that a casual observer would see. My eyes rolled back in my head and I lost sight of the road as bliss filled me; it was like having the world’s worst itch scratched, and all I wanted was more. With a giggle, Yukiko leaned over and spit, using the saliva to make everything slicker as she pressed her body against me and gave me a stealth handjob.

“Fuck,” I growled, gripping the steering wheel. “You’re gonna get me arrested.”

A gentle pressure pushed against the back of my seat. When I glanced over my shoulder Samantha was there, gripping the headrest in almost the same way Yukiko had when she guided the blonde coed through giving me road head.

“Fuck, that is so hot,” the blonde whispered, checking the road. “Nobody’s looking. Nobody’s got any idea that Kiki’s getting you off, Daddy!”

“He likes it,” Yukiko panted. “I can feel it. Keep looking at the cheerleader, Jack. Imagine it’s her hot little hand stroking you. Her gorgeous mouth. Her tight, wet, athletic little cheer captain pussy…”

Samantha let out a surprised noise at the dirty talk. “God damn, babe! You’re so dirty!”

“I’m just making him squirm,” Yukiko said with pride. “Don’t worry, Jack, you’re not going to come all over your pants.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek, then put her lips against my ear. “I’m going to swallow every drop for you, sir. Like a good girl.”

“Oh fuck,” I grunted. “Jesus, I was wrong. You’re not going to get me arrested. You’re going to fucking kill me.”

Both women laughed at that. “We do the best we can,” Samantha whimpered, grinding her breasts against the back of the driver’s seat. “I’ve never met a girl who gets off on her guy being with other women like you, Yukiko. You’re really into the idea of Jack fucking that cheerleader, aren’t you?”

“So?” Yukiko’s expression turned challenging. “I think she’d make a good addition to our little arrangement. I’d like to ride her face while Jack pounds her from behind, just like we did with you. I want to see her on her knees, getting taught how to properly worship Jack’s cock by his babygirl.”

Samantha shivered at the idea, letting out a lustful groan. “Oh shit.”

Yukiko glanced over to make sure the coast was clear, then leaned over even more. She cupped Samantha’s chin with her free hand and brought the coed’s lips to hers, kissing her hard. Their tongues tangled inches from my face, adding a whole new kind of visual stimulation. The sight of them made me dizzy. The fact that anyone could have caught us at any moment made my heart beat with adrenaline, adding to the incredible pleasure of Yukiko’s fingers.

“You two look so hot together,” I said as they broke the kiss. “How the fuck did I find two girlfriends who compliment each other so fucking well?”

Samantha grinned. “I’m hot, and she’s crazy,” she purred, snaking a hand around the side of the seat to join Yukiko in stroking me. “If you think she’s a little freak now, Daddy, you should hear her when we’re alone. She’s always talking about adding new girls to the harem. Delta Rho girls.”

Delta Rho?

“Like who?” I demanded, glancing over at the coed.

A flush rose to Yukiko’s cheeks. “Lakshmi,” she panted, clearly getting off on listing the names. “Heather and Eva—I can’t even imagine what you’d get up to with a pair of twins in your bed, Jack. Any girl, Jack. Every girl. You deserve it. We deserve it.”

I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Delta Rho as my personal harem.

“A whole crew of tight little coeds begging for your cock,” Yukiko continued. “Most men couldn’t handle that, but you’ll be able to, Jack. When you’re CEO you’ll be so rich you can fly the whole sorority out wherever you are. We can throw lavish parties, rent mansions… film the whole thing to watch later while we go down on each other.”

“Oh my gawd,” Samantha moaned. A slick sound filled the backseat of the cab, and I knew the blonde had the hand that wasn’t in my lap buried between her thighs. “Holy shit, Kiki!”

I glanced at the convertible again. The cheerleader had her face forward, not looking at us… except I swore I could see the reflection of her eyes in her dark sunglasses, peering over at the three of us.

Surely she couldn’t see us. If she could, she’d be gasping, shocked, probably trying to get the attention of the other drivers. Wouldn’t she?

Yukiko’s eyes were dark with lust. “I know what you want, Jack. What every man dreams of deep, deep down. And I’m ready to give it to you, baby.”

I could barely talk. “What’s that?”

“Upstairs? A perfect family, a respectable career, and a life where you’re the pillar of the community along with your gorgeous wife.” Yukiko let out a little moan as she straddled the gearshift in the center console, making me think of all those urban legends about Spanish fly from when I was a kid. “And downstairs, the perfect sex dungeon filled with your harem of horny, eager, needy little sluts. All run by that same gorgeous, incredible wife, of course.”

My cock pulsed in Yukiko and Samantha’s fingers, pre-cum spurting from the tip. “I don’t know that I can get away with all that.”

Samantha laughed, squeezing me harder. “You’re not getting away with it, Daddy. Fuck, I want it! I want to know what all of my sorority sisters’ pussies taste like. I want to watch them beg for your cock. Your cum. Fuck, Daddy, please give us your cum…”

Lust surged within me. I was dangerously close to the edge—my balls pulsed as Yukiko slid down and gripped them, gently squeezing while Samantha’s head worked my shaft. My eyes fluttered, and I swore that in the instant between one blink and the next, the cheerleader’s head whipped around with a smile.

There was something decidedly witchy about that. Almost like a horror movie… but a horror movie that veered in and out of some feverish, porno sex dream.

What the fuck was going on?

Whatever it was, Yukiko noticed. “You’re close,” she purred, checking the nearby cars. “I want it, Jack. I want to taste you.”

Before I could say another word, the coed lowered her head into my lap. To the outside world, Yukiko disappeared completely: if you hadn’t been watching before now, it would have looked as if I was alone in the front of the rental car. I had to hope anyone nearby thought I was alone, at least.

Yukiko’s tongue swirled around the crown of my cock, then she took me deep. I groaned, thankful that the windows were up, my knuckles going white against the steering wheel. She couldn’t lift her head very much, lest anyone nearby see what she was doing, but she compensated with the kind of suction that made a man’s toes curl and his eyes roll back in his head.

She moaned softly, the vibration sending a bolt of lightning all the way up my spine. Her lips were soft, warm, perfect as she suckled me, gently bobbing up and down as her tongue did most of the work. She hit every sensitive spot on me like she’d been training for this all her life, and the world blurred with pleasure as she took me the rest of the way up the peak.

Samantha chuckled against my ear. “This looks familiar,” she whispered, reaching around and putting her hand on top of Yukiko’s dark hair. “Except last time it was Kiki back here, and me with my head in your lap like a little tart…”

“She’s so good,” I groaned, leaning back in my seat. I prayed with all my might that the traffic didn’t move—if I had to navigate with Yukiko doing those amazing things to my cock, we were going to end up in a ditch for sure.

“Of course she is,” Samantha chuckled. She used gentle pressure on the back of Yukiko’s head, guiding her up and down. The Asian coed moaned, her lashes fluttering, her hips swaying back and forth like she needed something buried between them. “She loves watching you with other girls, Daddy, but the thing she really can’t wrap her head around is how much she likes being watched.”

Yukiko moaned wordlessly around my prick, her back arching.

“Look at her, Daddy.” Samantha’s words took on an almost hypnotic quality, as if someone had cast a spell in our rental car. “Sucking you off right in the middle of traffic. She knows what a bad idea this is—how fucking risky it looks for her to be acting like this where anyone could see. And she can’t stop herself. She loves it.” Her gaze rose for a second, her face visible in the rear-view mirror. “That girl over there? Kiki’s getting off on knowing she could be watching. I bet she’d love to watch her choke on your dick.”

Yukiko’s eyes flickered up to meet mine, eager and hungry. She took me deeper, relaxing her throat until I filled her all the way down to the balls. Drool trickled from the side of her mouth, her normally reserved nature giving way as she got sloppy with it.

“Can I touch her, Daddy?” Samantha’s voice had a wicked edge to it, the way it sometimes did when she exercised her authority as president of Delta Rho. “Please tell me I can touch her. I want to make Kiki cum her little brains out while she’s swallowing your load!”

Holy fucking shit. I couldn’t even speak. I just nodded.

Samantha slid between the seats, staying low. One hand unbuttoned Yukiko’s jeans while her other kept pumping between her thighs, rubbing her wet little kitty while she felt for her bestie’s snatch. When her fingers disappeared beneath Yukiko’s pants, the coed jerked like she’d been hit with a taser, moaning around my cock as she sucked me.

“You’re such a good girl,” Samantha purred. “You take Daddy’s dick like a pro, Kiki. You deserve to get off on these fingers. I bet you’d love to show off for that hot little cheerleader, wouldn’t you?”

Somehow Yukiko managed to nod while sucking me off.

“Watch her, Jack,” Samantha commanded. “Look at her while you unload in Kiki’s throat. Picture her on her knees, sucking you off right along with your gorgeous little slut.”

Yukiko pulled back just enough to speak, her lips glistening with pre-cum. “Oh fuck, Jack, oh fuck I’m gonna cum…!”

With a groan, she did just that. Yukiko inhaled my dick as Samantha’s fingers pushed her over the edge, milking her clit as the walls of her pussy clenched madly in the throes of her orgasm. She swallowed me like she was drowning and my cock provided the only air—like she’d literally die if she didn’t swallow my load in the next thirty seconds.

Against that, I couldn’t hold back. It was all too much—her, Samantha, the cheerleader in the convertible, the thought of the entirety of Delta Rho at my beck and call as my personal harem. No man could have held his load before that onslaught.

As my cock swelled and jerked against the back of Kiki’s throat, I did what Samantha ordered. I gazed over at the blonde cheerleader, intending to picture her with my other two girlfriends as I unloaded inside of Yukiko’s mouth.

She was staring at me.

This time, there was zero doubt. Her sunglasses were down beneath the bridge of her nose, and there was a smile on her face like she’d been waiting all day for her favorite show. As I locked eyes with her she winked, giggled—and made a gesture with her hand against her mouth and her tongue in her cheek like she was blowing an invisible cock.

Oh. Oh fuck.

“The cheerleader,” I gasped, the wave hitting me. “She knows we’re⁠—”

Yukiko didn’t let me finish the sentence. Her mouth closed around me like a vise, taking me all the way down her throat. Samantha’s fingers tightened in the coed’s hair, pushing her down, and I lost it. I came with a groan, spilling my seed into Yukiko’s mouth, her tongue lapping up every drop as she swallowed me eagerly.

It went on for what felt like hours. I kept on spurting, my balls emptying as Yukiko’s cheeks hollowed around me. She showed no signs of stopping, no indication that she wanted to do anything other than lay in my lap and keep slowly sucking me off for the rest of the day.

God only knows how long she’d have kept on if it weren’t for the horn.

The sound snapped me back to my senses. Yukiko shot out of my lap, wiping her mouth hurriedly as she pressed her shoulders against the passenger seat. Up ahead, traffic was moving again, and there was a steadily widening gap between our vehicle and the car ahead of us.

Which was not the truck.

The cheerleader’s convertible sped down the road—she’d merged while I wasn’t looking. While I was in the middle of pumping my load into my girlfriend’s mouth.

As the distance between us widened, I saw her wave. Her hand moved back and forth primly, like a monarch at the head of a parade.

“What the fuck,” I grunted, shaking away the last of that strange feeling. “That was crazy. I think that woman saw us…”

Yukiko licked her lips, her eyes gleaming with satisfaction. She looked almost feverish as she slipped her seatbelt back into the proper position, then leaned over and kissed Samantha, letting the blonde coed taste me on her. It took everything I had not to throw both of them into the backseat and fuck them senseless right then and there.

“So what if she saw?” Yukiko giggled. “She’s not complaining. She’s probably jealous. She probably wishes she was getting what we’ve got.”

“You’re thinking about her right now, aren’t you, Daddy?” Samantha’s voice had an almost dreamlike quality to it as she buckled herself back in. The car lurched forward, rejoining traffic. “I am, too. That was hawt.”

Maybe I was. Mostly I was wondering if she was going to call the cops on us.

But something told me I’d gotten away clean. I wasn’t sure who that woman was in the convertible, but there was something about her…

“Goddamn,” I grunted, zipping up my jeans as I rejoined the flow of traffic. “You two are trouble.”

Samantha snickered. “You love it,” she cooed. “Life would be so boring if you didn’t have us corrupting you all the time.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “That stuff you said about a mansion,” I said, clearing my throat as I came down from my peak. “And all those women. Did you…?”

“Mean it?” Yukiko looked like her old self again—she adjusted her makeup in the overhead mirror, tucking stray locks of hair back into place. “I mean, I doubt we could get the entire sorority to agree to our arrangement. That seems a little farfetched, even if most of them look up to you and respect you.” She smirked. “But it’s certainly hot to think about.”

“And talk about,” Samantha agreed. “God, you two really know how to get me going. I swear I used to be such a good girl before I met you, Jack…”

Yukiko finished her touchups and turned to me. “That’s also a bit of an exaggeration,” she said, smiling to soften her words. “Like I said, Jack, I’m not against the idea. If there are other women in Delta Rho who want to join in on what we’ve got going on–either temporarily or permanently–then I’d welcome them with open arms.”

“She’s already got her favorites,” Samantha said. “She named them.”

She had. I thought about those cute blondes, Heather and Eva. The shameless way they’d flirted with me in the lobby of my condo, the night Delta Rho went all-hands-on-deck over Elizabeth Baines’s assault. The looks they’d given me during the initiation ceremony.

I certainly wouldn’t mind getting to know those two a little bit better.

“Maybe I can put out some feelers when this is over,” Samantha said in a low voice. “Scout a little talent. Girls who’d be interested in throwing you a real goodbye party before you leave Stillwell…”

I couldn’t believe we were actually talking about this. Was this real life?

Up ahead the road widened back into three lanes, the construction finally behind us. Cars shot to the left and sped off, their drivers frustrated by the long wait. The cheerleader’s convertible wasn’t one of them, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. She’d given us the slip.

I wondered if I’d ever see her again.

“I can’t believe we got away with that,” I muttered as I turned my attention back to the road. “You girls are crazy.”

“You make us that way,” Yukiko chuckled. “That was fun, but I can’t wait for more. Once we get your McLaren back, we should head right out. Get to the surprise nice and early.”

“Take our time,” Samantha agreed. “I came when I was watching you with Yukiko, Daddy, but of course that’s not the same. All that was just an appetizer.”

Samantha was right.

As soon as I got my car back, we’d head out for the main course.


Chapter Six




Via Rosso Motors was surprisingly busy.

The mechanic’s was located just behind a strip mall and across the street from an old movie theater, its lot filled with cars in various states of repair. A few of them had prices painted across their windshields–the rest looked like they were being strip-mined for parts. The whole atmosphere was old-school, and I was more than a little surprised a place like this existed outside of Stillwell with all the large chains taking over the market.

“Look,” Yukiko said as I eased the rental car into a spot. “There she is!”

I followed her finger. The McLaren was parked beneath an awning to the side of the main garage, lounging in the shade beneath the noonday sun. From here I couldn’t tell if the inside looked better than the last time I saw it, but at least the outside sparkled. Whoever was in charge had taken my car to be washed and likely detailed before giving me the call.

The smell of motor oil hit my nostrils as we stepped into the garage. A few guys in dark coveralls worked on automobiles while patrons waited in a small lounge, watching the news on an old TV and clustering around a coffee machine that looked older than Marcie. The linoleum floor was covered in dirt. A faded stackout near the desk advertised ‘the perfect tires for all-weather traction!’ in block letters, next to a cardboard cutout of an attractive woman holding a white racing flag.

A little bell rang behind us as the door closed. A young guy came up from the back, then retreated when I told him I was here for Paul. A minute or two later I was standing with the owner himself, wearing a pair of the same dark coveralls. His face was dirty but he looked like he’d come by it honestly, and he was maybe the first person I’d seen in a while who didn’t gawk inappropriately at the two coeds in my company. He glanced at them both, nodded politely, then forgot (or pretended to forget) they were there.

“It’s good to see you, Mr. Avery,” the mechanic said. He took my hand in both of his and pumped it, grinning nervously. “Man, that automobile of yours is a beaut, isn’t she? I don’t think there’s a person who’s come in here today who hasn’t spent a few moments staring at it before they come talk to us.”

“I’m used to the stares,” I told him with a chuckle. “Did everything go alright?”

“Oh, absolutely,” he said, rubbing his hands together. He stepped back behind the counter and tapped a few buttons on the keyboard of a computer that looked like it had been bought sometime before the first Obama administration. “Terrible damage to the interior, as I’m sure you know. The leather they put in those premium models isn’t cheap–and it’s not the sort of thing you can hop on down to the hardware store and pick up. Plus there was the damage to the fuel line, the issues with the brake pads…”

“Fuel line?” I cocked an eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware of that.”

The mechanic chuckled. “Whoever vandalized your ride was more thorough than you realized, Mr. Avery.” He had a rapid-fire delivery, his words coming out almost on top of each other, and I wondered if he hadn’t had a few too many cups from that ancient coffee machine that morning. “We found sugar in the gas tank, along with a lot of sweet-smelling water. I’m guessing it was probably a gallon jug of lemonade or some of that awful Lipton tea they drink down south. That’s where the perp is now, right?”

“Something like that,” I muttered. I was surprised he knew so much about it. “I don’t remember any gallon jugs sitting in the parking lot, though. Just the gasoline.”

“Well, there was a lot of damage to repair, let me assure you,” Paul said. He made a show of tapping the keys a few more times, then frowned and smacked the side of the old computer. “This damn thing! I could give you a whole breakdown if it cooperated.”

“That’s no big deal,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. Both Samantha and Yukiko were waiting politely, though Sam looked more irritated than amused by the mechanic’s antics. Probably looking forward to that surprise, I thought.

The memory of the two coeds working me over with their hands filled my mind, and all of a sudden I couldn’t wait to get out on the open road. I wondered if I could get Yukiko to use that mouth of hers on me while Sam showed me the way. Something told me she was the kind of girl who didn’t need much to get talked into a little road head…

“Huh?” I blurted, snapping back to my senses. The mechanic had just asked me a question and I hadn’t heard it.

“I said that’s a hell of a watch,” the mechanic said, nodding at my wrist. “That’s a Tag Heuer Monaco, right? The same thing Steve McQueen wore in that old movie about auto racing.”

He was the second person to bring that up to me in Stillwell–the first being Maria Alvarez, my realtor. But unlike Maria, I doubt the man was trying to flirt with me.

“Uh, yeah,” I said, smiling politely. “Listen, these girls have somewhere they need to be. Campus event. If I could just get the keys to my car, we’ll get out of your hair–”

“I’ve got a bit of a collection myself,” the man said, oblivious. “I don’t wear any of ‘em when I’m working, of course–too much risk on the shop floor–but I’ve got a few vintage pieces at home. One of them’s actually a Heuer dive watch, from back before the merger. Most solid thing a swimmer could buy in the early 80’s…”

I let out a chuckle. I thought I was starting to understand. The sports car, the two sexy coeds on my arm—I didn’t present as the usual sort of customer. Either this mechanic wanted to butter me up to sell me something extra, or he saw me as the kind of person he wanted to be and was trying to find out as much about my life as possible.

“That’s really neat,” I said. “I’m not much of a watch guy, to be honest, but I recognize a few brands. It’s kind of a shame that everyone’s traded them in for Apples and Garmins these days. That’s just another screen, you know?”

Behind me, Samantha cleared her throat just a little too loudly. She must have been really eager for the surprise—either that, or she didn’t relish standing around a boring waiting room that smelled like WD-40. Yukiko was watching a news report on the ancient TV, her arms crossed beneath her breasts.

“It really is,” the mechanic agreed. “I’m pretty lucky—I get to work on foreign cars pretty often out here, since there’s not a lot of mechanics in the region who know how to deal with them. A lot of your mass-produced boxes are all computers these days, and the techs don’t have to do much other than open them up and see what’s wrong. I can tell you though, Mr. Avery, I definitely don’t get the opportunity to lay my hands on a vehicle like that McLaren very often. It really was a treat.”

“Excuse me?” Samantha finally spoke up. “I’m really sorry, but we’re running late. Would it be possible to get the keys?”

I blinked. “Babygirl,” I whispered, leaning in so that no one else could hear. “What’s gotten into you?”

If I thought she might apologize for her rudeness, I was wrong. Samantha didn’t back down. “There’s something off about this whole thing,” the blonde said, glancing over her shoulder at the parking lot. “I can’t put my finger on it, but I don’t like this place. Why is the mechanic stalling?”

“He’s not stalling,” I grunted, shaking my head. “He just wants to talk my ear off about foreign cars and watches.”

“I’d be happy to get you the keys,” the mechanic said in a louder voice behind us. “I’ve just got to print out the invoice first.”

The words couldn’t have been more innocent, or delivered in a blander tone.

Yet the second I heard them, the hair stood up on the back of my neck.

“What invoice?” I asked, keeping my voice neutral. “I wasn’t aware I had any paperwork to fill out. Didn’t the insurance handle all that?”

“Sure, but we’ve got to cross all the t’s and dot all the i’s,” the mechanic said. “Just because there was so much more work than we expected, you know? The insurance wants to know each part of the build was necessary, and the customer’s got to sign off on all the⁠—”

I’d heard enough. “Alright, I’ll sign,” I told him, nodding at Samantha. “Give her the keys while I do. They can wait in the car.”

The mechanic swallowed, hard. “Well,” he said, forcing out a smile, “I really can’t hand over the keys until the work’s been signed off on.”

Samantha’s right, I realized. Something strange is going on here.

I walked forward and put an elbow on the counter. The mechanic glanced around nervously, as if he were afraid I might try and hit him or something. Of course I didn’t. I just looked him right in the eyes.

“What game are you trying to play with me?” I asked.

He withered beneath my stare. “Huh? What do you mean?”

“You’re not trying to get more money, because insurance is covering all of this,” I said, gesturing through the garage window at my McLaren. “For a second I thought you might be working your way up to asking to take my car out for a spin, except someone already drove it off the lot to get it washed and detailed.” My eyes narrowed. “So why are you trying to keep me here, Paul?”

The mechanic’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry,” he said, as if he’d just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “You’re right, you don’t need to fill out any invoice. I’ll get you your keys.”

Huh? Now I really didn’t understand what was going on.

Yukiko noticed the strange behavior and came over to me. “Is something wrong?” the coed asked, sharing a look with Samantha.

“This guy’s trying to keep us here,” the blonde hissed. “I don’t know why. But I don’t like it.”

I didn’t like it, either.

The mechanic emerged from the back, carrying my keys. He handed them to me along with a sheet of printer paper, the old-school kind with the little tear-off tabs along the sides. A dot-matrix printer, which I hadn’t seen in ages.

“Here’s the list of everything we did,” the man said, giving the counter a desultory glance. “We took real good care of the McLaren, Mr. Avery. Thanks for stopping by.”

That should have been it, except my danger sense was now going off like a four-alarm fire. I gave the keys a once-over and hooked them back to my keychain before sliding them back into my pocket.

“You’re acting awfully strange,” I said, my tone more measured than before. “This thing’s not going to explode on me the second I turn the engine over, is it?”

He looked honestly shocked. “What? No! How could you even say that?”

“Because you’re being shady as hell,” Samantha snapped. She’d shed her bubbly coed persona and sounded every bit like the authoritative president of the Delta Rho sorority. Hearing her like that, I could understand why all of the other sisters were a little afraid of her. “And I don’t know about Jack, but I don’t want to leave until you tell us why.”

“Agreed,” Yukiko said. “Why lie?”

The mechanic’s mouth worked soundlessly for a long moment. “Look, I’m sorry,” he blurted, rubbing the back of his neck. “You don’t get it—I’m over a barrel here. The city’s already threatened to rezone me twice. If I have to move Via Rosso out into the sticks, I’m gonna lose half my business⁠—”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

He sighed. “She asked me to text when you got here. Told me my problems with the city council would go away as long as you’re still on the property when she shows up. It was stupid, and I shouldn’t have played along with it. I’m sorry. If you go now, you might be able to miss her.”

“Miss her?” Samantha demanded. “Miss who?”

But I was pretty sure I already knew. From the horrified look in her eyes, I was pretty sure Yukiko had figured it out, too.

“Come on,” I grunted, shoving the invoice into my jacket pocket. “We’re getting out of here⁠—”

But suddenly we were doing no such thing.

As I turned to the door, a pearl-white Range Rover pulled into the space directly in front of the entrance, its chrome bumper gleaming like teeth in the mouth of a shark. Not one of the ordinary ones, either, but a luxury model. I could practically smell the money rolling off of it.

The driver’s door opened, and she stepped out.

Elizabeth Baines.

Trevor’s mother.


Chapter Seven




“You fucking snake,” Samantha growled. “You sold us out⁠—!”

The coed lunged at the counter, only for Yukiko to grab her before she could throw a punch. The mechanic shrank backwards, seeming almost to grow smaller before the rage of the tiny blonde sorority president. With a yelp, he disappeared into the back, slamming the door behind him.

“He’s not worth it,” Yukiko said. Her own eyes blazed with barely-restrained rage. “Stay calm. Do not let this bitch get us riled up.”

The door opened, and Elizabeth strutted in like she owned the place. Which, if the mechanic’s fear was correctly placed, she sort of did. She’d clearly dressed to the nines for our encounter, in a power suit and pencil skirt that made her look both sexy and imposing—like a villain from one of those old crime shows on TV.

She was even showing more cleavage than normal, which might have caught my eye if she wasn’t such a rotten fucking person.

“Jackson Avery!” Elizabeth moved her sunglasses to the crown of her head—a move which reminded me so much of that cheerleader that for a second I saw double. “What a surprise to see you here! I suppose that gaudy monstrosity parked next to the garage belongs to you?”

I knew Yukiko’s advice to Samantha was meant for me as well. I tried to keep calm, even though everything inside of me wanted to lose my temper with this woman. This was the person who’d sent all those nasty letters through Stillwell: to Delta Rho, to Yukiko’s parents, to my freaking employer. This woman wanted to destroy me; she’d already tried, and there was no telling whether she might try again.

My lips peeled back over my teeth. “We were just leaving.”

Liz made no move to step away from the door. Instead she leaned back, her smile widening as she slowly looked both Yukiko and Samantha up and down.

“I’m sure you were,” she said, her voice as sweet as venom. “You and your little whores have quite a few fires to put out, don’t you?”

Yukiko and Samantha looked like they’d been slapped. “Call me a whore again,” Samantha growled, trying to push past me. “I fucking dare you, you wretched bitch…”

“Woah!” Elizabeth pretended to back up, as if she were honestly surprised by Samantha’s behavior. “Is that a threat, Miss Lowry? I’m sure your national leadership would love to add that to the end of the list of your many sins.”

Samantha’s hands balled into fists. “You tried to ruin our lives,” she hissed, looking like she was on the verge of doing something she might regret. “A punch in the face is the least of what you deserve⁠—”

“Quiet!” I roared.

Samantha’s mouth snapped shut. I rarely raised my voice—I wasn’t a fan of using strength to cow people, unless we were doing it consensually in the bedroom. Both she and Yukiko reacted the way I expected—they went as submissive as kittens, shrinking behind me and taking up defensive positions.

What I hadn’t expected was the effect my outburst would have on Liz Baines.

The color drained from her face, then she went as red as a beet. Sweat beaded on her forehead as her chest heaved, and for a moment she almost looked like she wanted to join the pair of coeds in their hiding place behind me.

Then her natural hatefulness reasserted itself, and she recovered.

“We’re civilized people, goddamnit,” I said, giving Elizabeth a look that said I wasn’t so sure about her status in that club. “What the hell do you want, Miss Baines?”

Elizabeth regained her smirk. “You’re a difficult man to get a hold of these days, Mr. Avery. Picking up that garish mid-life crisismobile is more or less the only solid opportunity I had to see you in the flesh.”

I spread my arms. “Well, I’m here,” I said, biting down on my anger. “And?”

Elizabeth took her time, clearly enjoying making me twist. “First of all, I wanted to come by and see how badly you were sweating, Jack. It can’t be fun having so many crises fall on your head at the same time—it’s a lot of stress. Especially for a man of your age.” She glanced over at Yukiko. “I’m sure you know what I’m talking about.”

“I don’t have the faintest clue,” Yukiko countered, a gleam entering her eyes. “If you had the faintest idea what the three of us were doing on the drive over here, you wouldn’t presume you knew shit about us.”

That hit her hard. Elizabeth’s head snapped backward, her eyes widening. Those spots burned on her cheeks for a moment before she could dismiss them.

“That is disgusting,” she said, shaking her head. “You should be ashamed.”

“You don’t sound disgusted,” I snickered. “Try as you might.”

The woman’s lips compressed to a tight little line. “I’m not here to trade insults,” she said, forgetting that she’d been doing that just a few moments ago. “I’m above that.”

Yukiko’s voice was calm, but it cut like a knife. “You’re pathetic, Elizabeth. Stirring up trouble because your son’s a fuck-up. Go home.”

Elizabeth’s jaw dropped open. “You little cunt⁠—”

“Careful,” I growled, stepping between the coeds and the newcomer. “You really don’t want to piss me off right now, Miss Baines. I have half a mind to step aside and let these two girls tear you apart like tissue paper.”

She swallowed hard, her ponytail bobbing. “I could go home,” she said, regaining some of her haughtiness. “But then you’d miss out on the one opportunity you have to get out of this. Your one shot at salvation.”

“Salvation?” Samantha asked. “What does that mean?”

Elizabeth crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “I’m not a vengeful woman, Mr. Avery. I’ve made my point—I think you understand now the kind of power I wield in Stillwell. You see what I’m capable of, and I think you know it’s not worth your time to try and trade blows with me.”

I was already shaking my head. “I’m not afraid of you,” I said, my eyes narrowing. “As a matter of fact, I just had a meeting with my employer this morning, thanks to you. The investigation caused by your ‘anonymous’ letter has already been dropped. I expect the rest of your little missives to be treated with about as much respect.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Elizabeth said. For a wonder, she almost sounded like she meant it. “The situation with your job was one of the few things I couldn’t control—a true wild card. I figured you’d be able to wriggle your way out of that disaster.”

“You’re the disaster,” Yukiko said.

Elizabeth pretended she hadn’t heard that. “I’m much more interested in that disciplinary hearing,” she said, cocking an eyebrow. “I’ve seen the way your little harem is scrambling around campus to try and change public opinion before it happens. I don’t think it’s going to work.” She leaned in closer, dropping her voice with a tone that felt almost sexual. “And if you don’t get that diploma, how long do you think your little coeds are going to stick with their sugar daddy?”

“That is crass,” Yukiko snarled. “I love Jack. You wouldn’t understand.”

I knew she did. Elizabeth’s little threats might have entertained her, but they meant nothing to me. Not when I knew that what I had was rock-solid.

“Well, whatever,” Elizabeth pivoted. “What I’m saying is, that’s a lot of uncertainty. Are you really willing to bet your entire career on one meeting?”

“What are you trying to say?”

She smirked like she’d just watched a fish bite a hook. “One word from me, and the college drops that disciplinary hearing. The cops back off of your corrupt little friend Tasha. Hell, even Delta Rho’s national board might reconsider tossing Stillwell College’s president out on her ear.” She paused, fixing Samantha with a cruel smile as the words sank in. “I’ve got friends in high places, Jack. You’d be surprised how far my reach extends.”

I didn’t buy it. “You’re full of shit,” I said, taking a step backward. “You’re not some kind of evil genius, Elizabeth. You’re a desperate mom trying to save her kid’s ass. And failing.”

A look of hurt flickered across Elizabeth Baines’s face. “My son has been punished,” she said, her gaze growing hard. “In my opinion, he’s been punished enough.”

“Tell that to Marcella Ramsey,” Samantha spat.

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “That girl is histrionic,” she said, shaking her head. “She’s played the victim a little too hard for my liking.”

Marcie didn’t play the victim. She refused to see herself as a victim at all. But people like Elizabeth Baines would never understand that.

“It’s not too late to put the genie back in the bottle,” Elizabeth said, as smooth and sure of herself as any good snake. “You can still make this go away, Jack. You can cruise out of Stillwell and back to your cushy life. You can stop what’s coming.”

I froze. Something about that last part of her spiel sent a chill down my spine.

“What do you mean?” I demanded. “What are you talking about?”

Her eyes narrowed, but the smirk didn’t falter. “You and I should talk this out,” she said, cocking her head slightly to the side. “It’s really in both of our best interests to bury the hatchet, Mr. Avery. And you won’t find the price all that high. You scratch my back a bit, and I’ll save yours.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Samantha whispered. “She’s lying!”

Yukiko was more pragmatic. “Why would we go anywhere with you?”

Elizabeth let out a scoff. “I wasn’t intending to invite your… friends with you to our meeting,” she said, giving the coeds a disdainful sniff. “I expected you to be alone when you came to pick up your car. This complicates matters.”

“I’m a complicated man,” I shot back.

Elizabeth pursed her lips in thought for a few moments, then appeared to come to a decision. “Have dinner with me,” she said.

She made it sound less like an offer than a command. I got the impression she was a woman who expected to be obeyed.

“Where?” I asked. “Gabrielle’s?”

Elizabeth was already shaking her head. “At my home,” she insisted, a faint smile lighting up her features. “I assure you I’m an excellent cook, Mr. Avery. And I’ll taste all of the food first, so you need not fear being poisoned.”

With anyone else, that would have been a joke.

Samantha barked out a harsh, flat laugh. “He’s not going anywhere with you,” the coed insisted, pointing an accusatory finger at the older woman. “Are you crazy? You tried to light his freaking car on fire!”

Technically, that had been her son. But none of us were feeling particularly charitable on that point.

“I can assure you no one will attack your automobile,” Elizabeth purred. “Believe it or not, Jack, this is a peace offering. An opportunity to mend the past.” She paused, as if debating whether or not to add the final part. “And a plea from a mother on the matter of her son.”

I didn’t know what to think. Dinner with Elizabeth Baines? The thought turned my stomach. This woman had tried to ruin my career, shred my connection to Delta Rho and Stillwell College, and destroy my relationship with the two women who had my heart. I couldn’t imagine being in the same room with her, much less eating across from her at a table.

And yet…

She looked so damned smug. As if she already knew the disciplinary hearing was going to go her way, no matter what the women of Delta Rho did to try and stop it. As if she’d already won her little war against me, despite losing the first battle.

That worried me. A lot. What did she have hidden up her sleeve?

There was only one way to find out.

“I’ll come,” I told Elizabeth. “But not alone.”

Yukiko and Samantha gasped in shock.

“Daddy, you can’t!” Samantha blurted, so upset she let the D-word slip out in public. “This woman’s a monster!”

“Of course you would try to talk him out of it,” Elizabeth snorted. “Is this the kind of counsel you get from Delta Rho, Jack? No wonder you and those coeds are floundering.”

Yukiko looked like she wanted to say something, but unlike Samantha she had the self-control to avoid arguing with me in public. Good girl, I thought. It gladdened me that she trusted me enough to let me take the lead here.

A moment later, Samantha reached the same conclusion. “Fine,” she murmured, stepping back behind me. “I’ll shut up. But if you or anyone else in Stillwell tries to hurt so much as a hair on Jack’s head, I will make it my life’s mission to fuck you up!”

“Noted,” Elizabeth said. She almost sounded pleased. “When you say you won’t come alone, Mr. Avery, what do you mean?”

“I’m bringing a date,” I told the woman. “Surely a woman of your caliber can handle having two dinner guests instead of one?”

The words sank home. Elizabeth’s expression curdled, her frown deepening as she glared first at Yukiko and then Samantha. No doubt she was picturing the indignity of having to open her door and her home to one of my girlfriends.

“I suppose I can compromise, if you’re willing to accept my invitation,” Elizabeth said through gritted teeth. “Which member of the sorority will you be bringing with you to dinner?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” I lied. “But I don’t trust you enough to walk into your home alone, Miss Baines. And the entirety of Delta Rho will know where I am while this meeting is taking place.”

“Fair,” Elizabeth said breezily.

“As will Officer Davis.”

She liked that a hell of a lot less than the first part. “Of course,” she growled, her arms tightening beneath her breasts. “I would expect nothing less.”

“If you’re serious, then how does eight o’clock sound?” I could feel the wheels turning in my head, already planning out the rest of the day’s schedule. First the surprise, whatever it was: the secret place Yukiko and Samantha wanted to show me. Second, the meeting with Marcie—and hopefully the apology that would put all of us back on the right track.

And then, dinner. With Elizabeth fucking Baines.

God help me.

“That… works,” Liz said, sounding a little surprised. “I can send a car to pick you up if you’ll let me know where you’ll be⁠—”

I shook my head. “That won’t be necessary,” I said. I lifted the key fob out of my pocket and clicked a button. The McLaren outside made a loud sound, the lights flashing as the familiar chirp chirp of anyone trying to find their car in a crowded parking lot could be heard through the glass. “I wouldn’t want to miss an opportunity to use my gaudy monstrosity. I’ve been without it for a few weeks, thanks to your son.”

“Very well. Don’t be late.”

With that, Elizabeth turned on her heel, strutting back to her Range Rover like she’d owned me with facts and logic. It looked almost comical, and I could see both Yukiko and Samantha suppressing the urge to laugh at her as the front door closed.

The moment she was gone, the tension eased in the room. People who hadn’t exactly known why they were staring at us went back to their phones or the TV, relaxing once more. The mechanic began easing out of the back, saw me standing there, then disappeared like a cartoon dad sinking into a hedge.

A few moments later, the white Range Rover roared out of the parking lot. I let out a sigh of relief. “That wasn’t so bad,” I muttered.

Yukiko’s face was unreadable. “Let’s get out of here,” she said, taking my hand. “I want to leave.”

I could understand that.

We headed to the McLaren, both women following me without saying a word. Yukiko slid into the passenger seat and buckled up, while Samantha climbed into the back, still fuming from her exchange with Elizabeth Baines.

“Jack,” Yukiko said as I started the engine. “You’re not really going to meet with her, are you?”

I turned to the coed. “I told her I would. And I’m not the kind of man who breaks a promise. You know that, sweetheart.”

Yukiko nibbled her bottom lip at the word ‘sweetheart’. “I know. But she’s a monster, Jack. If she’s inviting you into the lion’s den, it can only be because she’s intending to feed you to something. This meeting is some kind of trap.”

“She’s a fucking snake,” Samantha said, her voice sharp. “Whatever promises she makes you aren’t worth the energy it took her tongue to move in order to make them. She’s not going to let any of this go, no matter what she says.”

“I didn’t think she would,” I told them both. “I don’t trust her. She’s playing games with us, just like she did when she sent all those letters. I’m starting to think that all of this is just a game to her. Even pulling her kid out of classes and sending him south of the Mason-Dixon was just a move in her game.”

“That ‘mother’ stuff made me want to barf,” Samantha confessed. “How can she sit there and expect sympathy after what Trevor almost did to Marcie? After what he did to the very car we’re sitting in right now!?”

“He attacked you, too,” Yukiko added. “Don’t forget that.”

Actually, he hadn’t. I distinctly remembered that little shit trying to run when he’d been caught with the gas can. But the fine distinctions didn’t really matter. Trevor and his mother were enemies, and they’d already proved they’d do everything they could to try and wreck my life.

“I need to know what she’s planning,” I told both women. “If I go into the lion’s den—the way you so beautifully put it—there’s a chance Liz Baines might let her guard down. We share some gossip, down a couple glasses of wine, maybe she starts getting loose about the way she really feels about Stillwell. Maybe I’ll piss her off enough that she won’t be able to help bragging about how she’s planned to screw us over.”

“That’s a longshot,” Yukiko murmured. “It’s more likely she’ll get you to say something foolish. She’ll probably have cameras recording the whole thing, just in case you slip up.”

“Then I’ll have to make sure I don’t slip up,” I said.

Samantha leaned forward, changing her voice. “You told her you were going to bring a date with you, Daddy.”

“I did.”

I could feel the tension rising in the car. “Is that going to be me? Or Kiki?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. It was only technically a lie—I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I could finagle the person I was thinking of into accompanying me to the dinner. “I’ll have to see what I can do.”

There was a pause. “It probably should be Yukiko,” Samantha said ruefully. “If you put me in a room with that woman, it’s probably going to end in a catfight.”

“I’d pay good money to see that,” Yukiko said.

As would I.

“We’ll figure it out,” I said, pulling the sports car into traffic. The engine roared like a contented lion, and I could feel the pull of the car like a living thing as I navigated the road. The McLaren wasn’t alive, but it was almost like a character in the story of my life. I could sense something in it was glad to be back on the road, with me sitting in the driver’s seat. “We always do.”

Yukiko nodded, her hand resting on my thigh. “Together. Like always?”

Samantha’s hand joined hers, squeezing tight. “Damn straight,” the blonde coed said. “Nobody’s letting Daddy get into trouble. I love you both so freaking much.”

“We love you, too,” I told her. Yukiko winked at me.

“Speaking of which,” the dark-haired coed purred. “We were so distracted by Elizabeth that we forgot to celebrate you getting the McLaren back.”

“Hell yes!” Samantha popped back in her seat, glancing around the interior. “This thing is so awesome. I wish the road was clear so we could really let ‘er rip!”

I couldn’t help but grin at that. “You two are insatiable.”

“Always,” Samantha agreed. “And you love it.”

I did. I really, really did.

The road stretched out ahead, the sound of the engine in my ears a brief reprieve from the shitstorm Elizabeth had plunged us all into. I shifted a few years, ducking in and out of the fast lane to test the responsiveness of the automobile. It handled like a dream. That mechanic might have been a coward, but he did good work. I’d have to give him a decent Yelp review.

I was so entranced I barely noticed when Yukiko took my phone and opened up the GPS app. The dashboard lit up a few moments later, and a mechanical female voice spoke in the cabin. “You are on a new route. You will arrive in approximately forty-two minutes.”

“Forty-two minutes?” I asked. “Where are we going—Vermont?”

Both girls giggled at that. “It’s a surprise,” Yukiko assured me. “And don’t you dare peek! You’re going to find out what the surprise is when we get there, not before. You hear me, Jack?”

I reached over and gripped the coed’s thigh. Then, feeling bold, I slid my hand between her legs. The effect on Yukiko was immediate and extreme.

“I hear you,” I grunted, taking a hold of what was mine. “But I reserve the right to pull over along the way if I see a good spot for us to park and blow off a little steam. I haven’t forgotten the fact that I haven’t had the chance to get either of you off this afternoon.”

Yukiko’s eyelids fluttered, her gaze going glassy like a woman in a trance as I cupped her pussy through her panties. “Yes, sir,” she panted, letting out a throaty moan. “Fuck, I’ll point one out myself if I see it. I would love to watch you nail Samantha on the hood of this car.”

I wanted the same thing. Fuck, I could taste it.

Samantha’s hands gripped my shoulders. “Soon,” she promised, with a voice that told me she was going to do every dirty thing I could dream of asking her. “But right now, Daddy, I want to see what this thing can do! Let’s tear up the highway!”

With a grin, I switched on the radio and turned it up loud. The engine roared as I kicked it into high gear, veering into the fast lane and leaving the cars around us behind.

The coeds whooped and hollered as they were thrown back into their seats. Yukiko cried out like a girl going down the big hill on a rollercoaster, her hand gripping my wrist and guiding my fingers even deeper between her legs.

As my restored sports car accelerated into the unknown, I ran my free hand over the gorgeous coed next to me and thanked my lucky stars. We’d been thrown into a world of trouble, thanks to Elizabeth Baines, but now I had a little bit of hope. She might have been up to something, but I’d be damned if I let her get the upper hand.

I was going to win.

We’d beat her at her own game. Me, Kiki, Samantha, and the whole rest of the Delta Rho crew. And there was the other thing. My surprise.

Because I wasn’t planning on bringing Yukiko with me to that dinner.

I’d wait to unveil my own surprise after the girls had shown me theirs. But I had a different idea in mind for who I wanted on my arm when I faced down Elizabeth.

Once we buried the hatchet, I was going to ask Marcie to come with me.

And make that monster sit down face-to-face with the girl her son assaulted.
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