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Chapter One

The Spoils of Victory

With hands clasped between his thighs while he sat on one of the benches outside the volleyball court, Jason watched Christine settle under a ball as it dropped into her waiting hands. As the voluptuous, cunning setter set the ball for her attacker, her lively blue eyes sparked with victory even before Samantha leaped from behind the attack line—which was necessary for her to make the attack, being a back-row player this rally—and crushed the ball over the net. The hands thrust up beyond the other side of the net to stymie this attack failed, and Samantha’s strike deflected off fingertips and soared outside the court, where it bounced outside the court before another defender could get an arm under it.

Christine, Samantha, and the other four members of the volleyball team known as Served Hot cheered and threw high-fives to one another as they brought themselves within just a point of claiming the second set of their practice match with the Moon Jumpers. Jason clapped from the sideline, then changed the scorecard to reflect the precipice of victory they sat on.

Now, it read: twenty-four to nineteen.

And it was Avery’s serve.

The team’s newest member, a recent graduate who’d played Division One volleyball and the reason why Samantha no longer acted as one of the team’s two primary attackers, caught the ball bounced her way. Setting herself up several paces back from the court’s end line for her serve, she closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. As she opened her eyes, they momentarily flicked his way, though she quickly returned her focus to the task at hand. Still, he didn’t miss her look.

Their relationship had started plenty rocky, especially once she’d realized that his mother was Jenny Courtland, the legendary volleyball player, and that he’d quit the sport the moment he graduated high school. After she’d coerced him into trotting himself out to show he could still play a couple of weeks ago with a serving drill, she’d only seemed more annoyed that he didn’t play the sport any longer.

That had started to change because of Christine’s actions. The beautiful, wealthy, scheming woman had invited them both over to her mansion, where he and Avery had struck a deal. He’d show up to the Yard, the mega-complex that housed the gym that Served Hot rented for their practices, an hour early and be her practice partner. In return, she’d give him an hour after the team’s practice, as well as a weekly date he’d managed to get scribed into the deal for the steamy activities he knew she enjoyed just as much as he did.

Unfortunately, while relenting to a request the previous Saturday to fill in for an “injured” team member for their usual three-on-three match they ended their practices with, she’d spotted something while he played that he’d been hoping he could hide from her. Since then, even if they’d both participated in an erotic act in the showers right afterward, she’d distanced herself from him, even canceling the hour of one-on-one practice they were supposed to share at their most recent practice a few days ago. He knew it was a problem he needed to handle, and both Christine and the other woman on the team he was involved with, Yvette, continued to bring it up.

Avery tossed the ball into the air, then chased after it. The gorgeous woman’s emerald eyes flashed brightly as she leaped into the air, long, lithe legs powering her into the sky. Her defining ponytail chased after her as she soared toward the apex of her jump, then slammed her hand into the spinning volleyball. A loud boom erupted within the gymnasium as it hurtled over the net.

One of the Moon Jumper’s players barely managed to pass the ball into the air. Another rushed after it as it arced outside their half of the court, getting only a single arm under it to keep it in play. Still live, but with only one more contact allowed to their team, in which they must get the ball back over the net, another of their players made the best of a bad situation, sending it over the net with a bump off their forearms.

On the other side of the net, their opponents waited to strike.

The only woman busty enough to challenge Christine couldn’t keep a hungry smile from her soft lips as the ball angled right toward her waiting arms. Angela, the person responsible for his unofficial role as Served Hot’s team manager, tracked the ball with her seafoam-colored eyes, then received it with perfect form. Her dirty blonde hair bounced around her shoulders as she lifted her hips and sent the ball closer to the front of the net, where the team’s setter waited.

Buxom, blonde, and blue-eyed, Christine Miller was the woman responsible for most of the joy, consternation, and lust he’d felt these past few weeks. A wealthy business executive who didn’t leave her scheming at the office, she claimed responsibility for his recent involvement with, by this point, half the team’s gorgeous women. If only she’d let him have a longer taste of her sinfully sexy body. With perfect form, hands above her head, she flashed a bright smile as her three attackers rushed the net in unison.

There was Avery, attacking from the left. As the team’s more offensive-oriented outside hitter, she received the most spike attempts per game. And their opponents knew it, had experienced it in this set and the last. Their middle blocker, a woman nearly six feet tall, cheated toward Avery, predicting she’d receive the chance to seize the win.

Which left the other two attackers with openings on their approach.

Served Hot’s middle blocker, a six-foot-tall redhead with smoky green eyes and plenty of bust, thrust herself toward the net. A phenomenal defender, Clara wasn’t any slouch when it came time to take her points, and she probably could have earned the final one here. Generous, evenhanded, and having played some professional volleyball internationally before injuries curtailed such a career over a decade ago, Jason knew she wouldn’t frown over the fact that the ball hurried toward the final attacker, not her.

Jason’s heart trembled with excitement as a dark-haired foreigner, the team’s opposite hitter, and lone southpaw player, attacked from the right side of the net. Not because of any enthusiasm created by the game but because of a suite of recent feelings that had started cropping up within his chest like a crowd of bubbles each time he trained his gaze on Yvette Allard.

Originally hailing from France, she’d revealed the unpleasant history of her marriage—one already progressing legally toward its end—to him at an unexpected barbeque she’d invited him over to indulge in. And then he’d indulged in more than just cheeseburgers and lemonade, beyond excited to learn that the irrevocably gorgeous woman wanted to share her bed with him. Of late, he’d spent more time at her home than his.

Divinely featured, epitomizing grace and elegance, watching her take to the sky proved a pleasure to behold each time. Familiarizing himself recently with her voracious appetites, he spotted a glimmer of excitement growing into a bright inferno behind her dark eyes. As she slammed down the perfectly set ball in front of her, it tooled off her lone blocker’s arm and smashed down on the court.

Jason smiled and flipped the scorecard from twenty-four to twenty-five. As the winning team filled the gymnasium with their collective elation and crowded into a quick postgame huddle and cheer, so did the losing one. Notable for its camaraderie and uplifting player base, that was one of the few parts of volleyball that didn’t put storm clouds over Jason’s head.

After their huddles ended, the two teams thanked each other and mingled on their way over to their respective benches. When they arrived, Jason handed the women of Served Hot water bottles and some towels to wipe away sweat. As his fingertips brushed against Avery’s while handing one of the former to her, she frowned and stomped off toward the showers. Jason stifled a sigh.

“Did you all have a fight?” Clara asked, sending her gaze after the youngest woman on the team.

“And they were just starting to get along,” Christine chuckled.

“Is there any way we can help?” Angela asked, also watching Avery make her brisk getaway. A set of dimples born out of concern appeared on her cheeks.

“Yeah, ask away,” Christine, the conniving instigator, teased. “We’re here to help, Jason. Just tell us what’s happened.”

He stared at her flatly. “Thanks, but I can handle it. It’s nothing that big.”

Christine’s lips curled into a catlike grin, but she shrugged, abating her teasing for the time being. Clara and Angela plainly remained interested in whatever issue had arisen between him and their teammate, but they thankfully didn’t press him further.

“Let’s get our showers and get going,” Samantha said, patting both women on their backs. “Tonight is Romano’s, right?”

All eyes turned toward Christine. The wealthy woman usually splurged on her teammates after a match, even practice ones. Romano’s was a team favorite. Not so exorbitantly priced that they’d feel bad when Christine waved them all off and collected the check for herself, it was still somewhere that usually required reservations—or connections, as Christine had.

“But of course,” she purred. “Let’s all get a move on; then we can reconvene there tonight. Try and wear something appropriate, everyone.” Her eyes pointed at him and Clara most of all. For having left earlier than usual, Avery lucked out, the third member of the gang Christine usually admonished for not matching the decorum of the restaurants she invited them all to.

The women, save for one, trotted off toward the locker room. With only eight showers within it, there might have been a wait had the Moon Jumpers lingered. However, with locker rooms aplenty throughout the other parts of the Yard, they moved en masse toward the metal doors leading their way. Which left Jason and the lingering lady of his team a bit of privacy.

Only a bit, they both knew.

“That was a really nice last kill,” Jason said.

Yvette’s heavenly features curved into a radiant smile. In a tightfitting jersey and those famous volleyball compression shorts that seized every opportunity to nearly yank his eyeballs out of their sockets, his body rumbled with lecherous thoughts just looking at her. He glanced over his shoulder.

Christine lingered at the open entrance heading into the locker room, with the showers deeper beyond that. She fluttered her fingertips at the two of them, obviously wise to where things would lead if she didn’t chaperone them.

“At Romano’s, or afterward,” Yvette whispered in her French accent as she bent forward and kissed his cheek.

“Yeah, definitely,” Jason answered breathlessly.

He watched her walk away, admiring the roundest, most attractive butt he’d ever laid eyes on. With how it strained against her shorts, Jason figured not even the most celibate man could resist temptation if it stared him in the face for too long. It was a thing of such perfection that he saw it in his dreams nowadays. Her teammates, especially Avery and Samantha, might not lag far behind, but Yvette certainly earned the gold medal.

As Yvette reached Christine, they shared some whispers, then glanced his way. Yvette smiled meaningfully and headed inside while Christine winked mischievously and wagged a finger at him. Then she, too, headed into the locker room.

Jason Courtland put a hand over his heart, listening to its rapid drumming. Avery, Yvette, Christine. He might have some unresolved issues to work out with the first of those, and the last might still be playing hard to get, but he knew a bliss unlike any other because of them. Happier than he’d felt in a long time, perhaps ever, he hoped these days continued forever.

All the while, a greedier part of him, one which he shoved deep down and refused to look at, considered, and hoped for even a bit more than he already had.


Chapter Two

Sampler

Arriving a bit late due to some traffic, Jason texted Angela—knowing it might prompt a few uncomfortable questions if he contacted Christine or Yvette—when he arrived at Romano’s parking lot. Accounting for the drive home, the time the women needed for their hair to dry after their showers while they changed clothes into something suitable, and the drive halfway across town for a few of them, night’s curtain hung over the bustling restaurant as he exited his car. Even on a Thursday night, it was packed to the brim. His phone chimed, which tugged his gaze away from the opulent restaurant and the queue of guests hoping they could earn a seat sometime in the next two hours.

We’re at Christine’s usual table. Come on in. Avery came.

Jason’s brow furrowed at that final tidbit. When Avery had marched out of the locker room ten minutes before anyone else, he’d tried to approach her for a conversation. He’d found a hand stuffed into his face, and Avery didn’t so much as slow her walk as she stomped out of the gymnasium.

Because of the practice match incident, they’d barely interacted these past few days. Excluding a once-per-day picture she sent him, something he’d earned during an intimate competition between them while outdoors at Alder Mall, they hadn’t texted in five days.

How do I resolve this? Jason wondered as he stowed his phone away and headed toward the restaurant’s entrance. Honesty might get him out of the doghouse, but it might also end up as a double-edged sword. For whatever reason, Avery seemed determined to get him to like volleyball. Explaining how he’d been sandbagging so that she wouldn’t grow even more determined might not work out how he hoped.

But she was no fool. If her suspicions remained suspicions, he imagined they were a hairsbreadth from confirmed. His blunder during their three-on-three had seen to that. Feigning ignorance or lying seemed even worse options to trot out in front of her.

“Miller,” he said as he passed the queue of hopeful diners and reached the hostess’s stand, where a young woman with brunette curls engaged with him. One he recognized from the last time he’d come. He imagined she recognized him.

“She’s in her usual seating,” she said, confirming his belief.

“Thanks.” Taking a path he’d taken a few times in the past, he earned the ire of the diners he left behind and the curiosity of those at the tables he passed. College students were far from the norm at Romano’s.

A bevy of beautiful women grinned at his arrival a short time later. And the responsible party for their access to the restaurant nodded approvingly at his state of dress.

“Saved you a seat,” Christine said, patting the chair beside her. And beside Avery.

You’re the devil, Jason thought, also noticing Angela’s sympathetic expression at his torture at the hands of the team’s setter.

One aspect made up for his oncoming distress: the sheer beauty gathered in a single spot around a wide circular table. If there was a table that could cause whiplash, it was this one. Even though he’d arrived in freshly ironed black pants and one of his nicer button-downs, he still felt undressed compared to the divine figures who’d descended from the heavens to grace the mortal world with their ethereal beauty. They shone brighter and lovelier than every star in the night sky.

Sitting at the opposite side of the table from him was Clara. His tall compatriot, who usually underdressed as he did, wore a long green dress that split midway down the thigh, giving an enticing peek toward her long, sublimely muscled legs. And because of the heels she’d worn, she might stand as his equal if they ended up walking beside one another tonight. She’d also curled her hair and added some dangling earrings to her ensemble.

Beside her, Samantha had opted for a bright red dress with no back, and the dress’s fine fabric pooled just above her ample waist. Jason saw as much as he passed by, thanks to the openings within the chair’s back. The formfitting dress clutched her slim, fit body greedily, which proved all the better for his roving eyes. She noticed him staring, turned her head toward him, then surprised him with a wink.

So did Angela, who coughed politely at him. Blushing slightly, his gaze fell upon his mom’s best friend. In a dark dress that conservatively hid away her buxomness, much to his chagrin, she still sent his heart into a tizzy at the sight of her. She’d done up her dirty blonde hair, and as he got a better look, he realized her right arm and shoulder remained untouched by her dress. If only a bit more skin might have found some freedom.

He chided himself and blushed further as he passed by a woman he’d known since he was just a boy, which then brought him to the woman whose style of dress opposed Angela’s conservative style like the moon did the sun.

Christine beamed at him as his eyes locked upon her regal throat, her ample breasts on open display. Like Angela, her dark dress covered only a single shoulder, but then it plunged deep. A large blue sapphire hung over the ample proportions that she let him indulge in, even leaning back so he could peer down at her enormous breasts as he walked by her. Her eyes snapped over to him as he reached his chair and sat down, a smile that edged from teasing into the realm of seductive, raising the hairs on his arms.

“Glad you could make it,” she said.

“Thanks, sorry I’m late,” he said, trying to regain control of his rampant libido. Even though he’d never complain about it, the sheer amount of convening beauty had tripped him up. Off balance, he knew better than to believe that Christine might go easy on him tonight. One full of teasing awaited him.

“Traffic?” Clara asked.

He nodded. The chair on Avery’s right and Clara’s left remained empty, though there was disturbed silverware and a glass of wine, noting that Yvette owned it. In the restroom, perhaps?

As he sat down, every eye at the table roamed across him. Plenty from other tables joined in, likely curious about what manner of relationship he had with the voluptuous beauties gathered around him. Enjoying that attention for a few moments, a heady pulse of pride coursed through him. And then it prompted him to glance to his right, to see if the woman closest to his age on the team had any eyes for him.

Indeed, as hoped, a pair of sparkling emerald eyes skewered him, though it was less of a hungry, lustful skewering than an “I’m still pissed as hell at you” sort of skewering. Regardless, Jason suffered the consequences of leering a little and drank to his heart’s content Avery Hill’s phenomenal beauty.

Wrapped in a long-sleeved beige dress whose skirt stopped midway down her thighs, today was one of the few times he didn’t find her brunette hair in her signature ponytail, instead lightly curled and cascading past her shoulders. He made sure to memorize the image. Avery seemed to intuit his thoughts, and she snapped her head away from him with a “humph.”

Most of the table noticed, and soft smiles appeared on multiple faces. Avery’s soft, full lips formed a deep frown because of it.

“So, have you all ordered?” Jason quickly asked before an awkward silence—at his and Avery’s expense—grew into existence. Or, worse, before Christine made some teasing remark that somehow worsened Avery’s mood further. He had enough hurdles in the way of mending things with her as is.

“Just drinks, so far,” Samantha said, running her finger around the rim of her glass. A red wine quivered slightly within it, but Jason’s eyes fell upon her wedding ring. Due to Yvette’s removal more than a month back, she was the only one now at the table wearing one.

Jason nodded and ran his eyes over the menu for a couple of minutes. To most, the prices here would appear eye-gouging. From memory, the average meal—though it included the morbidly expensive drinks each woman nabbed—more than dipped its toe into the three-figure range. The cheapest pasta on the menu all sat above thirty dollars. If not for Christine’s obscene wealth, his stomach would have twisted at the thought of her paying so much.

Before he’d started attending the team’s practices last winter, he’d heard that everyone, especially Angela, which wasn’t surprising in the least, had insisted on handling their bills. Supposedly, Christine had scoffed at them all and told the manager that no money was to be accepted from anyone but herself when she came. And being friends with the owner, and just being herself, she’d gotten her way. And so, told the tale beforehand, neither Avery nor Jason had put up much resistance during their respective first times dining in style with the team.

Soft murmurs outside the table lifted his eyes from his menu. Upon the return of the final member of Served Hot, Jason forgot all about food. His heart leaped a beat.

Yvette’s dark eyes hovered upon him as she reached her chair. Wrapped in a sparkling silver sequin dress which only remained held up by a chain wrapped around her neck that attached to her dress, Jason forgot how to breathe. The dress plunged deep, presenting more of her full breasts than even Christine’s dress did and as much of her back as Samantha’s. It showed more of her creamy thighs, cut dangerously short, more than even Avery’s dress.

This time, as every eye at the table glanced his way, he didn’t notice. He was too busy gawking, heart shoved into his throat, to notice numerous smirks or Angela’s furrowed brow.

Wow.

He wanted to say it; he almost did. A host of compliments gathered on his tongue, yet just barely did he remember the danger of uttering them—especially the more salacious ones. However, they must have leaped from his eyes, for Yvette donned a pleased smile as she sat down. Blinking slowly, long lashes falling like a curtain, she finally looked away from him.

“Yeah, we thought the same thing,” Samantha said, breaking the ice. Clara nodded beside her.

“Our Yvette’s finally free to find any man she wants,” Christine said, a teasing smile curling her lips as she glanced at an obvious sign of arousal beneath his pants. “With how astoundingly she fills that dress out, she could probably take whichever one she wants. Don’t you think so, Jason?”

Devil, he thought, resisting the urge to hurl a quick glare at her. Fortunately, Angela did it for him.

“Absolutely,” he said, focusing only on Yvette. “I hope it works out for you.”

“It will,” she answered.

Another silence trailed along, in which the various other women—those who didn’t already know about his entanglement with their gorgeous opposite hitter—stared between the two of them. Thankfully, before the silence propagated for so long that it grew obscenely awkward, their server, a trimly dressed man with glasses, returned.

Around the table, he took their orders. As the final individual to order, Jason opted for the tonnarelli, which was on the cheaper side and something he’d had a couple of times before. For a drink, he just asked for water. As the server nodded and bustled off to fulfill his duties, Christine nudged him with her elbow.

“Didn’t you have that last time? You should expand your horizons, see what else on the menu you might enjoy tasting.”

He looked at the innuendo in her words, subtle as a cudgel to the back of the head, then trailed his eyes along her body until he reached her bright blue eyes. Usually, he would have absorbed her teasing and turned the other cheek. However, a frisky heat caused by the convening beauty all around him ignited like a forge fed a mountain of coal.

“You’ve got to give me recommendations faster next time. I just went with what I already knew I liked.”

“You’re a grown man; I know you can make your own decisions. You don’t need to be led around by me.”

“I know.”

Christine laid her chin on her palm and leaned toward him. “Then why haven’t you sampled something new tonight?”

Jason’s heart thudded like a percussion instrument. What was she suggesting? Was she denoting herself, Avery or Yvette, or someone new? Or was she simply teasing him, enjoying riling him up? While a part of him enjoyed the mysteries she slid in his way, another part of him would have appreciated some simple directness.

“There’s still time,” he answered cautiously, a speck of hope expanding within his chest. “Dessert.”

“Hmm. Well, be sure to eat all of your main course first. Okay?”

Mouth dry, he was thankful when his server returned with a sparkling glass of ice water. After a quick drink, he nodded. “Okay.”

A more typical brand of conversation soon swirled around their table. Talk of their earlier practice match, plans for the next practice, the desire to smash their rival team, the Cross Fires, in the tournament just a couple of weeks away. And then, as more and more alcohol entered the systems of the women, things slowly shifted into a realm Jason had never quite seen the entire team involved in.

Gossip trilled off their tongues. Per usual, it was a brand that Christine deftly maneuvered. It started because of a compliment a slightly drunk Clara tossed toward Yvette, praising her for her resilience and willingness to “get back in the saddle” so swiftly. Jason saw the immediate glint within Christine’s azure eyes, and he prepared himself for whatever machinations she was about to start.

“We could all learn a thing or two from her,” the team’s voluptuous setter said. “Beautiful, sensual, putting herself out there again.”

Yvette and Avery glanced toward one another, catching up to Jason’s earlier thoughts. They, too, understood how Christine operated.

“Is it nice?” Samantha asked, trailing her finger over her glass’s rim once more. Her third glass. Compared to the rest, she’d attacked her wine voraciously. With the food not even arrived yet, and the likelihood of her continuation, it was clear she’d need a ride home.

“Is what nice?” Yvette said.

“Being… unfettered.” The word slurred slightly, and Samantha pulled her mouth to one side as if noticing her state. “Getting to go out whenever you like, do whatever you like… be with whomever you like?”

Angela and Clara both turned their attention to the woman sitting between them. Concern radiated through both their eyes, especially as Samantha gulped down the rest of her third glass of wine. Wisely, Yvette considered her words carefully before responding, though Jason wondered about her goal based on those she finally chose to speak.

“It is nice. Freeing. Maybe we can talk more about it later?”

Jason could have sworn that Samantha’s gaze flicked toward him, but it was so transient that he couldn’t be sure. As Samantha licked her lips slowly, she nodded toward Yvette.

“I think I’d like that.”

A new member of the table frowned, and it was one he hadn’t expected. From his peripherals, he saw Avery’s curious change of expression, though it also only lasted for a moment. And then she picked up her glass and chased away her thoughts with a copious swig of alcohol.

Seconds later, the patter of feet caused all eyes to shift toward the arrival of dinner.


Chapter Three

Risk and Reward

With the arrival of their dinner, the conversation again shifted back toward more typical strains of dialogue. Clara and Yvette conversed mostly with Samantha, the former plainly still worried about her best friend’s state. And with a fourth glass of wine soon on the table, it didn’t seem like her thirst was yet quenched. Glancing at him, Christine soon initiated a volleyball-focused conversation with Angela, the best kind to ensure her focus didn’t deviate. Jason understood why.

He turned his head toward the unattended woman at the table. Picking at her meal, she soon noticed his attention on her. Avery’s verdant eyes narrowed ever so slightly, but at least she didn’t turn away from him.

Deciding to see how extending an olive branch might go, he said, “If you can, I could show up earlier than usual for this weekend’s practice. We can make up for the missed ones.”

“And then you’ll get more time after, is that it?” she whispered testily.

“No. Nothing different there. I’m finally starting to get how important volleyball is to you. That’s all.”

Her gaze sliced into him, but Avery clamped her mouth shut before a cutting gale emerged between her teeth. Moments passed. Avery stalled for more time by eating a bit more. Understanding the virtue of patience, Jason waited silently.

“Not this weekend, but the one after,” she said, glancing at him. “You come with me, and participate once you’re there, and maybe I’ll forgive you.”

“Is this the same thing we… bet on at the mall?” Memories of his and Avery’s dangerous tryst behind Alder Mall flooded his mind. The erection he’d finally managed to soothe reappeared like an old friend.

Avery’s gaze lowered. Even though she withheld it, he could see an eye roll loaded into the chamber. Yet, then something unexpected occurred. Something incredibly risky.

Avery extended her hand onto his thigh. An immediate heat thrilled through his leg, and his cock throbbed beneath his pants. Her anger with him remained within her gloriously green eyes, but so did the same desire that he’d witnessed on several occasions by now.

“It’s yes, or it’s no,” Avery said quietly, trailing her hand a few inches further up his thigh. “Pick.”

Jason's heart rate skyrocketed as if he was looking out of a plane ready to skydive. He understood that Avery was manipulating him and that she might be leading him on. If he said yes, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that he’d end up consigned to some sort of volleyball-related hell. He knew she’d declined to give him the details about it in the past for a reason.

But it might be the only way to cool her anger toward him. And it might get him something dangerously forbidden. Even while his mind cautioned him, his body shouted at him to accept, louder than the pounding of the blood rushing by his ears or the drumbeat of his heart. The truth of the matter was: he was weak to Avery Hill.

“Okay,” he whispered.

Because of the table’s width and its long hanging cloth, only Christine might have noticed the subtle gesture that followed, but she was far too busy engaging with Angela. And thanks to its location, and their choice of seats, they’d their backs to the wall, which spared them from being found out by servers or other patrons. So, as Avery stole his breath away when she brought her fingertips up to his belt buckle, no one noticed.

He made her do it all. Even though it earned him an annoyed glare as he refused to help her undo his belt, Jason didn’t care. If he were going to suffer later because of his assent, then he’d get the complete pleasure of seeing Avery work to fulfill her part of the bargain.

It took a bit of time, but she eventually surreptitiously undid his belt, undid his pants’ button, and slid down its zipper. Only then did he shift slightly so she could adjust his pants and boxers. Because of the thrumming air conditioning in Romano’s, her fingers splashed a chill through his waist as they snuck under his boxers and found his throbbing hot cock.

She freed it a moment later. In a ridiculously opulent restaurant, among a hundred other people, sitting with her teammates, Avery looked at him. Upon giving the barest of nods, she rolled her eyes. But then her hand began to move.

It seemed that she was weak to him, too.

Toes curling in his shoes, Jason tried to avoid staring down at her hand at work. If anything might draw suspicion from the other women at the table, that would do it. So, he took up his utensils and resumed eating, albeit at a glacial pace. Likewise, Avery pointed her eyes toward her plate, picked up her fork, and picked at her meal.

“It’s going to take me a while,” she whispered to him. “I’m using my offhand, after all.”

“That’s okay,” Jason said, ignoring her emphasized word. “Take all the time you need, Avery.”

She gave his cock a slight squeeze to show she remained annoyed with him, but her hand soon lurched back into its slow motions. With the coldness in her hand combating the heat emanating from his cock, Jason felt a new pleasure unlike any he’d so far experienced. With each silky motion up or down his cock, sensitive sensations gathered like pinpricks of light within him.

And the danger of it all did more than just add to the situation. Rather, it multiplied his sensitivity, his pleasure. Christine, Angela, Yvette, even Clara and Samantha—he looked at them all. They remained blissfully unaware of the sinfulness in their midst, initiated by their star player.

“You’re so greedy,” Avery growled, misreading his thoughts.

Or did she? His cock immediately quivered at the thought of any of the gorgeous women becoming aware of the salacious activity he and Avery perpetrated. His mind nearly keeled over at the thought of them joining in.

“I can’t help it,” he whispered back.

“Right.” She clearly didn’t believe him, but her hand remained in motion.

As it crested toward the top of his cock, she started twisting her wrist. A sudden burst of pleasure overtook Jason’s thoughts, and he clamped his teeth shut as it shuddered through him. Each time, from then on, she repeated the motion. Even if it was her offhand, she seemed plenty capable.

He almost pointed that out. Almost.

Her hand sped up slightly, her thumb grabbing some precum off the tip of his cock and smearing it along his shaft for lubricant. With quiet, intense motions, Avery edged him closer and closer to a pleasure that a part of him worried about.

How exactly was he supposed to climax and not make an impossible-to-hide mess?

If she kept going, which she so far did, he might last a few more minutes. And then, especially because it’d been a couple of days, there’d be plenty to clean up. As hot as this was, he wasn’t looking to leave a surprise behind for the busboy.

“A-Avery,” he whispered.

“Already?” she asked, a slender grin pulling up one corner of her mouth.

“No, but….”

“Jason, what do you think?”

The voice nearly caused him to blanch. Hurrying his gaze toward Christine—the devil incarnate, he had decided—and flashing a warm smile, he found her and Angela looking his way. As danger shoved lightning bolts into his spine, his arousal spiraled out of control.

“W-what did I miss?”

Christine’s smile informed him of her awareness of the sordid act happening beside her. She turned her body toward him, which offered a dangerous opportunity that Angela might also notice if she leaned over a little.

Devil. Devil! Devil!

“Did you think we looked good at our match today?” Christine asked, coyly lowering her gaze to his cock.

To his surprise, though he didn’t risk glancing her way, Avery’s hand continued its dangerously pleasurable motions.

“Uh, yeah. I think everyone played well, and you all seemed coordinated. Well-oiled.” He immediately regretted his choice of words.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Christine beamed. “See, Angela?”

“I didn’t say we didn’t play well,” his mom’s best friend refuted. “Just that there’s always stuff we can improve at.”

“I don’t disagree. But we should celebrate our triumphs. Tonight’s about fun, not self-critique.”

Wisely, Angela didn’t continue arguing with the equally busty setter. However, with him now drawn into the conversation, it caused her eyes to scan his plate. Which finally caused Avery to stop jerking him off, lest they be discovered.

“Are you not hungry, Jason?” she asked, slight traces of concern within her expression. “You’ve barely picked at your meal.”

As her seafoam-colored eyes examined him, Avery cruelly massaged the tip of his cock. Christine could barely withhold her mirth, and she leaned her elbows against the table, which squeezed her breasts together. It sucked Jason’s gaze in like a gravitational field. Exactly as Christine had hoped, he was sure.

Angela coughed politely, having noticed his sudden interest in Christine’s cleavage. When he yanked his gaze away from her, he found the woman smiling, though it was of the mildly exasperated variety. The kind that said, “you men and your love of breasts.”

“I’m plenty hungry,” he said, curling his hands into fists on his thighs. Avery had edged him toward the brink, but Christine and Angela’s attention shoved him faster than he’d have expected. That probably said something about him, but he didn’t have time to mull over what.

A bathtub full of ice couldn’t have stopped what was coming.

“Just make sure nothing goes to waste. Christine’s being very generous, paying for all of us. Take home what you don’t eat.”

“I’m sure he will,” Christine said with a broad smile. “And yes, I am. Thanks for noticing, Angela. Do you think you’ll want dessert, Jason?”

“Probably. If it’s all right.”

“Just say when.”

“I will,” he said.

“Good. I want everyone to have a good time.” She winked at him, then stood up. “I think I need to refresh myself. I’ll be right back.” As she departed, she stopped once she stood behind Clara. “Oh, everyone.”

As her words washed over them, all eyes shifted her way. Her generosity, in effect. And Avery took full advantage of it. Her hand thrust down to the base of his cock, holding him steady for the hot flash of seductive lips that cocooned his cock within her tight mouth.

He wasn’t sure what would have happened had the few seconds of distraction Christine earned them proved too little. If Avery would have kept deepthroating him, even at the risk of eyes turning around and discovering them in the act. Or if she’d have pulled off, leaving him to suffer the worst sort of blue-balling that he’d ever experienced.

Mercifully, neither horrible future came to pass. Practically the moment her hot, soaking wet lips thrust themselves over his cock, his seed charged into his cock. It took only a handful of quick head motions before he couldn’t hold back.

As he shoved her head down, he exploded inside her mouth. Euphoria gored him roughly, and it took every ounce of self-control not to groan gutturally as Christine explained to the others that she wanted to get a group picture outdoors after dinner. As Jason emptied his balls into Avery’s warm mouth, his eyes locked with Christine’s. A shimmer of desire coalesced within their deep blue depths like starlight on a still lake.

“Sure,” Clara said, and the rest of the women nodded.

Meanwhile, Avery pumped her hand fast as a piston on the base of his cock, helping him free the rest of his load into her mouth. Once she’d gotten what she’d come for, she swiftly sat up. So far, no one had noticed. But danger still remained.

Having yet to swallow, an enormous and hazardous pool of evidence sat within her sultry mouth. As Jason hurriedly stuffed his cock back into his pants and redid his belt, only he and Christine were privy to an unfathomably sexy struggle, which Avery smoothly overcame as she swallowed everything he’d poured into her mouth.

“Yum,” she whispered, licking her lips.

“Fuck, you’re so hot,” Jason mumbled, unable to displace that understanding with any other thoughts.

“Good, good,” Christine said, smile widening. Jason knew only a portion of it existed because of the ensuing photo.

The other four women returned to their meals and conversations as she sauntered off. None the wiser to lewd act that had just transpired mere feet from them.


Chapter Four

Worthy

After a few minutes, Jason’s heart finally returned to an acceptable steadiness. Beside him, enviously poised after her risky maneuver, Avery picked at her dinner. Once his fatigue seeped away a little, Jason followed her lead. Best not to attract any post-blowjob suspicion.

“I’m going to venture to the restroom as well,” Yvette suddenly said, setting down her utensils. As she stood and headed down the same path Christine had taken, every eye in the restaurant followed her.

Jason felt a sudden pressure on his thigh. He glanced down as Avery pulled back the knuckles she’d just tapped on his leg. She pierced him with a meaningful look.

Oh.

He whittled a minute away before he, too, excused himself from the table. Carefully scanning the looks his announcement earned him, they gratefully loitered in a neutral, unsuspicious median. Even Angela’s, thankfully. Pushing his chair in, he made for the restroom.

Unsurprisingly, a softly smiling vixen waited in the narrow, brightly lit hallway like a guardian in a cartoon labyrinth. With a restroom on either side of the hallway behind her, Jason licked his lips as Christine tilted her head toward the women’s. But with the cramped tightness of the hallway, he couldn’t just sidle on by.

Well, maybe he could have. But he wasn’t going to.

As he waded further down the narrow hallway, further from the sounds of clinking glass and dull conversation, Christine’s smile lifted as she read his intentions within his hungry gaze. She folded her arms beneath her breasts, lifting the already magnificent mountains for his viewing pleasure.

Jason stopped less than a foot from her, glancing down her gorgeous body. “Are you protecting Yvette while she’s in the bathroom?”

“Only the worthy can pass,” Christine giggled.

“And you’re here to be the tester?”

“That’s right. I decide who’s worthy.”

“How?”

Christine smiled, and a potent heat sizzled between their connected gazes. So far, other than the one night he’d managed to disarm her defenses a couple of weeks back, Christine had kept him at arm’s length. While she presided over his sinful behavior with Avery and Yvette like some sort of lewd fairy godmother, she had maintained the entire time that he needed to overcome other “hurdles” before he could finally taste her.

But if she really wanted him to keep his hands off her, she shouldn’t have blocked his way in such a narrow hallway. All while looking like an angel because of the gleaming light brightening her blonde hair. But he knew she was a devil.

His hands slipped around her waist, then pulled her against him. As Christine’s eyes fluttered down to where his hands contacted her curvaceous hips, her mouth formed a crooked smile.

“Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? Again.”

“You can blame your sexy protégé,” Jason growled, pressing his erection against her stomach. “Either of them.”

“Ooo, I like that,” Christine said, chuckling. “Should I tell them both to start calling me ‘master?’”

“I don’t think it’d go over super well.”

“Well, what about you? I’m teaching you lots and lots, aren’t I?”

“Maybe I could be convinced to call you something,” he whispered, running his hands around to her ample butt.

Christine sighed loudly, though she didn’t end his exploration, even when he squeezed her butt tightly. “You’re incorrigible.”

“I didn’t make you stand here in my way.” He pushed his mouth close to her neck, nipping at her creamy skin.

“Oh, so this is all my fault, is it?”

Jason laughed. “Yes! It’s all your fault, Master Christine. Every dream I’ve had for weeks, every sexy fantasy rumbling around in my head. All that is totally on you.”

“Oops,” Christine purred, arching her head to the side to grant him better access to kiss her throat. “But I appreciate you giving me the respect that I’m due.”

“I want to give you more than that,” he whispered, torching her smooth skin with his lips. “So much more. Won’t you let me?”

“Not… yet,” Christine whispered, shivering against him as he molded her body in whatever way he liked with his mouth and hands.

“But you will let me, right? Soon?”

“May…be. I have a task for you this Sunday.”

That caught his attention. “What’s on Sunday?”

“I want you to come to the aquarium and be a good little soldier. If you do, and if you get high remarks, then I might reward you afterward.”

Odd. It didn’t sound like she was inviting him on a date with her. So, then who? Avery and Yvette seemed unlikely, especially since she wouldn’t need to hide if it was one of them. Curiosity piqued, lured in like a deep ocean fish toward an anglerfish’s glowing light, he moved his mouth up to hers.

“I still have that coupon you gave me. One free night at Christine’s.”

“That’s not exactly what I wrote on it,” she noted, staring at his lips as they hovered inches from hers.

“But I don’t want to use it yet. So, I’ll agree to whatever you have in store for me on Sunday. But I want you to know something important.”

“Which is?”

He ran one hand from her butt to her upper back, holding her in place. “The next time you tease me like this in a narrow hallway, I will fuck you right then and there.”

As her eyes widened, his mouth crashed upon hers. Turning her, he pushed her against the nearest wall, absorbing the hungry need behind her lips, the sweltering heat, the crackling electricity. Ready to tear her dress off and to hear how far her moans would travel when he rammed his cock into her, by only the barest sliver of restraint did he hold back.

He lifted his lips from hers and let her see the insatiable appetite within his eyes. She nodded understandingly and ran a hand over his chest, stopping on his heart. Only then did he release her.

“Duly… noted.” Christine cleared her throat and straightened a strand of hair that had separated from the rest. “Have a good time, Jason.”

“I will. Text me the details about Sunday.”

She nodded again, then started heading back toward their table. Two glances over her shoulder lit his heart ablaze, providing a wide window into the unmastered lust crackling behind her sky-blue eyes.

Jason waited until he was sure no peering eyes saw him, then headed into the women’s restroom. The mouth he’d used to kiss Christine received only seconds of air before another set claimed its freedom.


Chapter Five

Rendezvous at Romano’s

The second Jason pushed through the swinging door into a spacious bathroom replete with sparkling chandeliers, perfectly white tiles, and gilded faucets, the image of a silver sequin dress and an endless amount of creamy skin forced him to ignore it. As lips furious with need found his, a set of slender hands ran up his sides and framed his face. Jason drank Yvette’s scorching hot lips in like it was a tonic to everything wrong in the world.

“I almost came out there and shooed Christine off,” Yvette complained, running her mouth around his jaw.

“Sorry, some of that’s my fault,” he admitted. “I got a bit, erm, handsy.”

Yvette flashed him an impish smile. “So long as they haven’t cramped up, I’ll forgive you.”

Jason nodded, then glanced over his shoulder. “Is this… really the best place to do this? I’m all for some danger, but the place is super crowded. What are the chances we aren’t found out?”

“If you’re too worried, we could always go back out and keep enjoying our dinner.”

“That is not what I said,” he immediately said.

“Then stop wasting time. Unless you want to get caught.”

“Maybe if it was the right person,” he said, sticking his tongue out at her.

“Like Avery?”

“That’s certainly one option. I still remember our time in the showers last time.”

“This will be even better.” Yvette scraped her hands across his belt. “If we can get started.”

“Lead on, mademoiselle.”

The French woman rolled her eyes at him for his jib, then tugged him by the belt further into the restroom. She ducked and weaved playfully as he reached for her, stymieing his designs to get his hands on her. Growling at her, he snatched her forearms and tugged her back into a deep kiss.

“Pick your poison,” Yvette whispered, nodding with her eyes toward the stalls.

Six of them, each nearly twice as spacious as a standard stall, the wooden walls and doors completely closed them off from any weirdos trying to sneak a peek of feet and calves below. Still, sound would undoubtedly carry. And Jason planned to make Yvette moan louder than a grand orchestra.

With a beautiful woman on his hip, they walked past the first few. Jason rubbed his chin and squinted at each one. His “rich customer” routine earned him a chortle.

“How about this one?” he said, giving Yvette’s bottom a slight push toward the fourth stall down the line.

Grinning over her shoulder at him, she pulled it open and strode inside. A wagging finger called him after her. Giving one glance toward the yet-unoccupied restroom, Jason headed into it, then closed and locked the door.

“Be nice to my dress,” Yvette whispered as he approached. “I’d like to avoid any damage to it.”

Jason nodded and reached for Yvette, who willingly stepped back into his arms. He ran his thumb under her jawline. “You look so beautiful, by the way. I didn’t get to say it earlier.”

“Oh, I noticed,” she said with a proud smile. “We all did.”

“Oops.”

Yvette chuckled and wrapped her arms around his neck, which soon led to another round of kissing and groping. Metal clinked as she undid his belt and freed his cock, running a hand over it.

“Didn’t even wash it after what you let Avery do,” she whispered against his mouth.

“You noticed that?”

“How could I not, with her halfway out of her chair so she could reach you at the end?”

“Hopefully, no one else did.”

“Who can say?” Yvette said cryptically. She moved her hand toward her dress, then hiked it up to her waist. “But less about them, more about where you’re going to put this big cock. If we’re gone for too long, we might raise suspicion.”

He glided his hands up her thighs, running them over her bare butt—something he should have expected the moment he laid eyes on her earlier.

Yvette bit her lower lip and nodded as he pulled her butt apart, then gave one cheek a playful smack. An immolating heat gathered in his center, and he knew it’d remain there until he ravished Yvette. Kissing her, he lifted her into his arms.

“Where should I put it tonight?” he asked, running his cock against her warm folds.

“Dealer’s choice,” she purred.

“Your mouth?”

Yvette’s nostrils flared heat across his chin at his teasing. “Afterward, maybe.”

He grinned, which earned him a ludic bite on the cheek, and then started positioning his cock for its intended target. Either choice would have pleased Yvette, he knew. He also knew how much she loved anal. Still, going in dry and with an unusual position they hadn’t tried before, he went for the safer option. He’d make it up to her later.

Upon noticing his designs, Yvette, limber as a fox, angled her body so he could get access to her slick folds. And they were plenty slick, which swept away some of his concerns about rushing into sex without much foreplay. Pushed against her tight opening, they locked eyes.

“Give it to me good,” Yvette whispered in her sultry accent, brushing her lips against his.

“Try your best not to get us caught.”

Jason pushed his cock into her, and she was as tight as he remembered. Shifting her body to grant him complete access into her hot sex, they connected in the most intimate way.

“I love how big you are,” Yvette said.

“And how well I use it?”

She smiled teasingly. “But of course.”

Wrinkling his nose at her, he decided he’d make her pay for that. Yvette spotted his lighthearted indignation, chuckled, but then dropped her head onto his shoulder. Enflaming his pulse with the heat of her kisses on his neck, he squeezed her butt tighter.

And then it was off to the races.

Passion overflowed between them as Jason began shifting his hips upward and as Yvette bent and gyrated her body for the best possible access with each thrust. Her breath burned across his neck, and then her lips tickled his ear. As he thrust slowly until he filled her, his excitement burbled like steam trapped under a lid in a boiling pot as Yvette moaned, deep, long, and pleased.

Jason’s muscles tightened as he began spearing her with more fervor. The indelibly alluring woman helped him bounce her on his cock, which throbbed as more blood pooled within it. Swollen with need and desire, Yvette moaned again as it expanded within her tight walls. She tossed her head back and sang her pleasure to the ceiling.

Flexible and lithe, her hot sex absorbed every thrust, which rebounded through her like a lively tuning fork. Her guttural groans and pleasured pants scraped across the walls surrounding them, even as her nails grappled to keep their hold around the back of his neck.

“You’re so sexy,” Jason whispered, throwing his mouth to nip at her throat.

Yvette caught the bottom of her lip between her teeth, restraining her passionate cries as she gyrated her hips into a rhythm that stole Jason’s breath away. Her full breasts bounced beneath the delicate dress because of her movement, revealing hints of dark areolae. And just like that, he found his next target.

Running a hand up her side, restraining himself because of her earlier request about the dress, he slipped his hand through the ample opening and squeezed one of her jiggling breasts. She sighed in delight, then locked her potently smoky eyes upon him.

“I can’t have you giving too much attention to Avery or Christine, so I have to pull out all the stops from time to time.”

“I would never forget about you,” Jason whispered into her throat. He kissed her creamy skin. “Your taste.” He moved up to her jaw. “Your moans.” He brushed his lips over hers. “Your feel.”

Yvette shivered because of his words and threw her mouth against him. A dizzying kiss followed, and Jason lost track of how long it lasted. It might have continued in perpetuity.

If not for the door’s opening and the sound of two women chatting as they entered the restroom.

Briefly, as Jason and Yvette held their breath and ceased their lustful motions, the blasting of their heartbeats seemed deafening. Footsteps and conversation, the latter thankfully not belonging to anyone they knew, glided in their direction, and then they heard slight squeaks as one of the doors directly beside them swung open. It swung shut a moment later, and they heard someone settling beside them.

“Yeah, it’s a problem, for sure,” a woman’s voice said from just outside the stall.

The woman inside agreed, and their conversation continued.

Jason and Yvette locked eyes. The insanely attractive French woman bit her lower lip and resumed her flexible gyrations. Seeing the panic in his eyes, a broad smile spread across her luscious lips.

“You’ve been spending too much time with Avery,” he whispered.

Yvette winked at him and ran a hand over his chest. “Come on. I know you want to keep going.”

She had him there. Glancing toward the inch or two of wood separating them from whoever sat in the other stall, his tongue wettened his lips. With his hand on her breast, he found her nipple, then gave the hardened peak a slight pinch. Yvette quivered pleasurably and nodded.

Jason moved his hand to the other needy nipple hiding beneath her sexy dress and repeated the process. Back and forth, teasing her with pinches and circular motions around her nipples, he saw the flush creep along her face.

He watched and listened to her undulating pleasure, her soft moans, her glances toward the stall beside them. While the two women spoke about something neither of them cared enough about to focus on, Jason flexed his lower half and thrust up into her. Slow, at first, then a bit faster, harder.

Yvette nodded at him, rubbing his chest as she proved the strength in her abdominal muscles as she flexed and unflexed, doing her utmost to ensure he felt as much pleasure as she did. An uptick of heat and pleasure followed every thrust.

Their eyes moved toward the other stall as they heard a flush, then the door opening. Moments later, the sound of running water from further off, as the woman washed her hands, brought their gazes back together.

Harder, faster. Yvette leaned back, limber as a whip, and Jason took over the task of deciding their pace. Harder, faster. Much harder and faster. With her hands clinging to his neck, he bottomed out into her and fucked her feverishly.

An audible slapping sound bounced throughout their stall as his hips crashed into her thighs.

The conversation beside them immediately halted.

Jason proved a touch slow in following suit, and Yvette’s eyes flashed with dual emotions—anxiety and excitement—as a voice called out.

“Hello? Is someone else here?”

Stricken by a knife of panic gouging his chest, Jason pointed his eyes at Yvette. She glanced toward the door.

“Hello?” the same voice called.

“Say something, Yvette,” Jason whispered.

“Only if you keep fucking me,” she responded.

“You know I will.”

“Right now.”

Jason’s gaze widened, and Yvette must have taken that for his assent, for she called out a moment later.

“Yes, sorry. I dropped my phone.”

A pause followed, but Yvette tapped him on the shoulder when he didn’t start holding up his part. Reorienting and refocusing on the divine beauty in his arms, Jason resumed fucking her, albeit far more carefully than before – which earned him a mischievous glare from his partner.

“…Okay. You’re all right in there?” the woman’s voice said. Whispers from the other woman that Jason couldn’t make out crawled through the room.

Right as Yvette made to reply, Jason shoved his cock to the hilt inside her cunt. Yvette hurled a knuckle to her mouth, stifling a reverberating moan before it clamored throughout the stall. She glared at him, but then she counterattacked by wiggling her hips with him buried inside her. Her tight sex rubbed against his cock at every angle, and Jason felt himself growing close to his eruption.

“I’m more than all right,” Yvette said. “Thank you for your concern.”

More whispers, and then finally shuffling feet. The door back to the hallway swung open. But as it closed, neither Jason nor Yvette imagined that the whispers wouldn’t continue between the two women as they returned to their table.

Right now, they didn’t care. Nodding needily at him, Yvette resumed her gyrations, tightening the grasp of her legs around his waist. She wanted to cum; he saw it radiating like a storm within her dark eyes. Fortunately for her, a similar storm raged within his.

Shifting her in his arms so that he could fuck her until that moment arrived for them both, he brushed his lips against hers. She responded by biting his lower lip, then thrusting her hands into his hair. Dropping both his hands to her butt, he started bouncing her on his cock, knowing he wouldn’t stop until he reached that pinnacle of bliss off in the distance. She did too, and she flexed her hips to give him the best access possible.

Jason pulled her in tighter, feeling her soft breasts against his chest. Yvette’s airy moans swam into his ear, and she bit his earlobe as he barreled through her. A profound warmth settled within his chest as he gazed at her, entranced by Yvette’s gasps. His body moved on its own, requiring no direction from his mind. Their slapping skin blasted throughout the entire bathroom.

“Yes, Jason, yes,” she pleaded in her sultry accent. “Do. Ittt!”

Jason responded by pounding into her until his limit arrived. Fortunately, with only ten seconds to spare, Yvette’s moan shrilled as the air hissed between her teeth. Her legs clamped tightly around him, her hands grabbed on for dear life in his hair, and her warm, slick pussy clenched onto his thrusting rod.

He drank her in as she arched back, body bouncing on his cock as her orgasm sank into her and seized her ability to think. Mouth wide open, a deep, bestial moan rolled off her tongue. Yvette’s bliss transcended her body, leaping onto him and amplifying the hot geyser he poured into her as he bottomed out inside her tight walls. His groans joined hers.


Chapter Six

Deer in Headlights

Harsh, laborious pants chased away those of passion and ecstasy. Jason’s knees wobbled, and he backed into one of the stall’s walls for stability before his legs gave out. Yvette, still uncoiling from her bliss, had not quite uncoiled her legs from around his hips, so he did his best to keep holding her aloft. A few kisses brushed against his neck, and Yvette giggled girlishly after a little more waiting.

“I’d never done something like this before,” she whispered breathlessly.

“This… specific location’s a first for me, too,” Jason admitted.

“I suppose I can see why Avery likes the risk so much.” Yvette patted him on the shoulder, and he gingerly helped set her down.

“It has its appeal,” he agreed.

As he lifted his chin from his chest, he found Yvette’s eyes sparkling with a lingering lust. She grinned at whatever pained expression he must have made.

“Don’t worry; I’m satisfied… for now. But I might see if you want to come over tomorrow.”

“You know I do.”

She grinned and threw a longing kiss onto his lips. Chuckling as he managed only to get a single arm around her, she patted him on the cheek.

“Thank you for tonight, Jason. I’ve never experienced anything like it.”

“You’re very welcome. You’ll carry me in the air next time, right?”

Yvette chuckled. “I’ll see if we can’t get Avery and Christine to join in, and then maybe there’ll be a chance.”

Jason snorted with laughter, then pushed off the wall, and immediately felt lightheaded because of it. Yvette caught his hand, adding her stability to his.

“Take your time catching your breath,” she said, a smile flickering across her face. “You’ve got to go back out before I do.”

“Shouldn’t I come back last since I left last?”

Yvette shook her head. “If you recall, I was off in the restroom before you arrived. I’ve been fibbing about some stomach pains since I arrived. And Christine should have told everyone about my continuing issues once she made it back a little while ago.” She smirked. “All in the name of keeping things clandestine.”

Jason glanced over his shoulder at the stall door. “Yeah, I don’t think we quite accomplished that flawlessly.”

Yvette snorted, and the two of them soon broke into an infectious fit of giggles.

With Jason furtively peering out into the restroom a few minutes later, he found the restroom still devoid of any life but for him and the woman cleaning herself up behind him. Looking over his shoulder at Yvette, who waved him on, he blew her a kiss and crept on his way.

Peeking out the next door in his way, he found the hallway clear. Swiftly, he rushed across to the men’s restroom, where an older fellow noticed his arrival—but didn’t otherwise denote anything odd about a man entering the men’s restroom. Taking a couple of minutes to look in the mirror, in case he spotted anything disheveled about his personage, Jason finally made his way back to the table.

Anxiety rubbed against his skin like coarse sandpaper as he made his way back to the others. What if they suspected? What if they knew? Thankfully, even though his arrival earned their attention, he didn’t spot any suspicious looks from the three women who ought to be unaware of what he’d just gotten up to with their teammate. Sitting down between the two women who were aware, he released his pent-up trepidation.

And then dinner continued.

His fears resurfaced as Yvette finally returned about five minutes later. Watching Angela and the others like a hawk, he saw and heard only concern from them as their teammate rejoined the table. To his eyes, her cheeks still wore a hint of afterglow. Fortunately, the rest only saw an upset stomach. Yvette further threw them off the scent by requesting a to-go box for her dinner once their meals arrived a short time later and declining dessert.

“All right, everyone, gather up!” Christine called as they piled out of Romano’s an hour later. “Picture time!”

Jason hid a smile as the women, a couple of whom who’d consumed a bit more alcohol than they should have, or a lot more with regards to Samantha, struggled to array themselves side by side. Clara and Angela both stepped in to help the sloshed outside hitter. Meanwhile, Christine coopted the nearest individual—a middle-aged woman garnished in pearls—waiting in the queue outdoors to snap some pictures with her phone.

As Jason lingered on the edge of them as they lined up with Romano’s luminousness at their backs, numerous women waved him forward.

“Get in here,” Christine said, ushering him directly into the middle of the six women as she joined the line.

For her part in shoving him into place, Christine stuck herself to his side, adhering her voluptuous breasts to his arm and winking at him. Jason certainly didn’t mind, though the woman on his other side, busy helping Samantha stand up straight, seemed to.

He heard an exasperated sigh, which pulled his gaze toward Angela’s seafoam green eyes. She shook her head at her setter, though her responsibility to another teammate—and likely some consideration for the soul trying to take their picture then get back to waiting for dinner—kept her from chiding Christine as she overtly draped herself onto him. Still, for the moment their eyes locked, Jason could have sworn he almost thought he saw… envy.

Once everyone was straight, or as straight as they’d get given their drunken state, Christine nodded toward the woman she’d handed her phone over to. At the same time, behind his back, he felt a hand squeeze his butt.

The women got a good laugh about his “deer in headlights” look for the first several pictures. Wisely, Christine stopped flipping through her phone past the first handful of photos, or else Angela would have spotted the look he turned toward her in the back half. Jason knew he’d see them sent his way before he made it home.

Retrieving her phone and thanking the woman, who hurried back to her husband in line, Christine started sending the pictures to the rest of them. After that, it became a matter of determining who could drive whom home. Clara claimed Samantha, who was in no state to argue, while Angela insisted that Christine—the second least teetotalling of the group that night—should also be taken home.

“How about it?” Christine asked him as she slipped her arms around one of his. “Drive a girl home?”

“Absolutely not,” Angela growled, folding her arms.

“I can get her home,” Avery said.

“Or me,” Yvette said.

“None of you are any fun,” Christine complained, glaring between her team captain and team superstar. She pointed at Avery. “We’re taking my car, though. We can come get yours tomorrow.”

“Fine.”

And with that decided, albeit, with Clara needing some help getting Samantha into her passenger seat, the seven of them left behind Romano’s. In a bit of a dichotomy to one another, he learned that Samantha barely remembered a thing about the night. He, of course, remembered it for the rest of his life.

And yeah, he visited Yvette the very next day.


Chapter Seven

Newbie

Jason pulled into the parking lot before Avery, got out, then stretched in the sunlight. He needed it. Following his romp with Yvette at Romano’s, he’d spent the better part of yesterday indulging in her sinful contours and suggestive smiles. She’d worn him out throughout the day, and he’d passed out on her bed just barely after ten at night. Not that he regretted any of their four bouts of raucous lovemaking throughout the morning, afternoon, or evening.

Still, he might find himself a bit more tepid about how he wanted to spend his hour with Avery after practice. He might recover fast, but even he had a limit.

Even though Avery had told him the other night about how he could make it up to her, to show her his earnestness, he’d texted her—and Christine, who took care of renting the gym for the team’s private use—yesterday morning that he’d be showing up thirty minutes earlier than their originally agreed upon hour for the next few times. Christine had teased but also lauded him, while Avery had told him she’d be there.

So, he waited, leaning against his car for a few minutes and staring up at the void of blue overhead. The sound of a smooth engine drew his attention toward Avery’s arrival. His eyes squinted as they registered that she was not alone.

Avery parked and then climbed out of her car. After a moment, so did the newcomer. A hint of nervousness shrank her already slender shoulders as she looked his way.

Avery nodded toward her as she came around to him. “This is Olivia, one of my sister’s friends. She’s interested in learning volleyball, so I’ve brought her along so she can start learning.”

“O…kay.”

“I hope it’s not any trouble,” the young woman named Olivia said, still lingering by the open car door as if fearful that he might deny her hope. Slender and erring a touch on the delicate side, she’d tan skin that suggested she spent a lot of time outdoors. While waiting for a response, a slightly nervous smile touched upon a pouty set of lips. Like Avery, she was a brunette. And she’d the softest baby-blue eyes that Jason had ever seen. This close, he could see their purity in full.

“It isn’t to me,” Jason said, glancing toward Avery, who was busy collecting volleyballs from the backseat of her car. What was she up to? “I’m Jason, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Jason.” Some of the nervousness diminished in her painfully pretty smile.

“Come on, come on,” Avery barked, waving them after her as she headed into the gymnasium.

Continuing their shared look for a bit longer, they chased after her, with Jason opening the door for the volleyball-laden spiker. Olivia gave him a small head nod as he continued holding it open for her. Once inside, Avery and Jason started setting things up while Olivia lingered near the benches.

“So, what’s this about, Avery?” Jason asked quietly.

“I said what it was about.”

He sighed. “Avery.”

She threw him a look. “She needed a ride today because her car is in the shop. Going forward, assuming she remains interested, she’ll just show up for the normal practice. Okay?”

Jason nodded. “Okay. I was just… confused, is all.”

“This practice is for my benefit; I’m not going to throw in some beginner just so I can mess with you if that’s what you were thinking.”

She’d hit the nail on the head.

After setting things in their proper places, warming up their muscles, and stretching their limbs, a relatively typical one-on-one practice followed. With the extra time allotted today, Avery could run through everything she was interested in. So, they ran the normal range of serving, ball control, and footwork drills, then found themselves with a bit of time remaining. Throughout the time, Jason remained acutely aware of the girl his age watching from the sidelines. Upon noticing, Avery rolled her eyes at him.

By hour’s end, Avery had completed her regimen. Immediately, Jason disliked the look in her eye as she tossed the ball over to him.

“I should say I want to practice receiving your serves, but I know now you wouldn’t give me your actual best.”

“Avery, I—”

She stifled his attempted explanation by throwing a hand up. “So, for now, we’ll call it a wrap. I’m going to give Olivia something to do other than sit around for another three hours. You can go lounge on the bench until the others arrive if you want.”

She marched off, and Jason ran a hand through his hair. Yep. She was definitely still upset.

Deciding it would be best to stay out of her hair, for now, he basically swapped places with Olivia, who now stepped nervously onto the court with Avery. She glanced his way as they passed, but Avery’s tutoring soon stole her attention in full.

Rather than hopping onto his phone, Jason watched as Avery quizzed Olivia on her baseline knowledge of the sport. Based on what Jason picked up, she was a true beginner. Still, if he could spot the excitement gleaming within her startingly blue eyes, he knew Avery could see the same.

As expected, Avery soon began teaching Olivia the correct “ready” position. Of all the skills to learn, how to properly pass deservedly ranked highest.

Avery soon pointed at Olivia’s arms. “For making your platform, put your forearms together, then put one closed fist inside the palm of your other hand. You want your thumbs to be side by side.” She then showed the younger woman a picture-perfect example.

It didn’t take long for Olivia to have it down or for Avery to call out the importance of Olivia developing speed and comfort in snapping her platform together, as well as doing her best to get behind the ball and receive the ball on the flat undersides of her forearms. After that discussion, concept became reality, as Avery began lightly tossing balls for Olivia to pass back to her with her forearms.

She took to it with a genuine hunger that, strangely, twisted something within Jason’s stomach. As he watched her absorbing Avery’s every word like a sponge, that odd disgruntlement only expanded within him.

“Good,” Avery said, catching the ball Olivia passed back to her. “There’ll be a lot of that going forward.” She turned toward him. “What time is it?”

Checking his phone, he said, “Ten minutes ‘til three.”

Avery nodded. “We can get you used to serving with the time we have left.”

She soon had Olivia in the proper position, hips opened toward the sideline, chest angled comfortably about forty-five degrees from facing the net, left foot forward and facing directly toward the net, and weight on her rear hip. After confirming that Olivia was righthanded, during which Jason quickly glanced away from a dark look he knew was inbound his way, she gave her a volleyball to hold in her left, then told her to extend her arm in front of her.

“Now, shift your hand a little, so the ball lines up with your right shoulder. When you toss the ball, you toss it straight up, and you don’t want to have to come across your body when you swing with your right arm. You’ll pull your serves left if you do that.”

Olivia nodded, then her brow furrowed as Avery took the ball from her left hand.

“Now, put your right hand up a little higher than your ear, make sure your elbow’s high—good. Widen your fingers. Big hand, that’s what we’re after.”

Avery nodded, and Jason marveled at how calm and collected a teacher she’d so far proven. Based on their interactions, he’d have imagined far less patience dwelled within her for neophytes. So, maybe it was just him that she had no patience for.

“When you’re ready, toss with your left hand, step with your left foot, shove your right hand behind your head, then swing—but freeze when your arm is fully extended. Just get used to that motion until we make sure you have it down. Then you can hit a few balls over the net to me.”

A few attempts later, Avery offered a few critiques to the pliable younger woman, who continued hanging off her every word. That discomfort in Jason’s stomach continued roiling about.

Eventually, Olivia earned her ball privileges, and Avery left her just behind the end line as she headed over to the opposite side of the court. She threw her eager protégé a thumbs-up.

The first ball contacted the net, which Avery pursued and caught as it dribbled on the court. The second made it over the net, though it was well off course from where Avery stood. Three, four, five, six, double digits—Avery gave Olivia plenty of swings.

“Keep your hand big and firm when you contact the ball, rather than wrapping your fingers onto the ball when you hit it,” Avery noted around serve number five. “For jump serves, you want top spin, both with the toss and the swing. But standing serves are best suited for a float serve, which is like a knuckleball in baseball. So you want as little spin on the ball as possible. Instead of power, your serve will wobble in the air, making it hard for receivers to judge where it will land. Got it?”

Olivia nodded. Around serve ten, she seemed to be getting the hang of it. Based on her lithe physique, Jason assumed she had some physical sports background. Combined with her willingness to accept Avery’s guidance, he imagined she’d develop quickly.

On about her twentieth serve attempt, Avery needed only step once to her right to catch Olivia’s serve. Jason noticed the shift in Avery’s eyes, and he followed it toward the new arrival entering the gymnasium—a look of surprise writ across her sinfully gorgeous face.

“Hello,” Yvette said, pulling in her cart of balls behind her. Her eyes started on Olivia, then moved to Avery, and lastly fell upon him.

“Hi,” Olivia said. “I’m Olivia.”

“She and my sister are friends,” Avery explained as she crossed over to the same side of the court as Olivia. “I invited her along.”

“So that’s what Christine’s ‘surprise’ refers to,” Yvette noted. She looked at Olivia. “I am Yvette. A pleasure.”

Others filed in over the next ten minutes, each receiving a similar explanation. All save for the apparently already aware Christine, who bounced up to Olivia and welcomed her “to the team” with gusto.

Which immediately perked Angela’s ears up.

As the women gathered after properly attiring themselves in the locker room, four sets of curious eyes ventured toward Olivia, who again appeared apprehensive about the disturbance her existence was causing.

“So, this is your surprise, huh?” Clara said, looking toward Christine. Apparently, the team’s setter had sent a group text to her other teammates, barring Avery, for obvious reasons.

“Indeed it is! When Avery mentioned Olivia to me, I told her to bring her on down. If we don’t scare her off, maybe she’d be interested in joining. The more, the merrier, and all that.”

Jason saw a small muscle pulsate on Angela’s forehead. As the official team captain, she likely didn’t take kindly to Christine making such decisions. However, his mom’s best friend swiftly smothered any frustration she might feel about having decisions made behind her back.

“I hope it’s not any trouble,” Olivia said, obviously expecting that it was.

“It’s not, of course,” Christine said, again stepping in when it should have been Angela who spoke. She stepped forward and looked toward the rest of her teammates. “Right?”

“I don’t see a problem,” Yvette said.

“Yeah, it’s fine with me,” Clara said. Samantha nodded right afterward.

Which left only one voice left.

“It’s fine with me, too,” Angela said. “Olivia, right? We’re practicing for an upcoming tournament that’s right around the corner, so I hope it’s okay that we’ll probably be going about things normally.”

“Yeah, totally,” Olivia said, appearing a touch relieved that the team hadn’t spurned her.

Christine, wearing a triumphant smile, swiveled her gaze toward him. “Jason, mind being of service to our newest member? Just keep her in the know about drills, positions, all that. You don’t have to play.”

He answered slowly, trying and failing to peer through Christine’s newest scheme. “Yeah, I can do that.”

Angela seemed on a similar warpath, with the same level of negligible success. “Olivia, you can certainly join us during stretches and warmups.”

The younger woman nodded. “Thank you!”


Chapter Eight

Rumblings

Because of the newcomer in their midst, Jason saw even more glances shifting toward the bench than usual. Even Angela, despite her earlier statement about practicing normally, found plenty of time to waste looking their way. Suspecting this was part of Christine’s plan, maybe one shared with Avery, he eschewed loitering about in awkward silence with the newcomer by putting almost two decades of volleyball knowledge to work. Learning about volleyball was what had brought Olivia here, after all.

“So, Avery’s an outside hitter?” Olivia asked as he started denoting everyone’s position. “That’s her position title?”

“Yeah, or left-side hitter, it’s sometimes called,” Jason said. Together, they watched the team go through a range of defensive drills. “She’s the team’s primary attacker, alongside Yvette. On the defensive side of things, you’ll see her, Clara, and Yvette doing most of the team’s blocking.”

“Clara being the tall redheaded woman?” A touch of envy sat in her eyes.

Jason nodded. “She’s the team’s middle blocker. When you’ve got her height, you’re pretty much guaranteed to find yourself playing up at the net, and usually as a middle blocker. She gets involved in more blocking attempts than anyone else.”

“So, then, do you play middle blocker?”

Her question caught him off guard, and he turned his head toward her. Her soft eyes shone like the clearest sky he’d ever seen, and he almost lost his train of thought in them.

“Ah, no. I, uh, don’t actually play.”

“Really? But you’re so tall.”

Jason chuckled. “Actually, I’m only in the average height range for a male volleyball player. Six-foot-four isn’t so impressive next to six-foot-eight or nine.”

“Well, that’s probably for professional players, right?”

An unpleasant twinge stabbed somewhere inside his gut. “You’re right. But, ah, I don’t play.”

“Oh.” Olivia cast her pretty eyes toward the court. Her full lips pursed as she surveyed the women. “So, are you the son of one of them? Is that why you’re helping?”

“Not the son, but Angela is my mom’s best friend,” he explained, pointing toward the buxom woman in question. “I kind of got roped into helping last winter, and I’ve just sort of kept coming along.”

“Gotcha,” Olivia said. “So, I guess you just really like volleyball, huh?”

Another twinge struck him. “No, not really.” After answering, he immediately clicked his teeth together, regretting letting his true feelings leak out.

Olivia’s head swiveled back toward him. “You… don’t?”

“It’s complicated,” Jason said, wincing at even that choice of words. He really didn’t want to start explaining his complex relationship with the game to someone he’d just met.

Fortunately, she seemed to sense his reticence. Staring at him for just a moment longer, she returned her eyes to the practice.

“So, Yvette’s the final front-row player,” Jason said, eager to pile a couple of hundred words over the awkward conversation they’d just shared. “She plays opposite hitter, which is sometimes called the right-side hitter. She’s the team’s only left-handed player.”

“Is that the typical position for left-handers, like playing first base in baseball?”

“For this sport, it’s usually there or setter. In the opposite hitter role, their attacks can go crosscourt or down the line, which is why a lot of them end up there.”

“And as a setter?”

“A big advantage for dumping the ball over the net, since setters almost always face toward the outside hitter when setting.”

“And Christine is your team’s setter?” Olivia’s eyes wandered over to the buxom woman, who was speaking to Samantha in a hushed whisper during a bit of downtime.

“Yep. Setters are basically the conductor of a team’s offense. Volleyball has a three-touch rule—only three touches per team are allowed before the ball needs to go back to the other side of the net. Usually, that first touch is receiving the other team’s serve or spike—because it doesn’t count blocks at the net against a team. If all goes well, the second should be the setter, who then decides who makes the final contact—usually a spiker.”

Olivia nodded receptively. “What about your mom’s friend? Angela, was it?”

“She’s the team’s other middle blocker. And team captain,” he quickly added.

“So, there are two middle blockers per team?”

“Yeah. She’s the team’s best passer, so you’ll always find her as one of the three focusing on receives and passing. There’s some positional stuff going on with how rotations work in volleyball, but that’s probably not worth going on right now. It gets complicated for beginners. If you want to look it up, this team runs what’s called a five-one offense.”

“Okay.” Olivia’s eyes slid toward the final member of the team.

“Samantha,” Jason said. “She’s the team’s second outside hitter. Like Angela, she starts play in the back row and focuses on passing. I didn’t mention it, but Avery joins in on serve receive. Those three carry the heavy lifting of that part of the defense.”

“So teams always have two middle blockers and two outside hitters?”

“Basically. There’s also a position called a libero, which is a defensive specialist that rotates in commonly, usually for the current back row middle blocker, but a lot of intramural leagues don’t use the position. And with only six players on the team, it isn’t like they have anyone to rotate with. When they do play in a tournament with a libero, one of them chooses to be it for the match.”

Olivia nodded as she looked out onto the court. Her eyes shone with intrigue as the other women continued their practice. She wanted to be out there, participating. It was as evident as the sunrise.

“Why are you looking to get into volleyball?” Jason asked, drawn to the question like a moth to a flame.

She looked at him, a bright smile capable of thawing winter’s touch spreading across her beautiful face. Yet regardless of the beauty shining in front of him, Jason’s roiling stomach twisted even harsher because of it.

“I did cross-country throughout high school, but I never really loved it. So, I stopped when I got to college. But… a sedentary lifestyle isn’t really for me. I found myself running all the time, even though I wouldn’t say I liked it that much. But when I was spending some time with Leah—er, Avery’s sister—recently, she showed me some clips of her sister when she was playing in college. And, well, it looked fun. Sort of a boring reason, I know.”

“It’s not,” Jason blurted out, immediately cringing inwardly because of it. “Ah, I mean… if you think you’ll like it, then go for it. I hope you like the sport.”

I do?

“Okay, thanks,” Olivia said, smiling warmly at him.

After that, blessed silence. Jason’s stomachache slowly diminished, flowing out like the ebbing tide. Olivia queried him for a few other basic concepts, primarily interested in the drills she saw in front of her. He explained their purposes easily enough.

About an hour before things ended, Olivia received a call. After walking off a bit to take it, she soon returned with news that Avery’s sister was en route to get her for a college event they had together later tonight. In a doldrum before their three-on-three began, everyone heard, so he didn’t need to explain why she’d suddenly left.

“It’s all right if I come next time?” she asked him.

“Totally!” Christine shouted from the court. “You’re welcome anytime.”

Olivia flashed a smile at her, then the rest, then at him. “Okay, great! Bye, everyone. Bye, Avery. Bye, Jason.”

Trotting out of the gymnasium, Jason didn’t realize until the metal doors clattered closed behind her that he was the center of every eye left within the place. Several of them, Christine’s chief among them, gleamed with interest. Suddenly, as if wraiths chasing a hapless talking dog in a haunted amusement park, several women drifted toward him.

“What’d you think, Jason?” Christine asked, and every ear perked up.

“I think you’ll see her here next time like she said. She seemed really interested in getting into the sport.”

“Glad to hear you didn’t run her off,” Avery remarked.

“He wouldn’t do that,” Angela quickly said, coming to his defense.

“Okay, so who here is going to volunteer to come early so our new bird can start learning to fly?” Christine said.

“Our next practice is… five-thirty on Wednesday, right?” Clara said. She shook her head. “I couldn’t show up early that day.”

“Me neither,” Samantha said. “It’ll be better for me on weekends, though.”

“I could show up around five this Wednesday, but no earlier,” said Yvette.

“Angela?” Christine asked, looking toward her.

“I think I could arrive about an hour early,” the team’s captain said.

“And so can I,” Christine said, smiling. “We can nurture her together.”

“Is that all right?” Angela asked, looking at Avery, then at him. “We don’t want to get in your way.”

“It’s fine with me,” Avery said.

“And me,” Jason echoed.

“Great!” Christine said, clapping her hands together. “Between the lot of us, we’ll have Olivia up to speed in no time.”


Chapter Nine

Just a Kiss

After practice, another team had the gym rented out, which curtailed any possibility of Jason and Avery’s post-practice hour of sordidness occurring there. He approached her as they filed out of the gymnasium. The words he chose to speak clearly surprised her.

“How about a rain check on this part of our deal until whatever you have planned for this next weekend? That work for you?”

She frowned distrustfully. “So, you’re giving me longer practices and giving up what you want after them?”

“I’m still going to get them,” Jason said. “Just… later. After this weekend. They’ll be nice and saved up for an all-nighter or something.”

Based on her lasting frown, he suspected she’d decline. However, after a few moments spent mulling over things, she surprised him.

“Fine. But don’t think you’re off the hook just yet. That all depends on how you act next weekend.”

“Fair enough. So, will you tell me just what I’m going to be doing, though?”

“I’ll let you know when and where to go Saturday morning,” she said, a slight smirk revealing that she was enjoying holding this over him. “Just be available.”

He sighed. “Okay. I guess I’ll see you at our next practice, then. And then that, whatever it is.”

“Yep.” Avery began to turn away, only to suddenly turn stiff as a statue. Her eyes zipped toward Angela and Christine, the last remaining members of their team in the parking lot. A few guys from the team renting the gymnasium out also stood outside, chatting before heading indoors.

“Avery?” he asked.

In a moment of spontaneity that he would have never anticipated, she pushed onto her toes and planted a lightning-quick kiss on his lips. As Jason blinked as if a camera flash had just blinded him, Avery swiftly checked to make sure that at least Angela and Christine hadn’t noticed. They didn’t seem to have, as their conversation continued without delay.

“A…very?”

She shrugged unapologetically. “It’s just a kiss. There’ll be plenty of them in the future.” She poked his chest. “So long as you show up this weekend and take things seriously.”

“Duly noted.”

Acutely aware of her tenseness as she made for her car and pulled out of her parking spot, the beckoning of a woman’s hand drew him toward Christine, who had likewise ended her conversation with Angela. The latter woman gazed at them curiously but also a bit unhappily as her best friend’s son and team’s setter gathered in close. Though, she didn’t get out of her car and head toward them.

“Ready for tomorrow?” Christine hummed, blue eyes sparkling with the knowledge he wished he could seize for himself.

“For this aquarium thing, right?”

Christine puffed her cheeks out. “Don’t act like you’ve forgotten. I bet it’s kept you up all night.”

As Angela pulled out and drove off, that left only the loitering volleyball players of the next team as potential witnesses. Jason licked his lips, then took a step closer to the voluptuous blonde. Her eyes flashed with mirth but also a touch of caution.

“That depends. Will I be seeing you there tomorrow, Christine? And you still haven’t given me a time I should show up at. That seems to be a running trend around here.”

Christine chuckled, then folded her arms beneath her heavy breasts. Jason’s gaze naturally plunged downward. If only he could have a bit of privacy, he knew—and she knew—that he’d have his hands all over her. Her smile teased him knowingly.

“I don’t know what you mean, Jason. But no, you won’t see me any tomorrow. Well, at the aquarium, at least. Maybe after.”

Jason pulled his mouth to one side. “Christine, can I just have an explanation? A proper one. That’d be great, just this once.”

“Okay,” Christine said, shifting slightly so that his body hid some of hers from the other team’s peering eyes. She ran a finger over his chest. “Just. This. Once.”

He immediately regretted his choice of words, but it was too late now. He’d earned himself a straight explanation—one time.

“Be at the aquarium no later than noon. You’re going on a date with someone tomorrow. I’ve got your tickets on my phone, so I’ll send them your way shortly.”

“Who am I going to meet there, Christine?” Jason asked warily.

“Someone I want you to seduce,” she said. “Trust me; a name will ruin the pleasant surprise.”

He frowned. “And this is your idea of giving it to me straight? Withholding names?”

“And once you’re successful, as I have full confidence in my most trusted soldier, you can come report to me at my home,” she continued, ignoring his remark. “Without burning that coupon of yours.”

Now, that piqued his interest. “And stay the night.”

Christine’s vivid sky-blues shimmered as a playful smile touched the corner of her lips. “In a guest room.”

“Then I get to stay two nights.”

He watched as Christine pursed her lips as if bothered by his bartering, but he saw the plentiful signs of its falseness. By now, he knew fully that she enjoyed it when they haggled.

“Only if you exceed expectations on the first night,” she purred. “And no half-assing things with your mystery date. I want her to know nothing but smiles and passion, mister.”

A thought entered Jason’s mind. “Wait… it’s not Olivia, is it?”

Christine’s amusement spread across her soft lips. “I may work fast, but even I’m not that capable. But sheesh, Jason, she hasn’t even officially joined the team yet, and already you want to snap her up?”

Taking a page from Avery’s book, he rolled his eyes. “I just never know what you’re going to drop in my lap, so I have to be ready for anything.”

“Oh, you’ll have plenty dropped into your lap tomorrow,” Christine chuckled. “Be a good boy tomorrow. And then be a very, very bad boy.”

She stepped back, and only the audience nearby stopped him from pursuing her. Her grin promised an awareness of that fact. Fluttering her fingers at him, she turned and started toward her car.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Christine,” he called after her.

“Maybe,” the beautiful woman said over her shoulder. A crackling electricity danced across her next words, which she almost whispered. “I hope so.”


Chapter Ten

Mystery Date

Jason arrived at the aquarium twenty minutes before his assigned time of midday. Unsurprisingly, the second-largest aquarium in the country—and one renovated this past spring—was teeming with more than just fish and manta rays on a sunny Sunday afternoon. After parking in one of the gargantuan garages whose walls were perennially marked with printed imagery of penguins, sharks, and other aquatic creatures that could be found inside the aquarium itself, he joined the steady stream of visitors on a ten-minute-walk to the aquarium’s entrance.

Christine had sent him a text only an hour before he’d departed, while he was still getting ready, that he should dress casually and go ahead and get himself into the aquarium. From there, he could “wait until he spotted a familiar face”—her exact words. Entering the queue in front of the building’s main entrance, a snaking path formed by stanchions and their linked black retractable belts, it took about fifteen minutes for the hundred people ahead of him to filter inside.

While he waited, the sounds of a dolphin show, whose tall walls sat adjacent to the line, bombarded the aquarium-goers. Claps, cheers, the microphone-enhanced calls of the dolphin trainers, and even some splashes. All of which turned heads, even if those waiting to get in couldn’t see anything but light blue concrete.

After scanning the ticket Christine had sent his way on his phone at the entrance, a visor-wearing employee wished him a good time, and then he passed through on his way to the grand atrium. Having not visited since he was a kid, his memories of the birthday party with a friend that had brought him here didn’t hold up particularly well. While he didn’t know the extent of the renovations the aquarium had undergone, he did remember hearing that they’d a hundred million dollars behind them.

A deep blue lighting draped itself over the room, and dozens of people milled around as he did. Selecting their options. Practically everywhere he looked within the atrium, he found a new tunnelway underneath a glowing set of lights naming the attraction within.

Dolphin Coast, Treats and Treasures, Lagoon Diver, and more. From what he could tell, the dolphins and one called Ocean Travels gathered the most attention from the other new arrivals. Noting that for when his mystery date arrived, he took a seat at a small table near the help desk and waited for her to arrive. Yet, as if she were the Oracle of Delphi, Christine buzzed his phone with a text.

Are you there?

Yep, he replied. Waiting on the inside.

Good. Cupid Christine has one thing to say to you.

Jason arched an eyebrow at his screen. Which is?

SEDUCE HER!

Rolling his eyes as he plopped his phone back into his pocket, Jason only needed to wait for a few more entrants before he saw the one clearly meant for him. His heart shoved itself into his throat.

No way.

That singular thought blared through his mind as she entered the aquarium, only a few minutes behind him. Meaning he might have spotted her in the line outside had he the sense to have peered behind him while waiting to get in.

She wore a thigh-length blue dress imprinted with white flowers across its body. Its V-neck presented plenty of her lovely bust on display, and a dainty string tied together beneath her breasts was all that kept her dress from becoming one that could easily be slipped off her shoulders. Purse on her shoulder, black hair slightly curled and cascading across her creamy skin, what Jason noticed most of all was the nervousness crackling within her hazel eyes. And the wedding ring on her left ring finger.

Samantha spotted him the moment he stood up. Her trepidation crystallized upon her soft lips in a quiver, different than the usual sideways pull of her mouth when she grew consternated. As Jason walked toward her, Christine’s parting words replayed in his mind.

Okay, Christine. You haven’t misled me yet.

“Hey, Samantha, you look beautiful,” he said, smiling at her.

The woman’s eyes widened at his compliment, and a violent crimson splashed across her cheeks. Like closing one of the sluice gates, the volume of anxiety pouring off her face slightly lessened. A bit more was needed, he realized.

He reached her, and before she could respond, he wrapped her shapely body into a tight hug. Stiff as a board at first, her shock ebbed away. After just a few moments, he felt slender hands glide across his back, then squeeze him into her. For his part in this, Jason readily enjoyed the feeling of Samantha’s lean but athletic body shaping against his.

As their hug ended, neither entirely left the other’s arms as they pulled back. He stared down at her as her eyes shone vigorously with a very different emotion at their forefront. While the previous trepidation lingered in the background, ready to resurface at a moment’s notice, Jason intended to bury it so deeply that it’d soon prove impossible to even whisper to Samantha.

He still planned to find out just what was going on for her, of all people, to be his mystery date, though.

“Hi, Jason,” Samantha said. “You, erm, look very handsome.”

He’d grown so used to Christine, Avery, and Yvette that it caught him slightly off-guard spending time around a woman who didn’t regularly tease, roll her eyes, or whisper innuendo into his ear. Strangely, Samantha’s hesitance was almost refreshing. It imbued him with a desire to take a few risks and see how she responded.

“Thanks. That means a lot, hearing it from you.”

She blushed again, and her eyes gleamed a bit brighter with the vigor that a married woman certainly shouldn’t point toward someone like him. Only that lingering issue prevented him from seeing how she’d respond if he tasted her lips. He was sure it’d come up as it had with Yvette a while back. The primary difference here was that Samantha still wore her ring.

“So, where to first?” Jason asked. “I saw the one called the Ocean Travels as the most popular starting point, with the dolphin show right behind it.”

Samantha nodded. “We should visit the Ocean Travels. It’s the mainstay attraction, and I think you’ll like it.”

“You say it like you’re an expert.”

Samantha flashed a slight smile his way. “I’ve been here a few times, though not since its renovations were completed. It comes with the territory of being a marine biologist, I suppose.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that about you.”

“More than a decade in the field,” Samantha said proudly.

“Then lead on,” he said, smiling at her. “I’ll go anywhere you think we should.”

A hint of that blush resurfaced. More of it reappeared as Jason took her hand into his when they started walking toward the tunnelway on the far side of the atrium. But after that shock sank in, he felt her slender hand tighten comfortably around his.

As they passed underneath the sign demarcating the Ocean Travels exhibit, a wide hallway shifted right, then back left. And then they arrived at the aptly named exhibit, which began by joining a few dozen other people as they traveled along a walkway hemmed in on both sides and above by glass, deep blue water, and the teeming aquatic life found within the ocean.

Jason’s eyes caught a school of bright yellow and blue fish as they sped by overhead. In their wake, an enormous manta ray glided on by. Samantha tugged on his arm, which drew his gaze to her.

“We’ve got a bigger friend to spot than that,” she said, pointing to their right.

Following her forefinger to its end, then into the vast blue, a gargantuan creature casually swam by. The manta rays nearest it looked as small as toy boats beside a yacht. Almost every eye within the tunnel looked its way.

“A whale shark,” Samantha said. “This is one of two aquariums in the country where you can find one.”

“That’s awesome,” Jason said.

A pleased smile awaited him as he eventually returned his gaze to his date. She led him on, denoting most of the sea life filling the waters as they headed deeper in.

“So, you approve of aquariums?” he asked. “I know there can be some bad press about them, zoos, and other places that keep animals.”

“I approve of this one, and any of them that properly care for their animals, who do their part in community outreach and education, who rehabilitate the wildlife they can,” Samantha explained, again watching the whale shark as it cast its large shadow above them. “The way I see it, I wouldn’t have a master’s degree in Marine Biology if not for this place.

“That makes sense.”

Samantha flashed him a teasing smile as they passed by a touch tank. “Care to feel a starfish, Jason?”

He teased right back. “I’d have to let go of your hand to do that, which I definitely don’t want to do.”

Redness reignited upon her cheeks, and Samantha muttered something under her breath that he didn’t quite make out. Picking up her step, they passed by the touch tank. Knowing exactly how to get to their next destination, she soon brought him into a massive room whose only light source poured in because of the gargantuan pane of thick glass peering into the blue waters. It dwarfed even a giant IMAX screen.

Whoa.

Samantha read his thoughts. “This is most people’s favorite room.”

The whale shark, or maybe a second one, made another appearance. It paved its way past the glass, seizing the attention the magnificent creature was due. Giant rocks dotted the sandy floor throughout the enormous underwater area, and easily hundreds of fish mingled within the space. With Samantha’s pointing, he even spotted a few sea turtles gliding around in the background.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said, an innocent smile playing across her face.

“Absolutely,” he agreed.

Enjoying the sights and sounds a while longer, Jason’s casual interest eventually lagged behind Samantha’s more specialist intrigue in the sea. Watching her for a time, his eyes naturally latched onto a dark corner near the back of the room. And for a second time, he remembered Christine’s final text.

Slowly, he began pulling Samantha along with him toward that dark recess, which sat behind the other people in awe of the sights ahead of them.


Chapter Eleven

Aquatic Adventures

As Jason pulled Samantha away from the glass and the crowd of people gathering near it, her brow furrowed in confusion. As she locked eyes with him, then spied where he was leading her, it took her only a couple of seconds for the understanding to dawn upon her. Her breath escaped in a soft gasp. She didn’t tug back against him as he guided her toward the dark corner of the room.

“What… are we doing back here?” she asked in a timid whisper once they’d reached their secluded destination. Well, secluded so long as no one with particularly good night vision turned around.

“Just getting a bit of alone time together,” he whispered into her ear. He slid a hand along her lower back, which earned a breathy inhale from the married woman in his arms.

“It’s not really… that alone,” Samantha said, licking her lips as she glanced over her shoulder at the crowd of people fifteen paces away. An air conditioning vent sat nearby, allowing them to speak without much worry.

“They’re busy, and it’s dark back here. No one will notice.”

“Notice as we do what?” Samantha asked, turning her eyes up toward him as her chest leaned against his.

Jason’s own brand of trepidation faded as he admired the brazen lust rippling within her hazel eyes. Whatever that ring on her finger meant he’d make sure he asked the right questions before they parted today. But here and now, a beautiful woman sent his heart into a frenzy. And he couldn’t look away.

He brushed her lips with his own, adding his hand to her cheek. She closed her eyes, shivering softly as the pads of his fingers glided over her smooth cheek, but she didn’t pull back. As his lips explored hers, she opened to him like a flower feeling the first sunbeams of spring caress its petals.

A riskier ploy played out as he slid his hand to her throat, massaging the underside of her jaw. Leaning into him, their tongues met hotly as passion pressed them toward greater risk. His hand traveled over her collarbone, then slipped—with Samantha’s murmured assent into her loose dress. He found her perky breasts lively and flushed with heat, and he didn’t end his journey until a hardened peak impeded his path.

Samantha arched toward him as he pinched it lightly. Based on that alone, though he spent the next several minutes confirming it, he concluded that her breasts were nearly as sensitive as Christine’s. Which boded well for his ability to provide Samantha with plenty of pleasure going forward.

“It’s a shame I can’t do more than this,” Jason whispered into her ear as he nipped at her earlobe. He took that moment to glance past her and quickly check that they remained undiscovered. While the danger might be a potent tonic they happily indulged in, exhibitionism might be a step too far on their first date.

“There’re… plenty of other exhibits,” Samantha husked. “Maybe those will be less crowded.”

“What do you want to do if we find somewhere less crowded?” he asked, searing her neck with a flurry of hot kisses.

She tautened like a flexed bowstring as felt up her firm, round butt. He almost risked lifting her dress’s skirt high enough to fondle her without the fabric in his way. For now, he withheld that desire.

“I… um, whatever you’d like to do,” she answered shyly.

It was another layer of the puzzle that he was swiftly figuring out. Having grown accustomed to a more aggressive type of woman recently, Samantha’s shyness reminded him that another group existed. One who needed to be coaxed out of their shells so that their lust could radiate in full.

“We’d definitely end up getting caught if we did everything I wanted to do with you,” he chuckled.

“There’s afterward,” Samantha managed to eke out, trembling as he pinched her nipple and rolled it between his fingers. “And right… now.”

“What would you like to do right now, Samantha?” He kissed her again, then withdrew his head far enough for her to see the intensity of his desire. “You just need to say the word.”

The dark-haired woman’s breathing shifted, and Jason watched as she glanced behind her. After confirming that they remained unfound, an incandescent heat rushed off her gaze when she looked back at him. It seemed he didn’t need to spend as much time coaxing as he’d initially assumed.

“Kiss me a bit more, then let me tour you around the rest of the aquarium. And then… and then I want to reward you for being such a patient gentleman during our first date.”

First date. The implication was clear and concise.

“I can do that,” he said. He brought his lips back to hers, found her mouth hot and hungry to mingle with his. He didn’t relent in his teasing of her nipple until they were ready to move to the next exhibit.

“I’ll make sure it’s a good enough reward,” she whispered as she held onto his arm, looking up at him with a sparkle in her soft eyes. “I want you to have a good time.”

“I’ve been having a good time since the second I saw you come in,” Jason said truthfully.

He smiled as Samantha blushed again, tugging on him playfully as they made their way back to the atrium, then turned toward the Shivering Isles—the penguin habitat.

If anything could temporarily quash his ferocious lust for the gorgeous woman on his arm, the caustic battering that came from the stench created by several dozen penguins sat near the top of the list. He remarked on it quietly to Samantha, which earned him a beatific laugh. She patted him on the forearm and promised they wouldn’t linger for too long in their habitat.

After about fifteen minutes, they moved on to another dweller of both land and ocean—sea otters. Observing them while an aquarium worker explained—and Samantha fact-checked in his ear—all about them, he enjoyed this exhibit far more.

Their next thirty minutes went toward observing belugas, crabs, jellyfish, more manta rays, and a host of other fish—more than Jason could keep named within his head. Samantha, in her element, identified them with almost flippant ease.

Then came the dolphins. Arriving a little before the top of the hour, they found themselves packed into a comprehensive bleacher setup with several hundred others; the fifteen-minute show soon began. Hosted by one of the wetsuit-wearing trainers on a microphone, he educated them about the common bottlenose dolphin, which were the ones who soon joined other more active trainers in tricks and performances.

Leaping, somersaulting dolphins soon awed the guests, and cheers and clapping thundered through the auditorium. At the show’s climax, children bouncing up and down in their seats, all four dolphins present pirouetted through the air in near-perfect synchronization, splashing some of the people in the front rows. And as the show ended, four wiggling dolphin tails waved goodbye above the water as the crowd departed for up-close viewings in another chamber or another exhibit.

“There’re so many people here today, it’d be a thirty-minute wait even to get close,” Samantha noted about the former option.

“Noted. So, what next?”

She looked at him, keeping her thoughts to herself as they joined the portion of the crowd making their way back to the grand atrium. Walking in silence beside her, she gripped his hand once they neared the central area. A sultry look that caused his heart to skip a beat faced him.

“I think-”

“Samantha, is that you?”

The named woman had snatched her hand back from him before he could even blink. Her gaze snapped ahead, and Jason’s followed.

A frizzy-haired woman with a pile of freckles spattered over her face like someone had sprayed them out of a spray bottle smiled with the look of a friend as she pushed through the crowd toward them. Samantha swiftly blanked the lust on her face, then smiled faintly at the woman’s arrival.

“Hi, Kimberly,” Samantha said, keeping her emotions in check, except for the fists Jason noticed she’d formed by her sides. “How are you?”

“Doing great!” the woman said, blithely unaware of Samantha’s terseness. “I’ve just arrived. Where’s Lincoln?”

Samantha gave an almost pained shrug. “Oh, uh, we didn’t come together. Not today, at least.”

Only then did the other woman seem to notice him. As her eyes moved to Samantha’s right, spotting his height, she peered up at him.

“Oh, hello.” She seemed almost taken aback by his existence.

“Hello,” he said cautiously.

The woman glanced at Samantha, then back to him. “I’m Kimberly, one of Samantha’s coworkers. And you are…?” A sliver of suspicion crept into her eyes as she looked between the two of them.

“Jason. I’m a friend of a friend.”

“Really?” The suspicion grew. Beside him, Samantha’s face shifted toward a stark white.

“Yeah, Samantha’s on the volleyball team my mom’s best friend is the captain of. I’m sort of the team’s unofficial manager, in a way.”

“I see,” Kimberly said, shifting her gaze back to Samantha. “So, did you all come with your team?”

“Ah… n-no, we—”

“I’m headed into my first year of college,” he cut in. “I’m not really sure what I want to do yet, though. Biology was always an interest of mine, and we have one of the best aquariums in the country. It was mentioned that this place got renovations recently, so I asked Samantha if she wouldn’t mind letting me lean on her knowledge a little today. It’s been fascinating so far.” He turned his head toward the nervous woman at his side. “I definitely want to come back and see this place again.”

As Samantha held her breath, they both waited for Kimberly’s response. The frizzy-haired woman looked him over; they were some of the tensest seconds Jason could ever remember. As fast as a light turning on, a bright smile birthed itself upon her face.

“Well, that’s awesome! What was your favorite exhibit, do you think?”

“Probably the sea otters. The dolphin show was cool but a bit loud with all the people in there.”

The woman nodded sagely. “It’s better on less crowded days. Too many people around can get obnoxious.”

I agree completely, Jason thought, though he yielded his sass behind an iron curtain of patient smiles.

“We could travel together. My focus is on jellyfish, in fact. Seventeen years in the field.”

Having finally found her voice again, Samantha interceded before their date added a third wheel. “Sorry, Kimberly, we were headed for the café to get a bite and then probably home. Er, our different homes.”

Jason hid a smile at Samantha’s flummoxed addition behind a feigned scratch of the nose with the back of his palm. On the other hand, Kimberly only seemed to catch the first part. Appearing momentarily crestfallen, she then held her hands out in a “what can you do” sort of way.

“Next time, perhaps,” Jason said.

“We’ll coordinate better for your next visit,” she said, smiling obliviously.

“Sure.”

That finally seemed to throw the woman off their trail.


Chapter Twelve

Consenting Adults

After watching Kimberly scamper off toward her jellyfish, Jason felt a slender hand grab his. Before he could say anything, Samantha tugged him toward a half-spiral staircase in the guise of a seashell that led up to the café area above the grand atrium. Other than placing their orders, they avoided further discussion until they found a seat at a small round table far away from any other guests.

“Thank you, Jason,” Samantha said, eyes pointed down toward her thighs. Their near discovery clearly continued to hang over her.

“Hey, it’s all good,” he said, reaching across the table and squeezing her hand. “I guess running into a coworker is a risk that comes with the territory for a marine biologist, huh?”

“Apparently,” she said, pointing her gaze toward the tunnel where they’d encountered Kimberly. “I’m just glad she bought your story about us. I don’t know what I would have done otherwise.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“About this, you mean?” Samantha said, removing her hand from his, then using it to wiggle the wedding ring on her left hand.

“I figured we’d talk about it at some point.” Now, it was his turn to glance toward where they’d bumped into her coworker. “I’m guessing it’s not common knowledge yet?”

“I’m not Yvette, Jason,” Samantha said. “It’s… not like that with Lincoln and me.”

Stifling the lump in his throat, he looked back at her and her newly watery eyes. “What is it like, Samantha?”

She took a few moments to order her thoughts, during which Jason didn’t say a word. Neither of them put forth any pretenses of hunger, not even by just scooting around the food on their plates.

“So, I’m not separating from my husband. It’s not in the cards. But there are… differences that have become more and more pronounced between us as we’ve reached the end of our thirties.” She bit her lower lip. “To be clear, Jason, anything I say here is between us. Christine knows a bit, but even with her, don’t share things without asking me first. Okay?”

“I promise,” he said immediately.

She seemed slightly more relaxed after that. “Even when we were your age, Lincoln never really cared much about sex – and his job causes him to travel, so we had long blocks with…out. I just thought he was shy, but recently… well, he spoke with some professionals about things and, uh, it turns out he’s moderately….” Samantha ducked her head, crimson flashing over her cheeks. She spoke her final word as barely a whisper. “Asexual.”

“Okay,” Jason said cautiously. “So, does he know about us, about today?”

“Sort of,” Samantha said, pulling her mouth to the side in her usual manner of consternation. “We talked about things for a couple of months, weighed our options. Recently, like a few days ago recently, we agreed on a… solution.”

Suddenly, Samantha’s copious drinking at Romano’s made more sense. Jason nodded slowly. “And this solution is…?”

Samantha licked her lips nervously. “He’s okay with me taking a, um, lover.” Her face turned red as a strawberry. “So, he knows that I’m on a date with a potential… partner today—but nothing else!”

A few eyes turned toward her blurted final words, though without the context to understand, they swiftly turned back to their own conversations. In the meantime, Samantha looked embarrassed enough to consider burying her face in her hands.

“So, he doesn’t know who I am?” he asked slowly.

“No.”

“And he’s not going to find out?”

“No.”

“Which means I won’t have to meet him?”

Samantha nodded, then frowned. “Erm, other than maybe at our volleyball games, I guess. You’ve probably seen him before. He travels a lot, so it’s not often.”

“But if we do end up having to meet personally, you’ll just introduce me as Jason, Angela’s friend’s son, right?”

“I’d really rather avoid that whole situation, to begin with.”

“Agreed,” Jason said. “But that possibility doesn’t scare you off being with me, does it?”

Samantha’s hazel eyes widened. “I was going to ask you that same question. About… well, about all of it. I know this is super freaking weird, Jason. Oh, it’s so weird—I’m so weird.”

This time, her face did fall into her hands.

“Six out of ten on the weirdness charts.” Jason reached across the table and pried her hands away from her lovely face. As her soft eyes glanced up at him, he smiled warmly. “But really, it’s not a standout compared to this whole thing I’m part of with you, Christine, and the others. So, my question still stands: you’re still interested in me?”

For this sideways pull of the mouth, a wryness presented itself ahead of concern. “Did you think I made out with you near all those people because I wasn’t?”

Jason shrugged, though a playful smile flitted across his face. “Well, I just wanted to double-check. I’d be super distraught if that were the only time I get to kiss you.”

Samantha bit her lower lip, tilting her eyes toward him longingly. “We could always skip the giftshop after this and head somewhere to keep practicing?”

Heart pounding like the Rose Parade marched within his chest, Jason nodded hurriedly. That earnestness brought forth a vibrant smile from the gorgeous woman opposite him. Every second that passed between then and when they finally mashed their lips together again shortly thereafter proved a nuisance worth sneering at.


Chapter Thirteen

Waterworks

Exactly as she’d suggested, they skipped the giftshop. They skipped most of their meal, too, scarfing down a few sloppy bites as they made eyes so lusty toward the other that it was obvious to anyone who looked their way that Jason and Samantha wouldn’t have their clothes on for much longer. After depositing their leftovers into a nearby trashcan, they practically fled the aquarium before their lust demanded they find the nearest dark corner and hope for the best when it came to remaining undiscovered.

“Where to?” Jason asked, heart hammering loudly as he chased after her through the parking lot.

He’d assumed that they’d be driving somewhere. Yet, when Samantha grabbed onto his wrist and yanked him toward the shadowy side of the enormous aquarium, he realized that they would never have made it that far.

Hurrying by guests who spared only a glance toward their rush, they passed by a group of small buildings—warehouses of some variety—stacked neatly beside one another. Samantha looked around, ensuring that they remained unnoticed, then pulled him along with her in between two of those buildings. They’d only about five feet to maneuver, and the line of scores of guests was only about a hundred feet away, but Jason had almost no time to think of that.

Just a few steps into the alley between the buildings, Samantha spun around, dress twirling about her lithe thighs, and pulled his mouth against hers. Heat crackled across his lips, absorbing all the pent-up desires of a woman who’d likely known little satisfaction in quite a while. Jason planned to change that, both right now and going forward.

As Samantha pushed her mouth harder against his, he exercised his right to roam his hands across her entire body. Starting with her smooth thighs, which her dress would no longer hide from him.

She murmured pleasurably against him as he brought his scorching hot hands to feel her phenomenal body. She leaned into his warm touch as he ran his hands higher than he had earlier, passing underneath her dress’s hem. It didn’t take long for him to find unexplored ground, places between her sublime legs that deserved an entire day spent caressing.

But Jason’s ravenous lust disallowed his patience. Fortunately, Samantha was equally as primed. As their incensed desires crashed into one another, a lecherous certainty thrilled them both.

While all the blood in his body rushed into his groin, his searching fingertips found something to grasp onto beneath her dress. Pulling their mouths apart only long enough for her to shimmy out of her panties, she gave him a nod as he glided one hand over her shapely bottom. A gentle squeeze later, Samantha smiled and leaned in even closer.

As he memorized her taste, he felt a hand wrap around his wrist. It guided him around her waist, slowly allowing him to brush against her smooth skin until he arrived at the center of her warmth and slickness.

“Can I ask for this for a little while?” she whispered against his mouth.

“You can ask for anything, anytime,” he answered.

Samantha’s eyes lit with joy. Afterward, she helped him find her warm opening, then let him take over. Moving his hand along her warm folds, then gliding them inside, he found her pearl and began to tease it. Small motions, gentle, acutely aware of her breathy moans, which turned almost feral as he upped the intensity slightly. Samantha’s panting interrupted their kiss, but he didn’t mind—each stifled moan proved a gift he happily received.

“Don’t, ungh, tease me for too long,” she pleaded.

“What happens if I do?” he asked, kissing her on the cheek.

“I’ll get… mad.”

“Oh, no.”

She scrunched up her face at him, though it didn’t last. His desire to tease her magnified, he gave her ass a gentle slap as he played with her clit. A gasp and a groan commingled, and then Samantha growled at him toothlessly. Her arms wrapped around his neck for support as her body betrayed her attempt at glaring at him, and soon she was a panting mess of quiet shivers and girlish moans.

“Should I see how tight you are, Samantha?” he whispered into her ear, his mere words causing her to tremble as if he’d nipped her with static.

“I’m so tight,” she groaned quietly, breasts pressed tightly against his chest. “Find out. Please.”

“Okay. Just because you asked so nicely.”

He slid his middle finger in first. Samantha arched onto her toes as it slid easily inside. Warm and wet, she mewled pleasurably at his intrusion. His forefinger soon followed, and her tight pussy contracted around his fingers as he eased them both as deep into her as they could reach. Her soft skin where his lips touched her neck, the heat within her folds, a rumbling in his heart, an almost painful ache in his groin—it all nearly pushed him to speed things along.

Patience, he told himself. Treat her right.

“Ohhh, faster,” Samantha whispered.

At her urging, he sped up his motions. He matched her rhythm, moved between quick thrusts and circular motions designed to explore her hot walls. Her body practically pulsated tangible waves of heat against him, and her moans cried out in an almost bestial fashion.

Minutes in, an urgency sizzled within her eyes. Her motions sped up and grew frantic, chaotic. Writhing with her engorging pleasure, Jason brought his mouth to her neck and kissed her as he connected with her harder and faster than before. Samantha bit down on his shoulder blade, needing something to block off the wild moan that soon escaped her lips as his work finally paid off.

Her orgasm rattled her to her core—he saw as much plainly. She shut her eyes tight and broke harder—so said she later that day—than she could remember having done in months. They were fortunate the crowd had plenty to chatter about in line, or someone with sharper ears might just have made out the passionate throes Samantha’s first orgasm prompted.

“Thank… you,” she panted into his ear, kissing him softly on the cheek. Her mouth brushed over his chin, then raised to his lips, where she pressed with a recovering intensity.

He gave her butt another light slap, then started again. However, Samantha halted him almost immediately, to his surprise, but not to his disappointment, because of what she suggested next.

"We’re playing a dangerous game staying here.” Her eyes flashed with mischief before he could speak. “So hurry and fuck me before we lose the chance.”

Loud shuffling filled the alleyway as Jason rushed to free his throbbing member from its confinement. Samantha’s eyes widened at what she saw, and then that hunger burned hotter within her gaze. Running his hands along her thighs, he scooped her dress up with him.

“Undo that string, too,” he growled lustily.

Nodding obediently, still a touch awed it seemed, Samantha’s fingers trailed to the string beneath her breasts and undid its confining touch. As it separated, not enough to outright release her bust, Jason saw the edges of her dark areolae. More would soon come.

Or now, in fact.

He greedily slipped one of her lively breasts free and ran his tongue over one nipple. As he’d noticed in the aquarium, she’d a weakness there, prompting Samantha to hum with pleasure. As he teased the pert point, brushing his teeth over it, then flicking it with his tongue, he felt the warmth in her hand as it traced along his shaft.

Samantha wove her other hand through his hair, then grabbed tight as Jason pushed his mouth further over her breast, sucking tightly on what he could fit in his mouth. She twisted under his ministrations, panting wildly—a slender leaf affixed by a tether amid a hurricane.

“This isn’t you… fucking me,” she managed to eke out.

“Oops,” Jason said, her nipple still lightly pinched between his teeth.

He felt a pat on his shoulder, which he ignored. Samantha took her hand back from its duty running along his cock and spit on it. Returning to his member, it began adding lubricant. His date’s patience for foreplay was at its end, it seemed.

She seized a few frenzied breaths when he released her from his hold, then splayed her hand on his chest and pushed him back a step. Turning around and presenting her bare bottom to him, she bent forward with a noteworthy limberness and grabbed onto her shins.

Licking his lips, Jason stepped up behind her and fitted his cock to her slick sex. Its warmth practically radiated onto the tip of his cock. A married woman’s pussy. Certainly more married than Yvette’s had been, with even stranger circumstances behind it.

“Do it, Jason,” Samantha urged.

Pushing forward smoothly into her slick cunt, they shared a cacophonous groan as he guided his cock to the hilt inside this married woman bent over for him. Conjoined, Jason set his hands on her butt, taking his pleasure as he molded its shapeliness to his hands. Glancing behind his back toward where they’d entered the alley, they remained unfound. So far, so good.

He rocked his hips back, and Samantha leaned forward slightly. Almost pulling out of her entirely, they both sensed the right time to lurch their bodies back together. As he shoved his cock forward with a reckless desire, she slammed herself back onto his invading member. Their collision filled the alley with a noisy slap.

For someone who hadn’t had much sex lately, Samantha was damn good at it. Jason’s cock swam in an ocean of pleasure as the married woman matched his rhythm with perfect timing. Every deep thrust into her rewarded him with a sublime heat and feel. Glorious sensations trickled along his shaft as he fucked her—ones he wouldn’t hold out against for very long.

“How is it, ungh, back there?” Samantha asked, a glimmer of prideful teasing informing him that she could hear his accelerating pants.

“I can’t go back from this,” he answered honestly. “This better be a permanent… arrangement.” He slapped her butt as hoarseness caused by his mounting pleasure raked across his voice.

“Will you do more than just fuck me?” she asked, her own pants rising higher as well. “I really liked our date today.”

“Of course.”

“And….” A pause.

“And?”

“And could I be invited if there’s ever a… a group activity?”

His eyes widened like curtains drawn, and he clenched his teeth to avoid his climax. “You’ll be the first person I call,” he grunted, hoping she was at her edge too.

“G-good! I’d like that very much!”

As her voice turned shrill, her body shivering, relief filled his chest. He couldn’t have lasted even half a dozen more thrusts. Samantha’s orgasm contracted her tight walls around his cock, and his limit roared its announcement. He thrust hard, falling into the simmering need at the forefront of his mind.

With one final motion, he slammed his cock against her round butt, burying it to the hilt. A gasp fled Samantha’s lips as something scorching hot flooded her pussy, but Jason barely registered it. Pleasure gouged his senses, turned his vision into tight pinpricks, with which he only saw the lewd body of the woman he blasted his load inside. He groaned like a beast, gripping Samantha’s hips so tightly that it left behind red marks.

All until every ounce of his pleasure faded, until every ounce of his seed filled her married cunt.

“Thank you, Jason,” Samantha whispered, placing a hand on the nearby wall. “Thank you, thank you.”

He slowly pulled out, then took her into his arms. Burning hot to the touch, both slick with sweat, they shared an afterglow without any further words. Just nestled against one another, listening to their panting breaths and sprinting heartbeats. He felt Samantha’s fingers dig tightly, almost possessively, against his back as she held him.

The brightest smile he’d ever seen, a far cry from the ruinous mess of a drunk he’d seen a few days ago at Romano’s, shone upon him in their shadowy alleyway as they pulled apart. Jason ran his thumb over her lower lip, still moist. He kissed her, imbued with joy simply to witness hers. That feeling clung to them as they hurriedly dressed, smoothed their clothes, and snuck away like bandits.

As they made for the parking garages, passing by dozens of latecomers headed toward the aquarium, their hands bonded—and didn’t let go until they were forced to separate for their different garages.

“What’s your schedule look like?” Samantha asked, nestling her head against his shoulder.

He licked his lips, at first nervous to mention Christine, but then remembering what Samantha had mentioned earlier.

“I’m going to be staying at Christine’s tonight and tomorrow. I’m going somewhere with Avery next Saturday. And I’ll probably visit Yvette a couple of times this week, too.”

“Busy man,” Samantha chortled. “Can I fit into your busy schedule for a day or two? Or a night or two?”

“I think I can fit you in, yeah,” he said, copying her innuendo.

“Good. If Yvette’s up for it, I wouldn’t mind doubling up one night too.”

Jason smiled and pulled her mouth around so that he could kiss her, gawkers be damned. Some of them surely noticed their age differences, while a few more likely noticed the lack of a ring on his finger. Oh well.

“I’ll pitch the idea to her.”

“Good.” Samantha blushed slightly. She nodded over her shoulder at a tower of concrete. “My car’s in there.”

“I can walk you to your car. I don’t mind.”

“Well, okay. So long as you behave.”

“Didn’t you just ask me to start setting up three ways?”

“Yes, later. You’re going to need your strength for Christine. Word on the grapevine is she’s holding out on you so far.”

“She loves her games, that’s for sure.”

Samantha placed a smooth hand on his cheek. “Then you need to be on top of yours so that you can have your fun tonight and tomorrow.”

“A kiss wouldn’t hurt.”

“Once we reach my car, you can have a few.”

Jason grinned, took her by the hand, and walked her to the car. Twenty minutes later, both breathless and sure they’d see each other soon, Jason and Samantha’s lips finally unwound. Fixing her dress to hide her breasts away, blushing fiercely, she gave him her phone number and gave him a ride over to his garage.

“See you soon,” Jason promised.

“Yes!” A beaming smile followed him as he stepped out of her car.


Chapter Fourteen

Mind Games

After making his way home, showering, and snagging fresh clothes, his toothbrush, and the other necessities for his long-awaited stayover with the beautiful setter, Jason almost didn’t tell Christine he was on his way, just to see if he could catch her off-guard. He still vividly remembered her quivering state when he’d slid his fingers into her a couple of weeks back and gifted her orgasm after orgasm. To his dismay, she’d kept her guard up since then, keeping him at bay. But he remembered her words at Romano’s, and he didn’t plan to leave her place without a sizable taste of what the voluptuous woman had to offer.

His decision to let her know he was en route occurred as he made it to her resplendent neighborhood. Seeing the first gated house reminded him that, in order for him to even get to her front door, she needed to let him in. So, pulling over for a moment, he threw her a text that informed her he was just a few minutes out from her place. It was close enough to what he’d hoped for. A text buzzed his pocket, but he didn’t pull over and recheck it until he reached her home.

I’m not home yet. The code to get in is 973461, then 886305. Make yourself at home.

Leaning out his car window and inputting the numbers into a pad beneath the button and intercom he’d pressed the last time he was here, the gate soon slid out of his way. Driving on up, he parked and trotted up to her door, where he input the following code to gain entry to her mansion. As the door’s lock receded, he carried himself and his collection of things inside.

Although he’d been here before, other than a quick jaunt to her backyard and dinner in her dining room, Jason hadn’t seen much of Christine’s mansion. While he didn’t plan to snoop around like a creep while she was away, he did walk her halls, familiarizing himself with its layout. He left any closed doors unbothered, though he peered into open ones.

On the west side of the house, he found an indoor movie theater with its own popcorn maker and drink dispenser as well. Filing that one away for further consideration for his plans, Jason’s instincts guided him toward the place where things had officially started.

Looking upon an outdoor volleyball court shaded due to the sun’s slow recession toward the horizon, Jason walked around its edges. Given his tempestuous relationship with volleyball, it seemed laughable that he should hold positive feelings about this court—one he hadn’t even played on, truly. But he did. Entirely due to memories surrounding it with Christine and Avery. Apparently, it seemed steamy activities could overwrite his disdain for the sport.

If he knew her at all, he suspected Christine had plenty of concocted schemes that she was ready to enact tonight. Some probably out here, on the very court he skirted. To unbalance him, keep control, and allow her to tease him further.

Jason walked around the court for nearly ten minutes, considering his own schemes.

He’d just started back toward the inside of her mansion when she appeared before him at the sliding screen door. In a jogger’s formfitting outfit, black runner’s shorts, a light blue sports bra, and a ponytail, she waved at him from behind the glass, then pulled the door open and stepped out into the fading sunlight. Beads of sweat clung to her warm skin, trailing down into the dangerous crevasse between her enormous breasts.

“I would have thought you’d avoid this place like the plague,” she teased. She had a water bottle in hand, which she drank from deeply as her sparklingly bright blue eyes observed him near her volleyball court.

Jason nodded toward a round table not far from it. “I was reminiscing.”

Christine’s eyes flicked toward it. A playful smile appeared on her lovely face as she pulled the water away from her lips. “Oh? What happened over there?”

“I’ll give you a reminder later,” Jason said, walking up to her.

The woman looked up as he entered her personal space. “If I let you.”

Jason clasped his hands behind his back and peered down at her. It took all his efforts not to let his head fall forward like a woodpecker and steal a kiss. To keep a calm mind and to inevitably see his plan come to fruition later tonight, he restrained his baser urges. For now.

“Are you going to shower?”

“I think so,” she said, running a finger over her bra’s upper edge. Jason’s blood poured into his groin as sordid promises flashed before his eyes. “I should get all this sweat off.”

Patience. Patience.

He waited for some of his lust to bleed away and saw the mischievous older woman enjoy seeing him squirm. When he took a step back and folded his arms, he could tell he’d surprised her.

“Well, don’t take too long. I’m kind of bored.”

“You can make your own fun, I’m certain.”

The first pitfall. Jason tried not to smile as she walked into it.

“Remember, Christine, this is my reward for what I did with Samantha today—just like you promised. I’m a guest today and tomorrow, and I’m looking to see what Christine Miller has in store for me.”

She sized him up for a moment. “Is that right?”

“That’s right.”

“I would have thought you’d be satisfied with the reward of another gorgeous woman eager to wrap herself around you,” Christine pointed out.

He stepped forward, dropping his voice to a scorching hot whisper. “Then you don’t know me as well as you think. I’m far greedier than that.”

As a tremble of excitement betrayed her thoughts within her vibrant blue eyes, Jason swallowed a triumphant grin. He remained still as a statue, saying nothing more.

“Apparently,” Christine whispered. She cleared her throat. “I’ll take my shower now, and then we can get dinner started. Does pizza seem rewarding enough for you?”

“I’ll pick where we order from. And don’t take too long showering.”

“We’ll see,” she said, clearly referring to both his demands.

He didn’t reply. Not as they headed inside, not as she made her way upstairs, and not as she glanced over her shoulder at him. He understood that he could have pursued her, entered her bathroom, maybe had a little fun. But he wasn’t here to win a battle, but the entire war.


Chapter Fifteen

Love is a Battlefield

Chomping down on his urges as he heard Christine’s shower running upstairs, Jason sat down at one of the stools of her kitchen island and focused on flipping through his phone’s map for nearby pizza places. Finding a plentiful selection, though a few were unknown to him, he decided he’d let Christine weigh in before picking a place to order from.

The water continued running for another ten minutes, during which lewd thoughts wriggled up within Jason’s mind like worms popping through the wet soil amid a rainstorm. Foot tapping impatiently as he waited for the mansion’s owner to reveal herself, he chatted a bit with both Yvette and Samantha. The former had decided to hit the gym during the quieter evening hours, while the latter had thrown on a show to binge for the rest of the night. Caught up in his flirting with them both, he didn’t hear the quiet footsteps on the staircase.

A slender pair of hands shoved him into darkness as they wrapped around his face and covered his eyes. A second after, a couple of soft mountains pressed upon his back.

“Boo,” Christine whispered against the shell of his ear, blowing softly.

He turned as she released him and immediately stiffened. She’d chosen to come down with only a few droplets of water scattered across her fair skin, her hair up in a towel as it dried. For the task of wrapping itself around her curvaceous body, she’d chosen a silver silk robe that made it only a few inches down her thighs. Semi-sheer, with plenty of her gravity-defying bust on display, she smiled as his eyes roamed across it.

Because she wore nothing else underneath it.

“You’re such an honest boy,” Christine teased, running two fingers up his thigh. “I like that about you.”

She’d made her counterattack. It was his fault for letting his guard down.

“Have you decided where we’ll acquire our pizzas?” the dangerously sexy woman inquired.

“I had a few places in mind. I didn’t know all of them, so I figured I should take your input.”

“And wise!” Christine cooed, stepping to his side, then motioning for him to pull out his phone.

“Jem’s if you want New York style, or Corner Slices if you like deep-dish. Your choice. I’ll take pepperoni on mine.”

She sauntered off, letting him see her sinfully short robe caress her shapely hips as she grabbed herself something to drink from her refrigerator. Knowing the risk she posed, he hurled his eyes away from her alluring form and decided on the latter two places. Checking their menu, he soon called and put in an order for a large pepperoni pizza and an order of cinnamon sticks.

“Forty minutes,” Jason called as he hung up.

“Would you mind getting the door once it arrives?” she said, looking over her shoulder at him. “I wouldn’t want to give the pizza boy the wrong idea.”

He grunted, and she laughed. “So, what shall we make of ourselves in the meantime? We have some time before our dinner arrives.”

Jason stood up, then nodded toward the direction of her home theater. “Pick out what we’ll watch once it does get here.”

“Is that your chosen battleground?” she asked, an amused twinkle in her eye.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said with a shrug.

“Sure.” She hooked her arm into his, brushing one side of one of the most amazing breasts in the world against him, then guided him toward her home theater.

As he’d surveyed earlier, the giant room slanted like an actual movie theater. It had two rows of six cushy black leather chairs and a slightly curving couch on the lowest part of the floor. The sound system and monitor all looked state of the art, and Christine played with the small electric sconces on the walls, lightening and dimming the room as he examined things.

“Am I allowed to pick the movie?” Christine asked playfully.

“What do you want to put on?”

“Something suitable, of course,” she purred cryptically.

Thinking for a moment, he warily assented to her deciding what they’d watch. Which immediately got him shooed out of the room.

“Go and revise your plan of attack or something,” she said as she pushed him out. “And don’t come back until our dinner’s arrived!”

She shut the door promptly in his face after that, though a wink just slipped through the door before it crashed shut.

During his half-hour banishment, Jason eschewed Christine’s advice. Instead of overthinking things, he focused on relaxing his antsy heart rate, the pinpricks of nervousness, the strangling desire to plan things out to the letter. Christine was desirable, wonderful, and far too captivating for her own good. And she knew it.

But so was Yvette. So was Avery. So was Samantha. He’d earned their interest, and he knew—even if she played it off—that he had hers. Christine Miller would fall into his arms tonight. And a few more times tomorrow.

He made his way toward the front door and waited for the sight of a delivery car to appear at her front gate. In the rarest of timelines, it actually appeared a few minutes ahead of forty minutes. Letting the driver in, giving him his payment and tip, and receiving pizza and cinnamon sticks, the heat and aroma wafting through the cracks in their sturdy boxes, he forced himself to walk at a normal pace to the theater.

His knuckles rapt upon the door. About ten seconds later, it opened.


Chapter Sixteen

A Pizza, a Movie, and…

When the door opened in front of Jason, only the dimmest of lights remained on within. They shadowed the captivating face of a woman in a dangerously sheer robe. As Jason’s eyes reabsorbed her beauty, Christine smiled and wiggled a finger calling him in. This time, and only this time, he obeyed her tonight.

The door shut behind him, and Christine sniffed the heavy aromas of piping hot cheese and pepperoni emerging from the top box of the two he carried. As he shifted it over to his left, cinnamon seized its chance to fill the air.

“Come on, soldier,” Christine said, admiring him in much the same way he had her before turning.

Following her, they ventured down to the lowest part of that black leather couch that curved slightly, like a flower bud in the process of opening up. On the floor in front of it sat hand towels and two sparkling clear glasses of ice water. Christine plopped down on the carpeted floor on the right of those things, nodding toward the space on the left.

“It’s an expensive couch, so no pizza grease allowed,” she explained.

“Fair enough.”

After joining her on the floor, he distributed the two boxes between them while Christine picked up the remote off the couch. As he stole his first corner slice of the steaming hot pizza, she revealed the movie that they’d be viewing.

An overhead shot peering down at a concrete park full of people in dark, muted colors presented itself before him, a blare of music growing into a crescendo as the camera shifted toward a group of young men in bright-colored shirts leaning by a chain-link fence. A man in a mustard-colored jacket began snapping his fingers, and then one in blue behind him, and then a third—and then all of them could be seen repeating those snaps in unison. Jason glanced toward Christine.

“Please, Jason, have some culture,” she said, rolling her eyes at him. “It’s West Side Story. You have to have seen it before.”

“I know the name and that there was a recent remake,” he admitted.

“And it’s very good—but we’re watching this one tonight. I can’t believe you haven’t seen it.”

“I guess I’ll see it now,” he said, shrugging.

She sighed and shook her head. “What was going on in your household growing up?”

“Volleyball,” he answered. He spoke the truth. If it wasn’t watching a professional match, it was film review. Saturday morning cartoons had been his rare solace when it came to TV or movies.

They both looked back at the scene as a baseball accidentally crashed into the fence above the snapping men. It fell into the arms of one of them, and the snapping stopped. A man chased after the ball, then ground to a sudden halt. A tense moment passed, but then the group’s apparent leader nodded—and the ball was returned, its owner fleeing.

“It’s one of the best love stories of all time,” Christine said, stretching her arms over her head.

“Did you see it when it came out?”

She snorted. “I’d have a fair few more wrinkles if I had. It’s over sixty years old. But it’s a classic tale of forbidden love, and you, my good soldier, are now going to see just why.”

“Is that what’s happening here?” he asked, looking away from the movie as the group of young men left the concrete park and started dancing in the streets. “Forbidden love?”

Christine’s lips curled mirthfully. “Why don’t we see how the movie goes first?”

Jason grunted and took the first bite of his pizza. Alongside Christine, he watched the movie shift to a different character after he ran across the other group, where it seemed no love was lost. As the camera chased this man, his snapping soon attracted a couple of dancing cohorts.

It didn’t take him long after that to understand the movie’s basic premise. Some sort of turf war existed between the two dance-happy gangs, the Jets and the Sharks, and a forbidden romance between the best friend of the Jet’s leader and the sister of the Sharks’ leader soon began to brew. While he might not have had much leisure time growing up, he recognized the obvious parallels to Romeo and Juliet.

“They’re both going to die, aren’t they?” he remarked about thirty minutes in. Having chomped on some pizza, he’d moved onto the cinnamon sticks—as had Christine.

“Spoilers!” Christine said, sparring with her cinnamon stick against his. “But no.”

He sparred right back, then leaned over as he disarmed her of her cinnamon stick and wrapped his hand around her slender wrist. She eyed him like a hawk but didn’t order him to refocus on the movie. Which was all the leeway Jason needed to have a bit of fun.

Pulling her fingers up to his lips, he took her cinnamon-coated forefinger and slid it into his mouth. Running his tongue over it slowly, he stared hotly at its owner the entire time.

“You’re missing the movie, Jason,” Christine chided.

Shrugging, he kept suckling on her finger. Using his other hand to lift her middle finger, he plopped it into his mouth shortly afterward. The taste of cinnamon swam over his tongue, and Christine swallowed a touch dryly.

“You’re so bad,” she said, smiling and sighing in the same breath. “If I do something nice for you, will you do something nice for me and watch the rest of this movie with me?”

“Depends on what this nice thing you’ll be doing for me is.”

Christine used her free hand to lift her water. Taking a long draught, Jason watched her throat as she swallowed.

“Ah, that’s better.” She set the nearly empty glass down, then arched an eyebrow at him. “May I have my fingers back, please? If you don’t like what I’m offering, you can have them back.”

The reward was worth the risk. As soon as he’d relinquished his suctioning hold on her slender fingers, Christine smiled, stood, and then moved to sit on his other side, where food and drink didn’t block their access to one another.

“Now, watch the movie, Jason. Pay attention. I’m going to quiz you after. The moment you look away from it again, it’s over.”

Heart beating a steady barrage within his chest as he absorbed the sultry heat within her eyes, he looked back at the movie screen. From his peripherals, he could see Christine watching him. He could also see as her fingertips crawled across his lap until they reached the button on his jeans.

Barely breathing as Christine slowly—torturously—parted the various barriers in between his quickly stiffening cock and her smooth hands, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that he’d fail her quiz later on. Even as he stared at the screen, his mind retained almost nothing of what his eyes witnessed. The only sense that mattered to him was his sense of touch, especially as a gentle hand freed his throbbing cock.

“Did you put this big thing in Samantha today, Jason?” Christine whispered, barely audible due to the current musical number blaring through her surround sound system.

He nodded, not daring to look down. He couldn’t risk her backing away from the trajectory things seemed headed toward.

“And did she moan nice and loud when you did?”

Another nod, though this time he had something to say. “You will too.”

“Perhaps. That still all depends on you. On tonight, on tomorrow, on the days to come.”

Jason licked his lips, using every iota of restraint to keep himself from peering down at the seductive woman who’d just laid her head on his thigh. He knew she was teasing him.

“Why, what’s happening tonight?” he asked, voice cracking.

“Drink some water,” she said, patting him on the leg. “And enjoy the show.”

A blanket of anticipation wrapped snugly around him as he felt Christine blow softly on his cock’s tip. The woman’s lewd tongue flitted out playfully, though she kept it from touching his scalding hot member. Jason clenched his teeth, noticing in his peripherals that Christine smiled.

She rubbed a gently teasing thumb up his shaft, examining it with the feigned curiosity of someone who’d never seen one before. Her fingers played around the head of his cock, and Jason could tell she didn’t plan to rush a thing. Once she found the precum bubbling out of its tip, she smeared it around with the soft motions of her fingertips.

Her cool breath slid across his shaft as she turned her head and placed her mouth mere inches away. Jason squeezed his hands into tight fists before an urge fast entering the realm of uncontrollable resulted in him shoving her mouth forward the rest of the way. If a movie was playing in front of him, he’d forgotten all about it—classic or not.

Christine’s seductive smile punched him in the chest, and then she finally put her lips together and plopped a soft kiss on the underside of his shaft. Another followed, and a third promised she didn’t plan to stop anytime soon. The gorgeous woman moved her mouth lower as her warm lips sent shivers straight to Jason’s core.

Jason’s toes curled as a moist tongue ran a curling spiral around the base of his cock. Eyes pointing toward the ceiling, he felt a hot, cocooning pair of lips take one of his balls between them. Christine gave it and its sibling the attention they were due, scorching his ears with noisy plopping sounds each time she released one so she could move to the next.

Numerous torturous minutes passed, the bliss electrifying, yet not enough. Jason focused on his breathing, trying to withhold his impatience. To not rush things.

“You’re an eager boy,” Christine said eventually, chortling as she took her tongue and slipped it back onto his cock.

“That’s because I’ve got one of the sexiest women alive teasing me like this,” he complained.

“She’s going to do it a little longer, so I hope you can hold out.”

“Maybe,” he growled, which earned him further titillation via Christine’s slow swiveling tongue.

She coated his entire length in her saliva, checking every angle of his cock with her sultry tongue. Once, when he glared down at her, she stopped immediately. With one finger, she pointed his eyes back toward the movie screen. Still, for the few seconds he disobeyed, he looked upon one of the lewdest sights of all time.

When he finally felt like he might go mad with sexual frustration if she toyed with him any longer, he felt a stabilizing hand wrap around the base of his cock. Daring not to hope, a blonde head shifted until he could no longer see his throbbing member. A hot splash of breath, Christine’s final attempt at making him go crazy from impatience, caused pinpricks to strike his arms like miniature arrows crashing upon a battlefield.

And then, at long last, Christine Miller started sucking him off.

Her burning hot lips slipped over the tip of his cock, then suckled softly. The suctioning robbed Jason of a breath. Rubbing his thigh with her hand, which no longer needed to hold his shaft, Christine bobbed her head down a couple more inches. Heat, bliss, and a deep-seated prayer that this wasn’t the only time he’d get to feel her suck him off overwhelmed him. As he groaned, the only noise currently available to him, Christine’s mouth fell further down his shaft.

She didn’t stop until his cock reached her throat, and that roadblock prevailed only for a moment. Christine bobbed her blissfully confining mouth a few times, then overcame her struggle. His entire cock slid into her mouth and throat.

Jason ran a hand over the back of her head as she pushed her nose up against his groin, glancing up at him as his whole cock sat behind her suctioning lips. She flicked her gaze to the movie—one final warning. Sighing, Jason looked away from the indelibly erotic sight, though he didn’t remove his hand.

His entire body churned wildly as Christine withdrew her mouth to the very tip of his cock. Seizing a quick breath right before the plunge at the top of a rollercoaster, Jason exhaled pure, unfiltered pleasure as she thrust his cock back into her mouth. That slow and steady routine enflamed him, spiraling through his body as she wound him up for an orgasm that they both knew would shatter his senses.

“Faster, Christine,” he growled. Onscreen, a dance-off at the neighborhood dance finally introduced the two lovers to one another.

The woman chuckled as she pulled back, then winked. She completely obliterated his ability to think just seconds later as she began the loudest but most intoxicating deepthroating of his life.

The back of his head struck the couch, his eyes widened, and his groan echoed through the room as Christine bobbed her head with a focus and intensity that tightened him more harshly than a straitjacket would have. As her hot, noisy gagging overcame the movie’s sound, Jason’s hand found nothing to do—she’d already found the perfect rhythm to ensure that he’d cum plenty soon enough.

If not for his earlier romp with Samantha, if he’d been fresh, arrogant, and unprepared, he wouldn’t have lasted a minute. As Christine snaked her mouth around his shaft, leaving an unparalleled bliss in the wake of each sultry motion, Jason’s thighs flexed tighter than if bands of iron constricted them. Clenching his teeth, he denied the explosive discharge building within his throbbing member.

Longer. He could last longer.

As if aware of his resistance and eager to prove her mastery over him, Christine’s tongue started flitting over his cock with each fall of her tight mouth. Grunting, Jason wrapped her ponytail around his fist like a glove, but he didn’t have the strength to guide her. She’d complete control, much like he had during the last time he’d come over.

They had the offense to make the other melt but little defense to those assaults. And since she’d struck first, electrifyingly sexy, tempestuously seductive, undeniably skilled, it was his turn to break.

As a song played where the movie’s main characters professed their love for one another, Jason reached that breaking point.

“Christine, I’m gonna—”

She sped up, the merciless vixen. It was too much. Jason’s entire body revolted at the possibility of holding out for even one second longer. With Christine plunging her tight mouth around his cock as if she intended to suck him dry, he had no choice but to let her try.

“Fuck, fuckkk!” he groaned, exploding as Christine bobbed her head down to the hilt of his cock.

The ecstasy bulldozed him as he lifted his butt off the ground and blasted the back of the wealthy woman’s throat with a torrent of burning hot stickiness. The hand on his thigh tightened. She swallowed his first load, and he exhaled in a guttural hoarseness as she kept sucking mercilessly until he about keeled over.

Afterward, soft swirls of her tongue burdened his sensitive member, and Jason shut his eyes tight and heaved air into his lungs. She didn’t stop until she’d licked him clean.

As she lifted her mouth from his cock, he opened his eyes. The woman responsible for his near-death experience smirked at him.

“Now, I’m going to go brush my teeth, and then we can snuggle up and watch the rest of the movie together, as promised.”

Jason could barely manage a nod; his entire body responded like it was made of melted rubber. Smiling, Christine patted his thigh, stood, and exited the room.

When she made it back, she had a blanket with her. Sitting down on the same side as when she’d sucked him off, she shared it with him.

“Now, what happened during the movie while I was busy calming you down?” she asked, a mischievous glint in her pure blue eyes.

“Uh…”


Chapter Seventeen

A Portent of the Future

After Jason failed to explain what had occurred while she ensorcelled him with her seductive skills, Christine tut-tutted at him and forced him to pay attention to the movie for the rest of its runtime. Well, most of it.

Near the movie’s climax, Jason’s hands grew antsy. With only one tonic suitable in the room, Christine sighed exasperatedly but didn’t stop him as he pulled her onto his lap, slipped his hand down her robe, and fondled her delicious breasts. Kissing her neck, eventually, things progressed to making out, and then, as the final tragedy of the movie played, she let him slip his hands into her warmth and give her another taste of the kinds of ecstasy he could provide.

Even still, his assigned bedroom remained the guestroom. After the movie’s end and Christine’s promise that he’d watch it properly tomorrow, they cleaned up and discussed what else they’d get up to.

“I want you to be a good boy tomorrow,” she said as they cuddled on the couch in front of her regular TV—which was still a goliath of a thing—together. “You still haven’t squared things away with Avery properly, so you only get half the reward you might have gotten otherwise.”

He frowned. “I’m working on it.”

She bopped him playfully on his lips. “And so am I. It takes a lot of work to satiate you—and a lot of women. You’re welcome, by the way.”

He blushed slightly. “Thanks, Christine.” His ears perked up. “Just so you remember, I still want to look behind the curtain, eventually.”

She smiled, then tapped her finger on her lower lip. “Would you like to get involved in the proceedings for your next conquest, then? We could work on it a bit together tomorrow.”

Jason’s mouth dried up. “Next?”

Christine grinned at his shock. “Don’t tell me you thought Samantha was the end of it. There’re still a few available beauties who might be interested in joining in on the fun.”

“Be straight with me, Christine,” Jason said sternly. “You’re not about to tell me that Angela’s part of this, are you?”

His opposite’s smile didn’t diminish, but she did sit up straight. Peering into his eyes for a time, Jason’s heart hammered loudly as he waited for an answer that might obliterate his conception of the older woman he’d known far longer than any of the others. Did he want her to nod, tell him about how Angela was waiting in the wings to give him a blowjob much like the one that Christine had graced him with an hour ago?

Yeah… yeah, he really, really did. But the part of him that understood how taboo such thoughts were held a tight enough grip on his rampant lust for his mom’s best friend that he didn’t announce his hopes aloud.

“If I’m being honest, I hadn’t brought the topic up with Angela yet,” Christine said, managing to somehow dash his hopes and relieve him in the same breath. “Based on everything I know of her, of her relationship with you, it’d be a bit like poking a hornet’s nest with your thumb—highly unadvisable.” She winked at him. “Not to say I couldn’t put the request in. I can be subtle.”

Jason’s cheeks torched scarlet, and he swiftly shook his head. “N-no, you’re right. Probably better not to risk blowing everything wide open.”

Christine’s eyes narrowed slightly, but her smile remained. She pulled her legs up onto the couch, knees against her breasts, chin on her knees. “I will feel slightly bad for her, knowing what she’s missing out on. And with her being the only member of the team who won’t be riding your big fucking cock.”

The cock in question stiffened beneath his jeans. “S-so, Clara?” he sputtered, trying to move on from the awkward topic. “She’s all that’s left?”

“Don’t forget our cute new member. She might be a neophyte when it comes to volleyball, but she might be a true succubus in the sheets.”

Jason snorted. “I can’t imagine it going that way. She’s likelier to think we’re all a bunch of sexed-up freaks and never come back.”

“I dispute that nomenclature, but the concern is valid. Olivia is going to be your task, how about that? While I continue chipping away at Clara’s iron chastity belt, you can have full oversight of handling our newest team member. It’s about time you did some of the heavy lifting, anyhow.”

Jason rolled his eyes, then trained his attention on Christine. “I could do some right now. Literally.”

“Are you referring to yours truly as ‘heavy lifting?’” Christine asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Certain parts are heavier than others.”

“You mean these?” Christine said, parting her knees like the Red Sea so he could see her enormous breasts.

“And your ego,” he teased, earning him a glare.

“Well, I was going to give you a hint about how to enrapture Oliva, but now I think I won’t! Hmph!” She threw her head to the side.

Which made way for Jason to crawl forward on the couch, pushing past her parted legs. As she reoriented on him, he forced her gently but firmly onto her back, straddling her with his weight.

“Let me earn your forgiveness,” he chuckled, though the heat in his gaze caused her to lick her lips. “It’s not tomorrow yet.”

The sexy setter stared up at him, eyes sparkling with mischief. Slowly, her fingers trailed over his arms, found her robe, and then pulled them apart. After that, two of the most tantalizing orbs stole all of Jason’s attention. Christine’s cries echoed throughout her house well beyond when midnight arrived.


Chapter Eighteen

What it Takes

As she’d requested, excluding the time spent making her cum endlessly that night, Jason kept himself in check the following day. It turned out rather relaxing as Christine revealed her plans for their Sunday together. Driving—which was its own unique treat—Christine’s Porsche to a nearby spa resort she swore by, the two of them spent most of the daylight in a different kind of bliss than the one he was more familiar with of late.

While he’d never imagined himself taking a spa day, it didn’t take long for him to see its benefits. Rest, relaxation, massages, and more pampered him in an experience he knew he wouldn’t soon forget. One he might pester her about retrying down the road, though.

That night, she put on a dress that made every man in sight, himself included, drool over her. They again visited Romano’s—sans any salacious activities within his restaurant this time around. Attracting envy like ants to an apple juice spill on a playground, a drum beat inside his chest as Christine hooked her arm in his and ensured everyone knew their relationship.

And then, yes, they rewatched West Side Story together. Properly, this time. With only minor fondling and making out disrupting it.

“Sure I can’t upgrade to another bed for the night?” he asked as the movie’s credits rolled, nodding toward the screen. “Hasn’t there been enough tragedy tonight?”

She rolled her eyes and patted him on the forearm. “A valiant effort, but no. Rules are rules.”

“I have my coupon, remember?”

“And did you remember to bring it with you?”

Shit.

“I thought so. Besides, you’d be wasting it. It’d be wise of you to wait until at least next Sunday before using it?”

“How come?”

“Don’t you remember what’s on Saturday?”

He frowned, let his thoughts shuffle the important information to the forefront of his mind, then deepened that frown. “Right… that thing with Avery. A volleyball thing.”

“Wouldn’t need to be a seer to recognize that,” Christine laughed. “I forgot to give you your hint about Olivia last night, though you’re mostly to blame for that, so I’ll double up.” She leaned forward, putting her nose against his. “You can start collecting hearts if you show your stuff. Sometimes, nice as your cock is, you’ve got to put a bit more out there of yourself.”

Jason’s frown found no reason to skitter off his face. “Yeah, but if I do that, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“You’ll never hear the end of it if you don’t take my advice. I know you’ve got your hang-ups—dare I say, trauma—with the sport, but your mom’s not even in the country, far as I’ve heard. You’ve got two women, one who knows she loves the sport, another who thinks she might be able to. Just go out there and see how it feels on Saturday. Maybe you can absorb some of their interest like osmosis.”

“So, does she have me playing in a match?” Jason asked, intuiting as much from Christine’s words.

“I don’t want to spoil it. But Avery is incredibly excited, I’ll have you know. Dare I risk her anger by saying it, I’d even go so far as to say that she’s quite infatuated with you.”

“It hasn’t felt that way recently,” he said.

“Didn’t she suck you off while the rest of the team remained blissfully unaware?”

“Since then, I mean,” he said.

“And yet she’s invited you to this special event of hers, which she’s never invited any of her teammates to participate in.”

“Yeah, but that’s—”

Christine caught him off by placing three fingers over his lips. “Avery Hill is not the same as Yvette or Samantha, Jason. She hasn’t just gotten out of a horrible marriage, nor is she a ridiculously sexually unsatisfied housewife—so make sure you fuck Samantha a couple more times during the week, by the way. She’s a competitor. She’s also more of your peer than the rest of us. She wants to compete with you, not just slather your cock in saliva.”

“Are you speaking from familiarity with that last bit?”

“I will flick you on the nose,” Christine warned.

“All right,” Jason said, pulling away, only partially for his safety. “I get your meaning. It’s just… it is trauma. I’m not ashamed to admit that. So, yeah, it’s hard for me to give it my all with volleyball.”

“And I’m certain that Avery isn’t so conceited that she isn’t aware of that,” Christine said. “She just wants to see you try, just once. I’m sure she’ll be amenable after you make the attempt.”

Jason sighed and folded his arms. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Christine smiled warmly, a rare moment in which the teasing flecks so commonly within her levity dissipated. “Then you can also handle Avery, so I’ll just put all my attention on Clara.”

Gulping slightly, he envisioned the tall redhead in the luxurious, revealing dress that she’d worn at Romano’s. He certainly wouldn’t say no to a taste of her. But how would Samantha take it? They were best friends, after all.

“Ah, and my hint about Olivia,” Christine said.

Jason arched a dubious eye. “Didn’t you also just meet her? Have you really figured her out, Christine?”

Christine lifted her chin proudly. “Who do you take me for? Of course, I have. For her, you don’t need to do anything special. Just be yourself.”

“Gee, thanks,” he remarked dryly.

Chuckling, Christine blew him a kiss. “Well, since Avery’s informed me that she’s been pestering her about you since you all met, I’m quite confident in my advice.”

That caught his attention. “Really?”

“Really, really.”

Jason filed that tidbit away, then glanced toward the ticking grandfather clock nearby. When he pointed his gaze back at Christine, she donned a knowing smile.

“It’s only eleven, sir.”

“It’s midnight a time zone over.”

She snorted at his blatant attempt, though Jason watched with glee as more of her mischief gathered within her bright blue eyes. Shaking her head at him, she pulled him down onto her jaw-droppingly expensive rug and started slathering his cock in saliva. He knew he’d been right about that.


Chapter Nineteen

Game Day

Even though he didn’t know, he knew. So, when Saturday of the day he was meant to head somewhere with Avery arrived, Jason made sure to ready himself physically and mentally for the volleyball-related trial that was to come. For the latter of those, complete preparation remained an elusive jeering jester. Even with plenty of time throughout the past five days to spend trying to take Christine’s words entirely to heart, his disdain toward the sport remained.

It was easier to nod at sage wisdom than it was to accept it into the heart.

Still, he was at least physically ready for whatever strain Avery planned to put on his body. Her text arrived, and instead of directions, it requested his address. Apparently, he was getting picked up.

For the first time all year, Jason opened his closet and took out a pair of volleyball shoes. Practically pristine when, if his mother had gotten her way, they should have already been worn down and replaced by another set; his skin almost crawled to touch them. He sighed at that fact. His confidence about today dwindled.

With a pair of water bottles he planned to fully empty along the drive sitting beside him on the porch, his shoes on his other side, he waited otherwise dressed for whatever sat ahead of him as Avery’s dark gray Accord showed up in front of his house a little before midday. Scooping up his effects, he walked to her passenger seat and opened the door.

“Hey.”

Avery’s eyes peered at the shoes and water bottles in his hands. He spotted her own hydration in her cup holder and her volleyball bag in her backseat.

“Hi. Get in. We’ve got to pick someone else up.”

“Who?” he asked as he climbed inside, settling one bottle in the open cup holder, straddling the other between his legs, and plopping his volleyball shoes on the floor mat.

“Olivia. I invited her to watch.”

“Not to participate?”

Avery started the car in reverse. “Nope, just as a spectator.”

“Will you tell me what we’re doing today, finally?”

She nodded toward his shoes. “You’ve already figured it out.”

“I’d still like to hear it properly.”

On the street, Avery pushed the car into drive and started heading out of his neighborhood. “It’s a match. With some college friends. Some graduated players like me, a few who are still on the men’s and women’s teams. It’ll be a mixed squad, but you’ll be on my team because I’m vouching for you, so don’t make me look bad.”

“You’re having me go up against Division One players? You know I’m not planning to play in college, right, and that I’ve sat around for the past nine months doing nothing?”

Glancing over his way for barely a second, she smirked. “I know you’ll have to actually try in this match if you don’t want to get blown out of the water.”

“What makes you think I’ll care about that?” he retorted, taking a swig of his first water.

“What you decide to care about today is up to you.”

Jason cocked his head toward her. “Is that an ultimatum, Avery?”

“No, it’s not.” Her mouth tightened as if she had something more to say, but she ultimately squashed it between her teeth.

They drove in silence for a time, both hydrating plentifully. Jason clasped his hands and threw his gaze out his window, regretting his earlier snappiness. Chewing on the inside of his cheek, wondering how he should rectify things, they turned into a neighborhood he was unfamiliar with—presumably, Olivia’s. At a stop sign, Avery quickly typed and sent a message.

“Make sure you ask Olivia for her phone number after the match,” Avery said, tugging his attention away from the suburbia surrounding them.

“What?”

“Just ask her for her number once we’re done with our match. She wants it.”

He blinked like a baby blinded by their first look at daylight. “O…kay. Thanks, Avery.”

She grunted, then turned onto a cul-de-sac. Near its end, in front of a two-story brick house with a verdant lawn, a gorgeous young woman had just emerged from her home as they pulled into the driveway. Blasting them with a smile as bright as the sun itself, she practically skipped into the backseat behind Avery.

“Thanks for the pickup, Avery! Hi, Jason!”

Compared to his dour mood, she seemed ready to bounce off the walls. Which continued as they got back on the road. For the forty-five-minute drive ahead of them, most of which they spent loitering in a sludge of midday Saturday traffic, her bubbly effervescence tried its best to infect them.

“How often do you all meet like this, Avery?” she asked.

“Usually once a month. The coaches always hated current players participating, even during summer break. They didn’t want anyone getting injured. Not that it ever stopped any of us. I’ve been playing since I was a freshman.”

“Did you win last month?”

Avery shook her head, tapping her fingers on her steering wheel as she waited for the train of cars ahead of them to start lurching forward. “Nope, but we will this month, right, Jason?”

As both women turned their heads toward him, Jason smothered a shrug. He threw up a half-hearted thumb. “Yep. Complete demolishment.”

Avery shot him a look, but then traffic finally meandered forward. Thankfully, after just a few more minutes in the mosh pit, they found their exit. After taking it, they needed only six or seven more minutes before reaching their destination. Like he’d assumed pretty much the moment they hit the highway, their destination was the famous Phoenix Flight Sportsplex.

Unlike the Yard, it knew only one purpose, one love. The colossus of a building hosted volleyball, volleyball, and more volleyball. One of the biggest volleyball centers in the country, they regularly hosted regional youth tournaments that drew in teams from states over. A few times, they’d held the AAU Nationals here.

Jason wasn’t happy to be back.

As he climbed out of the car, he could hear the sounds of play—slammed balls, sneakers shrieking as they skidded on the wood, cheers—within. Fortunately, the drive here was a bitch of a chore, so Angela and the others had never even considered the place as their regular practice area. They occasionally played in adult tournaments here, though none since he’d started attending their practices. While he’d suspected he might eventually make his way back here, he’d figured it’d be as a spectator, not a player.

Avery clapped him on the back as she walked by. “Let’s get inside. I’ve got to introduce you.”

Jason grunted, squeezed out the final few drops of his second water bottle, snatched his volleyball shoes, and tailed after her. Olivia, happy as a hummingbird in a meadow, pranced behind him.

After gaining admission and making their way to the sole reason to visit the place—the fourteen volleyball courts orderly set up in two rows of seven within the amphitheater—Jason shoved down unwanted memories as he saw a few courts in use. A few individuals had rented out specific courts for private lessons with the Sportsplex’s certified coaches, while a few more saw clubs practicing on them. The one Avery marched toward saw nine individuals warming up and chatting as friends did, and their eyes flashed with recognition when they saw Avery coming.

“Welcome, welcome!” one of the women said, trotting off the court to greet them. Like everyone gathered there today, she was fit, shapely, and dressed for play. Blonde, with freckles splashed readily over the bridge of her nose and cheeks, she was all smiles at their arrival.

“Hey, Michelle,” Avery said, giving the woman a quick hug. “This is Jason, and that’s Olivia.”

“Good to meet you both!” the vivacious woman said. Naturally, her gaze shifted more attentively to him. “So, Avery tells me you’re pretty good. She’s never brought an outsider along.”

“I’ll try and hold my own,” he said.

“Do you play college ball anywhere? What year are you?”

Jason noticed numerous ears perking up from the other players on the court. To be expected, given the oddity Michelle had just announced. That Avery hadn’t dropped his name to her friends served as an extra layer on top.

To his staunch relief, by some minor miracle, he’d so far gone unrecognized. He hadn’t considered that possibility beforehand, but he was thankful for it. The rest of them surely expected that Avery would have told them all if he was someone notable, so they were expecting a diamond in the rough. Anonymity clung to him like a welcome coat in a blizzard.

In the inverse, he recognized pretty much every player on the court, though that was because he’d seen them play on television, not that they’d met before. From his general perusal, most were closer to Avery’s age than his, thankfully. Which meant they hadn’t played opposite each other, either in high school or for his several years playing on one of the nation’s most elite youth travel teams based right out of this very building.

So, he might get away without getting recognized. Every time he bumped into old friends or teammates, he ended up having to repeat the same tired conversation as to why he wasn’t planning to play college ball.

However, he kept his hopes in check lest they end up dashed on a rock. By his count, even with his and Avery’s arrival, at least a few souls had yet to wander in. There were bound to be some freshmen or sophomores who would recognize him, whom he might have even played against. He hadn’t been gone from the sport for that long. There were still piles of recruiting letters at home that he hadn’t shredded or fed to the fireplace yet.

“I’m an incoming freshman,” he began.

“You cradle robbing now, Avery?” called one of the players on the court.

Avery flipped him off in response, which earned her a chastising look from one of the nearby instructors.

“But I’m not playing anywhere,” he finished.

A flurry of looks skewered Avery, who ignored them all blatantly. Rather than looking annoyed like some of the others, Michelle’s expression shifted almost toward pity. However, she quickly washed it off.

“Well, part of Avery bringing you along means you go where she goes. Once she gets picked, you’ll know your team. Them’s the rules.” She glanced at Avery.

“I know them, obviously,” the ponytail-wielding outside hitter said.

“… All right.”

Jason raised an eyebrow at Avery, who swished her ponytail at him as she marched off to the locker room to change. Chuckling, he glanced toward Olivia.

“I guess they don’t think much of me, huh?”

The former cross-country specialist looked him in the eye. “Are you going to prove them wrong?”

Gaze trailing after Avery as she passed by an emerging player from the locker room who shared some friendly words with her, Jason wondered that same question himself. Did he want to? Should he, for Avery’s sake? For Olivia’s? For his?

“I guess we’ll see,” was the best answer he could provide at that moment.


Chapter Twenty

Rules of Engagement

With the arrival of four more bodies, including the player who’d exited the locker room as she entered it, Jason’s hopes turned to ash. Not only did he recognize someone, he recognized two of the later arrivals. They arrived in unison, as was to be expected for twins.

As Zach and Annie Harding entered the gymnasium, their eyes immediately trained on him. They went way back, after all. He’d played volleyball on the same team as Zach when they were kids, and he’d played volleyball – and, rarely, just played—at their home on numerous occasions growing up. They’d a generational friendship, with their mom and his having played together professionally in Italy for a bit.

And then… nothing. Neither waved at him nor called his name. Yet, it didn’t strike Jason as an intentional slight. As they made for the locker room, their eyes shifted over their shoulders – but not toward him. He followed the line of their gazes, which ended on Avery.

Suspicion aroused, he slid over to her.

“You’re welcome,” she whispered.

Rather than knowing relief, wariness prickled his skin. “Did you ask them to pretend not to know me?”

“Thus, my ‘you’re welcome’ just now,” she said drolly.

It didn’t take long before the twins joined the rest of them. Excluding Olivia, it brought their total number of players to fourteen. As two players wore distinguishing jerseys, he imagined they planned to play as liberos.

“All right,” a tall, sturdy man—whom Jason recognized as Cliff Lowell, one of the best outside hitters in the country—said. “Let’s pick team captains, then get this show on the road.”

Michelle dug through her duffel bag outside the court and pulled out a clutch of colored straws. Jason arched an eyebrow at Avery, but she’d already joined the others in selecting one from her friend’s closed fist. Following suit, Jason soon found a rather ordinary-length straw in his hand.

Cliff and Annie ended up as team captains, and the rest of them lined up. Annie’s cool green eyes fell onto Avery, and Jason just noticed the barest head shake from the latter. Cliff made his first pick, then Annie made hers. Back and forth they went. To little surprise, no matter how respected a player Avery was, Cliff made no attempt to pick her—and him, per the rules Michelle had established earlier.

For one, they played the same position. Not that Avery didn’t possess the versatility to play another role. In reality, Jason knew he was the primary anchor dragging Avery down until the later picks.

After Cliff picked Zach as his team’s setter, Annie chose Michelle as hers. From the corner of his eye, Jason saw Avery give a slight nod. If Zach noticed it, he didn’t mention it to Cliff. As he didn’t lean in and whisper into his captain’s ear, it seemed Avery had convinced the twins not to mention his true heritage even now. He wondered if she’d let them mention it once teams were decided.

“I’ll take Avery and her guest,” Annie soon said.

Cliff took the two non-libero players remaining, and then Michelle retrieved a coin from her bag. Flipping it, Cliff called heads in the air. It landed tails. The two liberos split apart. Introduced to Adam, a senior with messy blond hair and a relaxed smile, the teams separated to their sides of the court to confer about positions.

“You can play your usual position, Avery,” Annie said. “I can play back row.”

Avery nodded, and their tall middle blocker, Marcus, pointed Jason’s way. “What about you? Are you comfortable playing anywhere?”

“He’s playing opposite hitter,” Avery said before he could utter a word.

Michelle frowned. “You want to put him up against Cliff? Come on, Avery.”

“He’ll be fine.”

Their team stared at Avery, then shifted their gazes toward him. He shrugged.

“I’ll be fine.” Relatively.

Once positions were settled, with the expected five-one offense their planned formation, they spent a while warming up and discussing Michelle’s setting hand signals. After familiarizing himself quickly enough, Jason saw Michelle dig a tripod out of her duffel bag and set it up a fair distance behind their side of the court. Tapping her phone, she inserted it into the tripod’s grasp.

It was a sight Jason was sure every one of them, himself included, was familiar with. Michelle threw a thumbs up once she’d finished setting her phone up to record their match.

A little later, another coin toss determined that the opposing team earned the first serve. After a short team huddle, in which Jason remained aware of the nervous eyes in his direction, they trotted over to their serve receive formation for this first serve. Jason’s starting position nestled him nice and close to the left pole of the net. Which, as things would have it, put him relatively close to where Olivia watched from the bench.

The slender woman’s eyes glinted with confusion. “Uh, are you playing a different position than usual?” she asked.

There still seemed some time before the other team broke from their huddle, so he smiled and shook his head. “Nope. I’m the opposite hitter.”

“I thought you said opposite hitter’s other name was right-side hitter.”

He nodded. “Yeah, it is.”

“But you’re… on the left side of the court.”

“Welcome to the world of volleyball,” he said with a chuckle. “If you remember, I mentioned how there’s some positional stuff that gets a bit wonky going on. Well, here it is. I do play on the right side of the court. But I start over here.” He twirled his finger. “Cut the court up so that there are six total squares on each side, three in the front row, three in the back row—six positions in total, six players on that side of the court. Based on which of these squares you’re in at the time, you have rules about where you need to be in relation to some of the other players on the court when the ball is served toward you.

“I’m starting in what’s considered position four. Front left. I need to be closer to the left sideline than position three, which is the player starting out playing front middle.” He nodded toward Marcus, who basically wouldn’t move at all to reach his playing position during this first rally. “But also, in front of position five, who’s the player starting back left.” He tossed a thumb over his shoulder at Annie, who stood ready to receive along with Adam, who’d replace the current back row middle except when that player was serving, and Avery. Michelle, their setter, loitered in a concealed position behind his three passers with no intention of receiving the serve.

“So, after the ball is served, I’m going to sprint over to my position and get ready to attack. Opposites pretty much never receive a serve. Some of these formations, especially once I rotate into the back row, where I’ll basically be hiding behind our passers, will get pretty wonky looking to a beginner. It’s all due to a term called stacking, where we create these formations so that the right three people are always doing the serve receiving. If you pay attention, no matter how weird our starting formation looks, you’ll see that half of us will do almost no serve receiving. The outside hitters and libero usually handle it all.”

“And a team rotates clockwise… after every time the ball possession changes?” Olivia asked tentatively.

“Yeah. So, I’ll next move to front middle, then front right—where I’ll just stand at my position for that one—then go to back right—which will be when I serve. And then I’ll be a back row player as I rotate through those three positions, which means I can only attack if I jump from behind the ten-foot-line—the attack line. You won’t see me blocking at the net during that time, either.”

“I’ll try and pay attention,” Olivia said, though Jason could see the slight excess of steam pooling out of her ears.

“Don’t worry if you don’t have it all down,” he said, waving a hand her way. “Just remember that we all want to get to our position after the serve, so don’t let the starting formations mess you up. I’ll play on the court’s right side after every serve.”

“Okay, I hope you win,” she said, offering him a pretty smile that caused his throat to dry up.

“Thanks,” he said, feeling an unsettling pit in his stomach.

The first serve a few seconds later pushed it out of his mind.


Chapter Twenty-One

The Reason

As he’d promised to Olivia, the moment the serve blasted eardrums as it rushed over the net, he sprinted to his position on the right side of the court. Given a test of his skills, Adam grinned and received the serve careening his way. Stepping outside the court to get a better run up toward the net, he took his approach as Michelle rushed under the ball and prepared to set it. On the other side of the court, Cliff prepared to stifle him if the ball ended up set his way.

The ball hurried on its way to just a few feet in front of Michelle, right into the path of a high-flying middle blocker eager to set up the threat of quick attacks. It was a typical starting attack and an effective one if established early.

The other team’s middle and opposite hitter leaped into the ball’s way. The former got their fingers on the spike, which sent the ball high into the air over their side of the court. A receive later, Zach stepped under the ball, earning his chance to do the same. Or not, given the weapon on his side of the court.

Everyone knew Cliff would get gifted the first ball, especially Jason. Even if their setter knew who he was, he also knew he hadn’t played in months. Though most of all, he knew he had one of the best spikers in the country on his team.

Marcus, who had a couple of inches on anyone else on the court, cheated toward him, then joined him at the hip as Zach set high for Cliff. As Cliff soared through the air, he and Marcus coordinated their jumps to reach their apex just as Cliff’s hand met the ball. To no one’s shock, it wasn’t enough.

The ball ricocheted off Jason’s right arm, bounced back into the net, then crashed onto the floor before he could get a hand or foot in the way. One-nothing. His team’s second middle blocker updated the score on an iPad that served as their scoreboard while waiting for her chance to enter the match.

On the other side of the net, Cliff’s eyes tightened on Jason. The emotion behind it remained indecipherable. Marcus clapped him on the back, saying they’d get it next time. That time, he could make out some emotion, easily discerning the apparent lack of confidence in his middle’s voice.

On the next serve, which Annie received, they earned the always-desired “first ball kill” through a cross-court shot that Avery blistered past her blockers. Try as he might, the opposing libero couldn’t keep the ball in play. With this as their first serve of the game, no rotation happened. In position one, Michelle took her serve. A jump float that the enemy team struggled with, though the ball, as expected, still made its way back to Cliff Lowell.

With the disruption caused earlier, Jason saw Cliff’s intended path. Which meant his collegiate-level middle and libero must have as well. Because of that, he threw his hands up not to block but to direct the ball’s path. He left the opening that led right to a libero licking his chops available for Cliff.

The ball careened between his and Marcus’s hands, right to Adam’s waiting arms. The ball went up. Jason knew her intent, having already hidden a hand signal behind her shirt before she’d moved back to serve. A high set in his direction, one of the most basic sets. She’d spotted his jumping ability in his first blocking attempt, so now it was time to see what he could do.

Already outside the court so that he could get his approach, he soared. Cliff, joined by his team’s middle blocker, thrust their hands up to stop him. Jason swung hard, taking the ball crosscourt—his open line.

Their libero didn’t let a second ball deflect off his arms. An efficient kill followed.

“Good try,” Marcus said, clapping him on the back again.

And then that first promised shift occurred. Jason glanced at Olivia as she watched everyone on Cliff’s team shift over, giving a new server their chance to score some points.

“How was that set?” Michelle asked him while the other team transitioned.

Only a poor spiker blamed their set, but an even poorer one kept his opinions to himself. “I can get to the net a bit faster, so you can speed the tempo up a little.”

“Noted.”

Seventeen-thirteen.

To someone like Olivia, she might think the game was relatively close. To Jason, disgust thrummed through him like toxic sludge had replaced his blood.

He’d played like shit. He’d scored two points—that was it! Along with Avery, he was supposed to be responsible for scoring the lion’s share of his team’s total points—but unlike Avery, he wasn’t also expected to pass the opposing team’s serves. And while he could tell he’d surprised everyone with his above-average defense, managing to at least not get blown out of the water by Cliff, that was a miserable consolation prize.

He was only on the damn court to score. If he couldn’t do that, if even Marcus was earning his team more points than he was, he was worthless.

And his bitter mood, he knew, was bringing the whole team down. So far, he’d kept it from eking out too pungently, but the stench of a player down on themselves always inevitably polluted the air. Worst of all, just like with the bottle drill from way back, he was pissed off that he was undergoing such a repugnantly visceral response to his poor play.

He shouldn’t care. This didn’t matter; he should be calm as a fucking tranquil pond, not seething like a volcano about to erupt.

Yet, remembering his most recent serve attempt, where he’d sailed a ball more than a yard past the end line, could have curdled his blood. Trying to compensate for his own stupid sandbagging with extra power, he’d witnessed the ugliest serve of his life. And instead of shaking it off as he should have, he found himself stewing over it. Over all of it.

Marcus and Annie threw their arms into the path of the other team’s opposite hitter—a left-handed woman who loved smashing cutters. This time, however, she went for a ball straight down the line, which Annie recognized. Stuffed, the ball crashed down onto the other team’s side of the court.

Seventeen-fourteen. And as his team shifted their rotation, it was his serve again.

Avery snagged the ball that bounced under the net before he could. Her bright emerald eyes jabbed into him as she walked over to him.

“Save it, Avery,” he said before she could jab him with her sharp tongue. “I’m not in the mood.”

“For winning?”

“I don’t care about winning.”

She snorted. “Yes, you do. It’s written so plainly on your face that branding it on your forehead would be less obvious.”

“Just give me the ball.” As far as he could tell, no one seemed in a rush—the bastards—to break up their little chitchat. At least no one seemed to be leaning in to eavesdrop.

“Are you going to stop sandbagging if I do?”

“Is that what you want from me, Avery? Is that why you brought me here?”

“I brought you here because I thought you might enjoy it.”

“Yeah, right,” he growled. “You know I hate this fucking sport.”

“You looked like you were having a good time explaining how serve receives work to Olivia.”

“Give me the ball, Avery.”

“Play like you can, and I will.” She rolled her eyes, then shook her head, ponytail swishing behind her head. “What’s even the point, Jason? Why hide what you can actually do? Do you think I’ll get pissy with you if I see you actually try, if I see what you can actually do? This isn’t the 80s, Jason—I’ve already seen you play at your best. YouTube is a fucking thing nowadays. Shockingly, you’ve got plenty of your high school matches online. Almost like you were one of the top recruits in the country or something last year.”

The gears in his head ground to a sudden halt. “Oh.”

“And we both know I figured your little secret out at that three-on-three you played in. Do you think I’m stupid? Like I’d forget or be unsure if you kept up your dumb act forever?”

Jason wisely avoided confirming that, in fact, he had been hoping for that. Or at least to eventually get a chance to explain himself, hoping she wouldn’t press him to play again. He’d constantly worried that she’d harangue him if she realized the gift he was wasting… as his mother had for months after he’d told her that he wouldn’t play in college.

“I think you’ll have a better time if you try and win,” Avery said, shoving the ball into his chest. “That’s all. I’m not a college recruiter, so what do I care if you waste your talent? I’m not going to drop my panties for you if you stop hiding what you can do, either.”

She turned and strode toward her position on the court. Jason looked down at the ball, then licked his lips.

“What about if we win?” he called after her, only half-jokingly.

A ponytail swished in the air as a beautiful set of verdant eyes swiveled toward him.

“Maybe.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Hate the Game

When Jason stepped behind the end line to prepare for his serve, deciding to shift left along it until he almost reached the corner where it met the sideline, he noticed Michelle and Annie both trade whispers with Avery. The fierce woman shook her head and patted them both on the shoulder. Both women looked toward him, one knowing far more than the other, then returned to their positions.

Ignoring any further distractions, Jason pressed both hands on the sides of the volleyball in his grasp. The NCAA’s official ball, its microfiber composite should have been one he’d more familiarity with. But he’d eschewed that path, so its texture remained a relatively new experience in his grasp.

He closed his eyes, channeling away the sounds of skidding shoes and heavy impacts coming from the other occupied courts. Undesirable memories prodded at his mind, checking to see if there were any cracks that they might exploit. Memories of games in the past, some on this very court, practices with his mother, and long drives out of state to his next tournament where they talked and reviewed nothing but volleyball.

He hated all of it. Far more than he hated today, certainly.

For a little while, just this once, maybe he could drown all that out with something uncomplicated. A competitive lust. A desire to win.

Jason shifted his feet and bent slightly forward, the ball sitting in his right hand. He homed in on the location he wanted to send the ball, ignoring the confusion gathering on the faces of those watching from the other side. Zach could have called him out, warned his team, but he remained oddly silent. His gaze shifted toward Avery, an intrigued expression on his face. Jason ignored all that, blowing air between his lips.

With his left foot now in front, rather than his right, Jason tossed the ball high.

It was a good fucking toss.

Stepping forward with his right foot, then bounding forward with his left, then ending with a smaller right step that turned his body away from the court rather than toward it, he leaped.

It was a good fucking leap.

Jason saw only the ball, which spun as it started falling toward him. He threw his arm back, elbow pointed toward the wall behind him, and everything moved in slow motion.

He zoomed his hand forward, high above his head. It met the ball in the air as his forward momentum carried him through the air. Every ounce of power in his body channeled into that strike.

His left hand smashed through the ball in its way, launching it toward its intended destination.

It was a pretty good fucking serve, too.

The ball shanked straight off the opposing libero’s forearms, spinning in the opposite direction than he was used to—as most volleyball players were used to.

Left-handed players were pretty rare, after all.

“What the fuck?” Cliff said, head tilted to one side as he examined Jason through the net. “You’re a switch hitter?”

“No, he’s not,” the libero said, glaring at the ball as one of his teammates retrieved it. “That serve was way harder than his other ones. He’s a lefty.”

“You were playing with your offhand this whole time?” Michelle asked, equally as incredulous as the rest.

An authoritative voice cut in before anyone else could speak a word. “Volleyball now, dumb explanations about his dumb issues later.” Avery put more emphasis on her second usage of the word “dumb” than Jason would have liked, but the players, albeit grumbling about it, heeded her command. Still, the sharp looks jabbing him in the ribs as he caught the ball thrown his way promised that there’d be no sneaking away after the game was through.

Jason took a deep breath and let his worries flow through his lips. Spinning the ball between his hands, he transferred it to his right.

And another.

Two more, in fact. The score soon read a tied match, seventeen all. Three service aces in a row. When was the last time he’d done that? Two were uncommon, but three encroached into the realm of jaw-dropping.

Sure, it was just a pickup game… against players who didn’t know his preferences, who were probably still resetting themselves mentally after his grand reveal. But these weren’t mediocre players, not one.

And Jason felt… pleased, prideful, excited? He didn’t know, so he didn’t dwell on whatever strange emotions warmed within his chest with each thudding blow to the ball. Instead, he solely focused on the next serve, the next point.

In the most miserable end imaginable, he hurled a service error right into the net moments later. Slamming his fist onto his thigh, he looked up as Avery and the others jogged over to him.

“Nice serves,” Avery said, smirking in an unfathomably sanctimonious manner. It almost made him wish he’d flubbed his first serve, not his fourth.

“Nice?! Those were killers!” Michelle narrowed her gaze at him. “Are you incognito or something? You really don’t plan to play in college?”

“Nope, he doesn’t,” Annie said. “He chose not to.”

All eyes turned toward her. “So, you know him?”

“Yep.”

“We’d like to resume play!” Cliff’s voice called sardonically from the other side of the court. “Have your powwow later!”

“I bet the story will be interesting,” Marcus said with a chuckle as they moved to their serve-receive positions.

Jason just shrugged and focused on the next play.

Twenty-nine to twenty-nine.

Sweat greased Jason’s face, and fatigue chomped on his muscles like termites violating wood. Swaying with all the sturdiness of soggy cardboard, he rubbed at the sweat pooling in his eyebrows. Wanting nothing more than to crash onto his butt, he knew he might not get back up if he did so. Because of that, he forced himself to remain on his feet.

No one currently stood on the court, as they’d finally decided to take a quick break so everyone could hydrate and catch their breath. While Jason was easily dead last in terms of stamina compared to the host of current and former collegiate athletes, spryness was a memory of the past in all of them. With neither team able to claim the two-point lead needed to win the set, they’d struggled past the usual twenty-five score cap into a hellish back and forth of trading points.

Jason knew the cause. He’d allowed himself to feel a tinge of jubilation after Avery hammered a ball to tie them up at twenty-five, even joining in on the cheer—and now he was being punished by the gods of volleyball for daring to feel a positive emotion while playing in a match. That must be it.

“So, it keeps going until one team is two points higher than the other team?” Olivia asked Avery.

“Yep.” Similarly streaked by thick striations of sweat, she threw her eyes into the crook of her elbow to banish the wetness gathering around her eyelids. “That’s how it goes.”

“Someone has to shoot me if we hit thirty-five,” Jason said, accepting a water bottle from Zach. Both teams mingled, giving no heed to strategizing for this part of their recuperation.

“Like an old horse that can’t pull the plow anymore,” Annie chuckled.

“You can’t be tired,” Adam said, the only one who didn’t seem all that fatigued. Which was nonsensical, given his propensity for hurling his body around the court like a madman as he made impossible dig after dig. “You’re young!”

“I’m a deadbeat,” Jason groaned, gulping as much water down as he could stomach.

“Just think if Angela and the others could see you now,” Avery said, a brisk smile flashing over her lips. “Wait until they do.” She nodded toward the phone that was still recording everything. All around it, an enormous crowd swelled like seagulls on a beach littered with food.

When a college-level match, pickup game or not, hit nearly thirty, it attracted attention. Both from the teams who’d finished their practice or scrimmages and from those recently arriving and finding something spectacular enough to convince them to stall their practice’s start. Michelle’s phone wasn’t the only one now recording things.

“All right!” Cliff said, shoving his finger back toward the court. “Let’s get back to it!”

Jason set his water down and trudged with his team back onto their side of the court. He felt a shoulder nudge him. Glancing to his right, he found Avery’s beautiful eyes drilling into him.

“Let’s win this, Jason.”

He nodded, a tiny ember within his chest slowly coaxing its way toward a greater flame as he looked at her. “Yeah.”

On the court, high-fives and similar sentiments spread like wildfire. And then Jason’s team prepared to receive a serve, even as their bodies complained at them for their effort.

A serve crunched across the net ten seconds later. Avery took the ball off her forearms at a bad angle, and Jason heard her swear. He didn’t see it, however, because he was far too busy sprinting off the court to get the ball before it landed.

His muscles screamed at him, begging him to return to slothful indolence. Baring his teeth at his thoughts and the exertions straining his body, he leaped forward, thrusting an arm out in front of him. The ball hit his forearm, given enough momentum by his arm to head back toward the general direction of the court. And then he hit the ground, rolling, body shouting that now was the time to play dead—to be that old horse.

Fucking get up!

Sweat slipping his palms as he grunted and tried to get back onto his feet, he saw Marcus leap off one leg and make a ridiculous play. Off balance because of the awkwardness of the final hit he had to make, he swung his arm with what Jason recognized as a hope and a prayer behind it. A moment of luck—it was as valuable as skill or grit.

Marcus’s luck saw his ball ricochet off Cliff’s hand, hit the top of the net, then roll back toward him. The collegiate superstar grunted and attempted to swing his arm so that the ball remained in play, but surprise, fatigue, or maybe just some sweat in his eye robbed him of the save. As Jason finally managed to get back to his feet, the ball pattered onto the floor.

“Yeah!” the cheer roared throughout Jason’s team—and from Jason himself.

“Nice save!” Marcus shouted as he joined the group back on the court. The rest of his team echoed the sentiment, and they all heaped praise onto Marcus for his score.

“One more to go,” Avery said, a glint of determination harder than steel shining within her eyes.

“This one,” Michelle said.

And it was their setter’s serve, as they’d rotated back to their initial starting positions. Spinning the ball, exhaling, she leaped and showed perfect form as she sailed a jump float serve over the net, which the other team’s libero grunted and just managed to get back into the air. Jason sprinted toward his side of the court, then readied himself to stop Cliff.

They all knew it’d go his way.

Marcus, and even Avery, joined him at the net. A three-man block. It was time to stop the superstar.

Through his fatigue, Cliff grinned at the challenge. Leaping high, three pairs of arms surged to meet him. The ball struck skin. Marcus hissed in pain as the ball’s impact on his right fingers split his pinky and ring, tearing the skin flap between them.

But the ball remained in the air. And it headed right to Michelle. Jason hurled himself backward, preparing for an approach. This time, everyone on the other team knew where the ball would head.

“Get after it!” Michelle shouted as she set the ball high into the air.

Jason started on his approach while Cliff and the other team’s middle blocker prepared to meet him in the air. Surging on the exhausted muscles that burned with each step, a play developed in his mind a step before he propelled himself into the air.

“Avery!!!”

He leaped. In the air, convincing every watching eye that he intended to slam the ball down, he turned a spike opportunity into a pass.

Shifting his torso midair, he shoved the volleyball falling toward him to the opposite side of the court. Where a brunette ponytail hurtled through the air.

Caught spectating rather than playing, the other team’s opposite hitter didn’t even manage to leave her feet before Avery smashed her hand into the ball. The deafening impact thrust the entire gymnasium into silence. As Jason landed on wobbling feet, his hands formed two tight fists, and his voice added itself to the booming cheer of six exhausted, elated, and ultimately victorious teammates.

It felt good to win.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Recognition

And it still felt like shit to lose. Lying flat on his back an hour later, having lost the following two hard-fought sets, Jason stared up at the bright overhead lights of the high ceiling as he chugged air like a dog stealing its owner’s milkshake out of their hand. His vision had tightened into thin cones, and he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to stand up. Luckily, a hand reached out to eventually help pull him up.

“All right,” Cliff said as he lifted him to his feet. “Now, what’s the deal?”

Pretty much everyone else on their feet crowded around, including the twins.

“Avery,” Annie said, looking over to where the team’s other conked-out spiker lay on her back just outside the court—where she’d failed to make a heroic save and keep the final set going moments ago.

“You can tell the story,” she said, waving a sluggish arm toward them.

“Can we?” Zach said, giving Jason his attention.

It was what it was. “Yeah, sure.”

“No more suspense,” Marcus said. “What’s the story?”

“He’s Jason Courtland.”

And not a whole lot more needed to be said.

Still, as expected, Jason waded through questions about why he wasn’t playing volleyball anywhere. After that, he told the story about how he’d broken his left wrist in the eighth grade, prompting his mom to develop his ability to play with his right arm—even after he’d healed. He ended every practice going forward with a hundred serves with each arm. A few nodded as if they’d undergone similar training.

Thankfully, fatigue proved his ally, and no one possessed the longevity or fervor to push back against his vague declaration of simply falling out of love with the sport. So, after explaining himself and receiving an invite to the next match, which he skirted around accepting or denying, only Avery, Zach, and Annie remained knowledgeable of his issues involving his mom and the sport of volleyball.

“Can you walk?” Jason eventually said as he wandered over to Avery, free at last of any further questions—or the numerous offers to practice or play in various games throughout the month outside of this one.

“Mind carrying me?”

“If I could get my arms to move properly, I promise I’d princess carry you all the way to your car.”

Avery flashed him a smirk. “Gotta practice more.”

“Maybe.”

Managing to help Avery to her feet, they staggered after the other players. After a bit more catching up with Zach and Annie, whom he promised to meet up with sometime next week, and declining to head out to get something to eat with Michelle and a few others, they collected Olivia, swapped back to their everyday shoes, and made for the parking lot.

The younger woman was in awe.

“That was amazing!” she whispered passionately as they reached the outdoors.

“Just sucks we didn’t win,” Avery complained, rolling her neck.

“I bet you will next time.”

Avery smiled, then nodded toward Jason. “Will we?”

Jason rolled his eyes. “Yes, Avery, we will win next time.”

That earned him a light punch on the arm, light only because Avery didn’t have the means to add any force behind it.

“So, um, is your mom a professional volleyball player?” Olivia asked as they reached Avery’s car. “I overheard some people mentioning a Jenny Courtland.”

And there it was. By no fault of Olivia’s, a bad taste filled Jason’s mouth. Sighing, he nodded and entered the car, then looked over his shoulder as Olivia did the same.

“She was a professional volleyball player,” he explained. “One of the best of her era, even. Played all over the world, earned two dozen MVPs while winning nearly as many tournaments, got a bronze and gold medal as part of USA’s Olympian team.”

“You don’t sound that proud of her accomplishments,” Olivia perceptively noted as he listed her achievements like they were menu items at a restaurant.

“Our relationship is… complicated. No, that’s not right. Nonexistent. Our relationship is nonexistent. She had me at the height of her career and immediately decided that I’d succeed her someday. Dad and I stayed in the states, other than for the rare trip to bigger tournaments of hers until I was old enough to start preparing for that project of hers. I’ve lived in Russia, Japan, and even Italy for a year, where I met Zach and Annie. That was how I spent years three through ten.”

“Did you like any of those places?” Avery asked, chiming in with a sideways look.

“Italy and Japan; Russia was too cold for my tastes. However, I didn’t see much of any of them. I was homeschooled, so I never integrated, and the only free time I got was when Mom was at her practices—where Dad and I would try and go see sights, watch movies. Otherwise, I was practicing, playing, or attending Mom’s games.”

“What brought you back to the States?” Olivia asked.

Jason sighed. “Want the family-friendly version or the real account?”

Avery glanced at him, then at Olivia. Both women wore blatant caution.

“Whichever you think is best to share,” Olivia said carefully. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“It’s okay. It’s almost a decade in the past now.”

“That doesn’t mean it still doesn’t hurt.”

Surprised that it was Avery who’d said such words, then less surprised as he remembered a few of their conversations about if he liked volleyball or not, he shrugged. He mostly avoided reminiscing or looking over his shoulder at the past. Would a single peek now matter that much?

“Dad had a bit of a breakdown,” he said, underselling the event heavily. “His and Mom’s marriage quickly fell apart, and Mom managed to get custody. She got injured in a way that ended her career in its twilight years, and we moved back to the States a little after that. From then on, things shifted toward honing me properly to be the next big thing in volleyball.”

“I’m sorry,” Olivia said, casting her gaze downward.

“It’s all right,” he said. “Things worked out, overall. Dad’s living pretty happily on the east coast, and Mom’s in Japan getting to stay involved in the sport.”

“What about you?” Avery asked.

“I don’t wake up at five in the morning for three hours of volleyball practice before school or spend my evenings reviewing game footage anymore. So, I’d call that a win. My only connection to volleyball is through you all now, and I’m fine with that.”

“Are you happy you came along today, then?”

Jason opened his mouth, a preloaded denial ready to leap off his tongue, then paused. Prepared to dismiss his excitement during the games as an unordinary flare-up of his competitive spirit, a strange undercurrent slid like the smooth warmth of a rising tide around his ankles. His eyes trailed out the window as they headed toward Olivia’s home, thoughts gathering around him. The two women gave him his morsel of silence.

He’d… had a good time. That conclusion patted him on the shoulder in the most unexpected way. Not just catching up with old friends or even spending time with the two beauties in this car with him. Not just seeing the shock his first true serve had garnered or that crazy final play to end the first set. All of it.

“Yeah,” he said, looking at both women. “I think I did have a good time.”

“That’s good,” Olivia said, beaming at him. Jason’s heart skipped a beat.

Avery didn’t say anything, even though she could have easily gloated about being right. Instead, only a slight smile appeared on her face—and there it lingered for the rest of the drive.

Pulling up to Olivia’s house, the young woman thanked Avery for the drive and then them both for letting her watch them play.

“Come next time, too, if you want,” Avery said.

“Thank you; I’d love to. Bye, Avery. Bye, Jason.”

“See ya,” Jason said, giving a little wave as she headed out of the car.

As the slender beauty headed up her driveway, spinning and throwing another wave their way, Jason heard a harsh clearing of the throat beside him. Avery flattened her mouth at him as he looked her way.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

A full three seconds passed before he remembered the words that Avery had spoken to him the last time they’d entered this neighborhood. Before they’d picked up the young woman with the most perfect blue eyes in the world. His eyes widened upon finding the memory, and he hurried to unfasten his seatbelt and hop out of the car.

“Hey, Olivia, wait a second!” he hollered after her.

The tan beauty spun on her heels, and Jason saw a flash of excitement within the smile she pointed at him. As he jogged up to her, she rocked on her heels.

“What’s up?”

“Do you think I could get your number? If you ever want, we could meet up, practice some volleyball. Or something.”

The gorgeous woman splashed him with a smile so bright that he almost needed sunglasses. She quickly nodded, almost impatiently so. Digging his phone out of his pocket, he added Olivia’s number to it and thanked her.

“I’m free all the time,” Olivia said. “Just let me know what works for you.”

“Then I’ll see you in a couple of days.”

“Yep!”

Wearing a stupid grin as he turned around and retraced his steps back to Avery’s car, he found Olivia waving from her doorstep as he climbed into it. She was so beautiful it was petrifying, and it took Avery clearing her throat again for him to finally regain his senses and climb inside.

“How come you don’t ever look at me like that?” Avery asked as they pulled out of Olivia’s driveway.

“I do,” he said. “You just glare at me when I do.”

“I don’t.”

“You so do.” He glared at her, giving her a taste of her own medicine.

She glared back, albeit with an obvious playfulness to it all. “You do not look at me in the same way as you just did Olivia.”

Jason folded his arms at her stubbornness. “Well, it’s not exactly the same, but it shouldn’t be. You’re different people.”

“Gee, thanks.” Avery exaggerated a roll of her eyes.

“Different doesn’t mean worse.”

“In that case, tell me what it means.”

“Fine,” he said. “Olivia’s bubbly, outgoing, and nice. Spending time with her is like skipping through a sunny meadow.”

“And me?” Avery diverted her attention from the road as they met a red stoplight.

“Like a hurricane. Or a tornado. Or a tidal wave. You’re a force of nature. It’s dangerous to stand in your way. You get swept away if you try.”

Avery’s brow knit slightly together, and Jason could have sworn he saw a hint of hurt within her eyes. But he wasn’t done yet.

“So, it’s best to just go along for the ride since you’ll get to see something stunning if you do. Something better than anything else in this world.”

He leaned over and kissed her, imbuing everything he thought about her into that meeting between their lips. It was awkward because of the angle, cut short because of the light turning green a moment later, and slightly sweaty because they’d yet to shower.

But it was everything Jason had just said, and it was a kiss he’d never forget.

“That’s how I feel about you, Avery Hill,” he said, pulling back so she could see the road.

Avery’s gaze lingered on him until a beep from the horn of the car behind them propelled her forward. They sat in relative silence for the rest of the way, Jason wondering after the contents of her thoughts. He caught her looking his way a few times. He also thought her in deep thought a couple of times, too. Whatever her opinions on his description of her, she kept them to herself.

After she pulled into his driveway, Jason opened his mouth to speak, but the click of Avery’s seatbelt unbuckling stopped him in his tracks. His head tilted to one side as she stole her keys from the ignition, opened her door, and climbed out of her car. Minus the key part, Jason hurriedly copied her and climbed out of his side of her car.

He found Avery walking up the driveway toward his front door.

“Uh, Avery?”

The look she spared him over her shoulder, long lashes fluttering as a trace of a smirk turned up her lips, stole every thought from his head. Her bright emerald eyes shone with an intoxicating desire radiating out from them, one that could make a man go crazy if he stared for too long.

“I need a shower. I’m all sweaty.”

Jason licked his lips and ran his eyes across her compression shorts, her tightly fitting shirt, the sultry expression pointing his way. The promise within it burned brighter than a lighthouse at midnight.

“Are… you sure? We didn’t win.”

“I only said ‘maybe’ about the winning part.” She wagged a beckoning finger at him. “Now, come along. The tidal wave is headed this way.”

He didn’t need to be told twice.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Waves

Fumbling for his keys, Jason noticed Avery’s smile expand. Grumbling at his muscles, which fatigue still clung to, he finally opened the door to his home and beckoned Avery inside. As she crossed the threshold into his house, he raked a hot look across her backside, which proved remarkably effective in reanimating his tired body.

“Where are we showering?” Avery asked after she stepped inside, and he closed the door. She quickly did away with her shoes and socks, and he followed suit.

“Together?” he asked, hopeful.

“If you hurry up,” she said, a soft smile entrancing him. “I want to get out of these clothes.”

“I can help with that.”

“Can you?”

He walked up right behind her, pressing his body against hers. Avery hummed pleasurably and squeezed her firm butt against his groin. As she looked over her shoulder at him, taking one of her hands and pressing it against his thigh, Jason saw more than lust—more than what he’d seen at Romano’s, or even during their raunchy outing to the mall—gleaming within her eyes.

“The bathroom’s that way,” he whispered breathlessly, pushing against her with an erection stiffer than steel.

“Hurry.”

He pushed against her as she ground against him, walking her step after step toward the master bedroom, which had remained unclaimed since his mom’s departure six months ago, and then into the master bathroom attached to it. Flipping on the lights of a hanging chandelier over the middle of the room, he kept leading her past the marble countertop long enough for him to fuck her on it—which he noted for later—toward a seriously oversized shower behind a wall of glass on the far side of the spacious room. He could have brought the entire volleyball team over and still had room within it—another idea he noted for later. Much later. Right now, the only person he cared about was already here with him.

“Now, let me help,” Jason growled, hands aching to touch the stunning beauty before him.

“All you,” Avery said, lifting her arms over her head as she turned around, pressing her breasts against his chest.

Jason flexed his hands wide, then placed them on the back of her fit thighs. Absorbing her lithe muscles as he sank his hands into her smooth skin, Avery bit her lower lip, heat flashing within her expression. Sensitivity, too. They were both powder kegs ready to explode. Today was a long time coming.

Creeping his hands upward, they met the shapely hill of her butt at the same time. A light squeeze earned him a playful glare, but Jason knew only a broad grin. He took his time fondling Avery’s divinely shaped ass, moving further up, over to the sides, back down again. Avery sighed, partly due to pleasure, partly due to impatience, but she set her arms—now aware he intended to take his time—on his shoulders and let him have his fun. The flush in her cheeks hinted at her own brand of pleasure due to his exploration.

After enjoying her suppleness until his impatience started sharpening a stake against him for his pace, he guided his hands up to the tight hug of the compression shorts around Avery’s shapely hips. Slipping his fingers down through the waistband, Avery released a long-withheld sigh of relief. Grinning at her, he began the equally torturously slow process of stripping her out of them—and her panties—in one long motion that dragged them over her hips, her thighs, and then her calves and feet.

Kissing her slightly salty thighs on the way down, he could already see a sheen of wetness at her sex. Heart sprinting behind his ribcage so loudly that the neighbors might hear, Jason kissed all the places he’d missed as he stood back up. Holding a hand toward her, which Avery designed to take, he drew her forward a step, leaving her shorts and panties puddled on the floor.

“Before our next practice, Jason,” Avery growled, a crackle of lust rending her voice.

“Put your arms back up, then.”

Avery made a face at him but obeyed. Lifting her slender arms off his shoulders, she again stuck them above her head. In a single smooth motion, after capturing her shirt, he drew it up over her shoulders, her head, her arms, and then her hands. Eyes on a pair of wonderful prizes inside her gray sports bra, Jason tossed her shirt onto the ground.

Starting with his hands on her captivating hips, he weaved them up over her hourglass figure, stopping at a few places to run his thumb over her flat stomach, though never lingering due to Avery’s impatient glaring. Helping her snug sports bra find its way to the rest of her clothes, Jason’s heart ravaged his ribcage with its fervor.

“You’re so beautiful.” Barely a whisper, his mind freezing over at the sight of her, it paralyzed his body. His hands froze before they latched onto her ample bosom.

Avery smiled. Her hands clasped his wrists, then brought his hands forward enough to squeeze her breasts. Which thrust enough heat into his palms to scour the frost clutching him.

“Have some fun up here while I get your clothes off.”

He certainly did. Like a plane enthusiast given a free ride along on any fighter jet of his choosing, he made the most of the time he was given. Doing his best to distract Avery from her task of stripping him, he fondled every inch of her breasts, slow and teasing, hard and rough, pinching nipples, sinking his fingers into her bust, giving them a few bounces. That last one earned him a sharp glare, though no further consequences—so he did it again.

By the time he joined Avery in her nakedness, his cock throbbing with such a furious need that the gentle touch of her fingertips sliding over it caused it to twitch like a riled-up hornet’s nest, Jason’s hands ached to scoop her up off her feet, slam her against the nearest wall, and bury himself into her tight pussy.

Keep it together a little longer, he begged his body.

His hands still had work to do.

“Shall we?” she asked.

He shook his head, which elicited an arched eyebrow from the astoundingly sexy woman in front of him. “Nope. You’re not fully naked yet.”

Avery glanced down her own body, then raised her eyes. “Come again?”

Jason just smiled. As he stepped into her again, his cock nestling against her stomach, precum trailing over her smooth skin, he reached behind her neck and found the stretchy black hairband that kept up her ponytail.

“Really?” she said, snorting softly.

“Really.”

His hands slipped it away, and he flicked it over toward the long sink counter. Avery’s hair collapsed past her shoulders, and Jason plunged his hands into that sea of brown.

“It’s gotta be all disgusting with sweat, Jason,” Avery said, almost sounding a touch self-conscious.

And while it was certainly strangled by sweat, especially near her scalp, he didn’t mind in the slightest. He pushed her head forward gently but firmly, touching their noses together.

“We’ll fix that right up,” he promised, breaking into a wide smile.

“Will we?”

“I’m going to soap you up, don’t worry.”

“Uh-huh,” Avery said, dubious but cracking a thin smile. “What are you waiting on, then?”

“It’s a kiss to enter the showers of my house.”

“Is that so? Maybe I’ll stay dirty a little longer.”

“If you do, I’ll have you stay dirty a lot longer.”

Their eyes traded electricity, hearts racing, fingertips soaking heat as they trailed along the other’s body. Avery’s eyes slowly shifted away from him toward the shower.

“Well, I do want to clean up. I have something I need to do right after.”

Jason widened his eyes as if surprised. “And what’s that?”

Avery batted her eyelashes, then leaned in close. She put her lips right up to his ear, voice quiet as creeping feet in the dead of night, and then ignited his blood with just a couple quick sentences.

“There’s this guy I’m into, and I’ve decided I’m going to show him the best time of his life. He’s a bit hopeless, but I still like him anyway.”

“Mean,” he whispered back, earning a chuckle. “But I don’t want to make you wait any longer. I bet you’ve been waiting for this day for a long time.”

“Maybe not as long as you might think,” Avery said teasingly. She stepped back, snatching his hands with hers, and brought him to the expansive glass panels around the shower. “Or maybe longer.”

As he searched his mind for a witty retort, he realized when nothing but an overwhelming urge to take her here and now existed within his thoughts that he wouldn’t manage to make it through a shower, the drying afterward, the further trading of flirtatious barbs. Avery, in the process of searching behind her back for a way to open the shower, noticed. A broad smile, teasing but imbued with the same desire, spread over her face.

“Well… okay.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Soaked

Jason grabbed hold of Avery’s shoulder, spun her around, and shoved her against the shower’s glass wall. A harsh but lustful gasp fled her lips, but she immediately shoved her butt out for his hands to grasp tightly. Slapping her round butt, which earned a guttural sound from deep within Avery’s throat, he lined his cock up to her soaking-wet sex and penetrated her to the hilt with a rampaging need that he could no longer control.

“Fuck, that’s big!” Avery hissed, nails scrabbling across the glass as she pushed herself against his waist.

Jason slapped her ass again, giving himself some time to enjoy the tightness of her slick walls, the heat, the need, the bliss it filled him to know that he’d finally joined with Avery. But his partner in crime granted him only a few moments of dawdling.

“You said you wouldn’t make me wait any longer,” she growled. “Now fuck me, Jason! Give it to me!”

Like he’d said earlier, when the tidal wave that was Avery Hill crashed into you, it was just better to go along with it.

Their passionate throes ripped apart the quiet tranquility his home had grown used to these past several months. Lovemaking barely applied to the rough fucking they shared, the fatigue they jammed deep into their muscles and bones, the swears and demands and cries that shredded any sense of gentility in the whole affair.

They worked in rhythm, fought for control, and rampaged throughout the room like a natural disaster of limbs and lust. Jason kept his cock bouncing through Avery’s tight pussy the entire time, no matter how she turned, no matter where they ended up.

Against the glass wall, with her bent over the marble counter, she even rode him recklessly on the floor. They never separated for more than a few moments; those times only occurred under duress.

Lips tangled, hands groped, and bodies burned with heat, fatigue, and passion. Sweat reclaimed its hold over their bodies, adding to the slipperiness their love juices further exacerbated. No matter. They made it work.

Jason claimed control of Avery by pushing her onto a tall ottoman he pulled out from under the counter. With her momentarily subdued, he dropped one knee to the floor, mounted her, then fucked her like a wild animal would its mate. Avery curled her hands into fists and let him have his way with her. It proved enough for her first time.

“Oh, oh, ungh, it’s going to make fucking cum!” she hissed.

“Let me hear it, Avery,” he said, running a hand up her back and gripping her hair like a rider would his reins. “Cum for me!”

“I’ll get you back for… unghhh… thisss!”

She tightened around his cock while it pumped through her, and he slapped her ass while her orgasm blossomed within her center. Her pleasured cries were a symphony to his ears. And the glare sharper than a stake she threw over her shoulder at him once she’d regained something of herself caused him to grin.

Eventually, she managed to push him onto his back. On one of those rare occasions where they weren’t connected, she flipped him off, straddled him, then draped her tight walls over his cock. Keeping her feet on the ground, she showed off her impressive flexibility and stamina, bouncing herself on his cock while her hands hid behind her head.

Jason took the opening he needed to grab onto her breasts, pulling and pinching her nipples, earning a throaty growl of pleasure for his efforts. Avery slid her hands over his wrists, yet they kept his hands hard at work rather than thrusting them away.

“You’re going to cum this time,” Avery swore.

“No, not yet. I’ve got to break you in before that happens.”

She snorted at him, yet minutes later, Avery’s jaw struggled to contain the heavy moans gathering like soldiers at a nearly vanquished castle gate behind her teeth. She almost seemed furious at him for his resistance and ability to keep himself from spilling his seed inside her.

That’s how it goes when you wait until I’ve gotten plenty of experience, Jason thought, smiling. While she might not understand his thoughts, she intuited enough of their intent. Her glare intensified, and her hips sped up.

“Damnit, damnit, fuck!” Avery craned her head back and swore at the ceiling as the shudders of her second orgasm wracked her voluptuous body. Jason lunged upward and took control.

On her back, their bodies greased with sweat and love juices, he crushed his lips upon hers. With her legs spread wide, he jammed his cock back into her slick and inviting folds. Yet to have come down from her second orgasm’s throes, the rhythm of his hips as he kept up his feverish thrusting gave her no room for respite. Avery chased for breath like a swimmer struggling to stay afloat, but her arms twisted around his neck and kept his mouth pinned to hers.

Jason beheld the sights, sounds, and truth of her passion with as much ecstasy as her tight walls squeezing around his throbbing cock did. As if a great weight that had sat on his shoulders for so long transformed into mist, he breathed easy. But only for a moment.

“You better cum soon,” Avery gasped, shoving one of her hands into his hair, massaging his scalp roughly but pleasurably.

“I’m close, Avery,” he promised, kissing her throat.

He worked his way down from there. First her shoulder, then her collarbone, then her breasts. One peck on each perked nipple, and then more. Clasping one of the hardened spires between his teeth, Avery soon writhed and hissed as he suckled tightly. He fondled the other, and she clawed her nails across his back, trying to keep him focused on the task of fucking her—of cumming deep inside of her.

Spurred forward by her body, her moans, and the deep need within his chest, he railed through her as his need to spill himself inside of her raced toward the cliff’s edge. He’d jump off after that—they both knew it. They both wanted it.

Rocking his hips forward powerfully enough to scoot them on the floor, he could barely hold back his climax. Yanking his hands from her breasts, forgoing everything but that one unifying desire so heady and abundant in the room, he grabbed hold of her hips and used that grip to slam into her as hard and fast as his body would allow him.

For just a little while, his fatigue faded, ebbed by the sheer desire to deliver Avery another orgasm alongside his. As his body slapped against hers, heat churning between them, her legs wrapped around him tighter than chains. Avery’s mouth shifted into a hundred different forms as she fought back her orgasm, determined to withhold her breaking point until he met his.

He savored that sight for a little longer and then surrendered to his own rapture.

“I have to cum, Avery!” Jason shouted. He saw the relief in her eyes, and then he didn’t see anything for a time. The words proved the key, and his lock fell away. A soul-shattering climax eradicated everything from his mind but the pleasure overwhelming him. He groaned and blasted his seed deep inside the hot folds that tightened around his cock just moments later. One orgasm for three. A good enough trade for him. This time.

Fatigue finally reminded them both that it was no longer to be ignored. Wobbling, Jason nearly collapsed, diverting the speed of his fall just barely.

Tangled and messy and soaked in sweat, love juices, and probably even a fair bit of saliva, only their chests heaving for breath distinguished them from a pair of corpses. Muscles lacking the vigor to even roll himself off her, head on her breast, he listened to Avery’s frenzied heartbeat for minutes. Eventually, he began to laugh—or as close to a laugh as he could manage with his shortened breath.

Joyously, Avery joined him. They remained sprawled on the floor, laughing, unable to even stand—unable to even keep laughing. And then it was wheezing, truncated giggles, and then more panting.

Eventually, he managed to push himself up to all fours. A hand, sluggish but focused, chased after and placed itself on his cheek. His eyes followed along its slender arm, then to a shoulder, a throat, a pair of lusciously full lips, and then bright green eyes with a dazzling passion shining out of them.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” Jason said back.

“About that shower.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad there’s enough room in there for us to take one while we lie on our backs.”

The laughter returned. A joy that hadn’t dwelled in his house in years, if it even ever had, filled it to the brim.


Chapter Twenty-Six

A New Role

Impact, compression, momentum. As Jason’s left hand led with the first of these, the second and third followed almost instantaneously afterward. The volleyball he’d struck midair roared a raucous battle cry and hurled itself over the net. Teeth gritted, green eyes honed sharper than a blade’s edge, Avery brandished her forearms in the way of his serve.

On the ball’s second impact, it vaulted off her platform high into the air. A second opponent, blonde, voluptuous, and frowning as she chased after the ball, couldn’t fully get under and set it, instead keeping it from meeting the ground with a bump toward the net. With the final member on that side of the court leaping into the air, lithe, supple, and the second left-handed player currently in the gymnasium, the ball sped across the net, slammed into the ground, and then bounced out of the court into a set of slender hands, these belonging to a sensual and beautiful woman who’d recently known nothing but smiles.

Samantha tossed the ball back to Jason, and it was fortunate that Olivia didn’t see the sultry contents in the look she speared him with—and that Clara and Angela had both let the team know they’d run late for this weekday practice because of work-related holdups. With only days until the beginning of the Yard’s annual Fourth of July tournament, it was something he knew both women would show up spitting mad over – but work came first.

“Another!” Christine called as the three of them reset themselves. “Are you ready to join in, Samantha?”

Having escaped her job and made it over on time, rather than an hour early like the rest of them had, and finally finishing her warmups just a few moments ago, she nodded. Risking Olivia’s discernment once more, she gave Jason another dangerously provocative look and then jogged over to take over Christine’s position in the back row as a receiver. He glanced toward his other side, at his—once more—sole helper in retrieving the balls smashed over the net his way.

Olivia beamed at him, enjoying even that dull aspect of practice. “Anything to help,” she’d said earlier. Her continuous flow of volleyball-related excitement almost made his burbling contentment about his new role in helping the team feel lackluster.

This had all come into being following his passionate lovemaking with Avery a few days back. After they’d managed to army crawl into the shower, cleansing and rejuvenating themselves under the warm water pouring over them, they’d spent the better part of the day recuperating on his couch. At which point, mildly shocking Avery, he’d mentioned the possibility of him helping more actively with Served Hot’s team practices.

“Do you mean it?” she’d asked, head warm on his chest as they flipped through channels on the TV.

“Yeah, I do.”

They’d informed Christine next, who’d immediately—and unsurprisingly—made a scheme of it. While she let Yvette and Samantha know, already aware that Clara and Angela, most importantly, would be late to their next practice, she told them all to keep his newfound role with the team hidden from his mom’s best friend. Purely so that she could see the surprise on her captain’s face when it was revealed, Jason was certain.

His serves continued to seethe across the net. While he might have protested overfocus on practicing against him based on left-handers being so rare, the Cross Fires had two lefties capable of powerful serves. With his newfound willingness to help, Yvette didn’t need to carry the sole burden of helping Avery, Samantha, and Angela practice against a lefty’s serves.

Once the women were ready, he tossed the ball into the air and sent it back over the net.

Clara arrived a bit earlier than Angela, with mild surprise lifting an eyebrow as she saw him participating in the current drill. When she saw him swinging with his left hand, that surprise grew.

“Any other secrets you’re keeping?” Clara asked mirthfully, folding her arms beside him after she’d changed into her volleyball attire.

Jason swallowed, glancing toward Christine. Unsure how far into… involving Clara in the biggest secret of them all Christine was, he elected to answer the tall redhead with a simple shrug. Clara’s smoky green eyes raised the arms on the back of his arms, but she didn’t intimate anything or press on him for a proper answer. A bit later, she joined the current drill’s rotation.

After it ended, he took a slight break along with the rest of the women. Chugging some water, he chatted with Olivia about how things were coming along for her with her solo drills. Avery had concocted a regimen of drills for their newest member that could be accomplished with nothing more than a ball, a smooth enough wall, and some dedication. Given the first of those by Avery, already possessing the second, and proving to possess an unending font of the last, Jason imagined that Olivia would integrate smoothly into the team soon enough.

“Angela doesn’t know?” he overheard Clara say to Christine.

“Nope. It’ll be a fun little surprise for her.”

“This one time, I’ll agree.”

Sharing that same rare concurrence with Christine’s idea as Clara did, Jason hoped that his involvement with the team would bring a smile to Angela’s face. Her dislike of surprises might end up outweighed by her excitement to see him getting back into the sport. Jason hoped for it, in fact. However, he knew there’d be another uncomfortable conversation with her afterward, where he requested that she didn’t inform his mother about it.

“All right, everyone, back to it!” Christine clapped her hands, which brought water bottles back to the carts that carried them. Trotting back onto the court, this time joined by Olivia, who could help with the ball control drills they’d be heading into next, the entire team surged to their places.

Everyone looked when the doors opened. As Angela entered the gymnasium in a colorful blouse and dark skirt, Jason’s part in the current drill only saw him tossing balls for the women to pass into Yvette’s volleyball cart. Each time one succeeded, they rotated to the back of the line.

Angela seemed momentarily surprised at his involvement, though as it was nothing substantial, Jason imagined she quickly chalked it up to him helping while they were a woman down. At least, it seemed that way, as she apologized for being late, then hurried into the locker room to change.

A mischievous look in Christine’s blue eyes foreshadowed her next scheme. As Angela hurried out of the locker room after swapping into the proper attire, she stretched and warmed up, then rushed to join the drill. About five minutes later, at its natural end, Christine put her plan into motion.

“Jason, mind giving our passers another shot at your serves? Clara, Yvette, and I can work outside the court for a little while.”

Angela’s brow immediately knit together. “Another?”

Christine smiled and nodded. “Didn’t you hear? Jason’s going to help with our practices now. He volunteered himself.”

Angela stared at Christine, then looked at him. He shrugged. After that, she looked around at the rest of her teammates.

“So, I’m the last to know?”

“Christine’s decision,” Yvette mentioned, which several other nods corroborated.

“Traitors!” Christine gasped, putting a hand over her mouth. “I thought we were all in this together.”

“Is this really true, Jason?” Angela asked, ignoring the other woman’s outcry.

“Yeah. I said I’d help out. I hope that’s all right.” He glanced at Christine. “Sorry for holding it back from you.”

“It’s okay.” Angela’s expression trembled slightly as if she’d hoped but never expected this day to come. “I’m glad to have you help. I assume everyone else is, given that they all knew about it before me.”

Her teammates looked away as she glared half-heartedly at them. Christine even started whistling to herself.

“Thanks, Angela.”

His mom’s best friend smiled, seafoam eyes quivering with unexpected wetness in them. She cleared her throat and scraped that wetness away with her elbow before anyone looked back at her.

“Okay,” she said, “let’s get back to practice.”

As Jason tossed and served with his left hand for the first time in front of her in this gymnasium, another surprise widened Angela’s eyes. When, at Christine’s request, Avery showed off some clips of him playing last Saturday after practice ended, her jaw practically unhinged itself. Feeling bizarrely self-conscious about it, Jason avoided the women as they crowded around to watch his threepeat of service aces. When Avery zoomed ahead to their final tandem play to win the first set, their reactions aligned with those they’d earned from the spectators at the actual game.

Otherwise, practice went well. Smooth. Enjoyable, even.

“May I speak with you, Jason?”

Angela’s strangely taciturn request pulled his gaze away from Christine and Avery as he spoke with them while leaning against his car. Practice had ended about twenty minutes ago, and the women were filing out of the gymnasium and heading on their way. Careful not to mention anything that might perk up Clara, Olivia, or Angela’s ears, they were in the process of planning a Fourth of July party at Christine’s mansion for Monday night, after the tournament—after they won the tournament, as Christine had put it.

“We’ll chat more about it later,” Christine said, drawing back as Angela appeared.

“See ya, Jason,” Avery said.

He nodded at them both. “Bye.”

They moved away, though with plenty of looks over their shoulders as Angela replaced them at his side. His mom’s friend watched them depart, which left them alone in the parking lot.

“Should I ask?”

Jason shrugged. “It’s a party they want to throw after the tournament for everyone.”

Angela accepted his half-truth easily enough. She faced him as Christine’s car, the final lingering vehicle, exited the parking lot.

“So, how did this all come to be?” Angela asked.

“The party? It’s the Fourth of July.”

She folded her arms beneath her enticingly large breasts. “You know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean,” he agreed, smiling softly. “Uh, well, it was my penance to Avery. For when she caught me almost making an approach to spike with my left hand during our scrimmage. I went along, played with her and some old teammates, and… I ended up having a decent enough time.”

“It looked more than decent, based on your war cry after you won the first set.”

Jason’s smile slipped a little. “Maybe. I’ll see how things feel helping out here, maybe playing in a couple more matches down the road. But I’m not making any promises.”

“I’m not asking you to, don’t worry. I’m just happy you’re giving things a second chance.”

Jason frowned at the double meaning in her words. “Speaking of that, I don’t want you mentioning any of this to my mom. If there’s anything that would ruin me dipping my toe back into this sport, it’s her.”

“Jason…” Dimples appeared on Angela’s face as she frowned.

“I mean it, Angela.”

She sighed. “I won’t bring it up to her, but I don’t want to lie if she asks about you. We are friends.”

“Which astounds me to this day,” Jason grunted. “It must be that opposites attract sort of thing.”

Angela’s mouth formed a thin line. “I know she wasn’t the best… or even a good mother, but I hope you two can find a way to reconnect at some point. She does care about you.”

“She cares about a part of me. Specifically, the part that jumps, serves, and spikes volleyballs.”

Angela lifted her hands placatingly. “I don’t want to argue about this with you, Jason. I’ll do my best to respect your wishes. I promise.”

“Thank you, Angela.”

She put on a faint smile. “I’m just thrilled to see you trying your hand at volleyball again. It brings me so much happiness, and I hope it will you too.”

“I know. We’ll see how it goes.”

“And I hope you’ll keep me in the loop a little more going forward.” Angela puffed out one cheek. “I feel like I’ve barely seen anything of you recently, and I seem to be the last to know regarding everything that’s happening with you.”

“Er, sorry,” Jason said, hoping no color crept up his cheeks. “I’ve sort of been getting tugged along myself, so a lot of this is spontaneous or dropped on my lap at the last second.”

“Now you finally know how I feel,” Angela said, smile returning. “I suppose I can’t be too mad, given the results. It was a delight to see you soaring through the air again.”

“Then I’ll keep doing it for you,” he said, staring at her with a heat that he should have contained better. A heat meant for Avery, Christine, Yvette, and Samantha. And maybe Clara soon. Maybe even Olivia someday, though he still worried about how to go about that. But certainly not Angela. She was the one woman whom he should have never pointed such an inferno toward.

The beautiful woman seemed slightly shocked at the bubbling lust gathering behind his eyes but not appalled. No dimples appeared, either. Angela stared into the fire, risking a burn.

“I would be happy if you did that,” Angela said, loitering when she should have retreated a step, reminded him of what was off limits.

Swallowing dryly, Jason’s fingers began to itch to move away from hanging by his sides. “It’ll be my way of paying you back for all the times I got to enjoy watching you on the court. Jumping, diving, bouncing.”

A huskiness crept up Angela’s throat, and her eyes shone brighter than he’d ever seen them. “You’ve been coming to our practices for a while. It might take a while for you to properly compensate me for my services.”

Jason’s eyes traveled over her luscious lips, her slender arms, the vast mountains lifted ever so slightly higher by a shift in Angela’s posture. “Maybe there’s a better way for me to pay you back. We could work something out.”

“Our own little deal?” His eyes weren’t the only ones roaming across a body. Angela had found something to latch onto, and it was lively and plentifully revealed beneath his shorts.

“We could discuss terms, make it benefit us both,” Jason whispered, hoping his voice wouldn’t crack because of the dryness in his throat.

Angela licked her lips, and he saw her fingers dancing with the same urges that his were forced to endure. So why make them wait any longer?

Because this is so bad of you both, a voice shouted from deep within the recesses of his mind. But as Angela’s leering continued, its call grew further and further away, to the point he almost couldn’t hear it anymore.

“Maybe,” Angela said, gently leaning forward.

Jason responded by pushing off his car, which caused their chests to touch. The contact was almost scalding. With their faces only a handful of inches apart, he nodded.

“I’ve got time right now,” he whispered.

Angela’s mouth parted slightly, and her hand, with a mind of its own, settled upon his thigh. As if they were part of a chess game, Jason moved next, setting his hand on her waist.

“What would you like from me… if we made this deal?” Angela whispered, a glimmer of hesitance trembling within her voice.

Not too much, his mind whispered. Not too quickly.

“I’d like to spend more time with you, see more of you. Like you said, we’ve sort of been drifting apart recently.” He brought his mouth slightly closer. “I want to reverse that.”

“Me too,” Angela whispered.

“Any ideas how we can do that?”

Crimson shifted up Angela’s face as the already quivering woman swallowed. “I like our talks out here, after practice… after everyone else is gone. We could have more of these.”

“I like that idea,” Jason said, pushing his hand slightly further around her waist to the beginnings of a shapely butt. “Any others?”

“We never did have that dinner date we talked about last time.”

“Tomorrow night, then.” It wasn’t a question.

Angela nodded, lips trembling. It was an ache Jason recognized.

Do it right, Jason.

Jason leaned in, and Angela’s eyes widened, lust and fright mashing together like two hurricanes colliding within them. At the last possible moment, he diverted his intended path and kissed her on the cheek. A long kiss, and not his only forward movement.

When he’d leaned in and put his fiery hot lips to her cheek, he’d also pushed his hand into even more dangerous territory and given a subtle but lasting squeeze. Angela’s body tautened under his grasp, but she made no move to slap his hand away or to end things earlier than when he chose to end them.

After ten seconds, he retreated his lips and his hand from the gorgeous woman’s inflamed body. He smiled.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night, Angela. I can’t wait.”

She nodded dumbly, staring through him rather than at him, her mind processing the forbidden touch they’d just shared. Even though Jason suspected she’d struggle with shame and embarrassment shortly, he spotted the spark of lust he’d kindled within her. It looked hardy enough to avoid going out.

Which was precisely what he’d hoped to accomplish.

“See you tomorrow, Jason,” Angela said, still in a fog of shock – at him, at herself, at what was to come in only twenty-four hours.

He gave her one quick hug, letting her feel the heat of his body, and then he departed. She needed her time to think, and so did he. And maybe a call to Cupid Christine might also help, much as she’d gloat over his reliance on her.

Tomorrow couldn’t arrive quickly enough.

End Part 2
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