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Chapter 1

It was evening, and I’d just finished a day of work, hugging my last client goodbye. I found Alexis waiting on the terrace, sitting in one of the cushioned chairs with a glass of white wine, her honey-blonde hair loose. She looked relaxed on the surface, but I knew her well enough to see the tension underneath it, the slight set of her jaw and the way she turned her glass in small circles without drinking from it.

One month. That’s all it had been.

Thirty-some days since my life had cracked open like an egg and something entirely unrecognizable had climbed out. I’d gone from a retail job I was embarrassed to mention at family dinners to running a fertility clinic out of a Mediterranean mansion on the California coast. I drove a Lamborghini. I had money sitting in accounts I hadn’t even fully explored yet. Women came to me, paid for the privilege and left carrying my children inside them.

I thought about the guy I’d been before all of this. The invisible one. The one Brad’s friends had mocked, the one girls had never once glanced at in the hallway. That version of me had wanted things with a quiet, embarrassing desperation he’d never admitted to anyone. He’d wanted to matter. He’d wanted to be seen. Well, I was seen now.

The irony was that I still didn’t entirely know what I was. Alexis and Helen had their explanations about bloodlines and divine inheritance and what my father had been before he’d lost himself in it. I listened to all of it, nodded, and tried to fit the pieces together into something coherent. But at night, lying in the dark, the honest version of my thoughts was simpler and stranger than any mythology.

I was a young man from nowhere who could make any woman pregnant, whose body had rewritten itself in the span of a night, who felt the pull of something ancient and enormous every time he was with a woman. That was the reality. Everything else was just the story we told around it.

And then there was Madison. God, Madison. I’d been in love with her since I was in High School. I’d loved the idea of being intimate with her, the way you love something from a distance when distance is all you have. But over the past month, that gap had closed, and what I’d found out was real. She had dreams she’d never told anyone else, a little beachside café with an ocean view, and she’d whispered them to me like a secret she wasn’t sure she trusted herself with. I kept thinking about that. I kept thinking about the way she’d looked in the tent, how I’d made love to her and how afterward she’d traced patterns on my chest and talked about nothing in particular, and how that had felt more intimate than anything that had happened at the clinic in the past month combined.

She still hadn’t moved in. That was the word I kept circling back to. Still, like I’d been counting the days without admitting to myself that I was counting. She had her apartment, her shoots, her life already built along a certain shape, and I wasn’t naive enough to think that one camping trip and one night together rearranged all of that. I didn’t want to be the kind of man who pushed. But I noticed the absence of her things on the bathroom counter every morning. I noticed it in a way that was disproportionate and probably said more about me than about her.

Alexis was still turning her wine glass in slow circles. I looked at her and felt the familiar collision of things I hadn’t yet found a clean way to sort. It wasn’t long ago that our relationship had shifted into something neither of us had expected. It was emotionally complicated in ways I still hadn’t fully sorted out, but every time we touched, it felt natural to us.

“How was your last client?” she asked as I settled into the chair beside her.

“Perfect,” I said honestly. “She liked it rough.”

She smiled at that. “Good.”

“I’ve learned many things,” I said and looked at her. “Women can be vastly different yet also very similar.”

She chuckled. “That’s true.” She took a sip of her wine and set the glass down on the small table between us. We talked about women for a little bit, but Alexis’s smile slightly faded. “I need to talk to you about Cleo.”

I’d been expecting it. Cleo was coming tomorrow, her semester finished, her bags probably already half-packed. The thought had been sitting quietly in the back of my mind for days.

“What about her?” I asked, keeping my voice easy.

Alexis was quiet for a moment, watching the horizon. The ocean below the terrace was darkening, the waves catching the last light in thin silver lines.

“I’ve been thinking about how to explain all of this to her,” she said finally. “The clinic, Helen, your role here … And what you can do.” She paused. “But honestly, that’s not what’s keeping me up at night.”

I waited.

She turned to look at me directly. “With how strong your aura has become,” she said quietly, “I’m worried she’ll feel the same pull I do.”

I didn’t say anything right away. I watched her face, the way she held my gaze even though it clearly cost her something to say it out loud.

“You’re worried about her falling for me,” I said.

She nodded. “I’m worried about my daughter because of what I know from my own experience.” She picked up her wine glass again, more for something to do with her hands than anything else. “At the beginning, I didn’t expect to feel what I felt, Alexander. Although, I should have. But I fought it for weeks. I told myself it was just proximity to something unusual, that it would pass.” She shook her head a little. “It didn’t pass. And I’m not weak-willed. I’ve spent twenty years helping other people manage their impulses professionally.” Her voice was measured, but I could hear the undercurrent in it. “If it happened to me, it can happen to her.”

I leaned forward, resting my forearms on my knees. “What do you think we should do?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “That’s the honest answer. I don’t know if warning her helps or makes it worse. I don’t know if distance helps. I don’t even know if you can dial it back.” She looked at me. “Can you?”

“You know I can’t,” I said. She’d known about the fertility powers for far longer than I had.

She nodded slowly, as if she’d already suspected as much.

“What would you tell a client?” I asked. “If someone came to you with something like this. As a therapist.”

She let out a short breath. She looked out at the water for a long moment, and I could see her actually thinking about it, setting aside the mother and the woman and putting on the professional.

“I would tell them,” she said carefully, “that fighting something natural is rarely worth the energy it costs.” She turned the wine glass once. “That doesn’t mean surrendering to every impulse. It means acknowledging what’s real so you can make clear decisions about it, instead of pretending the feeling isn’t there and having it come out sideways.” She paused. “That’s what I’d say to a client.”

“And to yourself?”

She smiled at that. “To myself, I’d say I’m terrified she might be mad at me.” She hesitated. “Or jealous. And I don’t know which one scares me more.”

I shook my head. “Cleo isn’t built that way. She’s the least judgmental person I know. She’s always been more open-minded than either of us about pretty much everything.”

“You think so.”

“I do.”

Alexis considered that. “We’ll see,” she said tenderly, not dismissing it, just holding it at a careful distance. She looked over at me. “Have you talked to her lately? Told her anything?”

“Not in about a week,” I admitted. “We’ve been texting, but nothing real. I didn’t know how to start it over a phone.”

“She called me last night,” Alexis said. “She’s excited. She kept asking about the mansion and the view and whether she’d have her own room.” A smile crossed her face. “She said, and I’m quoting this word for word,” Alexis said, her smile widening, “’I swear if Alexander has secretly become some kind of tech bro who bought a mansion and forgot about us, I’m going to lose my mind.’”

I laughed at that, and the laughter loosened something in my chest. That was Cleo exactly. The precision of her suspicion, the humor wrapped around genuine feeling.

Then my phone buzzed on the table between us. I looked down at the screen. Cleopatra.

Alexis saw it at the same time and raised her eyebrows with a look that said, well, there you go.

“What are the odds for that?” I said, chuckling.

Alexis smiled. “Go ahead, talk to her.”

I picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Cleo.”

“Alexander.” Her voice hit me like something I hadn’t realized I’d been missing. Bright and warm and a bit accusatory in the way only a younger woman could manage. “Okay, I have been patient. I have been extremely patient. But I need answers.”

“Hello to you too.”

“Don’t hello me. My mother has been giving me the most suspiciously cheerful non-answers for two weeks. She sounds like a brochure.” Her voice shifted into a pitch-perfect imitation of Alexis’ warmth. “’Oh, it’s just a lovely place, sweetheart, very peaceful, you’re going to love it.’ That’s not an answer, Alex. That’s something you say when you’re hiding a body.”

I smiled and leaned back in my chair. Across from me, Alexis had pressed her hand over her mouth to suppress a laugh.

“Nobody’s hiding a body,” I said.

“Then what is it? Because from what I’ve gathered, you’ve somehow gone from our apartment to a mansion on the ocean, you have a whole new job that nobody will describe to me in any actual detail, and Mom sounds like she’s on a permanent vacation.” But I could hear the smile underneath her indignation. She was enjoying this. “I just want to know what’s going on with you. Is that so much to ask?”

“No,” I said, and I meant it. “It’s not. And I’ll tell you everything when you get here. I promise.”

“Everything?”

“Everything I can.”

She made a considering sound. “That’s slightly ominous but I’ll take it.” Then, after a beat, her voice changed. “I really can’t wait to see you. It’s been weird not having you around. The whole dynamic is off.”

“Same,” I said. “More than you know.”

“Okay, but I need you to prepare me. Emotionally, because I’ve also heard things.”

“What kind of things?”

“About your new look.” The teasing was back, layered over something that sounded almost shy. “Someone who apparently saw you at the beach sent a photo to a mutual friend who sent it to another mutual friend who eventually sent it to me, and I just want to say, I’m choosing to believe it was taken at a weird angle and you haven’t completely transformed into some kind of ridiculous Greek statue because that would be a lot to process.”

I laughed again, and it felt good, easy in a way that not much had been lately. “What did the photo look like?”

“Like you, except somehow taller and with cheekbones that have no business existing on someone I used to share a bathroom with.” A pause. “Is it real?”

“Come see for yourself tomorrow.”

“I fully intend to.” Then, softer, “Are you okay? Actually okay? Not Mom, okay, where she says everything’s fine and then I find out three months later she was quietly stressed the whole time.”

The question caught me somewhere tender. I glanced across at Alexis, who had gone back to her wine glass, giving me the privacy of not watching too closely.

“I’m better than I’ve been in a long time,” I said honestly. “Things are different. Some of it is a lot. But I’m okay, Cleo. I really am.”

She was quiet for a moment, and I knew she was weighing it, deciding whether to believe me.

“Okay,” she said finally. “I believe you. But I’m warning you right now, I’m going to ask every single question I have the second I get there, and you don’t get to be vague. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Good.” Her voice brightened again. “Also, do I have my own room? Please tell me I have my own room.”

“You have your own room.”

“Oh thank god. Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow. Tell my mother I love her.” A beat. “And Alex? I’m really glad you’re good.”

She hung up before I could say anything else, which was so perfectly Cleo that I sat holding the phone for a second, just smiling at it.

“She sounds like herself,” Alexis said.

“Exactly like herself.”

Alexis stood, gathering her wine glass and smoothing the front of her linen top. The evening light had settled into something softer, the sky above the ocean going a deep, quiet blue. “I’ll make dinner,” she said. “Something proper. Will Madison be joining us?”

“She said she’d be here soon,” I said, pulling up my texts to check. “She texted about twenty minutes ago.”

Alexis’s expression did something complicated that she smoothed over quickly into something pleasant and composed. “Good. I’ll make enough for four, then. Helen might want a plate too.”

She disappeared inside, and I stayed on the terrace a while longer, listening to the ocean below, watching the last color drain from the sky. The air smelled like salt and the faint warmth of the stone terrace holding the day’s heat. I thought about Cleo arriving tomorrow, about the questions she’d ask, about the look on her face when she saw the estate for the first time. I thought about what I’d tell her and what I wouldn’t.

I was still thinking about it when I heard the front gate buzz from the intercom panel inside, followed a minute later by the sound of footsteps on the stone path that led around from the main entrance.

Madison came around the corner of the terrace and stopped when she saw me. With a smile that reached her eyes, she was dressed simply, dark jeans and a loose cream-colored top that slipped off one shoulder, her blonde hair down and a little wind-tossed from the drive. She looked beautiful in the easy, unguarded way she sometimes did when she wasn’t performing it.

“Hey,” she said, and then she was crossing the terrace and I was standing, and she walked straight into me with her arms going around my neck and her face pressing into my shoulder.

I wrapped my arms around her and held her there, and neither of us said anything for a moment. When she pulled back to kiss me, it wasn’t the quick, bright kiss of a greeting. She took her time with it, her hands cradling my face, her lips moving against mine with a tenderness that made the rest of the evening go quiet around us. I kissed her back the same way, one hand at the curve of her waist, the other coming up to her hair. She made a sound against my mouth and pressed closer.

When we finally separated, she kept her forehead against mine, her eyes still closed for a moment.

“I missed you,” she said. “I know it’s only been a couple of days, but I genuinely missed you, and I’m telling you that even though it makes me sound completely ridiculous.”

“It doesn’t,” I said. Last time, we’d just been at the beach. Although we’d talked about doing something exciting again, like going out for another camping trip.

The warmth stayed with me, but underneath it, something else moved. I thought about Alexis inside at the stove, moving around the kitchen she’d barely had time to get used to, making dinner for me. I thought about what she’d said on the terrace earlier, the careful, painful honesty of it. And I thought about the work itself, about what tomorrow would bring, and the day after that, and all the women who would come through that estate with their need and their hope and their bodies, while Madison stood here on my terrace, holding onto me. It felt great. It felt great to be wanted instead of invincible.

“Come sit,” I said, and took her hand, and we settled into the terrace chairs as the sky deepened overhead and the ocean went dark below us.

We talked easily, the way we’d started to, the conversation moving without effort between small things and less small ones. She told me about her drive over, about a phone call she’d had with her mother that had left her feeling scraped out and tired. I told her about Cleo, about the phone call and the photo that had circulated through three mutual friends before reaching her, and Madison laughed with her whole face at that, tipping her head back.

“She sounds incredible,” Madison said.

“She’s a menace,” I said. “But yeah.”

From inside, I could hear the faint sounds of Alexis in the kitchen, pots and the low hum she did when she was focused on something. The sound of it settled something in me and unsettled something else simultaneously.

Madison had her legs tucked up under her, turned slightly toward me in her chair, her fingers laced loosely through mine across the small table between us. The evening breeze came off the water and moved her hair, and she didn’t seem to notice.

Then the terrace door slid open behind us and Helen stepped out, dressed in a deep charcoal wrap that moved around her like water, her dark hair pinned loosely at the back of her neck. She had her tablet under one arm and the particular expression she wore when she was carrying information she considered important.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said, in a tone that suggested she wasn’t particularly sorry, “but I need a few minutes.”

Madison sat up. “Should I give you space?”

“No, actually.” Helen pulled a chair around and sat, setting the tablet on the table and crossing one leg over the other. “This involves you as well, potentially.” She looked at me. “I have a new client inquiry. It came through this afternoon, fully verified, full intake form completed.” She turned the tablet to face me. “The name on the form is Sophia Laurent.”

I looked at the name. Something about it pulled at the edge of recognition, the kind that lives just behind immediate memory. “Laurent,” I said. “That name is familiar.”

“It should be,” Helen said. She swiped the screen and turned it back toward me, and I found myself looking at a photograph of a woman I had absolutely seen before, on a screen much larger than a tablet. Long dark-blonde hair and green-hazel eyes. She was on a red carpet in the photo, in something simple and dark, and she looked completely at ease in the middle of all that light.

“That’s Sophia Laurent,” I said slowly. “The actress.”

“Yes.”

I sat back. “She’s famous.”

“Quite.”

“She’s in that series,” Madison said, leaning forward to look at the photo, and then she went still. “Oh. Oh, I know exactly who that is.” She looked up at Helen with an expression that was somewhere between delighted and stunned. “She’s enormous. Like, genuinely, she’s been in everything for the last three years.” She turned to me. “You’re going to sleep with her?”

“He is,” Helen said, taking the tablet back. “She’s requested the Romantic Package, which, as Alexander knows, means this is considerably more than a single appointment. She wants the full experience. Multiple sessions, extended time, genuine connection and romance built over several days.”

I was still processing the photograph. “She actually came to us.”

Helen nodded. “She was also specific about something else, which is why I said this might involve Madison.” She set the tablet flat on the table. “Sophia Laurent indicated on her intake form that she is bisexual. She also wrote, in her own words, that she would like a young woman to be present. Someone warm, beautiful and comfortable with her own body.”

The terrace was quiet for a moment except for the ocean.

“She wants a woman there,” I said.

“She wrote it herself,” Helen said. “It’s not an unusual request, but it is specific, and I take her intake form seriously.”

“Wait.” I needed to be sure I’d understood it correctly. “She’s bisexual.”

“Yes … and it is something that does not leave this terrace under any circumstances. She is a public figure and her privacy is absolute. Are we clear on that?”

“Completely,” I said.

“Good.” She looked at Madison. “Which brings me to the practical question.”

Madison, who had been listening with increasing attention, blinked. “Me?”

Helen tilted her head. “You are young, beautiful and clearly comfortable with yourself. Sophia asked for a woman who would make her feel at ease rather than observed. I think you would do that.” She said it simply, as if she were suggesting Madison might want to take on a light administrative task.

Madison’s cheeks went a color I hadn’t seen from her before. She was looking down at her hands.

“I’d absolutely fawn over her,” Madison said, slightly breathlessly. “I mean. I cannot be a normal person around her.”

“You will be fine,” Helen said, with the flat certainty of someone who had managed considerably more complicated situations. “It is not that extraordinary. You’ll meet her, you’ll be yourself, and she will respond to that. She is tired of people performing around her. That is precisely why she came here.”

Madison pressed her lips together and nodded slowly, and I could see her working through it, the nerves and the excitement sorting themselves out into something approaching composure.

I looked at Madison. “It could be something,” I said. “If you wanted it.”

She turned to me, and something in her expression was open and a little uncertain and genuinely curious all at once. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

She exhaled slowly. “Okay. Yeah. I think I want to.” She paused. “That’s a sentence I didn’t expect to say this week.”

“There’s one more thing,” Helen said, and something in her voice shifted very slightly, becoming more measured. She looked at me. “Sophia has certain specific requests.” She glanced at Madison, then back to me. “What I will say now is that her preferences are particular and she is very clear about what she wants. She has considerable experience, and she is not shy about expressing her desires.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to sound professional despite the heat building in my chest. “That’s fine.”

“She’ll be fine,” Helen said. “It’s really not that big of a deal. These are standard requests from high-profile clients.”

I looked over at Madison, who was watching me with a mixture of excitement and nervousness. “What do you think?” I asked her. “Would you be interested?”

Her eyes lit up. “I mean… it would be fun, right?”

“It would definitely be fun,” I agreed, feeling a smile spread across my face. The idea of sharing this experience with Madison was unexpectedly appealing.

Helen nodded, seemingly satisfied with our reaction. “Good. She’s agreed to come here for a preliminary meeting next week, but she’s made it clear she wants you both to spend time at her Beverly Hills estate for the actual sessions. She has certain… kinks she wants fulfilled, but we can’t discuss them here.” Helen glanced meaningfully toward the mansion. “She’s quite specific about her privacy.”

Madison’s excitement was palpable now. She sat up straighter, her cheeks flushed. “I can’t believe I’m going to meet Sophia Laurent. And potentially… you know.”

I reached over and squeezed her hand. “You’ll be amazing.”

The terrace door slid open again, and Alexis appeared carrying a tray with four plates of what looked like grilled salmon with roasted vegetables. The aroma hit me immediately, making my stomach growl.

“Dinner’s ready,” she said, setting the tray on the table between us. “I hope you’re hungry.”

We rearranged ourselves around the table as the sky darkened to indigo above us. Alexis brought out glasses of water and a bottle of wine, which Helen accepted with a grateful nod.

“This looks amazing, Alexis,” Madison said, already reaching for her fork.

As we ate, conversation flowed naturally. We talked about Cleo’s upcoming visit, about Madison’s latest photoshoot and about Helen’s plans for expanding the clinic’s services. The food was incredible. Alexis had always been a good cook, but here in the mansion’s kitchen with its top-of-the-line appliances, her skills had reached new heights.

After dinner, Madison immediately moved closer to me, her body pressing against mine as we helped clear the table. Her hand found mine under the table, fingers intertwining.

“Would you like to watch a movie with me?” she whispered, her breath warm against my ear. “You have an amazing home theater downstairs.”

“Of course,” I replied, smiling at her eagerness.

We thanked Alexis for the wonderful dinner, and as we headed inside, I caught her watching us. There was something in her eyes, a mixture of pride, longing and lust. The realization hit me: she was aroused by seeing me with Madison. It shouldn’t come as a surprise. She’d been in a constant state of arousal after my transformation.

We headed down to the home theater, with plush recliners and a screen that took up an entire wall. Madison cuddled against me as we scrolled through the movie options.

“Let’s watch something with Sophia in it,” she suggested. “I want to see what we’re getting into.”

I laughed, selecting one of Sophia’s most acclaimed films. As the opening credits rolled, Madison nestled deeper into my side, her head resting on my shoulder.

“You know,” she said as the movie began, “I never imagined my life would take this turn.”

I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her closer. “How do you feel about all this? About the clinic, about what I do?”

She was quiet for a moment, watching the screen. “Well, I’m pretty sure you remember my reaction, which was genuine. But now…” She looked up at me. “Now I’m excited.”

As we watched Sophia Laurent on screen, I couldn’t help but feel a strange mix of emotions. Gratitude for this new life, for Madison in my arms, for the incredible opportunity before me. But also a sense of being overwhelmed by how quickly everything was changing.

“Can you explain what exactly does the Romantic Package entail again?” Madison asked during a quiet scene. “I know you’ll be getting her pregnant, but what else?”

I shifted, keeping my voice low. “It means I spend time with her… romantic time. It’s about creating a connection beyond just the physical act. She’s paying a lot for this experience, and I need to make sure it lives up to the reputation.”

Madison nodded thoughtfully. “That makes sense. She probably wants to feel desired, not just serviced.”

“Exactly.” I paused, watching Sophia’s character on screen. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

“Stunning,” Madison agreed. “And she seems so… confident in her sexuality. I’ve always admired that about her.”

As the movie continued, I found myself studying Sophia’s performance with new interest. This woman would soon be in my arms, trusting me with her most intimate desires. I would undress and love her, an act men dreamt of. But it wouldn’t be a dream. It would be real. The thought was both thrilling and daunting.

When the credits finally rolled, Madison stretched and yawned. “That was amazing. She’s even more talented than I remembered.”

I nodded, my mind already racing with thoughts of the upcoming meeting. “Are you nervous about meeting her?”

“A little,” Madison admitted. “But mostly excited. It feels like we’re about to step into something extraordinary.”

I kissed the top of her head, breathing in the scent of her hair. “We are,” I agreed. “And whatever happens, we’ll face it together.”

We left the theater, hand in hand. We walked back through the quiet hallways of the mansion, Madison’s hand intimate in mine. The night had settled completely over the estate, and through the windows, I could see the dark ocean, a vast expanse of black with only the occasional whitecap catching the moonlight.

“I was thinking,” Madison said as we reached the stairs. “Before Sophia comes, maybe we could have a proper date? Like, a real romantic one, just us?”

I paused on the steps, turning to face her. “A date?”

She nodded. “I know we’ve been together for weeks now, but everything’s been so intense.” She squeezed my hand. “I want to feel like your girlfriend for a night, not just part of your work life.”

“I’d love that,” I said, pulling her closer. “What do you have in mind?”

Her face lit up with excitement. “We could go out and eat. Something simple but romantic?”

“I’d love that. That sounds perfect.”

Madison’s eyes sparkled as she leaned in to kiss me. “Good. It’s a date then.”

Then suddenly, she received a notification. “It’s probably my mom …” She arched an eyebrow. “Stupid me can’t even keep track of my own schedule. You know what, I blame you.”

“Me?”

“Uh-huh … you’re so hot, I can’t think straight.”

I chuckled. “That’s a valid excuse to me. Now, what’s up?”

“I have a gig tomorrow afternoon, but I’ll have time for a dinner date though.”

“Dinner sounds good to me,” I said.

She pocketed her phone and smiled. “Great … Now let’s go to your bedroom.”

As we continued up the stairs, I found myself looking forward to the simple pleasure of a romantic dinner date with Madison.

We reached my bedroom, and Madison immediately began exploring, running her fingers along the furniture and looking out at the ocean view. “I still can’t get over this place,” she said. “It’s like something out of a dream.”

“Sometimes I wake up and expect to be back in our old apartment,” I admitted, watching her move around the room. “Then I remember this is real.”

She turned to face me, her expression softening. “Is it too much? The mansion, the clinic, all of it?”

I considered her question, genuinely thinking about it. “Some days, yes. But then I remember what I had before, and I wouldn’t trade this for anything.”

Madison nodded, understanding in her eyes. She began unbuttoning her blouse, her movements slow and deliberate. “I’m glad you feel that way. Because I wouldn’t trade being with you for anything.”

The sight of her undressing sent a familiar heat through my body. I moved toward her, helping her with the buttons she’d missed, my fingers grazing her skin. I kissed her neck as my bulge made contact with her rear, and then I used my fertility powers to make her aroused.

She giggled and glanced at me over her shoulder. “I was already wet from the start.”

“You’re starting to recognize when I’m using it.”

“Uh, duh!” she said playfully. “Not the most difficult thing to notice.”

I kissed her neck again and couldn’t wait to have my way with her.


Chapter 2

It was morning, and I was awake before my eyes were fully open, aware first of the warmth along my side and then of Madison’s hair against my jaw, her breathing slow and even, her body curved against mine the way it had settled somewhere in the middle of the night.

I stayed still for a while. The ocean was audible even from here, a low and steady presence beneath the silence of the mansion. Madison’s arm was draped across my chest, her fingers curled. I watched the ceiling and let myself just be in it for a moment, the uncomplicated fact of her being here, the warmth of her, before the day had any demands in it at all.

Then her alarm went off. She made a sound against my shoulder and reached blindly for her phone on the nightstand, silencing it before it could ring twice. She lay there another few seconds, clearly arguing with herself, and then she pushed up onto one elbow and looked at me with her hair falling across half her face.

“I regret accepting the shoot,” she said. The words sounded like a small apology.

“Why?”

“You know, dummy,” she said playfully before caressing my chest. “I want to cuddle with you … perhaps get fucked again.”

I smiled. I loved sleeping with her. “You’ll finish in no time and then we’ll go on our date.”

“I know.” She pushed herself upright this time, properly, sitting on the edge of the bed and reaching for the lamp. The light came on low and warm. She looked back at me over her shoulder and her expression was a little sleepy and completely unguarded. “You’re right … I can’t wait to spend time with you.”

“Me neither,” I said, my eyes landing on her bouncy breasts, her fine pink nipples and matching areolas. Gosh, she was hot.

She smiled at that, then stood and began gathering her things. I watched her from the bed as she moved around the room, finding her clothes, stepping into the bathroom and coming back out with her hair smoothed and her face washed. She dressed simply, pulling her hair back loosely, and the whole process took less than ten minutes.

When she was done, she came back to the bed and leaned down over me. I reached up and touched her face and she kissed me properly, her hands on either side of my head, unhurried despite the time.

“Later,” she said against my mouth.

“Later.”

She straightened, picked up her bag and gave me one last look from the doorway. Then she was gone, her footsteps quiet down the hall.

I lay there another minute listening to the sounds of the mansion settling around her exit. The distant click of the front door. The crunch of gravel from the courtyard, faint through the walls. Then the sound of a car pulling away, fading down the drive toward the gate.

I got up. By the time I’d showered and dressed and made my way downstairs, the kitchen smelled like tea and something toasted. Alexis was at the counter, already dressed in dark slacks and a cream blouse, her honey-blonde hair pinned back neatly. She had her own cup in hand and was standing at the window looking out at the garden with the stillness she had in the mornings before the day fully started.

She turned when she heard me come in.

“Good morning,” she said. “Tea’s still fresh.”

“Thanks.” I poured a cup and leaned against the counter. The kitchen felt quiet and settled, the kind of morning calm that exists in a house before it fills with people again.

Alexis looked at me with a mild, assessing expression. “How was your night?”

“Good,” I said, and took a sip. Then, because I couldn’t quite help it, I asked, “Is my room sound-insulated?”

She held my gaze for exactly one beat, and then she laughed, her hand going briefly to her mouth. “Of course it is,” she said. “You can be as loud as you want.”

“Just checking.”

“I’m sure you were.” She set her cup down and glanced at the clock on the wall. “We should leave in about twenty minutes. Traffic to the airport is unpredictable.”

“I’ll be ready.”

She gave me one more look that was somewhere between amused and composed, and went back to finishing whatever she’d been doing at the counter.

* * *

We took her car. She’d pulled it out of the garage while I was finishing my tea. It felt like a different planet compared to the Lamborghini, and I folded myself into the passenger seat while she adjusted the mirrors and pulled smoothly out through the estate’s main gate.

The drive started quietly. The coastal road wound away from the estate through low hills, the ocean visible in glimpses between the brush and the curve of the land, bright in the morning sun. Alexis drove the way she did most things, steadily and without unnecessary motion.

I watched the scenery go past and tried to sit still and couldn’t quite manage it. I caught myself tapping my thumb against my knee, then stopped, then started again without meaning to. I shifted in the seat. I looked out at the ocean and then back at the road and then at my hands.

“Alexander,” Alexis said.

“I’m fine.”

She didn’t say anything to that. She just waited, which was the thing she did that I’d never been able to outlast.

I exhaled. “What if my powers affect her the same way they affect you?” I kept my voice even. “I grew up with her. I don’t want to make things weird between us. I don’t want her to feel something she doesn’t understand and have it change everything.”

Alexis was quiet for a moment. The road curved and she followed it, her hands easy on the wheel. “We talked about this yesterday,” she said finally. Her voice was gentle but direct. “We said we’d take things as they come. That’s still true.”

“I know what we said. I’m just not sure it covers this specific situation as well as we thought.”

“Cleo is strong,” Alexis said. “She’s adaptable in a way that most people aren’t. She’s always been that way, even when she was small. Whatever happens when she gets here, whatever she feels or doesn’t feel, she’ll work through it. And she won’t work through it alone, because we’ll be there.”

I nodded, but the knot in my chest didn’t fully loosen. It just became more defined, something I could sit with rather than something actively pressing.

We drove for a while without speaking. The highway opened up as we moved inland, the ocean disappearing behind the hills. The traffic was light and Alexis maintained an easy speed, and the silence between us was the comfortable kind rather than the tense kind, which helped.

Then I turned to look at her. “Can I ask you something else?”

She glanced over briefly. “Go ahead.”

I took a moment to find the right entry point into it. “After the night we spent together,” I said, “I’ve been noticing something. Whenever I’m close to you now, you react. I can see it.” I kept my voice even, not accusatory, just honest. “And I want to know where you are with that.”

“You’re not wrong,” she said. Her voice was measured in a way that meant she was working to keep it that way. “What you’re noticing is real.”

“Tell me.”

She breathed in slowly. “Since your transformation, since everything changed, I have been in a more or less constant state of arousal whenever you’re nearby.” She said it plainly, the therapist’s directness underneath the mother’s warmer tone. “It started before we crossed any line. I told myself it was just a reaction to your energy, to what you were becoming. I thought I could manage it the way I manage difficult feelings professionally.” She shook her head a little. “I was wrong about that. And after that night, it became considerably stronger. Not weaker.”

I looked at her profile. She was looking straight ahead, her jaw set.

“I’ve never experienced anything like it,” she continued. “Not at any point in my life before this. It doesn’t follow any logic I have access to. It doesn’t respond to reason or to distance in the way I would expect.” She paused. “And I’m aware of how Cleo might respond if she sensed something between us. That’s not a small concern. She’s perceptive, and she loves us both, and I don’t know how she’d make sense of it.” She stopped herself there, as if she’d reached the edge of what she was prepared to say out loud while driving. “But you know what … I always had these feelings. They weren’t as strong, but they were there.”

She was quiet for long enough that I thought she might redirect it, find a way to step around it the way she sometimes did when something got too close. But she didn’t. “It started a few years ago. I don’t know exactly when. It was gradual enough that I could tell myself it wasn’t happening.” Her voice was steady but careful, the way someone speaks when they’re moving through something fragile. “I would have dreams about you. And I would wake up and feel so ashamed that I couldn’t even look at myself clearly for a day or two afterward.” She exhaled. “And then it would happen again.”

I didn’t say anything. I let her keep going.

“There were times I would think about you,” she said, and her voice dropped, “when I was alone. When I was trying to take the edge off the stress of a long week.” She stopped. “I knew it was wrong. I knew what it meant that I couldn’t stop it. And I told myself it was some kind of misfiring, some proximity issue, that it didn’t mean anything real.” She shook her head once. “But after your transformation, after everything changed, I had something to hang it on. I could tell myself it was your energy, your aura, something outside of ordinary explanation. It gave me a way to carry it that wasn’t entirely about shame.”

“I always liked you,” I said. “More than I ever let myself think about directly.”

She glanced over at me then, just briefly, before her eyes went back to the road. “I suspected,” she said quietly. “And I didn’t know what to do with that either.”

“I figured I was just a kid with a complicated situation,” I said. “I didn’t think it was something I had any right to.”

She smiled at that, a small and complicated thing. “You were never just anything.” She paused. “Though I will admit I was afraid, after everything started, that I was too old for what you’d want. That whatever I felt was one-sided in the wrong direction.”

“You’re not too old,” I said. “Not even close.”

She made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a breath. “You don’t have to say that.”

“I’m not saying it to be kind,” I told her. “You’re gorgeous, Alexis. You have been my entire life. I just wasn’t allowed to say it out loud.”

She didn’t respond to that immediately. The highway stretched ahead of us, the sun fully up now, the morning light flat and clear against the asphalt. When she finally spoke, her voice had changed a little, softer and more private than before.

“Every time we’ve been together,” she said, “it’s felt like something I don’t have the right vocabulary for. Like a dream that keeps going instead of ending when it should.” She turned the words over carefully. “I’ve enjoyed every minute and every stroke.”

“I’m glad,” I said. My voice came out lower than I intended. Then I asked, “Do you think Cleo feels anything like that? The way you described it. The gradual thing. The dreams.”

Alexis’s hands shifted on the wheel again. I watched her process it, the careful internal sorting she did before she spoke about anything that mattered.

“Yes,” she said finally. “I do.”

I waited.

“I’ve seen the way she looks at you,” she said. She kept her eyes forward. “There were moments, when you weren’t paying attention, when you were across a room or watching something else, and she would look at you with this expression that I recognized because I’d worn it myself and done my best to hide it.” She paused. “I never said anything. I told myself I was misreading it. That it was just the closeness of you two, but now, I think I’m wrong.”

I nodded, letting it sink in. I let that sit for a moment. The highway stretched ahead of us, straight and flat, the sun coming in at an angle across the dashboard.

“She might surprise you,” I said.

“She might.” Alexis’s voice was careful.

I looked out at the road ahead and thought about Cleo’s voice on the phone last night, the precision of her humor, the genuine warmth underneath the teasing, and I couldn’t wait to see her again.

* * *

The airport signs started appearing on the overhead gantries, and Alexis followed them without needing to think about it, merging and taking the exit. She found a spot in the short-term structure on the second level and pulled in and cut the engine, and for a moment, neither of us moved.

Then she reached over and placed her hand on my thigh. Not the intimate way she sometimes touched me now. Just her palm, loving and steady, the way she’d put her hand on my knee when I was twelve and nervous about something at school.

“Let’s go see Cleo,” she said tenderly.

We got out. The arrivals hall was the usual low-grade organized chaos, families clustered near the exit doors, drivers holding signs, a general movement of people and luggage and noise that the building never quite managed to absorb. Alexis and I found a position near the railing and waited. I checked Cleo’s last text. Landed. Bags are taking forever, why are bags always taking forever?

That had been twenty minutes ago. I was watching the exit doors when they opened and she came through them.

I recognized her immediately, the way you recognize someone who is built into your memory at a level below conscious thought. But the recognition arrived half a second after something else did, something I didn’t have an immediate name for, because the girl I’d last seen in November with her hair loose and my old college sweatshirt had been replaced by this.

Cleo was moving fast, her luggage rolling behind her and a carry-on over one shoulder, and she was wearing a short summer skirt in a soft floral print that swirled up around her thighs with every step, light fabric catching the air as she moved. Her top was fitted and pale yellow, cut close across her chest, and her long golden-blonde hair was down and loose, falling past her shoulders in waves, streaming behind her as she ran. She had a light tan and her cheeks were flushed from rushing and she was grinning already, having spotted us, and she was beautiful. Not in the way I’d always known she was pretty, the abstract familial awareness of it. Beautiful in a way that landed differently, that stirred a part of me that should have stayed quiet.

Her face was the same heart shape, the same bright eyes, but something in it had matured and sharpened into something that stopped people. It stopped me. I had exactly enough time to be aware of what I was thinking before I locked it down hard, shoved it somewhere dark and windowless, and put a smile on my face.

She hit Alexis, her mother, first, throwing her arms around her and squeezing with her whole body, and Alexis laughed and held her back just as fiercely, both of them talking over each other in the way they did when they hadn’t seen each other for a stretch. I watched them and felt the warmth of it and used the few seconds to get my face in order.

Then Cleo turned to me. She crossed the distance between us in two steps and came straight into me, both arms going around my torso and her face pressing into my chest. She squeezed, genuinely squeezed, the kind of hug that communicated something actual rather than just the gesture of one. She was pressed fully against me, her body loving and intimate, and I felt the press of her chest against my ribs and something in my chest did something it absolutely should not have done, a brief, treacherous melting that I stamped out as quickly as it arrived.

I hugged her back, my arms around her shoulders, and held her for the second she held me, and then she pulled back.

She stepped away from me, and her eyes went up. Then further up. Then she took another small step back, as if she needed more distance to process what she was looking at, and her mouth opened. Her gaze moved down from my face, slowly, tracking across my shoulders, the width of my chest and the way my shirt sat across my arms. It was a long, deliberate look, the kind she didn’t bother to disguise, and when it reached my face again, her expression was somewhere between shock and something she hadn’t sorted yet.

“What the hell happened to you?” she said.

“Uhm,” I said. I wasn’t sure how to answer. I hadn’t thought about it. I just couldn’t stop thinking of how pretty she was.

“Late growth spurt, I guess,” Alexis said playfully from behind her.

Cleo turned to look at her. “Mom, no. That is not a growth spurt. That is a different person.” She turned back to me. Her eyes were wide. “You’re enormous. You’re actually enormous. When did this happen? Why didn’t anyone warn me? I walked up to you and didn’t even feel short, which has never happened to me in my entire life standing next to you.” She shook her head slowly. “You’ve become a total hottie, bro. Seriously, like that is objectively what has happened to you.”

She reached out while she was still talking and her fingers closed around my bicep, squeezing once, testing. Her hand didn’t come close to getting around it. She squeezed again, and her fingers stayed there for a moment, pressing against the muscle with a slightly dazed expression, before she seemed to become aware of what she was doing and pulled her hand back.

“That’s real,” she said. “That’s actually real.”

“It’s real,” I confirmed.

She stared at me for another second. “I thought the photo my friend sent to me was photoshopped, but no. This is a lot to process before noon.”

We’re off to a good start, I thought.

The thought arrived with a specific weight to it, part pride and part something that felt uncomfortably like guilt, and I moved past it by reaching for the handle of her larger rolling bag.

“Let’s get your stuff in the car,” I said.

She grabbed the carry-on from her shoulder and dropped it onto the rolling bag without argument, which was unusual enough that I noticed it. She was still looking at me the way you look at something you’re trying to memorize before it changes again.

We walked back through the arrivals hall and out into the flat morning sun of the parking structure, Alexis on one side and Cleo on the other, our footsteps echoing off the concrete. Cleo had her sunglasses on now and her hair was moving in the draft blowing through the open sides of the parking garage. She kept glancing at me sideways the way she’d been doing since she’d spotted us at the railing.

I loaded her larger bag into the trunk while Alexis got in and started the car. Cleo stood at the back of the car watching me lift it in, and I heard her make a small sound that she tried to pass off as clearing her throat.

“Okay, I’m sitting with you,” she said, and pulled open the rear door before I could say anything about it.

I put the carry-on in after the rolling bag, closed the trunk and got in beside her. Alexis glanced at us in the rearview mirror, said nothing, and pulled out of the space.

For about ninety seconds, Cleo was quiet. She had her legs crossed and her hands in her lap and she was looking out the window at the parking structure giving way to the access road and then to the open freeway on-ramp. The morning light came in through the glass and caught the gold in her hair and I looked away from it.

Then she turned to me. “Okay,” she said. “Go.”

“Go what?”

“Explain everything. Start anywhere. I don’t care where, just start talking because I have been waiting for this since I heard about the mansion and I have questions.”

“I told you I’d tell you everything when we got to the mansion.”

“I am already in the car with you, which is basically the mansion, so that counts.” She pulled one knee up onto the seat, turning herself more fully toward me. “First question. The mansion. Where did the money come from? And don’t say a tech bro thing because I will not accept that.”

“It’s not a tech bro thing.”

“Then what is it?”

I looked at the back of Alexis’s head. She was watching the road with the mild, unhelpful composure of someone who had decided this was my problem to manage.

“It’s complicated,” I said.

Cleo’s expression did not change. “Complicated how? Complicated like it’s a long story, or complicated like it’s something weird?”

“Both.”

“Alex.”

“I’m not stalling,” I said, which was not entirely true. “I just want to tell it properly and the car isn’t the right place for it.”

She stared at me. “Fine. Second question. What do you actually do? Mom said you work at the clinic. What does that mean? What is the clinic? What does it do? What is your job there specifically?”

“It’s a fertility clinic.”

“Okay. And you do what there?”

“I work with clients.”

She blinked. “That is the least informative sentence I have ever heard in my life.”

Alexis chuckled, and I was about to as well.

“It’s a specialized practice,” I said. “High-end clientele. Private.”

“Private,” Cleo repeated. “You work at a fancy private fertility clinic.” She looked at me steadily. “And this pays for a mansion.”

“It does.”

She was quiet for a second, turning it over. I could see her trying to make the math work and coming up short. “What is your actual title? Like, are you a doctor? Did you get a medical degree in the last thirty days that nobody mentioned?”

“No.”

“Then what are you?”

“I’ll explain it properly,” I said. “I promise. When we sit down somewhere.”

She looked at me for a long moment. Then she shifted on the seat and turned toward the window. “Fine,” she said. “Third question. And I need you to understand that I am asking this with complete sincerity and zero judgment.” She paused. “What happened to your body?”

I exhaled. “That’s the part that’s hardest to explain in a car.”

“Try.”

“Cleo.”

“I’m not trying to embarrass you. I’m asking because you look like someone ran you through some kind of program. You are six inches taller than I remember, which is not physically possible in four months, and your face looks like someone took your face and made it better, and you are built like someone who has been training since birth.” She gestured at me. “You look like a statue of yourself. I need to know what happened.”

“I’ll tell you everything,” I said. “All of it. I just want to do it right.”

She held my gaze for another moment, and I could see the frustration working underneath the patience she was choosing to exercise. Then she looked at the front seat. “Mom, is he always this evasive now?”

“He has his moments,” Alexis said pleasantly.

“You’re both doing the thing,” Cleo said. “The synchronized non-answer thing. You’ve been practicing.”

“We haven’t been practicing,” Alexis said.

“It feels practiced.” But the edge in her voice had something affectionate running through it, and she settled back against the seat and looked out at the freeway traffic with the air of someone accepting a temporary ceasefire. She didn’t stop glancing at me, though. Quick looks from the side that she kept short, her eyes moving over my jaw and my shoulders before going back to the window.

I watched the road and said nothing and tried to think about the view.

* * *

Alexis pulled off the freeway about twenty minutes later, not toward the coast road, but into a quieter stretch of street lined with low-rise commercial buildings and mature trees that had been there long enough to arch over the sidewalk. She slowed and turned into a small parking area beside a building with white walls and a terrace out front, where a few tables sat under a striped awning with small planters along the railing.

The place had the particular kind of quiet confidence that expensive restaurants sometimes have, no signage fighting for attention, no menu boards visible from outside, just the suggestion of good taste and the assumption that you already knew what you were walking into.

Cleo looked out the window. “Where are we?”

“Somewhere we can sit down properly,” Alexis said, and cut the engine.

“We’re stopping for food?” Cleo looked between us. “Is this one of those places where a salad costs forty dollars?”

“Something like that,” Alexis said, already getting out.

Cleo climbed out after her and stood on the pavement looking at the terrace. A hostess appeared at the low gate before we’d even reached it, smiling and unhurried, and led us to a table at the far end of the terrace where a low hedge separated us from the neighboring tables and the ocean was visible in a thin bright strip at the end of the street.

The table had a small white vase and the kind of menu that was printed fresh each morning. Cleo picked hers up, looked at it and set it down.

“Mom,” she said. “How are we affording this?”

Alexis looked up from her own menu and smiled. “Money isn’t really a problem anymore.”

Cleo stared at her. “That is an insane thing to say.”

“I know, honey.” Alexis’s smile stayed in place. “Order something.”

Cleo looked at me. I looked back at her with what I hoped was a calm and reassuring expression. She picked up the menu again, but her eyes kept coming up from it.

We ordered. Cleo got a salad with grilled chicken and something with avocado on the side. Alexis got a half sandwich and a cup of the soup. I got a sandwich and a sparkling water, and when the server left, Cleo folded her hands on the table and looked at us both with the expression she used when she had decided to be patient and wanted credit for it.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m sitting down. There’s food coming. We’re in a nice place with a hedge around us and nobody can hear us.” She looked at me. “Now will you tell me what’s going on?”

I looked at Alexis. She gave me a slight nod, the kind that meant go ahead, I’m here.

I took a breath. “Dad’s dead,” I said.

Cleo went very still.

“He died a few months ago,” I said. “We didn’t know about it right away. We were notified through a lawyer.” I kept my voice even and direct because that was the kindest way to do it, I’d decided. Not slow and careful and drawn out, not hedged into something softer than it actually was.

The stillness held for a moment. Then Cleo said, “What?”

“He died,” I said again. “He’s gone.”

She looked at Alexis. “When?”

“A few months ago,” Alexis said. “We don’t know the exact circumstances. The lawyer wasn’t forthcoming with details.”

Cleo sat with that for a second. I watched her face move through something that wasn’t quite grief, because, just like me, she’d never really known him well enough for that, but it wasn’t nothing either. It was the expression of someone closing a door they hadn’t realized they’d been keeping half open.

“Okay,” she said finally in a lowered voice. “Okay.” She looked at me. “And the mansion is connected to that.”

“It is.”

“He left you something.”

“He left me everything,” I said. “The estate, the clinic, the accounts … all of it.”

She absorbed that. “Why you and not both of us?”

It was the right question and I’d expected it. “Because of what I am,” I said. “Which is the part that’s going to be harder to explain.”

The server came back with our food then, setting the plates down and disappearing again, and the interruption gave Cleo a moment to regroup. She looked at her salad without touching it.

“Keep going,” she said.

I looked at Alexis once more. She gave me a nod and reached for her soup spoon. “Go on, tell her.”

“There’s a bloodline,” I said. “On Dad’s side. It goes back a long way. And I don’t mean a few generations.”

Cleo looked at me steadily.

“There’s a lineage that traces back to a Greek deity,” I said. “Specifically to Priapus.”

She blinked. “Priapus.”

“Yes.”

“The fertility god.”

“You know him?”

“I took a mythology elective sophomore year,” she said. “Priapus. God of fertility, gardens and livestock. Usually depicted with a permanent and extremely large boner.” She paused, trying hard not to giggle. “That Priapus.”

“That one.”

She looked between Alexis and me. “You’re telling me his dad was descended from a Greek god.”

“Yes.”

“And therefore you are descended from a Greek god.”

“Yes.”

She picked up her fork. Put it back down. “Okay,” she said, and her voice had gone to a careful flatness that meant she was working very hard to remain reasonable. “Keep going.”

I told her the rest of it as plainly as I could. The inheritance was more than just property and money. I told her about the transformation that had come with it, how Helen had activated it, and the way my body had changed over the course of a night rather than years. I told her more about Helen, about what she was and what she’d explained to us. I told her about the powers, going through them the way you’d go through a list of facts, keeping my voice level: the virility, the stamina, the effect my presence had on women, the healing quality to it and the way women who came to the clinic left with a near certainty of carrying a child.

Cleo ate three bites of her salad during this. She chewed slowly and watched me and didn’t say anything.

When I finished, she was quiet for a long moment. The ocean was still visible in that thin bright strip at the end of the street, glittering in the midday light.

“So,” she said.

“Yeah.”

She set her fork down. “You make millions having sex.”

I felt the corner of my mouth pull. “Yup,” I said. “Pretty much.”

She stared at me. And then something shifted in her face, something that came up through the shock and the processing and the careful reasonableness, and finally she laughed, and she laughed hard, her hand going to her mouth from laughing too hard, her eyes crinkling at the corners. She laughed for a few seconds and then pressed her lips together and looked at me with her cheeks still flushed from it.

But underneath the laughter, when it settled, there was something else in her expression. She was looking at me the way she had outside the airport, that slow, deliberate tracking look, except this time it had more weight to it. She was recalibrating. I could see it happening in real time, the information rearranging itself behind her eyes, and something in the new arrangement was making her look at me differently than she had five minutes ago.

“Are you done laughing now?”

Nodding, she looked away first, reaching for her water glass. “How does it work?” she asked. “The clinic. Like operationally, women just come to you?”

“They go through an intake process,” Alexis said, picking up smoothly. “Helen and I manage all of that. There’s a full consultation, screening, everything handled with complete discretion.”

“And they pay a lot.”

“Yes,” I said.

“And it actually works? They actually get pregnant?”

“Every time so far,” I said.

She turned that over. “Every time.” She looked at Alexis. “And you’re okay with this? You just accepted all of this and moved into the mansion you’d once left? From the little you’ve told about your dad, it hasn’t been positive.”

Alexis smiled at that. “It took me a little time,” she said. “But yes. I’ve accepted it. Alex is a lot happier now, and frankly, so am I.”

“How much time?”

“Less than I would have expected,” Alexis said. “And I hope you’ll too.”

Nodding, she went back to her salad and ate in silence for a moment, and I could practically hear the questions sorting themselves in her head.

“Does it feel like something?” she asked, looking at me again. “The powers. Is there a sensation to it or is it just something that happens?”

I thought about how to answer that honestly. “There’s a pull,” I said. “Something that’s always there underneath everything else. When I’m with a client, it’s stronger. It’s hard to describe to someone who hasn’t been near it.”

Something moved across her face at that. “And the physical transformation,” she said. “Did it hurt?”

“No,” I said. “It was quite the opposite.”

She narrowed her eyes. “So Helen activated it?”

I nodded.

“How?”

Alexis chuckled. “Are we having an investigation here?”

Cleo blushed a little. “I’m just curious.”

“It involved sex,” I told her.

“I knew it,” she said. “Helen fucked you, didn’t she?”

“Not so loud,” Alexis told her daughter, blushing a little as well.

“I think that’s the most normal thing being said so far,” Cleo said, and she had a point. “So after the sex, you went to sleep normally and woke up like this?”

“Yes, that sums it up.”

She looked at my arms on the table for a moment, then back up to my face. “And Dad lost himself in it,” she said. “That’s what you said. He lost himself in the powers.”

“Yes,” Alexis said. “He didn’t manage it. He let it consume him.”

“And you’re not going to do that,” Cleo said, looking at me worriedly.

“No,” I said.

She looked at me with a directness that was very Cleo, clear-eyed and unblinking and asking the question behind the question. “How do you know?”

“Because I’m better than that,” I said. “And because I know what it cost him.”

She held my gaze for another beat, and then something in her settled, a decision made, a door opened rather than closed. She nodded once, slowly.

“Okay,” she said. “Tell me about Helen.”

We talked through the rest of the meal. Alexis explained Helen’s role, what a priestess of Aphrodite meant in practical terms, the way she’d come into our lives and what she’d brought with her. Cleo asked about the clients, not pruriently but with a genuine curiosity about who they were and what brought them to a place like this, and I answered as honestly as I could without breaking anything confidential.

She asked about the money, how it was structured, whether it was stable, whether we’d be okay long-term.

She asked, toward the end of the meal, quietly and without looking up from her plate, “Does it affect everyone? The pull you described. Every woman?”

I took a moment before answering. “It seems to,” I said. “To varying degrees.”

She nodded and didn’t say anything else about it.

We finished eating without rushing it. The check came and Alexis took it before Cleo could even reach for her bag, which Cleo noted with a raised eyebrow but didn’t argue about. We sat for a few minutes while the server cleared the plates, and Cleo kept her hands wrapped around her water glass and looked out at the thin strip of ocean at the end of the street with an expression I couldn’t fully read. Processing, that was the word for it. She was doing it quietly and with more composure than most people would have managed, which was very her.

Then she set her glass down and looked at me. “Okay,” she said. “Take me to this mansion.”

Leaving the tables, we walked back to the car through the warm midday air, Cleo between Alexis and me on the pavement, her shoulder occasionally bumping against my arm. She was quiet in the way she got when her mind was moving fast underneath the surface. I could feel the questions stacking up behind her eyes, waiting for the right moment.

We got into the car, and Alexis pulled out of the lot and took the coast road south. Cleo sat beside me in the back with her legs crossed and her sunglasses back on and her hair moving from the small gap she’d cracked in the window. After a few minutes, she said, without turning from the glass, “The women who come to you. Do they know what you are? Like, the full mythology of it?”

“Some of them,” I said. “Helen manages how much each client is told. It depends on the person.”

“But they all know it’s not a conventional clinic.”

“They know it’s unconventional, yes.”

She nodded slowly, still watching the road outside. “And they’re okay with that.”

“They’re more than okay with it.”

Another silence. Then, quietly, almost to herself, “I mean. I get it. You’re a young, good-looking guy.”

It was the first time she’d ever called me good-looking. Was that the first sign of the pull? I wasn’t sure.

* * *

After a quiet drive, the estate came into view from the road before we reached the gate, the way it always did, the upper levels visible above the landscaping, white walls and terracotta against the blue of the sky and the deeper blue of the ocean behind it. Even knowing what was there, it still registered as something improbable every time I came back to it.

Cleo saw it from the road and sat forward.

“That’s it,” Alexis said.

Cleo said nothing. She leaned toward the window as we turned in through the gate, and the full scope of the place opened up as we came down the drive. The courtyard, the main entrance, the gardens running along the near side and the terraces stepping down toward the ocean view. The Lamborghini was parked along the side, which I’d briefly forgotten about, and Cleo’s eyes found it and stayed on it for a second before going back to the mansion.

We pulled in and stopped, and Cleo got out of the car and stood beside it and just looked.

She was quiet for a long time, staring in awe. I came around the front of the car and stood near her, watching her take it in, the scale of it and the light off the stone and the sound of the ocean below the terraces and the way the whole thing sat in its landscape like it had always been there.

“Alex,” she said finally, her voice gone tender.

“Yeah.”

She turned to look at me. She’d taken her sunglasses off, and her eyes were bright. “This is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen in my life.” She looked back at it. “It feels like a dream come true. Like something from a movie that’s too good to be a real place.” She pressed her lips together and shook her head slightly. “And you live here.”

“We live here,” I said.

She looked at me again, quickly, and I could see her recalibrating it, absorbing the we.

“Come on, honey,” Alexis said from behind us, already at the front entrance. “I’ll show you your room first.”

We went inside. Cleo turned in place in the entry hall, looking up at the ceiling, then down at the marble floor, then at the explicit artwork on the walls. I watched her move through it slowly, her hand trailing along the back of one of the couches as we passed through the main sitting room.

“The art,” she said, pausing at one of the framed pieces in the hallway. It was a nude pregnant woman. She looked at it for a moment and then at me with an expression that was somewhere between amused and understanding. She rolled her eyes. “Right. Fertility clinic, of course.”

“You caught that fast.”

“I’m perceptive,” she said and playfully swatted my shoulder.

We showed her the main rooms on the ground floor, the sitting rooms and the dining space and the kitchen, where she ran her hand along the counter and looked at the appliances. We showed her the terrace, and she stepped out onto it and walked to the railing and looked down at the ocean and put her hands on the stone and just breathed for a moment.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay, I need a minute.”

We gave her one.

Then we took her upstairs. Her room was on the same level as mine, at the other end of the hall, and Alexis had made sure it was set up properly, the bed made with fresh linens, the curtains open to the ocean view and a small vase on the dresser. Cleo stood in the doorway looking at it and then crossed to the window and looked out.

“This is my room,” she said.

“This is your room,” Alexis confirmed.

She turned around and looked at both of us. Her eyes were doing something that she was working to contain, the brightness in them pressing against the composure she was holding onto. “I’m going to need you to know,” she said, “that I am extremely cool right now and completely not overwhelmed.”

“We can see that,” I said.

She laughed, and it broke the composure just enough, and she crossed the room and hugged Alexis properly, her arms going tight. Alexis held her and closed her eyes for a moment, and something about seeing that warmed my chest.

Then she came and hugged me again, and this time it was slightly different from the airport, less surprise and more settling, her arms going around my torso and her head tucking against my chest. I held her back, one arm across her shoulders, and she stayed for a second longer than the first time before pulling away.

“Thank you,” she said, looking up at me. “For this. For telling me everything.”

“You would’ve kept asking until I did.”

“Absolutely, I would have.” She smiled, and it reached her eyes fully. “I want to see the rest of it. The clinic part, and the actual rooms.”

“We can do that,” I said. “But first, someone you should meet.”

We found Helen in the study on the ground floor, which was where she spent most of her afternoons. She looked up when we came in, set her pen down, and stood. She was dressed in a white and blue pencil skirt, her dark hair down today. “Hi, Helen!”

They hadn’t seen each other for a while, but both smiled broadly.

“Cleo,” Helen said, wrapping her in a hug. “Welcome to the clinic.”

“Thank you,” Cleo said.

“So, I assume you know everything now,” Helen said, lightly breaking the hug to look Cleo in the eyes.

“Yes … so you’re a priestess of Aphordite?”

“Among other things,” Helen said, with a slight lift at the corner of her mouth. “How are you managing everything you’ve been told today?”

“Honestly?” Cleo glanced at me and then back. “Better than I expected. Worse than I’m pretending.”

Helen looked at her steadily and with what seemed like genuine approval. “That’s a very honest answer. I think you’ll be fine here.”

Cleo nodded, and something in the set of her shoulders eased, as if Helen’s assessment had weight she hadn’t expected to give to carry comfortably without having earned it. They chatted for a little bit, catching up for a bit before Helen had to excuse herself. She had lots of work to do. I could tell Cleo wanted to ask about the activation part, but that had to wait for now.

We left Helen to her work and I walked Cleo back through the main hallway toward the terrace, Alexis peeling off toward the kitchen to put on something to drink. Cleo moved beside me with her hands loosely at her sides.

I felt the relief of it more than I’d expected to. She knew. The whole of it, or enough of the whole of it, and she hadn’t run from it or turned it into something ugly or looked at me the way I’d been half afraid she might. She’d laughed. She’d hugged me. She’d told me thank you. The knot that had been sitting in my chest since the drive to the airport was still there, but it had changed shape. Less like a warning and more like a question I didn’t have the answer to yet.

We stepped out onto the terrace and the afternoon light came at us flat and warm, the ocean below gone to a deeper blue as the day had moved toward midafternoon. Cleo walked to the railing and put her forearms on it and looked out, and I stood beside her.

“So,” she said. “This is just your Tuesday.”

“More or less.”

She shook her head slowly. “Wild … How many women a day do you have sex with?”

“It depends on the package,” I said. “There’s a breeding package, which usually runs six clients in a day. And then there’s the romantic package, which is one client, typically spread across a few days.”

Cleo turned her head slowly from the ocean to look at me. “Six,” she said.

“Six.”

She blinked. “Alex. Six women in a single day.”

“Yes.”

She straightened up from the railing. “How is that physically possible? Like, I’m not being weird, I’m asking as someone with a basic understanding of human biology. How does that work? I mean, guys I’ve been with lasts like ten seconds and then they’re done for the day.”

I looked at her sideways. “I’m a fertility god.”

She pointed at me. “Stop it.”

“I recover quickly. And I can just…” I searched for the least clinical way to put it. “Summon it. When I need to.”

She stared at me for a second and then she laughed, pressing the back of her hand against her mouth to muffle it. “You can summon it,” she repeated.

“I’m not joking.”

“I know you’re not joking, that’s why I’m laughing.” She shook her head, still smiling, and looked back toward the terrace doors. Her eyes landed on the small stone figure that sat on the low shelf just inside the glass. It was a reproduction, depicting Priapus in his usual state, exaggerated and unambiguous.

Cleo looked at it for a long moment. Then she looked at me with a grin pulling at the corner of her mouth. “Is yours like that?”

I held her gaze. “Enhanced, yes.”

She made a sound that was not quite a word and turned back to the ocean view, pressing her lips together hard. “This is all completely insane,” she said finally, to the water more than to me.

“I know.”

She was quiet for a moment, both hands back on the railing. Then, without looking at me, “Can you make women aroused? Like, deliberately? Is that one of the powers?”

“Yes,” I said.

She nodded slowly, as if this confirmed something she’d already suspected. Neither of us said anything for a beat, and I noticed that the conversation didn’t feel the way it probably should have between us. There was no real awkwardness in it. We were talking about my body and my abilities and the mechanics of what I did with six women in a day, and it wasn’t sitting strangely between us the way I might have expected. I wasn’t sure what that meant. I wasn’t ready to look at it too directly.

Cleo seemed to feel it too, because she glanced at me and there was something aware in her expression, like she’d clocked the ease of it and was deciding what to do with that information. She chose, apparently, to set it aside for now.

“I want to spend some actual time with you,” she said. “Not processing time. Not question time. Just you and me.” She paused. “I know I still need to sit with all of this. But I’ve been away for months and I missed you, and I’d like to just be here for a while before my brain completely breaks.”

Something in my chest settled at that. “Yeah,” I said. “Me too. What do you want to do?”

She looked out past the terrace, past the gardens and the lower levels of the estate, to where the land dropped away toward the water. The beach below the property was narrow and half-shaded at this hour, the waves coming in steady and low against the sand.

“The beach,” she said with a smile.

Then my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out expecting something from Helen or a clinic notification, and saw Madison’s name on the screen. I opened it.

Hey you. Still on for tonight? I’m thinking we could go to a place on the water. Let me know when you want me to come get ready there or should I meet you?

I stared at the screen for a second. Then I remembered … the date. The dinner she’d wanted, the proper romantic one, just us. I’d said yes. I’d meant it. And then Cleo had arrived and the entire day had reorganized itself around her and I hadn’t thought about it once since this morning.

I felt genuinely stupid. Not in a light, self-deprecating way. In the specific way of someone who has made two real commitments and failed to notice they overlapped until both of them were standing in front of him.

“Everything okay?” Cleo asked. She’d turned from the railing and was watching me.

“Yeah.” I pocketed the phone. “It’s Madison.”

Cleo’s expression shifted. “Madison who?”

I looked at her. “Madison from high school.”

She went still for just a moment. Then her eyebrows moved. “Madison? Blonde, cheerleader, model, had about twelve thousand Instagram followers by junior year?”

“That’s the one.”

“You’re dating Madison.”

“Yes, she’s my girlfriend now,” I said.

Cleo turned this over with the same careful, methodical attention she’d brought to everything else today. “How did that happen? She was completely out of your orbit in high school.”

“I ran into her at the gym,” I said. “A few weeks ago.”

Something crossed her face. Brief and unreadable and gone before I could name it. “Of course you did,” she said. She looked back at the ocean. “So you have a date.”

“I forgot,” I said. “I agreed to it last night and then you were coming today and I just didn’t think.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “That’s on me.”

Cleo was quiet for a second. Then she turned and leaned her back against the railing, facing the mansion, her arms crossed loosely. “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m not five. You can have a girlfriend.”

“I know. I still should have remembered.”

“Go,” she said. “Seriously. I’m not going anywhere. The summer is longer than a day, and I live here for now, apparently, which is still a sentence I’m adjusting to.” She smiled at that, but it was a smaller smile than the ones she’d been giving me all day. “We can spend time together tomorrow.”

“About that,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes. “About tomorrow.”

“I have work.”

“On a Sunday?”

“The clinic doesn’t really operate on a weekly schedule,” I said. “I have six appointments.”

She held my gaze for a moment with an expression I couldn’t quite categorize, somewhere between impressed and something more complicated that she was keeping behind her eyes. “But not for an entire day?”

“You’re right, we should find time in the evening.”

“Okay. You’re busy tomorrow. I get it.” She looked back at the mansion, at the terrace doors standing open behind us. “So tonight you’re with Madison and tomorrow you’re working and I’m just going to be here getting used to the idea that you impregnate a bunch of horny ladies.”

“I’ll find time for you too,” I promised her.

“Promise?” she asked and brought up her pink finger.

“Promise,” I pinky swore on it.

“You’ve become really popular.” She smiled when she said it. And I smiled back. But I caught it, the half second before the smile arrived when something else had been there instead, something quiet and private and quickly buried. I didn’t know what to do with it. I filed it away in the place where I kept the things I needed to think about properly when I had the time and the distance to do it honestly.

“I’ll make it up to you,” I said.

“You don’t have to make anything up. I’m fine.” She pushed off the railing and straightened, smoothing the front of her skirt. “Go text your girlfriend back before she thinks you’ve forgotten her.”

“I did forget her,” I said playfully.

“Then text her back before she knows you forgot her,” Cleo said, swatting my shoulder. “A girl likes attention.”

She turned and went back inside through the terrace doors, and I watched her go, the swing of her hair and the movement of the skirt around her legs, and I looked away before the thought that was forming could finish forming itself. I wasn’t sure if her last sentence was playfully made or a stab at me. Either way, I felt bad for not spending time with her for her first day.

I pulled out my phone and typed back to Madison. Still on. Come here and we’ll head out from the estate. Seven?

Her reply came in under a minute. Perfect. Can’t wait.

I put the phone away and stood on the terrace for another moment, the afternoon wind off the water moving around me. The relief was still there underneath everything, the genuine, uncomplicated relief of Cleo knowing and not flinching.

She was here. She knew what I was. And whatever that meant for the shape of things going forward, I couldn’t yet see it clearly from where I was standing.

I went back inside through the terrace doors and found Cleo in the main sitting room, curled into the corner of one of the large couches with her legs tucked under her and her phone in both hands. She’d changed out of the skirt into a pair of shorts and a loose top, her hair pulled back loosely, and she looked entirely at home in a way that made the space feel more lived-in than it had since we’d moved in.

She looked up when she heard me come in. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey.” I came around the end of the couch and sat on the arm of the chair across from her. “So listen. About tonight.”

“Already told you. It’s fine.”

“I know what you said. I’m asking what you’re actually going to do.”

She turned her phone over in her hands, a small, habitual motion. “My friend’s in the area. She’s been texting me since I landed.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I’ll go out with her. It’ll be good, I haven’t seen her since March. And then I’ll probably be with Mom.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She smiled at me, and it was a real smile, most of the way. “Don’t make it weird. You have a girlfriend, she wants to go out with you, then go out with her.”

I watched her for a moment. She’d gone back to her phone, thumb moving across the screen, and her expression had settled into something that was fine in all the technical ways that fine usually meant and not quite fine in the way that lived just underneath it. It was the set of her mouth, a fraction too still. The way she wasn’t quite looking at me.

I knew Cleo. I’d known her for years since Alexis brought me into the house.

“Okay,” I said.

I left her to it and went to find Alexis. She was in the kitchen, standing at the counter with a cup of tea that had probably gone lukewarm, reading something on her phone. She looked up when I came in and immediately read something in my face, because she set the phone down and gave me her full attention without me having to ask for it.

“Cleo?” she said.

“She says she’s fine,” I said, keeping my voice low out of habit even though the kitchen was nowhere near the sitting room. “She’s going to go out.”

Alexis nodded slowly, wrapping both hands around her mug. I wondered if she’d heard our conversation.

“But she’s not fine,” I said. “Or she is fine, just not entirely. She wanted to spend today here, with us, with me. And I’m leaving on her first night. I forgot I had promised a date with Madison.” I leaned against the counter. “I don’t want her to feel like she came back to something and then found out it wasn’t quite what she thought.”

Alexis was quiet for a moment. “She doesn’t think that.”

“She might.”

“She might feel a little of it tonight,” Alexis said carefully. “But that’s not the same thing.” She set the mug down and looked at me properly. “What do you want me to do?”

“I don’t know. Talk to her, maybe? Not in a way that makes it a bigger thing than it is. Just.” I stopped. “She should know that I’m happy she’s here. That it’s not going to always be like this.”

“I know.” Alexis reached out and put her hand briefly on my arm. “I’ll talk to her. I’ll take her for a walk before she goes out, or sit with her for a bit.” She paused. “I’ll explain that you’re very busy right now. That the clinic is new and the work is demanding and that you’re still finding the shape of everything. She’s smart enough to understand that without needing it spelled out.”

“I just don’t want her to feel like she’s second to all of this.”

“She won’t,” Alexis said. “Because she isn’t.” She squeezed my arm once before letting go. “Go get ready. Let me handle Cleo tonight.”

I exhaled. “Thank you.”

“I’ve been handling Cleo since before you knew how to tie your shoes. I think I can manage one evening.”

“I know,” I said. “Still. Thank you.”

She waved me off toward the door, and I went upstairs to get ready. But the unease didn’t fully lift. It just redistributed itself, settling into a lower register, a steady background note beneath everything else. Cleo on one side, Madison on the other, Alexis in the middle of all of it in ways that were complicated and real and didn’t have clean edges. The summer had barely started and the geometry of it was already more involved than I knew how to map.

I changed, checked my reflection out of habit rather than vanity, and went to meet my girlfriend.

* * *

After a short drive, I met up with Madison, asking her how the gig went, and she told me it went fine. Then we went to a restaurant on the water. It was built on a low pier, with glass walls on three sides and the ocean close enough that you could hear it underneath the conversation. The lighting was amber and low, the tables spaced far enough apart that you could speak without being heard.

Madison had dressed simply and looked stunning because of it, a dark slip dress and her hair down, and when she walked in ahead of me and the hostess led us to a corner table with a view of the water, I watched two men at a nearby table turn to look and then make the conscious effort to stop. I understood the impulse.

We ordered drinks and looked at the menus, and somewhere in the first twenty minutes, the ease between us settled in the way it did now, that particular register we’d found together that was comfortable without being unambitious.

“Cleo got in today,” I said.

Madison looked up. “Cleopatra?”

“Yeah.” I turned my wine glass once. “It went well. She took everything remarkably in stride. But I’d forgotten about our date, and she was already there and I had to tell her I was going out.”

Madison set her menu down. Her expression was attentive without being overly careful about it. “How did she take it?”

“She said she was fine. She probably was, mostly.” I paused. “She’s going out with a friend instead. But I could tell it stung a little. First day back and I disappear for the evening.”

“She’ll understand,” Madison said. “Once she settles in and sees how things work here, she’ll get it.”

“I know.”

“But,” she said, and the corner of her mouth lifted slightly, “you do have to make it up to her. A little, not a grand gesture. Just some actual time.” She tilted her head. “What’s she studying?”

“Design,” I said. “She’s got two more years. She wants to go into fashion eventually. She’s been sketching since she was about twelve, always had an eye for it.”

Something lit up in Madison’s face. “Fashion design?”

“That direction, yeah.”

“Oh, we’re going to be friends,” she said, with the simple certainty of someone stating a fact rather than expressing a hope. “I mean that. I’m serious. I’ve been looking for someone to go to shows with who actually cares about what they’re looking at.” She laughed. “My friends from the gym are wonderful but if I send one more of them a look from the new Bottega collection and they respond with a thumbs up emoji, I’m going to lose my mind.”

I smiled at that. “She would be the opposite of a thumbs up.”

“I figured.” She picked up her wine. “I think we’ll get along really well.”

“I think so too,” I said, and meant it. The image of them together was easy to form: Cleo with her sketchbooks and her opinions and Madison with her knowledge of the industry from the inside, and something about it felt right in a way I hadn’t anticipated.

We ordered when the server came back, and the conversation moved the way it usually did between us, without gaps that needed filling. She told me about the shoot that morning, a catalog job that had run long because the photographer kept second-guessing the lighting. I told her more about Cleo’s arrival, the airport and the restaurant and the way she’d laughed when I’d explained the mechanics of the clinic.

Then, somewhere between the appetizers and the main course, Madison looked at me across the table with an expression that was trying to be casual and not entirely succeeding. “So,” she said. “Sophia.”

I looked at her.

“Sophia Laurent.” She said the name carefully, like she was still deciding how she felt about it. “Helen messaged me this afternoon, while you were with Cleo. That she’s coming for a brief visit first and then the full package starts the day after.” She turned her wine glass slowly on the tablecloth. “At her place in Beverly Hills.”

“That’s right,” I said.

Madison nodded once. She wasn’t looking at me anymore. She was looking at the water through the glass wall beside us, the dark surface of it catching the amber light from inside the restaurant in long, broken streaks.

“She’s extraordinarily beautiful,” she said.

“I know,” I said, remembering the movie we saw yesterday.

“I’m not spiraling.” She looked back at me. “I’m just noting a fact. She is objectively extraordinarily beautiful, and she is going to be at your mansion tomorrow, and then at her mansion with you the day after, and I’m just.” She stopped. She exhaled through her nose. “I’m being a little weird about it. I know I am.”

“You are a little,” I said gently.

She gave me a look that was not quite annoyed and not quite amused. “Thank you for the honesty.”

“You asked for it when we started this.”

“I know what I asked for.” She picked up her wine and took a measured sip. “I’m allowed to be a little weird about it for approximately four minutes and then I’ll be fine.”

“Take your time.”

She set the glass down. “Is she going to be difficult? Like, is she the kind of person who’s going to be demanding and cold and make it feel transactional?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said honestly. “Helen handles the intake. From what she’s told me, she booked the romantic package specifically because she wanted something that didn’t feel transactional. She’s been recommended by someone she trusts. She’s not coming in blind.”

“So she knows what she’s getting.”

“Enough of it.”

Madison was quiet for a moment. The server came and cleared our appetizer plates and disappeared again without interrupting the thread of it.

“Am I going to be there?” she asked. “When she comes for the visit tomorrow?”

I thought about it. “Only if you want to. No pressure.”

She looked down at her wine glass, turning it slowly. “I think… maybe I shouldn’t. For the first meeting, at least.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why not?”

“I have that swimwear fitting tomorrow afternoon,” she said, shrugging one shoulder. “It got moved up and I already confirmed. Plus…” She gave a small nervous laugh. “I think it might be better if it’s just you, Helen, and Alexis for the preliminary visit. It feels more professional that way. I don’t want to come off like I’m hovering or fangirling too hard on day one.”

I nodded. “That makes sense.”

She met my eyes, a little more confident now. “But the actual sessions at her place in Beverly Hills? I’m definitely there. If she still wants me, obviously.” Her cheeks flushed. “I want that part.”

I smiled and reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “I’ll show her some photos of you … I know she won’t be able to resist you.”

Madison’s expression softened into something warmer, a mix of excitement and nerves. “Good. Then I’ll keep my schedule clear for Beverly Hills.”

She took a sip of wine, visibly relaxing now that the decision was made.

“So… what do you think she’s into?” Madison asked, leaning forward slightly. “Like, is she going to want something specific? Some particular thing she’s been imagining?”

I thought about it. “I don’t know yet.”

“Guess,” Madison said, a spark of curiosity in her eyes.

I looked at her steadily. “My honest guess?”

“Your honest guess.”

“Given that she booked the romantic package and not the standard one,” I said, “and given that she specifically wanted multiple days rather than a single appointment, I think whatever she wants involves more than just the straightforward version of things.” I paused. “And given that she’s a woman who has probably had access to very nearly anything she’s wanted for a long time and hasn’t found what she’s looking for in it, I’d guess what she actually wants is something that involves more than one person in a way that doesn’t feel performative.” I watched Madison’s face. “My best guess is that somewhere in what she’s imagining, there’s a threesome.”

Madison was very still for a second. Then she said, “With me.”

“For sure.”

She picked up her wine. Put it back down without drinking. “Huh.”

“Have you ever had a threesome before?”

“Nope … It’s not something I’ve done before.”

“Well, we wait until we know what she actually wants.”

She looked at me across the table for a long moment. “How do you feel about it?” she asked. “A threesome. With me and her.”

The image arrived before I could stop it. The two of them, Madison’s blonde hair and Sophia’s dark blonde. A young beauty and a mature beauty, sharing me like an erotic dream. I felt the blood move south with an immediacy that was almost embarrassing.

Madison’s foot found my calf under the table, sliding up slowly, navigating the space between the table legs. She reached my lap and pressed the ball of her foot against me, and felt what was there, and her eyes went wide for exactly one second before they crinkled at the corners.

She giggled.

“There’s your answer,” I said.

She kept her foot where it was for another second, pressing lightly, and then withdrew it and crossed her legs and picked up her wine with an expression of deliberate composure that she was only partially achieving.

“Noted,” she said. Her voice had changed registers, gone lower and warmer, the restaurant voice replaced by something more private.

“Now you,” I said.

“What about me?”

I reached under the table. My hand found the hem of her dress where it had ridden up a little when she’d crossed her legs, and I followed the fabric until I reached the inside of her thigh, and then I kept going. She inhaled sharply through her nose and her hand tightened on the stem of her wine glass. I found thin fabric and pressed against it and felt the warmth there, and then the unmistakable evidence beneath it, and I raised my eyebrows at her.

Her cheeks went pink. The color moved up from her jaw and settled across her cheeks and she looked away from me toward the water for a moment.

“I’m always like that around you,” she said, and her voice was steady but effortful. “That’s not new information.” She turned back to me and the pink was still there. “But yes. The idea of it specifically.” She paused. “Extra.”

I withdrew my hand and she exhaled slowly.

“Extra,” I repeated.

“Don’t make it a whole thing,” she said, but the pink hadn’t fully left her face and she knew I could see it and she was choosing not to fight it, which was its own kind of admission. She smoothed the front of her dress and reached for her water glass instead of the wine. “I’ve just never done it and I’ve thought about it before and the idea of it being with you and someone like her.” She stopped. “It’s a specific combination.”

“I understand.”

“You’re very calm about all of this.”

“It’s my job to be calm about it.”

She laughed and shook her head. “Your life is crazy.”

“Is that a complaint?”

“Crazy in a good way.” She looked at me across the table, her eyes bright in the low amber light, her hair falling over one shoulder, and she smiled.

“That’s better,” I said, exchanging smiles.

She gave me a look and reached for her fork as the main course arrived. We stayed through dessert and most of a second glass of wine, and the conversation moved back to easier ground, to Cleo and Madison’s genuine interest in meeting her, to more about our families.

After we’d eaten, we walked out together along the pier afterward, the ocean loud beneath the boards, the night air cool and carrying salt, and she took my hand without making anything of it.

“It will be fun,” she said when we were just about to part.

“And memorable,” I told her.

“That’s the exact word I was looking for,” she said, and we pressed our lips together in a sweet kiss.

We said goodbye to each other. She drove back to her place, and I drove back to mine.

* * *

Arriving at the mansion, I went inside. The main sitting room was lit faintly, just the two lamps on either end of the longest couch, and Cleo was on it. She’d changed again since I’d left, into a pair of loose cotton shorts and an old, oversized sweatshirt, which made her look quite cute. She had her sketchbook open across her knees and a pencil in one hand and her phone beside her, and she looked up the moment she heard the door.

“You’re back,” she said with a brief smile. She closed the sketchbook. “How was it?”

“Good,” I said, dropping onto the chair across from her and toeing off my shoes.

“Details.”

“We had dinner at a place on the water. Nice evening. She’s in a good place about everything.”

Cleo’s eyes were moving over my face the way they did when she was deciding whether she was getting the full version or the edited one. “She’s not weird about the clinic stuff?”

“She had a moment,” I said. “She worked through it.”

“Good.” She pulled her knees up, hugging the sketchbook against her shins. “I looked her up after you left.”

“Did you?”

“Instagram, obviously. She’s stunning.” She said it without any particular weight, just a fact she was reporting. “I can see why you like her.”

“She’s a good person,” I said. “Not just attractive.”

“I believe you.” She tilted her head. “She’s going to come around more? Like, she’s actually your girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

Cleo nodded slowly, processing this with the same methodical attention she gave everything. “Okay. I want to meet her properly. Not just in passing.”

“You will,” I said. “She already wants to meet you.”

She uncurled from her position on the couch. “When does she usually come over?”

“Now and then,” I said. “Depends on her schedule. She was here last night and this morning, actually.”

Cleo went still for just a moment. “She slept over?”

“She did.”

A faint color moved up into her cheeks, slow and involuntary, and she looked down at the sketchbook in her lap for a second before looking back up at me. “So you’ve already. I mean.” She stopped. The color deepened. “Have you two already had sex?”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Cleo.”

“I’m asking.”

“More times than I can count,” I said.

She pressed her lips together, the pink still sitting high in her cheeks, and she looked at the ceiling briefly. “Okay. That’s a lot of information.” She pulled the sleeves of the sweatshirt down over her hands. “I just. From what I’ve heard, she never even looked at you in high school. No offense.”

“None taken.”

“I mean it. She was in that whole separate world. You were just.” She waved her hand, searching for the word. “Adjacent to it. In the same building.”

“I know,” I said. “Trust me, I know exactly what I was like in high school.”

She looked at me steadily. “So what changed? I mean, besides the obvious.” She gestured at me in a way that covered everything from my shoulders down. “What made her actually see you? Because girls like Madison, they don’t just change their minds about a person. There has to be a reason.”

I thought about how to answer that honestly. “She didn’t make fun of me,” I said. “That’s the thing. In high school, when everyone else had something to say, she just didn’t notice me. Which sounds like nothing, but at the time it was. I was invisible to her rather than a target.” I paused. “That’s not nothing.”

Cleo was quiet for a moment. Something in her expression had softened. She uncrossed her legs and set the sketchbook aside on the cushion and then she got up from the couch and crossed the space between us and sat on the arm of my chair, and then she leaned sideways and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, her cheek pressing briefly against the top of my head.

“She sounds special,” she said quietly. It wasn’t a performance of an opinion. She meant it.

“She is,” I said.

She held on for another second, her arms loving across my shoulders, and then she straightened and stayed where she was on the arm of the chair, close but not pressed against me anymore. She looked at the lamp across the room.

“Okay,” she said. “She has my blessing. For whatever that’s worth.”

“It’s worth something,” I said. “Now how was your evening?”

She smiled at that and pushed off the arm of the chair, going back to the couch. She tucked herself back into the corner of it, pulling her knees up. “It was fine. Mia and I got some cupcakes and walked around for a bit. We talked a lot. More catching up than I expected.” She reached for her phone and turned it over once in her hands. “She’s going through something with her boyfriend so most of it was that. I didn’t mind. It was good to just sit and listen to someone normal for a couple of hours.” She set the phone down. “And then I came back and Mom was here and we had something to eat and ice cream on the terrace. The good kind, the stuff in the glass container in the back of the freezer.”

“I know the one.”

“It’s very good ice cream,” she said. “We sat out there for a while. She told me more about Helen. And a little more about Dad.” She paused. “We didn’t go deep on it. Just.” She shook her head. “It was nice. It was exactly what I needed actually, just the two of us being quiet together.” She glanced toward the hallway. “She went to have a bath about an hour ago.”

“She should be done soon,” I said.

And I was right, a couple of minutes later, and I heard footsteps in the hall, and then Alexis appeared in the doorway. She was in her robe, her hair pinned up loosely from the bath, and her face had the relaxed flushed quality that hot water left behind. She looked between us with a mild, easy expression.

“You’re back,” she said to me.

“Just got in.”

She moved into the room and sat in the chair I’d been about to move to, pulling her robe more snugly across her lap. “Good evening?”

“Good evening,” I confirmed.

She nodded, satisfied with that, and then she looked at me. “Sophia arrives tomorrow,” she said. “Early afternoon. It’s just a brief visit, nothing formal. She wants to see the space and meet you before the full appointment.”

“I know,” I said.

“I know you know. I’m reminding you so you’re not in the middle of something when she comes through the gate.” She folded her hands in her lap. “She’s arriving at two.”

I nodded.

Beside me, Cleo had gone very still. I glanced at her. She was looking at Alexis with an expression of careful, concentrated attention.

“Which Sophia?” she said.

“A client,” Alexis said, in the measured tone she used when she was technically answering a question while providing as little information as possible.

“A client named Sophia who’s arriving tomorrow.” Cleo looked at me. “What’s her last name?”

I looked at Alexis. She gave me a playful wink.

“Laurent,” I said.

The silence lasted approximately one second.

“Sophia Laurent,” Cleo said. Her voice had gone very flat in the way voices go flat just before they do the opposite. “Sophia Laurent is coming here tomorrow.”

“Just a brief visit,” I said. “To meet me. The full appointment is the day after, at her place in Beverly Hills.”

Cleo stared at me. She wasn’t blinking. “Her place,” she said. “In Beverly Hills.”

“She booked the romantic package,” I said. “They usually spend time at the clinic, but she wanted me to be at her mansion.”

“You’re going to Sophia Laurent’s mansion in Beverly Hills,” Cleo said, with the precision of someone reading a sentence off a page to make sure they’d understood it correctly.

“That’s right.”

She looked at Alexis. Alexis was watching her with a smile.

“Mom,” Cleo said. “Sophia Laurent.”

“I know who she is, honey.”

“She’s my favorite actress,” Cleo said, and the flatness in her voice broke open entirely, the contained quality of it giving way to something that was equal parts disbelief and a kind of thrilled, uncontainable noise that she was only barely keeping behind her teeth. She pressed both hands over her mouth. “She is my absolute favorite actress. I have seen everything she has ever been in. I saw The Glass Coast four times in the theater. Four times.” She lowered her hands. Her eyes were very wide. “She’s coming here. Tomorrow. To this mansion.”

“For a brief visit,” Alexis said carefully. “And I need you to hear the word brief.”

“I’m hearing it,” Cleo said. “I’m also hearing that she’s going to be in this building and I’m going to be in this building at the same time.” She turned to me. Her expression had moved fully into something that was vibrating with restrained energy, like a wire pulled tight. “Is there anything I can do? Like, anything at all. I can bring her something to drink, I can help her feel comfortable, I can just be in the general vicinity looking completely normal and not weird about it at all.”

“Sure,” I said. “You can help.”

She made a sound that was not quite a word.

“Cleopatra,” Alexis said, and her voice had the note in it that had always meant I need you to hear me clearly. “She is a client. A private client. Whatever you’re imagining right now, I need you to remember that she is coming here because she wants to feel comfortable and safe and not noticed in the way she usually gets noticed. She is not coming here to meet a fan.”

“I know,” Cleo said again, and this time it came with slightly less conviction.

“I mean it,” Alexis said. “You will be warm and normal and not mention the Glass Coast thing.”

Cleo closed her eyes for exactly one second. “I won’t mention it.”

“Or the awards season interview she did in 2019.”

“I wasn’t going to mention that.”

“Or the thing with the dress at the premiere that you texted me about three separate times.”

Cleo pointed at her. “That dress was objectively historic and I stand by every text.” But she was smiling now. She looked at me. “Will you introduce me? Properly, I mean. Not just, this is Cleo, and then move on.”

“I’ll introduce you properly,” I said.

She sat back against the couch cushions and pressed both palms flat against her thighs and breathed out through her nose. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. This is fine. This is completely fine and I am a normal person.”

“You are,” Alexis said gently.

“I’m going to go to bed before I say anything else about this,” Cleo said. She stood, picking up her sketchbook and her phone. She paused and looked at me. “She’s really coming here.”

“Yes,” I confirmed.

She made the sound again, the one that wasn’t quite a word, and pressed her lips together hard, and then she composed herself with visible effort. “Okay. Goodnight.”

Alexis laughed tenderly. “Goodnight, honey.”

I watched her start toward the hallway and felt something warm moving through the amusement of it, the sight of Cleo trying to contain herself about a movie star while standing in bare feet in an oversized sweatshirt in a mansion she’d moved into twelve hours ago.

“Alex … Where’s my room again?” she asked, making me and Alexis laugh.

“I’ll show you,” I said, rising to my feet.

I followed Cleo down the hallway, showing her the way. We walked the rest of the way to her room without talking, which was its own kind of comfort. “Here you go,” I said.

She pushed the door open and turned the lamp on, the low warm light filling the room the way it had when we’d shown it to her that afternoon. She set her sketchbook and phone on the dresser and turned around, and I was still in the doorway.

She crossed to me without preamble and put her arms around my torso. She pressed her face into my chest and held on, and I felt the breath go out of her slowly.

I held her back. One arm around her shoulders, one at her back, and I let her stay for as long as she wanted to stay.

It went on longer than a goodnight hug had any reason to. Neither of us moved to end it. The ocean was audible from somewhere, faint through the walls, and the mansion had gone to the particular quiet it settled into after midnight.

She pulled back eventually, but only partway, her hands still resting loosely at my sides, and she looked up at me. “It’s been a lot,” she said.

“I know.”

“A good lot.” She tilted her head. “I mean it. I know I said I was fine approximately forty times today and some of those were more true than others, but this part.” She looked around the room briefly and then back at me. “This is good, being here. I didn’t know how much I needed it until I was actually in it.”

“I’m glad you came,” I said. “I’m sorry today wasn’t more of what you were hoping for.”

She shook her head. “Don’t. You were here all day. You introduced me to Helen, you told me everything, you took me through the mansion.” She paused. “The dinner thing was fine. I went out, I had a good time, I had ice cream with Mom on the terrace. It was a good first day.” She looked at me steadily. “We’ll find time. There’s a whole summer.”

“There is,” I said.

“Promise me we’ll actually use it.”

“I promise,” I said.

She held my gaze for a moment to make sure I meant it, and apparently decided that I did, because something in her face settled. Then, without any particular ceremony, she reached up and pressed her palm flat against the center of my chest. Her hand went still.

She pressed slightly, the way she had with my arm at the airport, testing. Then she spread her fingers. I watched her face while she did it, the small, unguarded shift in her expression as she registered what was under her hand.

“That’s,” she started, and stopped.

“That’s what?”

She looked up at me. “What does your chest actually look like?”

Something pulled at the corner of my mouth. “You’ll see it eventually.”

“When?”

“The beach,” I said. “We said we’d go.”

She left her hand where it was for another second before dropping it, and the pink that had been in her cheeks earlier had come back, less vivid but present. “That’s a deal then,” she said. “I’m holding you to it.” She paused. “I’ve been going to the gym, by the way. Since January. I look considerably better than the last time you saw me.”

“I know,” I said.

She blinked. “You know?”

“You’ve always looked good,” I said. “That’s not a new development.”

The pink deepened. She looked away from me briefly, toward the window and the dark ocean beyond it, and when she looked back, she had her composure mostly reassembled, though not entirely.

“You can’t just say things like that,” she said.

“I can when they’re true.”

She pointed at me, a gesture that was meant to be a warning and landed somewhere closer to flustered. “Goodnight Alex,” she said. “Go away so I can sleep.”

“Goodnight, Cleo.”

She stepped back and I stepped back, and she pulled the door almost closed, leaving a narrow slice of golden lamplight in the gap. I stood in the hallway for a moment and listened to the quiet sounds of her moving around the room, the soft thump of something set on the nightstand, the creak of the bed taking her weight.

I went back down the hall toward the sitting room. Alexis was still in the chair where I’d left her, but she’d shifted position, one leg tucked underneath her now, her robe pulled across her lap. She had her phone in her hand but she wasn’t looking at it. She was looking at the middle distance the way she did when she was thinking about something she hadn’t decided how to say yet.

She looked up when she heard me. “She settled?” she asked.

“She’s in bed,” I said. “She’ll be asleep in ten minutes.”

Alexis smiled at that, the particular fond, tired smile she reserved for Cleo specifically. “She handled it well today,” she said. “Better than I expected, honestly. I was worried about the clinic piece. About how she’d take it.”

“So was I,” I said.

“She surprised me.” She set her phone face-down on the arm of the chair. “She surprised me in the best possible way. She’s tougher than she looks.”

“She always has been,” I said. “She just hides it under the dramatic reactions.”

Alexis laughed. She looked at me steadily from across the room, and I looked back at her, and something in the space between us was different from how it had been earlier in the evening.

I noticed it the way you notice a change in temperature when you walk from one room into another. She was warm. Not just in the ambient, comfortable way she usually was. There was a flush sitting just under her skin, faint but visible in the low light of the lamps, along her throat and at her collarbone where the robe had shifted open. Her eyes were a shade darker than usual.

I sat in the chair across from her and said nothing about it.

“You should get some rest,” she said. “Tomorrow is going to be a full day before it even gets to the afternoon.”

“I know.”

“Sophia arriving, Cleo adjusting and six clients to breed.” She counted them off without any judgment in her voice, just a practical accounting. “You need to be on.”

“I’ll be on,” I said.

“I know you will.” She reached up and tucked a loose piece of hair behind her ear. “I just want you going into it with enough sleep behind you. You’ve been running hard since the clinic opened.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re always fine,” she said. “That’s part of what I’m saying.” She paused. “Let yourself actually rest when you can. Tonight is a rest night.”

I watched her for a moment. The flush was still there. I stood up from the chair and crossed to her. She looked up at me as I came toward her, and I reached down and she took my hands and I pulled her up from the chair, and she came to her feet and into me in the same motion, her arms going around my waist, her face pressing against my chest the way Cleo’s had ten minutes earlier in a hallway that suddenly felt very far away.

I held her. My arms went around her shoulders and I pulled her in and she let me, her breath going out in a slow, controlled exhale against the fabric of my shirt.

“Goodnight,” she said into my chest.

“Goodnight,” I said.

She didn’t move. Neither did I. The robe was thin, and I could feel the warmth of her through it, the full length of her pressed against me, and then I became aware of something else. A warmth that had nothing to do with the bath she’d taken an hour ago. It registered through the fabric and against my leg where her hips had settled into mine.

She felt what happened to me a second later. There was no hiding it, and I didn’t try. I felt her breath change against my chest, the rhythm of it catching and then resuming at a different pace.

Neither of us said anything.

Her hands, which had been flat against my back, pressed slightly, fingertips curling in just enough to register. Then they went still again.

I lowered my head and she tilted hers up at the same moment, and it happened the way things do when they’ve been avoided for so long that the avoidance becomes its own kind of pressure. She pressed her lips to mine, and it lasted exactly as long as a goodnight kiss has any right to last and then went a breath longer than that.

She pulled back. Her hands were still against my back and my arms were still around her and her eyes were open, looking up at me, and the flush along her throat had deepened considerably. The wanting in her face was not subtle. She wasn’t hiding it. She was choosing not to act on it. “I would have joined your bedroom if she wasn’t here.”

“I know,” I said.

“Sweet dreams.”

“You too.”

She stepped back and I let her go. Then I went down the hall toward my own room.

The unease was still there, but it had changed shape again, the way it kept doing. Less like something pressing against me from the outside. More like something I was carrying voluntarily, a weight I’d picked up myself and wasn’t ready to set down because setting it down would mean looking at it directly and deciding what it actually was.

I knew what it was. That was the thing. Some part of me had known since the airport, since she’d come through those doors in the floral skirt with her hair streaming behind her, and the recognition had arrived half a second too late to be entirely innocent. I just didn’t know yet what I was going to do with the knowledge.

I pushed my door open and sat on the edge of the bed in the dark. Tomorrow, Sophia Laurent would walk through the front gate. The day after, I would be in Beverly Hills. And Cleo would be somewhere in this mansion, in the room at the end of the hall, sketching things in her notebook and learning the shape of the place and settling into a life that had rearranged itself entirely around something she’d only understood for a day.

I lay back on the bed without turning the lamp on and looked at the ceiling and let the sound of the water work on me the way it usually did.


Chapter 3

Sleep came eventually, and I woke up at some point in the deep part of the night. The room was dark, the ocean sound steady through the walls, and my mouth was dry in the way that meant I’d been breathing through it in my sleep. I lay still for a moment to orient myself, then pushed the covers back and got up.

The hallway was quiet as I moved toward the bathroom, desperate for something to drink.

I ran the tap cold and drank two glasses standing over the sink, looking at nothing in particular, my eyes still adjusting to the dark. The water helped. I set the glass down and stood for a moment with my hands braced on the counter, waiting for the sleep to settle back over me. And that was when I heard it.

It was quiet enough that I might have missed it entirely if the mansion hadn’t been so still. A sound from down the hall … from Cleo’s room. Low and faint, barely carrying through the walls, but clear as day once I’d registered it. A breath with more shape than breathing usually had.

I stood very still, and it came again. Muffled, half-suppressed, the kind of sound someone makes when they are trying not to make any sound at all. Beneath it, so faint I had to strain to separate it from the ambient noise of the mansion, was something else. A low, steady hum, like a vibrator.

I should have gone back to my room. I knew that with complete clarity even as I moved down the hallway toward her door instead.

Her door was not fully closed. It was the way I’d last seen it when I’d said goodnight, pulled almost shut but not latched, a narrow vertical strip of darkness in the gap. I stopped in front of it. The hum was more distinct here.

I rose onto the balls of my feet without deciding to, the way the body moves when it is operating ahead of the mind, and I brought my eye to the gap. The room was dark except for the moonlight coming through the curtains she hadn’t fully drawn. It came in a pale, diffuse wash that laid itself across the bed in a wide band, and Cleo was in it.

She was on her back, the sheets pushed entirely off her, and the oversized sweatshirt was gone. She had on just panties, pushed down to her thighs, and nothing else. Her head was turned to the side and her hair was spread across the pillow and one arm was bent across her face, the inside of her wrist pressed against her mouth, which was the source of the suppression. The other hand was moving.

I should have looked away. I didn’t. The moonlight fell directly across her chest and I saw her clearly, more clearly than I had any right to. She was extraordinary. Her breasts were full and high and perfectly shaped, the kind of shape that belonged to youth and genetics and nothing else, sitting against her chest with a natural, unaffected weight. Their skin was pale in the moonlight, almost luminous, and her nipples were pink, a velvety, pale rose against the lighter skin around them, the areolas small and neat, the nipples themselves drawn tight in the cool air of the room. She looked like something painted, like nude art. She looked like something from a dream I hadn’t had yet … She looked like Alexis at twenty.

The thought arrived without warning and landed with enough force that I felt it physically, a contraction somewhere behind my sternum. The resemblance was not subtle, not in this light, not with her laid out like this. The same lines, the same proportions, the same quality of beauty that was warm and unguarded and completely unaware of itself. Alexis at twenty. Alexis before I existed. My mind did something complicated with that and I didn’t follow it.

The muffled hum was steady and Cleo’s hips were moving in small, rocking increments against whatever she was holding, and her breathing was audible now through the gap in the door, shallow and uneven and climbing. Her cheeks were flushed. I could see that even in the pale light, the color sat high across her cheekbones, her lips parted and pressed against her wrist.

Then she made a sound that was not quite a word and not quite a cry, something caught in the back of her throat and released in a compressed, shaking exhale, and her whole body arched once, her back lifting off the mattress, her head pressing back into the pillow, and then she went still. The hum stopped a moment later. Her chest was heaving, the rise and fall of it exaggerated and slow, those pale breasts moving with each breath. She’d just orgasmed.

I stepped back from the door without making a sound. And then I went back to my room. I did not turn on any lights. I got under the sheets and lay on my back and stared at the ceiling and became immediately, uncomfortably, and completely aware of the problem.

It was not a subtle problem. It pressed against the fabric of my shorts with a persistence that was borderline painful.

This was not a situation I had asked for. I just wanted to quench my thirst … not end up with another kind.

I lay there in the dark with the ocean going steadily outside and Cleo somewhere down the hall catching her breath, and I held very still and tried to think about literally anything else, which was a project that met with essentially no success at all.

* * *

I woke up around noon with the image already there, waiting for me behind my eyes the way it had been waiting every time I’d surfaced from sleep and sunk back into it through the long morning hours. Pale skin in moonlight, the arch of her back and the sound she’d made when she came.

I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling and let it sit there, because fighting it had not worked and I had tried fighting it for what felt like several hours before I finally fell asleep.

The problem was that it didn’t feel like a problem I could take to anyone. There was no version of that conversation that ended well.

She was also, as it turned out, genuinely extraordinary without her shirt on, and my nervous system had filed that information in a location I could not seem to access and delete.

I eventually got up. Showered, dressed, went to the kitchen and made tea and stood at the window drinking it while the ocean did its steady, indifferent thing below the property line. The sun was high, the light flat and bright.

By the time I heard voices from the direction of the living room, I had achieved a version of functional. The scene was still there, but I’d pushed it into a back corner and put something heavy in front of it, which would have to be sufficient.

I went to find them. Alexis was on the couch with her own cup, her legs crossed at the ankle, wearing a knee-length summer dress. Cleo was in the chair across from her, sitting forward with her elbows on her knees, and she was talking. She was talking at a pace that suggested she’d been talking for a while.

“She was in The Glass Coast and obviously everyone knows that one but if you go back and look at her earlier work, the smaller stuff, the independent things she did before the studio era, she was doing something completely different and I think people don’t give her enough credit for the range because they only know the big films. And her style choices. I mean her red carpet choices alone over the last five years have been consistent.” She stopped when she saw me. “You’re awake.”

“Morning,” I said.

“I was just telling Mom.” She gestured toward me as if I needed indicating. “About Sophia.”

“I gathered.”

“I’ve been doing research,” she said.

“Since when?”

“Since approximately six this morning.” She did not seem embarrassed about this. “I couldn’t sleep.”

I wondered why … I came in and sat in the chair nearest the window. Alexis looked at me over the rim of her cup with an expression that was equal parts amusement and mild sympathy, which suggested she’d been listening to the Sophia Laurent comprehensive overview for longer than she was letting on.

“She’s one of the most consistent performers working right now,” Cleo continued, directing this at me now since I was a fresh audience. “Like, not just commercially but critically. She gets nominated for things that actually matter, not just the popular vote ones.”

“She’s also a client, honey,” Alexis reminded her daughter. “Who is coming here in a couple of hours for a consultation that is professional in nature.”

“I know,” Cleo said.

“And who is coming here specifically because she values her privacy, which means everyone in this building today will be behaving as if they understand what that means.”

“I know.” Cleo straightened in the chair. “I’ve been thinking about that actually. I want to help. Like properly, not just be here. I can help with drinks, or with the terrace setup, or I can just be around to assist if anything is needed. I have good instincts with people, I can read a room, I’m not going to be weird about it.”

Alexis looked at her steadily.

“I’m genuinely not going to be weird,” Cleo said.

“You have been talking about this woman for one hour,” Alexis said.

“That was private. In here, with you.” She gestured between the two of them. “Out there, I will be completely normal. I will be staff. I will be so normal she won’t even notice me.”

Alexis was quiet for a moment. She looked at me. “Let her help,” I said. “She’ll be fine.”

Alexis returned her gaze to Cleo. “You can bring drinks out when we’re settled on the terrace,” she said. “And you don’t mention anything you’ve watched or read or researched in the last six hours.”

“Understood,” Cleo said, grinning.

“I mean it about the Glass Coast.”

“You won’t hear it from me.”

“The dress thing.”

“Not a word.”

Alexis exhaled slowly. “Fine.” She picked up her cup. “Calm down.”

Cleo sat back in the chair. She pressed her lips together and folded her hands in her lap, and I watched her do it, and that was when I noticed it.

Her cheeks were flushed. Not deeply, not the way they went when she was embarrassed or upset. A softer version of it, sitting high and warm across her cheekbones, the particular color that came from something internal rather than external.

I knew that flush. I had seen it in pale moonlight through a gap in a door. I had seen it on her face last night when she’d pressed her palm flat against my chest in the hallway and spread her fingers and gone quiet. I had seen it when I’d told her she’d always looked good and she’d told me I couldn’t just say things like that.

I looked away from her and took a slow drink and said nothing.

* * *

The morning passed in preparation. Helen arrived at one, moving through the mansion, checking the terrace setup and speaking quietly with the staff member who handled the outdoor furniture. She found me in the kitchen and gave me a brief, appraising look.

“You look rested,” she said, which meant she was asking whether I was ready without using those words.

“I’m ready,” I said.

She nodded once. “She’s punctual, according to her assistant. She’ll come alone, no entourage. She was clear about that.” She set her bag on the counter and opened it. “She knows the basic outline of the service. She’s been referred by someone whose discretion she trusts completely, so she’s not coming in skeptical. She’s coming in cautiously, which is different.” She looked at me. “Treat her like a person first. The rest follows from that.”

“I know,” I said. “Not my first day at the office.”

“I know you know.” She closed her bag. “I’m saying it anyway.”

Alexis had changed into a cream-colored blouse and her good earrings, and Cleo had put on a simple dark dress and pulled her hair back, which was the right instinct. She looked professional and understated, which was not her default register, and I noticed the effort it represented.

We were on the front terrace when the car came through the gate. A dark SUV, tinted windows, unhurried pace. It came around the curved drive and stopped, and the driver came around to open the rear door, and Sophia Laurent stepped out.

She was taller than I’d expected. The photographs hadn’t quite communicated the proportion of her, the length of her legs and the way she carried herself, upright and easy. She was wearing a simple cream linen suit, wide-leg trousers and a fitted jacket, her dark blonde hair loose and falling past her shoulders, large sunglasses covering her eyes. She looked, in the most straightforward possible sense, like a movie star who was trying not to look like a movie star and failing effortlessly. But I was a bit disappointed. I wanted to see more flesh, but I reminded myself that the day would soon come.

Helen stepped forward first. “Ms. Laurent. Welcome. I’m Helen, we spoke on the phone.”

Sophia took her sunglasses off and smiled, and it was the smile from the films, and I understood immediately why people paid money in dark theaters to be in proximity to it.

“Helen,” she said. “It’s lovely to finally put a face to the voice.” She looked past Helen to Alexis. “And you must be Alexis.”

“I am,” Alexis said, stepping forward and taking her hand in both of hers. “We’re so glad you made the drive. Come in, please. The terrace is lovely this time of day.”

Sophia moved with them toward the entrance, and that was when she looked past Alexis’s shoulder and saw me. She stopped walking.

It was a brief stop, barely a half-step’s worth, and she recovered from it smoothly enough that Helen and Alexis didn’t register it. But I saw it. She recognized me from earlier, but I had no idea from where.

“Hello,” she said, and it was directed entirely at me.

“Ms. Laurent,” I said. “Welcome.”

She kept looking at me. “I know you,” she said.

I waited.

“I’m trying to place it.” She tilted her head, her sunglasses now folded in one hand. Her green-hazel eyes were moving over my face with a steady, unhurried attention. “Give me a moment.”

“Take your time,” I said.

She studied me for another few seconds, and then it landed. I could see it land. Her expression shifted from searching to certain, and the smile deepened into something genuinely delighted. “The clothing store,” she said. “In Beverly Hills. On Rodeo.”

I felt something go still in me. “I’m sorry?”

“The men’s and women’s boutique on the corner. You worked there.” She was sure of herself now. “You helped me. More than once, actually. With dresses.” She paused. “You were always very quiet and polite about it … but you weren’t as tall then.”

I looked at her carefully. Nothing in my memory produced a match, but since she knew I worked there, she must’ve seen me. “I don’t think I’d have forgotten helping you,” I said, honestly.

She laughed. “I usually wore glasses and a hat,” she said. “Dark frames, baseball cap pulled low, no makeup. I shop that way on purpose.” She raised an eyebrow. “I imagine I looked like a completely different person.”

And then, with that specific detail, something did move in my memory. A woman who came in irregularly, always dressed down, always wearing the glasses and the hat, who had a particular, precise way of looking at fabric and who never wanted assistance until she did, at which point she wanted it quickly and efficiently and without conversation. I had always assumed she was a wealthy local who valued her privacy. I had never looked long enough to see past the glasses.

“The blue wrap dress,” I said slowly. “You came back for it twice before you bought it.”

She pointed at me. “There it is.”

“I had no idea,” I said.

“That was rather the point.” She was still smiling. She looked at me with a frank, appraising quality that was not unfriendly. “You’ve changed considerably since then.”

“A bit,” I said.

“More than a bit.” Her eyes moved over me the way Sophia Laurent could apparently look at a person and make them aware of being looked at without it ever tipping into anything uncomfortable. It was a professional-grade assessment. “How does someone go from a clothing boutique on Rodeo to.” She gestured at the mansion, the terrace, the general arrangement of things.

“I discovered I like pleasing women more,” I said. “In a more direct capacity.”

She held my gaze for a moment, something turning over behind her eyes, and then she made a quiet sound that was not quite a laugh but lived in the same neighborhood. “I can see that,” she said. She looked at me steadily. “You’re quite handsome, by the way. I don’t imagine that hurts.”

“I’ve been told,” I said.

“I imagine you have.”

Helen had been watching this exchange with a smile. She touched Sophia’s arm lightly now. “Shall we?” she said, gesturing toward the terrace.

We moved through the mansion and out through the wide glass doors to the terrace, the ocean spread below us in the afternoon light, flat and blue and enormous. Sophia paused at the railing for a moment and looked at it.

“This is beautiful,” she said.

“It helps,” Alexis said. “With the whole atmosphere.”

We settled into the terrace furniture, Sophia in the chair angled toward the view, Helen and Alexis on either side, and I took the seat across from her. For a few minutes, it was just the light and the sound of the water and the careful ease of people beginning to trust a new space.

“I want to understand exactly what you’re offering,” Sophia said, when the pleasantries had run their natural course. She said it without apology. “I’ve been through the discreet version of this conversation twice already. I don’t want the discreet version. I want to know what you’re actually telling me.”

Helen and Alexis exchanged a brief look, and then Helen leaned forward. “What we’re telling you,” Helen said, “is that Alexander has an ability. It’s not something we can fully explain in clinical terms, because it doesn’t belong to clinical terms. What we can tell you, with complete confidence, is that every client who has come through this service for the purpose you’re here for has achieved the result they came for.” She paused. “Every one.”

Sophia looked at her. “Every one,” she repeated.

“Without exception,” Alexis said. “I know how that sounds. I also know that it’s true.”

Sophia was quiet for a moment, looking at Helen, and then she looked at me. I met her eyes and let her look.

“And you’re certain,” she said.

“We’re certain,” I said.

She absorbed this. She looked out at the ocean for a moment and then back. “The discretion piece,” she said. “I need that to be real, not just a talking point. I’ve had such a bad experience with paparazzi and journalists making up stories on the spot.” She kept her voice even. “I hope you understand.”

“We understand completely,” Alexis said. She looked at Sophia directly. “Your name will never leave this property.”

Sophia held her gaze for a long moment. Then her posture shifted, the way people settle when they finally stop bracing for something.

“Alright,” she said quietly. “I believe you.”

“Good,” Helen said.

The sound of the glass door opening behind us preceded Cleo by about two seconds. I heard her before I saw her, the careful, deliberate sound of someone carrying things and trying very hard to be quiet about it. She came through the door with a tray, four glasses of sparkling water and a small carafe of something pale and cold, and she was still wearing the dark dress, hair pulled back, expression professionally composed.

She crossed the terrace without looking at Sophia directly, which was the right instinct, and she set the tray on the low table and began distributing glasses. She placed Helen’s first. Then Alexis’s. She picked up a third glass and turned to Sophia.

Sophia looked up at her with the same warm, easy expression she’d been wearing all afternoon. “Thank you,” she said.

The sound of Sophia Laurent’s voice directed at her from a distance of approximately two feet was apparently enough.

Cleo’s hand stuttered. It was a small movement, barely anything, but it was enough. The glass tilted and a short, cold arc of sparkling water jumped from the rim and landed across Sophia’s wrist and the cuff of her linen jacket.

The silence lasted one full second. “Oh god,” Cleo said. The color that flooded her face was immediate and total, from her throat to her hairline. She set the glass down with a thump and grabbed the folded cloth from the tray and thrust it forward. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to, I’m…” She stopped. She pressed her lips together. “I’m so sorry.”

Sophia looked at her wrist, then at the cloth being extended toward her, and then up at Cleo’s face. She took the cloth without any particular urgency and dabbed at her cuff.

“Completely fine,” she said. Her voice was entirely without edge. “Truly. It’s water.”

“Your jacket,” Cleo said.

“Will survive.” Sophia handed the cloth back. “What’s your name?”

Cleo blinked. “Cleopatra. But everyone calls me Cleo.”

“Cleo.” Sophia’s smile arrived. “I once spilled an entire glass of red wine on a director at a Cannes dinner. On his white shirt … during a speech.” She tilted her head. “This is nothing.”

Cleo made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a sharp exhale, and the color in her cheeks shifted from mortified to something warmer. “That’s very gracious of you.”

“It’s the truth,” Sophia said.

Cleo replaced the cloth on the tray and picked it up and looked at me once, very briefly, with an expression that communicated a volume of things in the space of about a half-second, and then she went back through the glass door and it closed behind her.

I looked at the door for a moment. It did not reopen.

“Your sister?” Sophia said.

“Not quite, but we’ve been close growing up,” I said.

She glanced at the door with something that looked like genuine warmth. “She’s lovely.”

“She’ll recover,” Alexis said.

The logistics took less time than I’d expected. Sophia had done her thinking before she arrived, which meant she was not working anything out in real time. She knew what she wanted and she was simply confirming it.

“My preference is my own space,” she said. “I know you have the facility here and I understand it’s designed for this. But I think I’ll be more comfortable at home.” She looked at me. “I assume that’s workable.”

“That’s what you’re paying for,” I said.

“Then Beverly Hills,” she said. “My mansion … I forgot, you found a girl, right?”

I pulled out my phone and grinned. “Yeah. Her name’s Madison.” I turned the screen toward her, showing one of the beach photos. “She really wanted to be here today for the preliminary visit, but she had a swimwear fitting this afternoon that got moved up last minute. She already confirmed and couldn’t get out of it.”

Sophia looked at the photo, eyebrows rising appreciatively. “She’s stunning. Tell her I’m sorry I missed her today.”

“I will. She’s definitely coming for the sessions at your place though, if you still want her there, of course.”

“Oh, I do. Very much. I think the three of us are going to have a lot of fun.”

I nodded, relieved the topic had landed smoothly. “She’s excited too.”

Sophia scrolled to the next one without looking up. “Is she your girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

She looked at me over the top of the phone. “Does she know about all of this?”

“She knows enough,” I said. “She models, mostly fitness and commercial work.”

Sophia looked at the screen again. “I can see why.” She handed the phone back. “The camera would love her.” She settled back in her chair. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

I looked at her. “So she gets the pass?”

“Of course,” she said with a chuckle. “I think we’ll have some fun, the three of us.”

“I think so too,” I said.

Helen was watching this exchange with a careful, neutral expression that I had learned meant she was satisfied but was not going to say so out loud. Alexis was looking at the ocean. The afternoon had gone where it needed to go, and we all knew it without announcing it.

We wrapped up the details shortly after. Helen handled the paperwork and the scheduling, moving through it, and Alexis walked Sophia through the final logistics of the home arrangement, what to expect and how the timing would work. Sophia listened carefully and asked two precise questions and was satisfied with both answers.

When it was time to leave, she stood and gathered her sunglasses from the table, and then she looked at me and opened her arms.

I stepped into the hug without hesitation. She was tall enough that it didn’t require any adjustment, and her arms came around me with a warmth that was genuine and unhurried. She smelled expensive, clean and feminine. I didn’t have a clue what kind of perfume that was, but it was intoxicating nevertheless. I was aware of the length of her against me, the quality of a woman who was comfortable in her own body and comfortable in close proximity to someone she’d decided to trust.

Unconsciously, or consciously, I used my fertility powers and made her a bit aroused.

She went very still for the space of a breath. Then her hands shifted against my back, not moving exactly, just changing their quality, pressing slightly more deliberately into the fabric of my shirt. Her breathing changed, one slow inhale that she held a beat too long before releasing it.

She turned her head and her lips found my cheek. Not a greeting kiss, not the performative kind. Her mouth pressed there and stayed for a moment with an intention that was warm and intimate. When she pulled back, her fingers curled against my chest, the tips of her nails catching lightly through the shirt, a small, involuntary drag. She was hooked, and I could feel her desire.

She felt what that particular proximity had produced in me. I knew the exact moment she felt it because she made a sound low in her throat that she converted very smoothly into a laugh.

“I need to go,” she said. She did not step back immediately. Her hand was still resting against my chest. “Before I do something that would be entirely inappropriate for a first consultation.”

“The consultation is technically over,” I said.

She looked up at me, green-hazel eyes holding mine with an expression that was equal parts amused and genuinely heated. Her lower lip caught briefly between her teeth as she pulled it in, a slow, deliberate bite that she held for a second before releasing it.

“I have a thing for younger men,” she said. Her voice had dropped, meant for me and no one else. “I want you to know that. In case it wasn’t obvious.”

“It wasn’t not obvious,” I said.

She laughed, and the sound of it was welcoming and full and very different from the polished version she gave to cameras. She reached up and touched my jaw once, her thumb tracing the line of it, and then she stepped back and put her sunglasses on.

“Give me a night I won’t forget,” she said.

“That,” I told her, “is a promise.”

She held my gaze for one more beat through the dark lenses, and then she turned and walked with Helen toward the front of the mansion, and I watched her go, and the afternoon light caught her hair and the linen of her jacket, and she looked like something from a film even now, even when she was just walking away.

Alexis appeared at my shoulder. “That went well,” she said.

“It did,” I said.

“She likes you.”

“Helen said treat her like a person first.”

“Helen was right.” Alexis paused. “She usually is.” She picked up a glass from the table. “Now, where did Cleo go?”

I blinked and suddenly remembered her blunder. I felt bad for her, and I knew I had to find her. “I’ll go look for her,” I said and headed to her bedroom. I found Cleo’s door closed. I knocked twice.

“Come in,” she said, and her voice had a flattened quality to it that I recognized.

She was sitting on the edge of her bed with her face in both hands, elbows on her knees, her pulled-back hair a bit looser than it had been on the terrace. She didn’t look up when I came in. I closed the door behind me and came and sat on the bed beside her, leaving a foot of space between us.

“Hey,” I said.

“Don’t,” she said into her hands.

“I’m not saying anything.”

“I can feel you about to say something.” She kept her face covered. “I can feel the supportive energy radiating off you from here and I’m not ready for it.”

“Okay,” I said. I waited.

She sat like that for another ten seconds. Then she dropped her hands and straightened up and looked at the wall across from her. Her cheeks were still carrying some of the color from the terrace, though it had settled into something less acute. “I’m a complete idiot,” she said.

“You spilled a drink.”

“On Sophia Laurent.”

“On her wrist,” I said. “Barely. And she handled it perfectly.”

“She was being gracious,” Cleo said. “Which almost made it worse, because then I had to stand there being grateful while also wanting to disappear through the floor.” She exhaled. “I have seen her movies seven times. Not seven movies. Some of them I’ve seen multiple times. The Glass Coast I’ve seen four times. I wrote a paper about her performance in it in my film studies elective junior year.” She turned and looked at me with an expression of genuine anguish. “And the first thing I do when I’m three feet away from her in real life is dump water on her.”

“She told you about the wine at Cannes,” I said.

“She was being kind.”

“She was also telling the truth. I could tell.” I leaned forward, mirroring her posture, elbows on knees. “She’s not the kind of person who performs kindness for the benefit of the room. She just said it because it was the right thing to say.”

Cleo was quiet for a moment. “She called me lovely,” she said.

“She did.”

Cleo absorbed this. Something in her shoulders came down slightly. “She really was kind,” she said, quieter now.

“She really was.”

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh, and I felt the shift in her, the release of someone who had been holding something tightly and was choosing to put it down.

“Okay,” she said. “Maybe it wasn’t a complete disaster.”

“It was not even close to a disaster.”

She turned her head and looked at me sideways, the way she did when she was deciding whether to believe something. Then she leaned sideways and bumped her shoulder into mine, and I bumped back, and that was enough. She tipped the rest of the way and put her head against my shoulder and I put my arm around her and we sat like that for a moment while the afternoon light came in through the curtains.

“Thank you,” she said. “For coming to check on me.”

“I care about you.”

“I know. But still.” She pressed her forehead briefly against my shoulder. “Thank you.”

I squeezed her arm once. She lifted her head and looked at me with the color still warm in her cheeks, and then she reached up and touched my cheek. Just her fingertip, dragging lightly across my skin with a casual, curious ease, the way she used to poke at things when she was younger.

“Is that lipstick?” she said.

I held very still. “Probably.”

“From Sophia?”

“Yes.”

She studied the faint trace on her fingertip, then looked up at me with bright, searching eyes. “Did you kiss her?”

“Yes,” I said.

She stared at me. “On the mouth?”

“On the cheek.”

“That counts,” she decided immediately. “How was it?”

I thought about the way Sophia’s mouth had pressed against my jaw and held there, the deliberateness of it and the warmth. “Amazing,” I said.

Cleo made a sound low in her throat that was pure envy. “I hate you.” She did not mean it. She was already grinning. “What kind of lipstick do you think it is? Like a nude or something warmer?”

“I have no idea what that means.”

“It looks like a warm nude. Maybe a rose-nude.” She tilted her head. “Could be a gloss. It has a slight sheen.” She was examining my lip with a focus she had previously reserved only for film analysis. “Ask her.”

“I’ll ask her.”

“You have to actually ask her. Don’t forget.”

“I won’t forget.”

“Promise.”

“Come on, Cleo,” I said with an internal eye roll.

“Promise me,” she said and poked my rib with a giggle.

“I promise I will ask Sophia Laurent what lipstick she was wearing when she kissed my face,” I said.

She beamed. It was the full version of it, the one that used both sides of her face and reached her eyes, and she turned and wrapped her arms around me from the side and pressed her face into my shoulder again, and I put my arm back around her and held on.

“Alexander, you there?” Alexis said.

“Yeah, I’m here.”

The door opened. Alexis stood in the frame with her arms loosely crossed and the expression of someone who had arrived with information. She looked at the two of us on the bed, and something passed across her face that was fond and a bit preoccupied at the same time.

“Good,” she said. “You found her.” She looked at me specifically. “I need you to start getting ready. We have six appointments beginning at four.”

“Right,” I said.

She looked at her daughter. “How are you?”

“Fine,” Cleo said. “I’m fine.”

Alexis looked at her for a moment, the way she looked at things she didn’t entirely believe, and then she came into the room and sat on Cleo’s other side and put her hand on her knee. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” she said. “You were nervous. It happens.”

“It shouldn’t have happened,” Cleo said. “I told you I had good instincts with people.”

“You do,” Alexis said. “Your instincts were fine. Your hands were the problem.” She said it without any edge, just plainly, and Cleo made a sound that was reluctant laughter. “And she was lovely about it, which is the part that matters.”

“I know.” Cleo picked at a thread on the hem of her dress. “Alexander helped. With the whole talking-me-down portion of the afternoon.”

Alexis looked across Cleo at me. There was something intimate in it, the specific warmth of being seen doing a thing right. “That was sweet of you,” she said.

“He kissed Sophia Laurent,” Cleo said, at a volume and pace that suggested she’d been waiting to say this since the moment she heard it.

Alexis turned to look at me. Her expression shifted, and then she pressed her lips together in a way that was not quite suppressing a smile. “I saw him.”

“He said it was amazing,” Cleo added.

“I can’t blame him,” Alexis said. “You were quite charming down there.”

“I was professional,” I said.

“You can be both,” she said. She held my gaze for a beat longer than was strictly necessary, and then she looked back at Cleo and patted her knee once and stood. “Get changed into something comfortable. You don’t need to be on for the rest of the afternoon.”

“Sure,” Cleo said.

“I have to get ready,” I told Cleo. “Is that okay?”

“Go,” Cleo said. She made a small shooing gesture with one hand. “Be a Greek god or whatever.”

I looked at her. “You’ll be okay?”

“I have my phone and my embarrassment to keep me company.” She pulled her legs up onto the bed and reached for a pillow.

* * *

The first woman arrived. Her name was Danielle, thirty-one, dark-haired, an architect from Pasadena who had been trying for three years and had come through a referral from a colleague who I’d fucked earlier. She was nervous in the way that people are when they have wanted something for long enough that wanting it has become its own kind of grief. Helen introduced us in the consultation room and then left us alone, and I spent the first fifteen minutes just talking to her, letting the room settle. She had a quick, dry sense of humor that came out once she relaxed, and by the time we moved to the bedroom, she had stopped holding her shoulders up near her ears. I undressed her, kissed her flesh and made love to her. I came hard, spilling my seed inside her wet pussy, and she gasped.

When we were done, I helped her get cleaned, and she said goodbye with a warm, lingering embrace.

The second was twenty-six, a fitness instructor named Priya. She had done her research, she said, and she knew what she was here for, and she would like to get on with it please, because she had an early class tomorrow morning. Once the clothes came off, my eyes widened at her body. She was toned, fit and sexy, natural B cups with peachy nipples, and a pussy that was already wet. She wanted it hard, and I placed her on all fours and slid in from behind. Holding onto her hips, I fucked her hard, slamming into her fit ass that had just the right amount of flesh to squeeze. She was a tight one, and I came hard, painting her walls with fresh cum. She left pleased.

The third and fourth blurred together in the way that hours do when the body is operating at a sustained pitch. A woman in her late thirties named Catherine, quiet and careful and unexpectedly passionate once the door was closed. Then a twenty-four-year-old named Bree, who had her mother’s hope written all over her and who cried afterward, briefly and without apology, because she had wanted this for so long.

I drank water between each breeding, and I ate a sandwich during my break, which Alexis had prepared for me. Then the afternoon became evening, and the ocean outside went from blue to grey.

The fifth was a thirty-five-year-old named Marina who smelled like jasmine and who had a specific, confident knowledge of her own body that made the whole thing feel collaborative in a way I appreciated. She wanted to be kissed and licked a certain way, and I fulfilled her wish, worshipping every inch of her body and spoiling her with kisses. Her eyes widened at my cock, fearful it might harm her. But I went slow, and deeper for every stroke. We were in the middle of it, me on top of her, her hands braced against the headboard and her head tipped back, when the door opened.

It opened the way doors open when someone has turned the handle carefully and pushed slowly, which meant it wasn’t an accident of physics. It was a person who thought the room was empty. Cleo stopped in the doorway.

I don’t know what she had been expecting to find. An empty room or a closed consultation. What she found was Marina and me in a missionary position, my pushed all the way into the hilt, her pussy stretched around my girth.

The three of us were frozen for exactly one second.

“Oh my god,” Cleo said, her hand fleeing to her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, I didn’t know, I’m …” She pulled the door closed carefully, as if the care she was taking with the door was the only thing she had control over.

Marina looked at me over her shoulder. She had gone very still. “Sorry about that,” I said. “She just got here.”

Marina processed this. Then she exhaled a short, slightly incredulous breath. “Who cares,” she said. She shifted her weight and resettled her hands against the headboard. “Where were we?”

I grinned, pulled my cock out so just the head remained and slammed back into her. We finished. Marina left satisfied and unhurried, which was her register throughout. I dressed and stood at the window for a moment with my hands in my pockets, looking at the ocean going dark outside, and thought about Cleo’s face in the doorway for a second, and then I pushed it aside because there was one more.

The sixth was in her early twenties, a woman named Elena who had driven up from San Diego and who had a quiet, settled sadness about her that gradually lifted over the course of the evening. Apparently, she had a rare disorder and getting pregnant wouldn’t be possible according to her doctor. Well, it was time for me to prove her wrong. We undressed and I gently spread her legs on the bed. She was fair, her pussy bright pink and wet. Her tits were natural D cups that I sucked so hard on that I left marks. Then I penetrated her, and she gasped at my size. I fucked her hard, making her shudder and orgasm several times. I came again, emptying myself inside her. She told me she’d never felt anything like it, and I promised her she was pregnant now.

When she left, Helen touched my arm in the hallway and said simply with a subtle grin, “Good work today.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“You need a shower,” she said with a wink.

And she was right. I showered and stood under the hot water for a long time and let my mind go blank in the way it did when the body had been asked to give a great deal of itself and was now in the process of recovery.

Then I changed into clean clothes and went to find the kitchen. Alexis had made pie. I smelled it before I turned the corner, the warm, buttery smell of pastry, and it landed in me with a specific comfort that had nothing to do with hunger. She was at the counter when I came in, cutting the pie into slices, and she looked up and gave me the quiet, assessing look she used when she was checking that I was still intact.

“Tired?”

“Not really, just hungry.”

“Sit,” she said. “I got you covered.”

Helen was already at the table, her jacket gone, her sleeves rolled to the elbow, a glass of water in front of her. She looked up when I came in and drew in a deep breath. “I still smell the musk and sex.”

“Maybe it’s in your brain,” Alexis said playfully. “Since I only smell expensive soaps and shampoo.”

Helen playfully swatted Alexis. I sat across from her. Alexis brought two plates and set one in front of me and one at her own place and then stood with her hands on the back of her chair and looked around the kitchen.

“Where’s Cleo?” she said.

“Bit embarrassed,” I said.

Alexis looked at me. “Still about the drink?”

I picked up my fork. “Partly.”

She held my gaze for a moment, then pushed her chair in and went down the hall. I heard her knock, heard the muffled exchange of voices, heard the door open and close and open again. She came back.

“She wants to eat by herself,” Alexis said. She went to the counter without comment and cut a slice, placed it on the plate, and picked up a fork. “I’ll bring it to her.”

She went back down the hall. Helen and I sat in the comfortable quiet that existed between people who had worked through a long day together and didn’t need to fill the space. I ate. The pie was apple, the pastry properly flaky.

Alexis came back and sat down and picked up her fork, and we ate for a minute before she set it down and looked at me with the expression that meant she was going to ask the thing she’d been holding.

“Is it just the water spill?” she said. “Or did something else happen?”

I kept my eyes on my plate for a moment. “She walked in,” I said. “During one of the sessions.”

Alexis was quiet. Then, “Oh.”

“She didn’t stay,” I said. “She pulled the door and left. But she saw enough.”

Alexis exhaled slowly through her nose. She picked up her fork and then put it down again without using it. “Which session?”

“The fifth.”

She nodded once, processing. Helen was looking at her water glass with a careful neutrality.

“Poor thing,” Alexis said, and she meant it without any irony in it. “She’s only been here two days and she’s walked into.” She gestured vaguely. “Everything.”

“Give her time,” Helen said, without looking up. “She just got here. It’s a lot to absorb.”

“I know.” Alexis picked up her fork again and held it without eating. “It’s just a lot to land on her all at once.”

“She’ll find her footing,” Helen said.

Alexis nodded, but she was looking at the table with something that was more than just sympathy for the awkwardness of it. She was thinking about Cleo the way she thought about things she felt responsible for. I understood that.

But then I thought of something else. The way the door had opened. The care she’d used turning the handle, the slow and deliberate push. Not the opening of someone expecting an empty room. The opening of someone moving quietly on purpose.

I didn’t follow that thought all the way to where it wanted to go. I picked up my fork and finished the pie. But I did know the possibility that she’d opened it on purpose was still there.

* * *

After dinner, I went down the hall and knocked on Cleo’s door. There was a pause before she answered. “Yeah.”

I opened the door. She was on her bed, sitting up against the headboard with her knees pulled to her chest and the plate balanced on her knee, mostly finished. The curtains were drawn. The lamp on the nightstand was on and cast a warm, low light. She looked up when I came in, and her expression went through two or three things in quick succession before it settled on something neutral.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.”

I came in and sat on the end of the bed, the same way I had that afternoon. “You can’t just stay in here by yourself all night.”

“I’m eating,” she said. She gestured at the plate.

“You’re hiding.”

She opened her mouth, closed it and then looked at the wall. “I’m eating and hiding,” she said. “I can do both.”

“Come on,” I said, chuckling at her humor.

“I spilled water on Sophia Laurent,” she said. The words came out with the flat cadence of someone reciting a charge against themselves. “And then I walked in on you.” A pause. “On you and a woman. While you were.” She pressed her lips together. “I don’t need to finish that sentence.”

“It’s fine,” I said.

“It is not fine.”

“It is,” I said. “The water thing, she wasn’t bothered. She told you that and she meant it. And the other thing.” I kept my voice even. “These things happen. The mansion is busy. It’s new for everyone.”

She looked at me with an expression that suggested she found this charitable to the point of dishonesty. “I turned the handle very carefully,” she said. “I was trying not to make noise. I thought it was empty.”

I wasn’t sure if I believed that, but I didn’t want her to feel bad either. “I know.”

“I wasn’t.” She stopped. “I wasn’t trying to.” She shook her head. “Never mind.”

“I know you weren’t,” I said.

She set the plate on the nightstand and pulled her knees tighter to her chest and looked at the middle distance with the expression of someone reviewing a sequence of events and finding it uniformly grim. Then something in it shifted, and she looked at me sideways.

“So this is your life now,” she said. “Being a Greek god. Making love to beautiful women and being desired by everyone.”

I looked at her for a moment. “More or less,” I said.

“Women come to you,” she said. “They drive from San Diego. They fly in. They refer their friends.” She was not saying it with envy, exactly. It was something more like wonder, the tone of someone trying to understand the shape of a thing by talking around it. “And Sophia Laurent is coming to your bedroom.”

“To her bedroom,” I said. “In Beverly Hills.”

The corner of her mouth moved. “Still.”

“I know,” I agreed.

She was quiet for a moment. The lamp threw its golden light across the side of her face and I could see the slight residual color in her cheeks from the evening, the way her eyes had gone soft with something she wasn’t quite naming.

“You’re not the same person,” she said, not as an accusation but as an observation, delivered with a kind of careful honesty. “You’re still you. But you’re.” She searched for it. “More.”

“I know,” I said.

She looked at me for a long moment. “Does it ever scare you?”

“Not really,” I said. “I enjoy this life.”

She nodded slowly. Then she uncurled slightly and leaned sideways toward me, and I let her, and she put her head against my shoulder the way she had that afternoon, and I put my arm around her. She was warm and she smelled like the light soap from the guest bathroom and underneath it something faintly sweet and musky.

“You know,” I said, “whatever this life is, whatever it becomes.” I felt her go still against my shoulder, listening. “You’re always going to have a place in it. That doesn’t change.”

She didn’t say anything for a moment. I felt her exhale, a long, slow release against my shirt.

“That’s a very sweet thing to say,” she said sweetly.

“I mean it.”

She turned her face into my shoulder, and I felt her smile against the fabric. “I know you do,” she said. “That’s why it’s sweet.”

I held her, and the room was quiet, and I let myself just be present in it without pulling at anything. And then it happened.

It was not a decision, but it came the way it always did when I was close to someone and my guard was down, a warmth that moved outward from somewhere central in me. I subtly guided it into her core, imagining the heat spreading.

Cleo went very still. Then I smelled it. Faint, unmistakable, sweet in the way that had nothing to do with soap or the ambient scent of the room. It was pure honey.

I shut it down. Hard and fast, pulling the thread back the way you pull your hand from something hot, clamping down on whatever had opened and closing it completely. The warmth retracted, or at least, I hoped it did. The room went back to ordinary.

Cleo lifted her head from my shoulder. Her cheeks were flushed, a deep rose that sat high across her cheekbones, and her eyes when she looked at me had a slightly unfocused quality that resolved itself quickly as she blinked. She looked at me for one unreadable moment.

“I think I want to go to sleep,” she said. Her voice was even, and nothing in it that named what had just happened.

“Okay,” I said. I kept my own voice steady.

“I’m tired.” She straightened up and reached for the plate on the nightstand, something to do with her hands. “It’s been a weird day.”

“It has,” I said.

I stood up. She didn’t look at me again, just set the plate back down and reached over to adjust the lamp, as if the angle of the light required her attention.

“Goodnight,” she said.

“Goodnight,” I said.

I pulled the door closed behind me and stood in the hallway for a moment in the dark, my hand still on the door handle, the faint sweet scent already gone.

I didn’t know if she’d noticed. I didn’t know if she’d felt it and understood it for what it was, or felt it and translated it into something else, tiredness or warmth or the ordinary feeling of being held by someone who loved her. I hoped for the latter. I was not confident in the hope.

I let go of the door handle and walked back toward my room, and I carried that information with me, and I did not put anything heavy in front of it.

* * *

Back in my room, I sat on the edge of the bed and stared into the dark for a minute. My body was exhausted, my head still half-lit by the memory of the day, and the low, high-wire hum in my blood had nowhere to go. I almost reached for my phone just to scroll nothing until my mind went blank, but it buzzed before I could pick it up.

A text from Alexis. Can I come see you for a bit?

I waited a few seconds before I thumbed back, Sure.

She was there almost immediately, not even knocking, just opening the door and slipping in on bare feet. She wore an emerald silk robe that clung to her in a way that was so deliberate the word robe didn’t feel accurate, more like a dress that had forgotten to hide anything. Her hair was down, gold and honey in the low bedside light, and she looked beautiful in the way she only did at night, when she wasn’t anyone’s mother or manager, just herself.

She paused in the doorway. “Is now okay?”

“Yeah. Of course,” I said, and that was all it took for her to cross the room and sit next to me, folding her legs up beneath her, the robe parting at her thigh. She smelled incredible, something fruity layered over the warmth of her skin.

“You look tired,” she said, and then she reached up and touched my cheek, brushing her thumb along my jaw as if testing the reality of me. “Long day?”

“You could say that,” I said. “It was … a lot. But the clients were good. No drama.”

She nodded, watching my face. “And Cleo?”

I let out a slow breath. I told her everything. About Cleo on the terrace with her face on fire, about her hiding after the spill, about the way she’d walked in on me and Marina mid-session, the way she’d handled it, the careful way she’d turned the doorknob. I told her about how I’d found Cleo curled up on her bed, mortified, and how we’d talked, and how when I tried to comfort her something happened.

“I accidentally used my arousal powers on her when she leaned against me,” I told Alexis.

“How did she react?”

I thought about it, about the way Cleo had gone rigid against me, the flush that had risen in her cheeks, the unfocused quality her eyes had taken on. “She got quiet,” I said. “Her face went really red. And I could smell it on her. The honey scent, just for a second before I shut it down.”

“Did she say anything?”

“She said she wanted to go to sleep. That she was tired. She didn’t acknowledge it. Didn’t ask what happened or why she felt… whatever she felt. She just said goodnight and I left.”

Alexis nodded slowly, processing. She reached over and put her hand on my knee, a grounding touch. “Well,” she said, and there was something in her voice that was resigned but not surprised, “it was bound to happen eventually.”

“I suppose.”

“She’s been through a lot these past two days,” Alexis said tenderly. “She’s always been very sensitive to the energy in a room. She’ll adjust, but it might take her a little time.”

“She’s not mad,” I said. “She’s just processing.”

Alexis smiled gently. “She loves you,” she said. “She always has. She’s just not used to you being the center of gravity.” She squeezed my knee once, then let her hand stay there. “I’m proud of you, by the way. You handled today better than I could have.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded. She shifted, settling back against the headboard, and then she looked down at the robe, smoothing her hand over the silk. Her cheeks colored, something new entering the room.

“I, um,” she started, then smiled at herself. “I didn’t come here just to check in.”

I looked at her, waiting.

She kept her eyes on the sheets, drawing invisible lines with her fingertip. “I know you’re tired, and I know you probably need rest, but—” She paused, then looked up at me, eyes bright and a little vulnerable. “I’ve been thinking about you all day. I don’t want to be selfish, but … can we just have a little time? Just us?” She laughed, almost embarrassed. “I just want you. Not the clinic, not the clients, just you.”

The way she said it, the softness and the hungry edge braided together, made the day’s exhaustion disappear. My body responded before my mind did. I reached for her waist and pulled her in, and she came willingly, her hands going to my face, lips finding mine in a kiss that was barely restrained. I needed her as well.

She climbed into my lap and the robe fell open. Underneath, she was naked. Her breasts were full and heavy, the nipples already drawn tight and dark against her skin. Her stomach was smooth, her hips wide, the lines of her body more familiar to me than my own. I let my hands roam, feeling the heat and the slight tremor in her as she pressed closer.

She pulled back just enough to look at me, her lips parted, her eyes dark and wanting. “You want me, right?” she whispered.

I nodded, and her mouth found mine again, hungrier this time. My cock was already hard, straining against my shorts, and she pressed herself against it, her hips rolling just once, a test.

She pushed my shirt up and ran her hands over my chest and shoulders, touching every inch as if she was memorizing me. I did the same, exploring the lines of her spine, the curve of her ass, the softness behind her knee. I wanted all of her, and I wanted her now.

She pushed me back on the bed and knelt above me, the robe sliding off her shoulders and pooling at her elbows. She straddled me, reached down, and pulled my shorts off, freeing my cock. She stroked it once, twice, and then lowered herself, guiding me into her pussy.

She was so wet I slid in with no resistance, and we both gasped. She started slowly, rocking her hips, grinding her clit against me, her hands on my chest for balance. I watched her face, the way it changed with every movement, the way her eyes fluttered closed and her mouth opened around a wordless moan.

She rode me fast, her hips slamming down, like she’d been thinking about this all day and was making up for lost time. I let her set the pace, my hands on her hips, my eyes locked on the way her breasts bounced, the way her skin flushed, the way she let herself go.

She came first, hard, her head thrown back, her nails digging into my chest as her body clenched around me in waves. I felt it pulse through her, felt her tighten and release, and it pulled something primal out of me.

She moaned. I felt her pussy clench around me, squeezing my cock, and I couldn’t hold back anymore. I flipped her over onto her back, never breaking our connection, and drove into her hard and fast, the way I knew she loved.

“God, yes,” she said, her legs wrapping around my waist as I pounded into her. Her nails raked down my back, leaving trails of fire in their wake.

I felt myself getting close, my balls tightening, my breathing ragged. Then I buried myself deep inside her as I emptied myself completely. My cum filled her, hot and thick, and I kept thrusting, making sure every drop stayed inside her.

We lay there for a moment, tangled together, our breathing slowly returning to normal. I kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her lips, feeling the warmth of her body against mine. I’d missed fucking Alexis.

“That was amazing,” she whispered, running her fingers through my hair.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. I reached for it, and my stomach dropped when I saw Cleo’s name on the screen. Can I come over real quick? Need to ask you something.

Alexis’s eyes widened as she read the text over my shoulder. “Oh god,” she whispered, panic flashing across her face.

“Perfect timing,” I said with an eyeroll.

“Let me get dressed before you reply,” she said. She scrambled off the bed, grabbing her robe from the floor and wrapping it around herself. She tied it quickly, her fingers fumbling with the belt.

She gave me a thumbs up, and I replied saying she can come.

Alexis leaned down, giving me a deep, hurried kiss that tasted of sex and urgency. “I love you,” she whispered against my lips, then slipped out the door, closing it quietly behind her.

I heard their voices in the hallway moments later.

“Mom? What were you doing in Alexander’s room so late?”

“Just talking about some work details for tomorrow, honey. We have an early start.”

“At midnight? Really?” Cleo’s voice was laced with suspicion.

“Yes, really. We had to go over some client schedules.” Alexis’s voice remained calm, steady. “Is everything okay?”

“Fine. I just needed to ask Alex something.” A pause. “Okay, goodnight then.”

“Goodnight, sweetheart.”

Footsteps retreated, and then a knock came at my door. I quickly pulled the sheet over my lower half. “Come in.”

Cleo entered, and I immediately noticed her flushed cheeks. Her hair was slightly mussed, and there was a sheen of sweat at her temples. The signs were clear as day … she’d been touching herself recently.

“Hey,” she said, trying to sound casual as she leaned against the doorframe. “Done thinking about work?”

“Yeah, all done,” I replied, sitting up straighter against the headboard.

“Good.” She shifted her weight, avoiding my eyes. “So, um, one of my friends asked for a shirtless photo of you. Would you mind sending me a good one so I can forward it to her?”

I raised an eyebrow, studying her face. I suspected that she wanted the photo for herself. “Your friend, huh?”

Cleo’s blush deepened, spreading down her neck. “Yeah. She thinks you’re hot. I mean, not that I blame her, but—” She cut herself off, looking a bit demure. “Just, can you send me one?”

“I have a few,” I said, reaching for my phone. “Want to pick which one?”

“Maybe two would be better,” she said quickly. “For, you know, options.”

I scrolled through my photos, finding a couple of good shirtless ones from the gym that showed off my physique without being too obvious. I sent them to her.

“Thanks,” she said, her phone buzzing in her hand. She glanced at it, her eyes widening before she pocketed it. She stepped forward and gave me a tight hug, her body warm against mine.

As she pulled back, her nose wrinkled. “You’re still sweaty. Did you work out or something?”

I smiled. “It’s been a long day.”

“Okay,” she said, backing toward the door. “Well, goodnight then.”

“Goodnight, Cleo.”

She left, closing the door behind her, but the tension lingered in the air like perfume.

I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the door. The sexual tension between us was building rapidly, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it. The way she looked at me now, the way her body responded to my presence, it was becoming harder to ignore.

My phone buzzed again. It was Alexis.

Is she gone?

Yes. She wanted shirtless photos. For a “friend.”

Three dots appeared, then disappeared, then appeared again. Sorry, I need to be more careful. Love you.

I set the phone down and tried to get some sleep.


Chapter 4

Iwoke up, and then I showered. After the shower, I went to the kitchen to get something to eat, looking forward to my date with Sophia and Madison. I fantasized about all the positions. This would be my first threesome.

Alexis found me at the kitchen counter, still eating, working my way through some scrambled eggs on toast. She came in wearing a knee-length, flowery summer dress. She leaned against the counter opposite me.

“Where’s Cleo?” I asked.

“Upstairs in your room with Maya,” she said. “After your shower, they snuck into your room to raid your closet. Something about making sure you look perfect for Sophia.”

I smiled at that. “Already making friends with the staff.”

“She has always been like that,” Alexis said, but she was smiling too. “Five minutes with anyone and she knows their birthday and their mother’s name.”

“Maya’s sweet,” I said. “Good for her.”

Alexis nodded, and the kitchen was quiet and warm, the sound of the ocean coming in through the window above the sink. .

“Can I ask you something?” I asked her.

“Of course.”

I looked at her. “Sophia. Tonight. Do you think she’ll want a threesome?”

“Probably,” Alexis said easily. “They’re fun to have.”

I was quiet for a moment. “I’ve never had one.”

She looked at me over the rim of her cup. “And?”

“So I don’t really know how to.” I gestured vaguely. “Navigate it.”

Smiling, Alexis straightened up, the way she did when she was shifting into a different register. “The main thing is attention,” she said. “You can’t treat one of them like the main event and the other like a bonus. They both need to feel like the reason you’re there.”

“Okay.”

“And positioning matters more than people think,” she said. “You’re managing two bodies, two different rhythms. You have to think ahead.” She paused. “There are configurations that work better than others. Ones where nobody ends up feeling sidelined.”

“Such as?”

She looked at me for a moment, and then she picked up her phone from the counter and unlocked it. She scrolled for a few seconds, then turned it toward me. It was a porno, two women and a man. She held it out without any particular ceremony, the way she might show me a recipe.

I took the phone and watched. She leaned against the counter beside me, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her arm, and narrated quietly, occasionally pointing to the screen with one finger. She explained the angles, the positions and the way attention moved between the two women without losing continuity. She was matter-of-fact about it, and somehow that made it easier to absorb.

She swiped to a second video. Two women were in a sixty-nine while the man fucked one of them while the woman licked her pussy. Then she showed me another where a girl rode a man and the other girl sat on his face. Alexis explained the positions in detail, and by the time it ended, I was aware of the warmth that had settled into the base of my stomach, the tension that came with sustained attention to this kind of material. I glanced at her and saw the slight color in her cheeks, and I understood that the warmth was mutual.

I handed the phone back. “Okay,” I said. “I think I have a better sense of it.”

She took the phone and set it face down on the counter. She looked at me with an expression that was affectionate and a little amused and also something more than that, something she was keeping calibrated with visible effort.

“You’ll be fine,” she said. “You’ve impregnated so many women by now.”

“I think so,” I agreed. “More prepared than I was twenty minutes ago.”

She smiled at that, the real one, the one that reached her eyes. Then she leaned in and pressed her lips to my cheek, a kiss that lasted a beat longer than usual, her hand resting briefly against my jaw. I felt the warmth of her mouth and the slight pressure of her fingers and I held still for it.

She pulled back and smoothed the front of my shirt.

“Don’t overthink it today,” she said. “Just be present.”

“I will,” I said.

A little while later I heard laughter and voices coming from upstairs. I went up to check and found Cleo and Maya in my bedroom. They had half my wardrobe laid out across the bed and on chairs. Cleo was holding up a charcoal grey button-down shirt while Maya sorted through trousers.

“Perfect, you’re here!” Cleo said, beaming. “We’ve been conducting a full wardrobe raid. Come here.”

I looked at the clothes, then at her face, which was bright and expectant and completely certain I was going to do this. Maya stood slightly behind her, with a small, contained smile and her hands folded in front of her.

“Right now?” I said.

“Yes, right now. I need to see how they look on you now.” Cleo immediately held up a charcoal grey button-down. “This one first. Try it on.”

I sighed but played along, pulling off my t-shirt and slipping on the shirt. Cleo’s eyes widened as I buttoned it.

“Oh,” she said, almost to herself. “Yeah… that’s doing things.”

Maya nodded quietly beside her, cheeks a little pink. “It looks really good.”

Cleo didn’t stop there. She had me try on different combinations from my own closet, dark navy trousers, a fitted black V-neck, V-neck t-shirts, chino shorts, the charcoal jacket, constantly adjusting collars and hems while commenting.

“These trousers sit perfectly on your hips now,” she muttered, smoothing the fabric at my sides. Her hands lingered just a second longer than necessary. “Your old clothes would’ve looked ridiculous on this body.”

“Thank you,” I said, genuinely touched by her thoughtfulness. I stepped forward and pulled her into a hug, then noticed Maya hovering in the doorway with an affectionate smile. “You too, Maya. Come here.”

I extended my arm, inviting Maya to join our embrace. She hesitated for just a moment before stepping into our circle. As I wrapped my arms around both women, I was suddenly struck by how they felt pressed against me. For a split second, my mind flashed to the threesome videos Alexis had shown me earlier.

I quickly shook my head, mentally chastising myself. I needed to keep my thoughts in check.

“So,” I said, releasing them both and stepping back, “what’s with the sudden fashion love?”

Cleo beamed, her eyes bright with excitement. “I need you to look hot and sexy for Sophia tonight. I mean, really hot. Like, make-her-forget-every-other-man-she’s-ever-seen hot.”

“You already are sexy,” Maya added tenderly, her cheeks flushing. “But clothes are like… the icing on the cake. They complete the package.”

“Exactly!” Cleo nodded vigorously. “Fashion is just as important as being a hottie. It’s like… the frame for a masterpiece. You can’t just hang a Picasso on a bare wall, you know?”

I laughed at her analogy. “So I’m Picasso now?”

“More like a Renaissance sculpture,” she said, eyeing me appraisingly. “All that new muscle definition.”

Maya cleared her throat. “I should get back to work. I just wanted to help Cleo find the clothes.” She gave me a shy smile. “They really do look good on you.”

As she turned to leave, I noticed the way her tank top hugged her petite frame, the subtle curve of her hips visible beneath the fabric. I caught myself staring and quickly looked away.

“Thanks again,” I called after her.

When she was gone, Cleo flopped back onto my bed with a dramatic sigh. “So, big date today with the hot older woman, huh? And Madison too?” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “You’re becoming quite the playboy.”

“It’s not like that,” I said, though the images from Alexis’s videos still lingered in my mind.

“Uh-huh.” She rolled onto her stomach, chin propped in her hands. Suddenly, she arched an eyebrow and then studied my hair. “You need a new haircut.”

I looked at her. “What?”

“Your ends are uneven,” she said, as if this were a clinical finding rather than an opinion. “And it’s gotten long enough that it’s starting to lose its shape.” She tilted her head, studying me. “I’m really good at this. I used to cut my roommate’s hair all the time.”

“Your roommate’s hair,” I said.

“She had great hair after I was done with it.” She raised an eyebrow. “Sit down and let me.”

I considered it for a moment. The truth was, I had no attachment to the current state of my hair, and she was looking at me with that specific expression she had when she’d already decided something and was just waiting for me to catch up. And beyond that, I realized I wanted time with her before I left for a couple of days.

“Sure,” I said. “Get your scissors.”

Her face broke open. “I already have them.” She reached into the bottom of one of her purses and found a pair of proper cutting shears, still in their packaging, which meant she had planned this earlier and had been waiting for the right moment to produce them. I looked at them and then at her.

“You already had this planned, didn’t you?” I pointed out.

She blushed. “Maybe,” she said, already tearing the packaging. “But they’re good ones. Titanium blades … Come, let’s go!”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me into the bathroom, setting me up on the small stool, a towel around my shoulders, and she stood behind me with the scissors and a comb, and she looked at my reflection in the mirror with a serious, assessing expression that I recognized from the way she’d looked at the clothes.

“I’m going to take maybe an inch off the back,” she said. “Clean up the sides. Keep the length on top but give it more structure.” She ran the comb through my hair once, parting it. “You have good hair. It just needs direction.”

“Noted,” I said.

She started at the back. She was careful with it. The scissors made their clean, soft sounds and small pieces of hair fell against the towel and I watched her face in the mirror, the focused quality of it, the way her lower lip was caught between her teeth when she was concentrating.

She moved to my left side, and that was when it started. It was not immediate. It came gradually, the way warmth comes into a room when the sun shifts. I became aware of her proximity first, the fact of her standing close enough that I could feel the slight warmth radiating off her arms when she reached forward, the small movement of air each time she shifted her weight. Then I became aware of her breathing, which was slightly more elevated than it should have been for someone doing a quiet, careful task. But I’d missed moments like these with her. It wasn’t the first time she’d cut my hair, nor done a deed for me. It warmed my heart every time, but this time, the heat went a bit further down than my heart.

And I noticed a difference with her as well, especially when the honeyed scent arrived. Faint at first, the way it had been the night before when I’d pulled it back and shut it down. But this time I hadn’t done anything. This time it was entirely her, rising from her in a slow, sweet wave that had nothing to do with anything I’d directed or intended.

I kept my face perfectly still and said nothing.

She combed a section of hair forward over my ear and trimmed it, her fingertips brushing the side of my face as she worked, and her breath caught on a very small hitch that she covered by clearing her throat. She stepped around to the right side. Her hand rested briefly on my shoulder to adjust her angle, and she left it there a beat longer than the task required before she lifted it.

The scent deepened. I watched her face in the mirror. She was not looking at my eyes. She was looking at my hair, at the section she was working through, her expression still focused and professional in all the ways it was supposed to be. But her cheeks had the color in them. That high, warm rose I knew now by its exact shade, sitting across her cheekbones the way it had last night, the way it had when she’d pressed her palm flat against my chest in the hallway.

She moved behind me again, doing a final pass along the back with the comb and scissors, and she was close enough now that I could feel her breath against the back of my neck, steady and tender and slightly uneven.

“Okay,” she said. Her voice was lower than it had been when she started. She cleared her throat again. “I think that’s it.” She stepped back and looked at my reflection with the comb held loose in her hand. “Yeah. That’s right.”

I looked at myself in the mirror. She’d done exactly what she said she would, and she’d done it well. The shape was cleaner, the structure more deliberate and it suited the face I’d grown into in a way that my previous haircut no longer quite had.

“Good?” she said.

“Very good,” I said.

She met my eyes in the mirror for one moment, and then she looked away and busied herself with the comb, setting it on the counter with a small, precise click. The color in her cheeks was still there. She pulled the towel off my shoulders and shook the clippings into the sink, running the water to clear them.

“You’re welcome,” she said, before I’d said thank you.

“Thank you, Cleo.”

She smiled at the sink. “You’re going to look incredible tonight,” she said, and there was something in it that she hadn’t meant to put there, a warmth that went past friendly pride and landed somewhere adjacent to it, somewhere she didn’t have a name for or wasn’t ready to use.

“Okay,” Cleo said, eyeing the clothes we’d already pulled out earlier, “time to choose the final look.”

I shrugged, running my hand through my freshly cut hair. “I hadn’t really thought about it yet. Probably just something casual.”

Her eyes widened with mock horror. “You can’t be serious! You’ll most likely have a three-way, and you’re just going to throw on any old thing?” She grabbed my arm and tugged me back toward my room. “Come on, let’s pick your final outfit from what we pulled.”

Once we were back in my room, she looked over everything we had laid out and pulled a crisp white V-neck shirt and a pair of light beige chino shorts.

“The navy trousers looked incredible, but for tonight…” She held up the beige chinos with a grin. “These are more dangerous. This combo will show off your new physique perfectly, and the shorts will hug your legs just right. Trust me, the combination will drive them wild.”

I took the clothes from her, feeling the quality of the fabric between my fingers. “You really thought of everything, didn’t you?”

“Of course I did. Now go change.” She gave me a playful push toward the bathroom. “I want to see how it all comes together.”

I retreated to the bathroom, closing the door behind me. As I undressed, I heard her humming outside, the sound of her moving around my bedroom. I slipped off my t-shirt and was just stepping out of my pants when there was a knock at the door.

“Need any help?” Cleo called, the door already cracking open before I could respond.

I instinctively turned away, but not before she caught a glimpse of my nether region. Her eyes widened, and I heard her sharp intake of breath.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed, but there was a giggle in her voice as she quickly closed the door. “I didn’t mean to … I was just—”

“It’s fine,” I called back, noticing how unusually giggly she’d been all morning. “Just give me a minute.”

I quickly pulled on the new shorts, which fit snugly against my thighs, and slipped the V-neck shirt over my head. The fabric felt cool against my skin, and I had to admit, Cleo had excellent taste. The outfit accentuated my broader shoulders and toned arms.

I stepped out of the bathroom to find Cleo perched on the edge of my bed, her cheeks flushed.

“Wow,” she said, her eyes traveling from my face down to my feet and back up again. “You look hot. Like, really hot.”

“Thanks to my personal stylist,” I said, turning to check my reflection in the full-length mirror. The clothes fit perfectly, highlighting my new physique without being overly flashy.

Cleo came to stand beside me, her shoulder brushing against my arm. “Sophia and Madison won’t know what hit them.”

Then my phone buzzed with a text message. I picked it up from the nightstand. “Madison’s here.”

She sighed and wrapped her arms around me. “I wish we had more time.”

I embraced her back. “When I come back, we’ll have plenty of time.”

“Promise?”

“Promise,” I said, pressing my lips to her forehead.

I headed outside, and I was on the terrace when she came around the side of the mansion with her bag on her shoulder and her sunglasses pushed up on her head. She was wearing a pale yellow sundress, and her hair was down and gold in the afternoon light.

She saw me and her expression did the thing it did, the smile that started slow and built, affectionate and a little electric. But underneath it, when I looked closer, I could see the nerves. The slight tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers were working the strap of her bag.

“Hi,” she said when she reached me.

“Hi,” I said. I pulled her in and kissed her, and she leaned into it and held on a beat longer than a casual hello required, her free hand gripping the front of my shirt.

When she pulled back, she looked at my face and then at my hair. “Wait,” she said. She reached up and ran her fingers through it, turning my head to look at the side. “Who did this?”

“Cleo.”

Her eyebrows rose. “She’s good.”

“She is.”

“You look.” She tilted her head, her fingers still in my hair, studying me the way she’d studied something she was deciding whether to keep. “Really, really good.” She let her hand drop but her eyes stayed on my face, and there was a heat behind them that was clearly related to the nerves but was also something else entirely. “Like, annoyingly good.”

“You’re nervous,” I said.

“A little,” she admitted. “I’m allowed.” She adjusted the strap on her bag. “I’m about to go to Sophia Laurent’s mansion. In Beverly Hills. To—” She stopped and glanced around, then back at me, lowering her voice even though we were alone on the terrace. “You know.”

“I know,” I said.

“And she knows I’m coming?”

“She’s excited you’re coming.”

Madison blinked. “She said that?”

“In those words.”

Madison’s face did something that I could only describe as genuinely pleased, the kind of pleased that was slightly surprised at itself. “Okay,” she said, and the word came out softer than the ones before it. “Okay, that helps.”

Cleo appeared at the terrace door before I could say anything else, still in the dark dress from earlier, her pulled-back hair looser at the temples. She stopped when she saw Madison, and her expression shifted through something quick and complicated before it landed on warmth.

Madison turned, and a smile bloomed on her face. “Cleo!”

“Madison!”

Madison pulled Cleo into a titty-mashing hug. It looked like a tit could possibly pop out at any minute. Cleo’s arms came up after a beat of surprise, and she hugged back. “Are you nervous?” Cleo asked after breaking the hug.

“A little, but I’m also looking forward to it,” Madison said.

“You look incredible, by the way. That dress.”

“This old thing,” Madison said, in a tone that meant she had absolutely thought about the dress. She dropped into the terrace chair nearest Cleo and crossed her legs and looked at her. “Okay, tell me everything. How are you settling in?”

Cleo sat down across from her. “It’s a lot,” she said. “In the best way, mostly.” She paused. “I had a rough afternoon yesterday though.”

“What happened?”

Cleo’s expression went through the compression of someone deciding whether to tell a story they found embarrassing. Then she told it, the terrace, the drinks, the way her hand had stuttered, the short arc of sparkling water landing across Sophia Laurent’s wrist and linen cuff. She told it quickly and with a dry, resigned accuracy that made it funnier than the original incident had been.

Madison pressed her lips together for approximately one second and then abandoned the effort. “Okay, but,” she said, “Sophia Laurent in linen is basically asking for it. That fabric holds water like a grudge.”

Cleo laughed. “That’s not helpful.”

“It’s a little helpful.” Madison leaned forward. “And she was gracious about it?”

“She told me about spilling a full glass of red wine on a director at Cannes.”

“See.” Madison pointed. “That’s a woman who has been there. She’s not going to hold a little sparkling water against you.” She tilted her head. “Honestly? She probably liked you for it. You were real. People who live at that level spend a lot of time around people who are performing normalcy. You were actually normal.”

“I was actually mortified,” Cleo said.

“Same energy,” Madison said. “From the outside.”

Cleo looked at her for a moment with the expression she used when she was deciding whether something was true. Then she settled back in her chair. “You’re so easy to talk to,” she said.

“I’ve been told,” Madison said, and she glanced at me briefly with a smile that said she knew she’d borrowed my line. “You know, I can’t get over how good your hair looks,” she said, reaching out to run her fingers through the newly trimmed strands. She turned to Cleo with genuine admiration. “You did an amazing job. Seriously, it’s perfect.”

Cleo beamed, her earlier embarrassment completely forgotten. “Thanks! I’ve been cutting hair since high school. It was definitely time for a trim.” She glanced at me with a mixture of pride and warmth. “He was starting to look a little shaggy.”

“It’s fine,” I said with a shrug, though internally I was thinking about how much I’d enjoyed that quiet time with her in the bathroom, just the two of us, her hands in my hair, the intimacy of it all.

“And the clothes,” Cleo added, gesturing to my outfit. “I picked those out for him today.”

Madison’s eyes traveled appreciatively over my frame. “You have excellent taste. This outfit really shows off his…” she paused, searching for the right word, “…assets.”

“Right?” Cleo agreed enthusiastically. “The V-neck is perfect for his shoulders, and the shorts—”

“Ladies,” I interrupted, feeling my cheeks warm. “I’m right here.”

They both laughed, but their eyes remained fixed on me with appreciation.

The terrace door opened, and Alexis and Helen stepped out.

“Are you two ready to go?” Alexis asked, her eyes moving between Madison and me.

“Yes,” we answered in unison.

“Then it’s time,” Helen said.

We exchanged hugs all around. Alexis pulled me close, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Remember to make sure Sophia feels loved. Listen to her needs. This is about her, not just you.”

“Of course, Alexis,” I assured her, kissing her cheek. “I understand.”

When I reached Cleo, she wrapped her arms around me tightly. “You’ll be back in no time, right?” she whispered against my ear, her breath warm.

I nodded, squeezing her gently. “A few days, that’s all.”

“Text me,” she whispered, her lips brushing my ear.

Alexis overheard and gave Cleo a pointed look. “He needs to be fully present for Sophia. This is important.”

Cleo pulled back, her lower lip jutting out in an exaggerated pout. “I know, I know. But a text isn’t going to hurt.”

“Sure thing,” I told her.

Cleo picked at the hem of her dress. The smile stayed, but something shifted underneath it, something slightly more careful. “I’m a tiny bit jealous, you know,” she told Madison. “That you get to go tonight. Not in a weird way. Just.” She looked at Madison directly. “She was really something. In person. She was really something, and you’re going to her mansion, and.” She stopped and laughed at herself. “It’s fine. I’m fine. It’s just a very small, very manageable amount of jealousy.”

“I’ll tell you everything,” Madison said. “Every detail. Deal?”

Cleo looked at her. “Every detail?”

“Every detail I’m allowed to share,” Madison amended, and shot me a look, and I made a face that she correctly interpreted as meaning use your judgment.

“Deal,” Cleo said.

We walked to the car together, Madison falling into step beside me on the driveway.

“Your Lambo,” she said with a grin.

“Yeah.”

“I love it.”

“I know you do.”

She looked at it for another moment. Then she looked at me with a grin.

“Get in,” I said, giving her a light spank on her ass.

She got in. I walked around to the driver’s side and lowered myself into the seat and felt the familiar way the car settled around me, the particular quality of sitting that close to the ground with that much engine ahead of you. I started it, and the sound it made filled the driveway and then the air above it, and I heard Madison make a small involuntary sound beside me.

“That’s so obscene,” she said.

“Little bit,” I agreed, and pulled out.

Cleo waved at me as I drove away, and I gave her a light wave back.

We took the coast road first, and for a few minutes neither of us said anything. The ocean was off to our right, flat and bright in the afternoon light, and the wind came through the window on Madison’s side and moved through her hair. She had her elbow on the door and her sunglasses down and she was watching the water.

“So,” she said eventually.

“So.”

“We’re doing this.”

“We are,” I said.

She turned to look at me. “Can I say something that might make you a bit nervous?”

“You can try.”

“She’s been in three Oscar-nominated films,” Madison said. “Two of them she won. She has a Golden Globe on a shelf somewhere in that mansion. She has probably been with more beautiful, successful, famous, experienced men than either of us can name.” She let that sit for a second. “And you have to perform.”

I glanced at her. “You’re doing this on purpose.”

“I’m just contextualizing the evening.”

“You’re trying to get in my head.”

She smiled playfully and pulled her sunglasses down just enough to look at me over the frame. “Is it working?”

“No,” I said, which was mostly true.

“Good,” she said, and pushed the glasses back up. “Because you don’t need it to work. You’re the most absurdly capable man I’ve ever been with.” She paused. “I just like watching you get that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where you’re trying to decide whether to be annoyed or amused.”

I didn’t say anything to that, and she laughed, and reached over and put her hand on my thigh for a moment and then took it back. The gesture was easy and familiar and it settled something between us that the teasing had briefly stirred up.

We merged onto the freeway and I pushed the car to a speed that required more attention, and Madison sat back in her seat and watched the city open up around us. After a minute or two I glanced over at her.

“By the way, Alexis pulled me aside earlier and gave me the threesome talk,” I said. “The whole ‘make sure they both feel like the main event’ thing. Attention, positioning, not letting one feel like a bonus… She even showed me a couple of videos to demonstrate.”

Madison turned toward me, eyebrows raised in surprise and amusement. “She did?”

“Yeah. Was very educational.”

She chuckled. “God, that woman is something else.” Then her expression softened. “She’s right though. About the threesome thing. About not making one person feel like the bonus.” She was quiet for a moment. “I’ve thought about it before. Being with a woman, I mean. More than just the kissing I’ve actually done. But I never went through with it.” She stopped. “It always felt like it would be awkward, or clinical. Or like I’d be performing something I didn’t actually feel.”

“And now?”

She considered the question with genuine seriousness. “Now it feels different,” she said. “I think because it’s Sophia. And because you’ll be there.” She tilted her head. “It makes it feel like something real rather than something scripted.”

“It is real,” I said.

“I know.” She looked out the window. “That’s what’s exciting about it.”

The freeway gave way to surface streets, and the surface streets gave way to the particular architecture of Beverly Hills: wide, clean boulevards, trees planted in deliberate symmetry, houses sitting far back behind gates and hedges, giving nothing away from the road. The addresses got larger and the lots got wider and the silence got more expensive.

Madison sat up. “We’re close, aren’t we?”

“Almost.”

She straightened her dress. She pulled her sunglasses off and set them on the dash and ran her fingers through her hair. The nerves were back, sitting differently now than they had on the terrace.

“You look perfect,” I said.

“Don’t say that yet,” she said. “Say it when we’re at the door.”

“You’ll still look perfect at the door.”

She glanced at me and the smile that came was quick and grateful and she looked away before it could grow into anything she’d have to explain.

The navigation directed me off the main boulevard and up a side street that climbed gently into the hills. The houses disappeared behind higher walls. The road narrowed and the trees thickened on either side and then the street curved and ended at a gate.

It was a serious gate. Black steel, set into a stone wall that ran in both directions and disappeared into the landscaping. There was an intercom panel mounted on a slim post at the driver’s window height. No visible signage. No indication of what lay behind it beyond the wall and the gate and the quiet.

I pulled up and pressed the call button. There was a pause of maybe four seconds, and then a voice came through. It was affectionate and clear, even through the small speaker. “You’re early,” Sophia said, and there was a smile in it.

“Traffic was lighter than expected,” I said.

Another pause, then, “Come in.”

The gate opened inward, smooth and slow and without any sound at all, and I eased the car through.

Madison said, “Oh.”

I understood why she said it. The driveway curved through manicured grounds, olive trees and low sculpted hedges and gravel borders that felt Mediterranean without trying too hard, and then the mansion came into view and it was the kind of thing that made you recalibrate your sense of scale. It was modern, all clean horizontal lines and floor to ceiling glass and pale stone, two stories with a flat roof and deep overhangs that threw clean shadows across the facade. It sat at the edge of the hillside and behind it, the sky opened up completely, all of Los Angeles spread out below and the Pacific beyond it, silver and enormous in the late afternoon light.

I stopped the car in front of the entrance and left it running for a moment and we both just sat there.

“She lives here,” Madison said.

“Every day,” I said.

“Every single day she wakes up and this is where she is.”

“Apparently.”

Madison let out a breath. “Okay,” she said quietly. “Okay, now I’m nervous.”

I killed the engine, patted her back and said, “Come on, I’ll walk you through it.” We both got out, and Madison was already stepping out on her side, her hand going briefly to the door of the car to steady herself on the slight slope of the driveway. I came around and she straightened and looked at me and I looked at her.

“You look perfect,” I said.

She smiled. “You said you’d say that at the door.”

“Close enough.”

We both chuckled, and the front door opened before we reached it.

Sophia stood in the doorway and the light from inside came around her and the late afternoon light came from behind us and she was caught between them, and the effect was not accidental. She was wearing a silk robe in a deep sage green, floor length, belted loosely at the waist, the fabric catching the light and moving with her even when she was standing still. Her dark blonde hair was down, falling in waves past her shoulders, and her face was composed and tender and beautiful. The robe’s neckline fell in a deep V, the silk clinging where it was meant to and draping everywhere else, and she wore it the way some women wore formal gowns, as if it had been made specifically for her body and no other.

She looked at me first. “Alexander,” she said, and her voice had the same warmth it had carried over the intercom but fuller. Her eyes moved over me once, unhurried, and something behind them shifted into something pleased and intimate. “You look extraordinary.” She stepped forward and ran her hand through my hair. Her hand was as soft as silk. “Your hair.”

“Cleo,” I said.

One of her eyebrows rose. “The one who spilled the water,” she said, and there was no judgment in it, only amusement and warmth.

“She’s still embarrassed,” I said. “But she’ll survive.”

Sophia smiled, and the smile had a quality to it, the kind that comes from having been in enough rooms to know exactly how to make someone feel forgiven without making them feel small. “Tell her I forgive her,” she said. “And that I liked her immediately.”

“I’ll let her know.”

Then her expression shifted, and something changed behind her eyes that had nothing to do with forgiveness or warmth or any of the social registers she’d been moving through. She bit her lower lip, and the look she gave me was direct and unhidden and full of exactly what it was. Then she stepped forward and pulled me into her, her arms coming around my neck, and I felt the full, warm press of her against my chest, the silk of the robe doing nothing to obscure the softness beneath it, and I hugged her back with both arms and held her there.

“I have been,” she said quietly, her lips close to my ear, “so impatiently waiting for this.”

“So have I,” I said, and it was true. My cock made its own commentary on the subject, a slow, insistent twitch against her that I couldn’t have stopped if I’d tried.

She felt it. I knew she felt it because she pulled back just enough to look at my face, and the color that came into her cheeks was high and lovely and entirely involuntary, a warmth spreading across her skin that the silk robe couldn’t conceal. She looked at me for one long moment and then she leaned in and kissed me, her lips parting just enough to let the kiss be something more than a greeting, the faint warmth of her tongue brushing mine before she pulled back.

“We are going to have so much fun together,” she said sweetly.

“I’d bet on it,” I said.

The smile that followed was the best version of the one I’d seen on the intercom monitor and at the door and across the terrace the first day, the one that had nothing measured about it. Then she turned her head and looked past my shoulder, and her expression opened into something new entirely.

She broke the hug, and she looked at Madison the way certain people look at things they immediately recognize as being exactly right. Her bottom lip caught briefly between her teeth, and she let it go with the unhurried ease of someone who had stopped pretending not to notice beautiful things a long time ago.

“So,” she said. “You must be Madison.”

“That’s me,” Madison said, and her voice was steady, which I knew cost her something.

“This is Madison,” I introduced her. “My girlfriend.”

Something in Sophia’s expression opened at that word. She stepped forward and took Madison’s hands first, and then pulled her into a proper embrace, her hands flat against Madison’s back and her cheek briefly against hers.

When she pulled back she held Madison at arm’s length for just a moment, looking at her face, her hair, the yellow dress in the last of the afternoon light.

“You have exactly the kind of look I love with a girl,” Sophia said. “The kind that looks effortless and isn’t.”

Madison blinked. “Thank you,” she said, and the word came out softer than she intended.

“Come in,” Sophia said, and stepped back to let us through the door.

The inside of the mansion delivered on every implication the outside had made. The entry hall was high ceilinged and pale and the floor was a warm limestone that ran through into the main space without interruption. The light was good everywhere, the kind of light that required planning, soft and directional and flattering without being dim. There was a faint smell of sandalwood and fruity incense.

Sophia moved through the space, and I watched her instead of the room and found it more instructive. “I’ll give you the brief version,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m not a good host when I’m in tour guide mode for too long.”

She took us through the main living area first, a long, open room that faced the view through floor to ceiling glass. The city was below us and the ocean was beyond it and the sky had gone to the particular orange and rose of early evening. An erotic painting hung on the interior wall, depicting a woman straddling a man, his cock poised at the entrance of her pussy.

“That one I bought at auction eight years ago,” Sophia said, not stopping. “I’d just finished a film where I played someone completely repressed, and I wanted something on my wall that was the opposite of that.”

Madison leaned in toward me and said, very quietly, “I need that painting.”

We moved through a corridor where a series of smaller works were hung, and interspersed between them were framed photographs, candid and formal, Sophia at various points in a career that had been long and serious and widely observed. A Cannes red carpet. A set photograph I recognized from one of her earlier films. And on a narrow shelf beneath one of the photographs, sitting without ceremony, a Golden Globe and beside it an Oscar, the two of them together in the way that meant they had been placed there as reminders rather than displays.

Madison stopped in front of them.

“You can touch them,” Sophia said from ahead of us. “Everyone wants to and no one asks.”

Madison picked up the Oscar with both hands and held it, looked at it, and set it back with genuine care. “I just wanted to know how heavy it was,” she said.

“Everyone says that,” Sophia said, and she was smiling. “The answer is heavier than it looks and lighter than you expect from everything it costs you.”

She led us out through a set of glass doors onto a terrace that wrapped around the western side of the mansion. The view from here was unobstructed and enormous. The hot tub was set into the far corner of the terrace, the water lit from below in a pale blue that looked almost luminous against the deepening sky. Steam rose from it in thin, slow curls.

“I had it heated,” Sophia said, with a small gesture toward it that was entirely casual. “In case the evening calls for it.” She looked at me with the kind of directness that didn’t require elaboration. “I find that warm water does something useful to a room’s atmosphere. Or a terrace, in this case.”

“I can see that,” I said.

“I imagine you can.” She held my gaze for one deliberate beat and then moved back inside.

The master bedroom was at the end of a wide, quiet hallway on the upper level, and she opened the door and stood aside to let us look without entering. It was a large room, the bed enormous and low and dressed in layers of linen in warm ivory and pale stone. The lighting was amber and indirect, coming from sources I couldn’t immediately identify, and the effect was that the room seemed to generate its own warmth rather than receive it from outside. A single large canvas hung above the headboard, a woman’s back and shoulder rendered in close detail, the brushwork loose and the skin intimate and real.

“My decorator wanted something abstract up there,” Sophia said. “I said I wanted something I wouldn’t mind looking at when I woke up.” She paused. “Or didn’t sleep.”

Madison made a sound that was very nearly a laugh.

“There are worse jokes,” Sophia said, and pulled the door gently closed.

We came back downstairs and she directed us toward the long sofas in the main room, the ones that faced the view. The sky outside was deepening now, the city lights beginning to assert themselves below, and the room was doing what Sophia had designed it to do, getting warmer and more enclosed as the light outside faded.

She poured us a glass of white wine. She handed Madison a glass and then me, and then she sat in the chair across from us and pulled one leg up beneath her and settled in with her own glass and looked at us both for a moment with a frank, comfortable attention.

“So,” she said. “Let’s not be polite about it.”

“All right,” I said.

She looked at her glass for a moment. “I’m forty-one,” she said. “I know how that sounds. I know that every woman in a certain position says something like what I’m about to say, and it sounds like a speech she’s rehearsed.” She looked up. “But I’ve been working since I was twenty-three, and the work has required a kind of life, and that life made certain other things very difficult to keep.” She paused. “Relationships.”

Madison was listening with her full attention, her wine glass held in both hands.

“My public image is a specific thing,” Sophia continued. “Carefully maintained and genuinely important to me, not because I’m vain about it but because it took a very long time to build and it is, in practical terms, what allows me to keep doing the work I care about.” She looked at me. “A conventional pregnancy with an unnamed or publicly identified partner would create a story I have no control over. And I have spent my entire adult life learning to control the stories.”

“So this is the alternative,” I said.

“This is the alternative,” she agreed. “I’ve tried before,” she said, and something shifted in her voice when she said it. “Twice. Conventional methods, discreet doctors and everything done correctly on paper.” She was quiet for a moment. “Nothing.” She looked at her glass. “So when I heard about what you can do, I thought.” She stopped. “I thought it was probably a scam. And then I looked into it more carefully, and I thought it probably wasn’t a scam after all. And then I thought about what it would mean if it worked.” She looked at me directly.

“It does work,” I reassured her.

“I like your confidence,” she said, looking me in the eyes. There was a slight pause before she asked, “What does it feel like? The ability. What does it feel like from your side of it?”

I thought about how to answer that honestly. “It’s hard to describe to someone who hasn’t been near it,” I said. “There’s a warmth that comes first. A kind of pull, like gravity but internal. And then awareness, of the person in front of me, of what they want, of what their body is doing even before they’re conscious of it themselves.” I paused. “It’s not something I switch on. It’s more like it responds. Like a current that runs when the conditions are right.”

Sophia was very still. She had set her wine glass on the side table and she was looking at me with full, unguarded attention.

“And right now?” she said.

“Right now it’s running,” I said.

She took a slow breath in through her nose. “I’ve been with men who were very good at making a woman feel desired,” she said. “Genuinely skilled at it. Men who knew what they were doing and did it very well.” She looked at me steadily. “This is not the same thing. What you do is not the same category of thing.”

“No,” I agreed.

“I walked to the door to let you in,” she said, “and by the time I had my hand on the handle, I already felt it. Through a closed door. From a driveway.” She shook her head slowly, not in disbelief but in a kind of wondering acceptance of the fact. “I’ve never been with anyone who could make me feel this wanted before I was even in the same room with them.” She paused. “It’s a little overwhelming.”

“You could have fooled me,” I said.

“I’m a very good actress,” she said, and the smile that came with it was dry and self-aware and lovely. Then it softened. “But I want you,” she said plainly. “I want to be clear about that. Not just for the practical reasons. Not just because of what you can do.” She looked at me with a directness that had nothing performed about it. “I genuinely want you. I thought you should know that before this evening goes any further.”

“I appreciate that,” I said, and I meant it.

“There’s just something about young men that turns me on in a special way … I can’t put my finger on it.”

“You’re allowed to put your finger on it whenever you want.”

Madison and Sophia giggled. She held my gaze for a moment and then she picked her wine glass back up and shifted in her chair.

“Tell me what this has been like for you,” she said. “Working at a high-end fertility clinic. Going from whatever you were before to this.”

I considered the question. “Invisible,” I said. “That’s the honest word for it. Before the change, I was invisible to basically everyone. The kind of person who could stand in a room for an hour and leave without anyone registering that he’d been there.” I turned my glass in my hand. “And then something changed, and suddenly people were looking at me.” I paused. “I won’t pretend that it isn’t the best feeling I’ve ever had in my life. Because it is. It’s the best feeling there is.”

Sophia smiled, but there was something knowing in it. “I can imagine,” she said. “Young, beautiful and suddenly everyone in every room is angling toward you like you’re the light source.” She tilted her head. “Every woman you encounter turns into a slightly better version of herself just because you’re nearby.”

“Something like that,” I said.

“Oh, enjoy it,” she said, and the warmth in her voice was genuine. “Enjoy every second of it. There’s nothing wrong with enjoying it.”

“You know the feeling,” I said. “You’ve known it for twenty years.”

Something moved across her face that she didn’t quite suppress in time. A faint color in her cheeks, the same rose I’d seen at the door. “That’s kind,” she said.

“It’s not kind,” I said. “It’s accurate. You walked to that door and Madison nearly lost her footing on the driveway.”

Madison, to her credit, did not deny this.

“I’m forty one,” Sophia said.

“You’re a terrible liar,” I said.

She laughed. She pressed two fingers to her lips and looked at me over them with bright, amused eyes. “That’s not fair,” she said. “I’m being sincere.”

“You’re being sincerely incorrect,” I said.

She giggled again, and it was a different sound from the laugh, lighter and younger and entirely unself-conscious, and she seemed to hear it herself. “All right,” she said. “Perhaps the waning is still a few years off.” She looked at me with affection. “You’re good at this.”

“I learned from the best,” I said, which made her smile again.

She looked at Madison. “How did you two find each other?”

Madison uncrossed and recrossed her legs. “High school,” she said. “Though find is generous. We went to the same school for three years and barely registered each other.”

Sophia raised an eyebrow. “Barely registered each other,” she repeated, and looked at me. “You, specifically, were unregistered?”

“Comprehensively,” I said. “I was in my invisible phase.”

“And then?”

“And then the gym,” Madison said. “About a month ago. I was with my friends and he walked in and I thought.” She stopped. “I thought, who is that, and then I recognized him, and I thought, that can’t possibly be the same person.” She smiled at the memory. “It wasn’t, really. Not in any way that counted.”

Sophia was watching Madison while she spoke. “That’s a genuinely lovely story,” she said. “Old friends becoming something more. There’s something very right about that kind of arc.” She paused. “The best love stories tend to involve a long preamble neither person recognized as a preamble at the time.”

“That’s exactly what it was,” Madison said.

Sophia looked at me. “You know, you weren’t invisible to me,” she said, conversationally, as if noting a minor factual correction. “When you worked at the boutique.”

I looked at her. “Really?” I kinda knew she was speaking the truth since she’d noticed me when we first met.

“I remember thinking you were going to be something when you got there.” She smiled. “I just didn’t know you were going to be this.”

“I was just a young broke man at that time,” I said.

“And I have a thing for younger men,” she said simply. “I always have. But there’s a version of younger that’s interesting and a version that’s simply too young.” She looked at me with a directness that was entirely comfortable with itself. “You are emphatically not on the wrong side of that line anymore.”

We exchanged smiles. The room was quiet for a moment. The city below had gone fully to lights now, and the ocean beyond it was dark and enormous and the sky above it held the last of the color, a deep rose fading to indigo at the edges.

Sophia turned to Madison then, and her expression shifted into something warmer and more playful. “Can I ask you something personal?” she said.

“Yes,” Madison said, and the word came out without hesitation, which I could tell surprised her slightly.

“What do you like?” Sophia said. “In bed. What actually works for you.” She said it the way she said most things, cleanly and without apology, as if the question were perfectly ordinary.

Madison’s cheeks went warm. She held her wine glass with both hands and looked at Sophia and took a slow breath and said, “I like being wanted. Like, actually wanted. Not performed at.” She paused. “When someone is paying attention to what I’m actually doing and responding to it, rather than just running through a sequence. That does more for me than anything technical.”

“Yes,” Sophia said simply, as if Madison had confirmed something she already suspected.

“And I like,” Madison started, then stopped. She looked at her wine glass. “I like being told what to do. But sometimes I like to be in charge too.”

Sophia smiled at that. “That’s a very honest answer.”

“You asked an honest question.”

“I did.” Sophia turned the stem of her glass between her fingers. “Have you ever been with a woman?”

The color in Madison’s cheeks deepened by one shade. “Kissed,” she said. “A few times. Once in college, once after a party about three years ago.” She paused. “Nothing past that.”

“Were you curious to go past that?”

Madison looked at her directly. “Yeah,” she said. “I was. I just never.” She stopped. “The situations never felt right. Or the person didn’t. Or I talked myself out of it before it could become a thing.” She looked at Sophia with a frankness that cost her something. “Tonight is the first time in a long time where I haven’t been looking for a reason to talk myself out of it.”

Sophia looked at her for a long moment, and the intimacy in her expression was entirely genuine. “That’s the best thing you could have said,” she told her.

“Is it?”

“It means you’re here,” Sophia said. “Actually here. Not performing being here.” She took a sip of her wine. “I’ve been with women who were performing being open-minded and it’s the least erotic thing in the world. It’s like watching someone eat food they’ve decided to find delicious.”

Madison laughed. “That’s a very specific image.”

“I’ve had very specific experiences.” Sophia leaned back in her chair, and something in her posture loosened, the particular ease that came with deciding to tell a story. “The first time I was with a woman, I was twenty-eight,” she said. “I was doing a press tour in Paris for a film that was performing terribly at the box office, which meant there was a lot of wine being consumed by everyone involved to compensate.” She smiled. “There was a costume designer. Older than me by maybe six years. French, the kind of beautiful that isn’t symmetrical but is completely magnetic. She’d been dressing me for three days and by the third day, I had run out of reasons to pretend I wasn’t aware of her hands when she was adjusting something.”

Madison was listening with her full attention, her legs tucked up beneath her now on the sofa.

“The press dinner ran late,” Sophia continued, “and she and I ended up in the hotel bar after everyone else had gone up, and at some point we ran out of things to talk about and she just looked at me and said, very simply, do you want to come upstairs.” Sophia paused. “And I said yes before I had finished hearing the question.”

“And?” Madison said.

“And it was the most fun I’d had in years,” Sophia said, and the smile that came with it was affectionate. “Not because of anything technical. Because she was genuinely interested in me. In what was actually working. In what I actually wanted.” She looked at Madison. “Women tend to be very good at that. By paying attention to the other person rather than their own performance.” She tilted her head. “The best men are good at it too. But it’s rarer.”

She glanced at me when she said that, and there was something in the glance that was both an observation and an invitation.

“Did you see her again?” Madison asked.

“Twice,” Sophia said. “Both times in Paris. And then the film finished and the world moved on the way it does.” She looked at her glass. “I’ve been with a few women since. Never in any sustained way. But always with the same quality of.” She searched for the word. “Attention. That’s the quality I associate with it.”

I was getting turned on by hearing her stories, but it was a bit too censored for my liking.

Madison looked at me then, and I saw the corner of her mouth pull up in that specific way it did when she was reading me.

“What,” I said.

She pressed her lips together, her shoulders already starting to shake with the effort of containing something.

“What are you thinking right now,” I said. “Tell me.”

She lost the battle with it then, a giggle breaking through that she covered with the back of her hand. “I know exactly what you’re thinking,” she said.

“Do you?”

“Oh, absolutely.” She turned to Sophia with bright eyes and a grin she was barely managing. “He wants the uncensored version. With positions.”

Sophia looked at me, and the amusement that moved across her face was tender and unhurried. She set her wine glass down with a small, decisive click. “Well,” she said. “Since you asked.”

She looked at me directly, the way she’d been doing all evening. “The costume designer,” she said. “Her name was Claudette. The first night, she pushed me back against the headboard and she went down on me for what felt like the better part of an hour.” She paused, letting the image settle. “She used her tongue flat against my pussy, learning the geography of it before she committed to anything specific. Then she found the spot, the exact one, and she stayed there.” She tilted her head. “Women know where to stay. That’s the thing. They know that moving away from the right place is never the right decision.”

I was very still.

“She had her hands on my hips the entire time,” Sophia continued, her voice even and loving, “holding me exactly where she wanted me. And when I came, it was the kind that starts low and builds slowly and then takes you completely apart.” She looked at her wine glass. “I made sounds I didn’t recognize as my own.”

Madison had stopped giggling. She was listening with her legs pulled up beneath her and her wine forgotten in her hand.

“The second night was different,” Sophia said. “I wanted her. I wanted to know what she tasted like.” She smiled. “So I found out. I put her on her back and I took my time with her, licking every inch of her pussy, fingering her and worshipping her. I learned what she responded to and I gave her more of it. She had beautiful breasts, full and supple, and I spent a long time on them before I went anywhere else. I liked the weight of them in my hands. I liked the way she moved when I took her nipple in my mouth and bit down gently.” She paused. “I liked knowing exactly what that felt like from the other side and being able to use that knowledge.”

I had stopped pretending to be neutral about this. The heat had settled into my lap with a specific and unmistakable insistence, and the fabric of my shorts was doing nothing useful about it.

“The third night,” Sophia said, “we did everything at once. She climbed over me and we had each other simultaneously.” She looked at Madison. “Do you know what it’s like to have someone’s mouth on you while your mouth is on them? The way the sensation feeds back? The way it becomes impossible to tell, after a while, which of you is giving and which is receiving?” She paused. “It’s the closest thing to losing yourself I’ve ever found that didn’t require a substance to get there.”

She stopped talking. The room had gotten a lot hotter.

Madison reached over then, without looking at me, and pressed her palm lightly against my thigh, her fingers finding the obvious and considerable evidence of where my attention had been for the last several minutes. She raised her eyebrows and looked at Sophia.

“I think,” she said pleasantly, “that he preferred that version.”

Sophia’s eyes moved to my lap with interest. What I saw in her expression was not surprise. It was something closer to satisfaction, the quiet pleasure of a confirmed expectation. Her gaze stayed there for a moment longer than a glance.

“That looks,” she said carefully, “quite substantial.”

Madison looked at her with a smile that was generous and wicked. “You have no idea.”

Sophia set her wine glass on the side table and looked between us. “I want to try something,” she said. “Before dinner and anything else.” She looked at me and then at Madison. “Nothing complicated. Nothing that requires a conversation afterward.” She uncrossed her legs and sat forward. “I want to watch the two of you together for a few minutes. Just kissing and light touching. I want to see how you move with each other.”

Madison looked at me. I looked at her.

“I’ll direct,” Sophia said, and the word carried the easy authority of someone who had spent twenty years telling other people where to stand and how to hold their faces and what to do with their hands. “Think of it as a scene. A very short, very pleasant scene.” She gestured toward the space in front of the sofa with one hand. “Stand up.”

We stood. Madison was close to me already, and when she straightened, she was near enough that I could feel the warmth of her arm.

“Face each other,” Sophia said.

We did.

“Good.” She was watching with her chin resting on one hand, her elbow on the arm of the chair, entirely composed. “Alexander, touch her face. Just her face. Start there.”

I raised my hand and touched Madison’s jaw, my thumb along her cheekbone, and she turned into it slightly, the way she always did, and the color came up in her skin.

“Good,” Sophia said. “Now kiss her slowly. Don’t rush it.”

I leaned in and kissed her, and Madison’s hand came up to my chest and settled there, and I kept it slow the way Sophia had said, and I felt Madison’s breathing change against my lips.

“Slower than that,” Sophia said quietly. “There’s no hurry. Let it build.”

I slowed down. Madison made a very small sound.

“Now,” Sophia said, “kiss her neck.”

I moved to her neck, and Madison’s head went back slightly, her fingers curling into my shirt.

“Slower,” Sophia said. “Take your time with it. Like you mean it.”

I slowed down again. Madison’s grip tightened.

“Madison,” Sophia said, and her voice was kind and even. “Touch him like you mean it. Your hands are just resting. Put them somewhere with intention.”

Madison’s hands moved. One went to my jaw and the other to the back of my neck and the change in her touch was immediate and obvious, a grip with actual decision in it.

“Yes,” Sophia said simply.

We stayed in it for another minute. The room was very quiet except for the faint sound of Madison’s breathing and somewhere below us the barely audible sound of the city.

“All right,” Sophia said eventually. “You can stop.”

We pulled apart. Madison’s cheeks were flushed and she ran the back of her hand over her lips with a slight, self-conscious laugh. I felt the warmth that had settled into the base of my chest.

Sophia looked at Madison with an expression that was loving and a little amused and entirely direct. “Is he a good kisser?”

Madison blinked, then let out a breath that was half a laugh. “Yeah,” she said, and the flush on her cheeks deepened. “Yeah, he really is.” She pressed her lips together, trying to contain the smile. “Like, annoyingly good.”

Sophia looked at me and then back at Madison and her expression shifted into something she wasn’t entirely managing. “I know,” she said, and her voice came out lower than it had been. “That was genuinely hot.” She looked at the space between us. “The two of you have a very good thing. It reads.”

“It does,” Madison said.

“Like good chemistry always does,” Sophia said. “You can’t manufacture it. It’s either there or it isn’t.” She looked at me. “Which brings me to the actual question.” She picked up her wine again and turned the stem slowly between her fingers. She looked directly at me. “Tell me more about what you can do. Not the mechanics of conception. The other part.” She looked at me with that level, unhurried attention that I imagined had unsettled a great many directors over the years. “You said earlier that the current is running. What does that mean, in practice? What can you actually do to me, sitting where you’re sitting?”

I considered how to answer that. “I can make you feel it,” I said. “Without doing anything you’d consciously recognize. A touch on the wrist. A hand against your back. Even less than that, depending on how the room is going.” I looked at her. “I can put warmth in your skin. I can make your body start preparing for something it hasn’t decided to want yet.”

“Show me,” she said.

“You’re sure.”

“I’m asking.”

I stood up from the sofa and walked across the small distance between us. Madison stayed where she was, her wine glass cradled in her hands, her eyes following me. Sophia tilted her face up to track my approach. I sat on the arm of her chair and looked down at her, and she looked up at me with her chin lifted and her lips parted and the silk of the robe falling open across her collarbone.

“Light,” she said. “I want to know what light feels like.”

“Light,” I agreed.

I put my hand on her wrist. My thumb against the smooth inner skin where the pulse was. I let the warmth go through it the way I’d learned to, slow and patient, no more than a fraction of what I could have done.

Her breath went in sharply through her nose. The flush rose on her cheeks within seconds, that same high rose I’d seen at the door, only deeper now, blooming down into the V of the robe and across her collarbone and along the line of her throat. Her free hand went flat against the arm of the chair and her fingers spread against the upholstery. Her eyes did not leave mine.

“Oh,” she said quietly.

“That’s light,” I said.

She let out a breath that was half a laugh. She shifted in the chair, a small adjustment of her hips that I knew the meaning of, and her thighs pressed together briefly under the silk before she stilled them.

“I’m wet,” she said, with the same matter-of-fact directness she’d brought to everything else this evening. “I’m sitting in my own mansion and you’ve touched my wrist and I’m wet.”

“Yes,” I said.

She giggled again, and pressed her free hand briefly to her mouth, and her eyes were bright. “I have never,” she said, “in forty-one years, felt anything like this.” She shook her head slowly. “I have been with men who took an hour to get me halfway there. You did that with your thumb.”

I lifted my hand from her wrist. The flush stayed in her cheeks. Her breathing did not quite settle. She looked at her hand, flexed the fingers, then let it rest gently on her thigh. She gave a private laugh and shook her head. “That’s going to be a problem for me,” she said, not looking at either of us. “I don’t know how I’ll get through dinner.”

“Is it dinner time?” Madison said, her voice higher than before but steady.

Sophia stood, smoothing the silk robe down with both hands. “It is. I hope you’re hungry.” She looked at me, then at Madison, a playfulness returning to her face. “I’m going to make something special. And then, after, we can decide if the hot tub is needed.”

She turned and padded toward the kitchen, her robe swishing faintly behind her. I watched her go, then looked at Madison, whose hand still hovered near her own mouth. She looked at me, eyes wide, and then made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a sigh.

“That was,” she started, then stopped.

I sat back down on the sofa next to her. “Yeah.”

She set her wine glass down and pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. “I’m so horny I can’t see straight,” she said, dropping her hands and looking at me with a mixture of exasperation and wonder. “That’s not normal, right?”

“I’m not sure anything about this is normal,” I said.

She grinned, a little wild. “I thought I was going to be nervous the whole time, or that I’d feel left out, or like I was watching something from the outside. But I’m… not.” She squeezed my thigh, hard enough to leave a mark if she wanted. “I’m so in it I might combust.”

I pulled her closer and kissed her. The taste of the wine was still on her lips, and her hands found my chest and then the back of my neck, pulling me in with a hunger that matched my own. We made out for a long minute, her legs coming to straddle mine, her hips pressing down against me. I could feel the heat of her through the fabric of my shorts. It was a miracle I didn’t just lose it then and there.

She broke the kiss and rested her forehead against mine. “We have to be good,” she said, breathless. “We’re here for Sophia.”

I nodded. “We are.”

She looked at me, her eyes a little unfocused. “If I do something dumb, you’ll stop me, right?”

“Depends on how dumb.”

She bit my lower lip, then grinned. “You’re the worst.”

I kissed her again. “You’re doing great,” I said. “You’re perfect.”

She relaxed against me with a tremor that was almost relief.

We sat together for a few moments, the quiet of the mansion settling around us. The city lights below had gone from pinpricks to a steady shimmer, and the ocean was a dark mass beyond.

After a while, I called toward the kitchen. “Need a hand in there?”

Sophia’s voice floated back, “No. Stay where you are. I want to treat you both.”

I looked at Madison. “She’s really something, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Madison said quietly. “She is.”

We talked quietly, about nothing, about the mansion and the view and what it must be like to live that way every day. Eventually Sophia called us to the kitchen and we found her at the island, plating up three bowls of something that looked and smelled incredible.

It was a risotto, thick and creamy, studded with chunks of lobster and flecked with green herbs. She ladled it then slid the bowls across the marble toward us.

“Lobster risotto,” she said. “The first dish I learned to make after my first real paycheck. I ate it every night for a month, until I got so sick of it I couldn’t look at rice for three years.” She smiled at me, then at Madison, and for a moment she looked almost shy. “I hope it’s as good as I remember.”

We sat at the kitchen island and ate. The risotto was absurdly good, the lobster sweet and the rice perfectly cooked, and I told her so.

“I don’t believe in doing things halfway,” Sophia said. “If I’m going to cook, I want it to be worth your time.”

She poured more wine, and we talked about food, about travel, about the weirdest things we’d eaten, about why every restaurant in LA thought it had to serve pizza. Madison told a story about a disastrous double date at a Korean BBQ place in high school, and Sophia matched it with a story about a Cannes afterparty where she’d accidentally eaten bull testicle, “It was not the worst thing I’ve had in my mouth, but it was close.”

I told them about the time Cleo had tricked me into eating a whole raw habanero at a family reunion and I’d cried in front of my cousins. By the end of the meal, the three of us were laughing like we’d known each other for years.

For dessert, Sophia brought out a lemon cake, which she admitted, with mock seriousness, was from a bakery. “I am not a baker,” she said. “I respect the science, but I don’t have the patience for it. So if you want sugar, you have to settle for store-bought.”

Madison cut thick slices for the three of us, and we ate them standing in the kitchen, licking the icing from our fingers.

It was domestic and easy, and I could see why Sophia had wanted to do it this way. I could also see, in the way she looked at me over the rim of her wine glass, that the easy part was just the prelude.

When we finished, Sophia rinsed the bowls and set them in the dishwasher, then wiped her hands on a towel and turned to us. “Would you like to see the roof?” she asked.

We said yes, and she led us up a narrow set of stairs to a rooftop deck that overlooked the entire city. The breeze was cool and carried the scent of citrus from the lemon cake, and for a while, we just stood at the glass railing and looked out at the world. The city was all lit up, a net of gold and white across the hills, and the ocean reflected the last of the blue in an endless way that made it seem closer than it was. Sophia had a small outdoor sofa up there, and she sat between Madison and me, her silk robe glimmering in the light from the mansion.

We talked a little more, and the conversation drifted. Madison curled up with her feet beneath her and leaned her head on my shoulder. Sophia pressed her bare toes against my calf, her hand resting lightly on my thigh. There was a moment, sitting there, that felt like nothing could touch us.

That’s when I heard it. A faint, high-pitched whine, like a mosquito that had gotten into your ear and was circling in the dark. At first I thought it was the wind, maybe a trick of the sound in the canyons below. But it got louder, sharper and then there was a flicker of movement in the sky above us, something small and black cutting across the light from the mansion.

I squinted into the dark. “Is that a drone?”

Sophia turned her head, following my gaze. “Where?”

“Above the pool, about thirty feet up,” I said. “It’s got a camera.”

Sophia’s face went blank. She stood, the robe catching the breeze, and for a second I saw her as the world must see her: exposed, beautiful and public property to anyone with a lens.

“Shit,” Madison said, sitting up straight. “Do you get those a lot?”

Sophia shook her head. “Only once before, and it was a delivery, not a peeping Tom.” She stepped to the edge of the roof, looking up at the thing. It hovered there, its little red lights blinking, and I could see the tilt of the camera gimbal as it focused on us.

It made me angry in a way that was new to me. I felt it in my hands and at the back of my neck, a hot pulse of protectiveness, and before I really decided to do it I was already moving. Taking off my shoe, I picked it up and weighed it in my hand.

“Are you going to throw that?” Madison said, her voice half-joking and half-daring me.

I nodded. “I’m going to try.”

Sophia watched me, her eyes wide. “You’ll never hit it. It’s too far.”

She was probably right, but the current inside me had started running fast, and it felt like if I didn’t do something, I’d jump out of my own skin. I measured the angle, then waited for the drone to pause in its hover. I threw the shoe hard, sidearm, and it spun through the air like a frisbee, rising, arcing, and then, by some miracle, or maybe not a miracle at all, striking the drone dead center.

The impact made a sharp, hollow crack. The drone wobbled, lost altitude, then spun down into the darkness behind the pool with a whirr and a final, pathetic beep.

I looked back at Sophia. She had not moved, but the look on her face had shifted. But she was smiling, and her eyes were fixed on my face with an intensity I hadn’t seen before.

“That was…” she started, and then laughed. “That was amazing. You really hit it.”

Madison gave a low whistle. “That was a hell of a throw. You should try out for the Dodgers.”

I shrugged, but inside I felt ten feet tall.

Sophia was still pressed against me, her eyes shining. “No one’s ever done something like that for me,” she said, her voice low. “Not in this mansion. Not ever.”

“You’re welcome,” I said.

I went down the stairs and out through the side gate, found a path of flagstones and soft grass that led around the pool. The drone had crashed into a hedge, its rotors still twitching, one arm bent at a wrong angle. Putting my shoe back on, I picked it up by the landing gear and looked for a brand or a serial number, but there wasn’t anything. The camera gimbal was still working, trying to right itself, the little lens blinking red in the twilight. I turned it over in my hand, then followed a hunch and popped the battery out, silencing it completely.

Inside, Sophia was waiting for me at the sliding glass door, her arms crossed, the silk robe slipping down one shoulder. Madison stood beside her, the two of them close enough that I was briefly struck by the symmetry of their bodies: one tall and golden, the other compact and athletic, both of them watching me with something like pride.

I held up the drone. “It’s not a toy,” I said. “The lens is high end. Night vision, maybe thermal.”

Sophia took the drone from me, weighing it in her hands. She pried open a panel and found a microSD card, which she pulled out and set on the kitchen counter. “That’s illegal,” she said. “Whoever was flying this is going to be very unhappy tomorrow morning.” She smiled at me, and there was a satisfaction in it that was more than just gratitude. “Thank you,” she said. “For the throw. And for not making it dramatic.”

“It was dramatic,” Madison said, but her voice was low, almost reverent.

Sophia set the drone gently on the kitchen island, then covered it with a dish towel. “I’ll call the police another day,” she said. “Tonight, I want to think about other things.” She looked at me, and the look was very direct. “You could have been a pitcher,” she said. “Or a quarterback. Or a sniper, maybe.” She stepped closer, her eyes on mine. “But I’m glad you’re here instead.”

She reached out and touched my shirt, her fingers curling in the fabric. “Take this off,” she said.

I peeled it over my head, the fabric catching for a second on my shoulders. I felt the cool air of the mansion on my skin, the warmth of the women’s eyes on me. Sophia’s hands went immediately to my chest, her nails dragging lightly down my sternum, her palms flat and warm. She explored the ridges of my new body, her thumbs tracing the lines above my abs, then circling my nipples with an experimental pressure. I watched the way her breathing changed, the way her eyes flicked up to my face every few seconds, searching for a reaction.

Sophia’s fingers went to my waistband, then paused. “Not yet,” she said, and stepped back, her eyes never leaving my body. She looked at Madison, then at the terrace where the hot tub glowed blue against the dark. “Let’s jump in … naked.”

The air was cooler now, the city a net of lights below us, the terrace lit by small pools of golden light from the mansion. The hot tub was still steaming, the water luminous. Sophia untied the sash of her robe and let it slide off her shoulders, catching it before it fell completely open. She wore nothing underneath. Her breasts were full and high, the nipples large and dark, the skin of her chest and stomach pale against the green silk. Her body was a marvel, toned but not hard, her hips wide, her belly soft but flat, the line of her waist sharp enough to catch the eye. I saw her womanhood too, just a narrow, pink slit that was puffy and moist at the moment.

She watched me take her in, then turned to Madison, who was already pulling her dress over her head. Madison wore a black thong and nothing else. Her breasts were smaller than Sophia’s but perfect, the nipples pink and tight, her stomach flat and the lines of her obliques visible when she moved. She stepped out of the thong and stood naked on the deck, her skin golden in the light, her hair wild and perfect.

Sophia looked at Madison, then at me, and then she reached out and touched Madison’s breast, her thumb brushing over the nipple and staying there. Madison’s breath caught, her eyes wide and unblinking.

“You have the most beautiful tits,” Sophia said, and there was no artifice in it at all.

Madison smiled, and for a second, she looked almost shy, but then she looked at Sophia and said, “Yours are pretty great too,” and the two of them laughed.

Sophia turned to me, her hand still on Madison’s breast. “Take off your shorts,” she said.

I did. My cock was already half hard, and when I stood fully naked in the light, both women stared openly. Sophia stepped in close, her hand wrapping around my shaft, her fingers long and strong. She stroked me once, and I felt myself harden completely in her grip.

“Jesus,” she said. “It’s beautiful.”

I looked at Madison, whose eyes were wide with admiration. She licked her lips, then stepped closer, her hand joining Sophia’s on my cock, the two of them stroking me together, their fingers overlapping.

“Not only beautiful but huge,” Sophia said, biting her bottom lip. “Let’s get in the water.” She led the way, her robe trailing behind her. She stepped into the hot tub and lowered herself slowly, the water rising over her thighs, her breasts and her collarbones. Madison followed, sliding in next to her, the two of them sitting on the wide bench, their bodies half-submerged and gleaming in the blue light.

I stepped in last, the heat of the water enveloping me, my cock bobbing just beneath the surface. I sat between them, and they closed in on either side, their hands on my chest, my thighs and my arms. Sophia kissed me first, her tongue exploring mine. Madison kissed my neck, her hands roaming my stomach, her nails digging lightly into my skin.

Then Sophia slid onto my lap, the water parting around her as she straddled me with her knees on the bench and her arms braced on my shoulders. The slick warmth of her skin pressed against mine, her breasts brushing my chest, her hair wet at the ends and clinging to her collarbones. She looked at me with a smile that was both familiar and entirely new, her eyes gone a little wild and bright.

She reached down under the water and wrapped her hand around my cock. The heat of her palm was exaggerated by the water, and she held me there, her grip light at first then tighter, as she measured the length and the thickness in a way that was almost clinical.

“Oh, god,” she said, a little breathless. “That’s not normal.”

Madison, sitting close to my side, laughed, but the sound had a note of awe in it. “I tried to warn you.”

Sophia stroked me once, her thumb tracing the ridge at the crown. “I’ve seen a lot of cocks,” she said, conversationally, as if reciting a list. “Athletes. Movie stars. Models. But this…” She looked at Madison, then at me, her hand still moving. “This is the best one I’ve ever seen.” She squeezed me, then let go to run her fingers along the length with what felt like genuine appreciation. “It’s so thick. I don’t even know if I can fit it.”

“You can,” Madison said, and her face went red at the admission.

Sophia laughed, her head falling back, and she moved her hand faster, her hips rocking against my lap. “I’m obsessed already,” she said. “I want it inside me so badly I can’t think straight.” She kissed me then, her tongue pushing past my lips as she continued stroking me under the water.

I kissed her back, matching her hunger, and felt Madison’s hand on my thigh, then sliding between Sophia’s and joining her. Four hands, two mouths, and the feeling of being absolutely the center of their world. Sophia let Madison take over the stroking, and instead she used both hands to cup my face, kissing me deeply, her breasts pressing against my chest with every movement.

Madison, for her part, wrapped her fingers around my shaft and stroked me like she usually did. She was looking at Sophia with a kind of reverence, but also with competitiveness. “He’s so hard for you,” she said, her voice low. “He’s never been this hard for anyone else.”

Sophia’s eyes widened, and she looked down at my cock, then up at me. “Is that true?” Her hand moved to my balls, cradling them, squeezing just enough to make my breath catch.

“Yeah,” I said, wanting to stroke her ego. “It’s true.”

She smiled and kissed me again, deeper this time, grinding her hips down so that my cock pressed up against her pussy, separated only by the slippery heat of the water.

I could feel how wet she was, even underwater. I pushed my hips up, letting the head of my cock rub against her entrance, and she moaned into my mouth, her nails digging into my back.

Madison leaned in and kissed my neck, then Sophia’s shoulder, then her mouth. The two of them kissed, their tongues meeting and retreating, their hands never leaving my body. Sophia pulled back and cupped Madison’s face, holding her there. “You taste so good,” she whispered.

They kissed again, and I watched, stunned by the beauty of it, by the reality of the scene in front of me. Sophia’s hand never left my cock, and Madison’s never left my thigh, and the heat between the three of us was enough to fog the air above the water.

Sophia broke the kiss and looked at me, her face flushed and her breathing fast. “Should we move to my bed?” she asked.

“It’s your call,” I said.

“I say we should,” Sophia said.

Sophia was the first to climb out, the water streaming from her body in sheets, her hair slicked back and her skin shining in the low terrace light. She didn’t bother with a towel, just stood there naked and gorgeous, and looked back at us with a smile.

Madison followed, her hands skimming the water from her arms, her body lean and golden and already goosepimpled from the cool air. I climbed out after them, my cock still half hard and my skin glowing from the heat. Sophia handed us each a towel, but made no move to cover herself. She walked across the terrace, the curve of her ass catching the light, and when she opened the sliding glass door, she let her robe fall to the floor and left it there, a puddle of green silk on the tile.

Inside, the mansion was warm, as if the three of us had changed the temperature just by being close to each other. We padded up the stairs, trailing water on the limestone, Madison’s hand in mine and Sophia leading the way. She looked over her shoulder at us as she reached the landing, her eyes dark and playful.

We entered the master bedroom, and Sophia turned to face us at the foot of the bed. She looked at me, then at Madison.

“I want to feel it,” she said. There was no need to ask what she meant.

I crossed the room and stood in front of her, the three of us close enough that I could smell the chlorine and the citrus from the lemon cake. Her skin was almost dry by now, the heat of her body radiating. She put her hands on my chest, fingers splayed, then slid them down my ribs, over my abs, and finally wrapped them around my cock. She looked up at me, her face open and hungry.

“Show me your fertility powers … make me wet,” she said, and I felt the current start to move between us, the way it always did, the sense of heat and gravity spiraling outward from my hands into her. Her nipples went hard at once, the color rising in her cheeks and down the slope of her breasts. She leaned into me, her mouth grazing my neck, her breath fast and unsteady.

I moved my hand to her hip and let my fingers drift lower, over the curve of her ass, then between her legs. She was already wet, but as I touched her, the wetness deepened, her body opening to me. I traced the line of her pussy with my fingers, feeling the heat and the pulse of her desire, and she gasped, her whole body going light in my arms.

“Wow,” she said. “That’s not subtle.” Her voice was low and shaky, the words barely more than a whisper.

Madison was watching, sitting on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed and her hands gripping the duvet. She looked at me, then at Sophia, and her eyes were full of admiration.

“How do you keep doing that?” Sophia asked in awe. “I haven’t been this wet since I was a teenager.”

I grinned. “It’s a part of my powers … The same powers that will make you pregnant.”

Sophia bit her bottom lip, her hands on my shoulders now. She kissed me, her tongue sliding against mine. She pressed her body against me, the warmth and the pressure almost overwhelming. I could feel her breasts flatten against my chest, her hips grinding against my cock, the slick of her pussy leaving a wet line on my thigh.

She broke the kiss and looked at Madison. “Come here,” she said, and Madison came, standing beside us, her skin still damp and her hair clinging to her shoulders.

Sophia reached for her, pulling her in close, and kissed her. Madison’s hands went immediately to Sophia’s waist, holding her tight. They kissed for a long moment, their mouths exploring. I watched, mesmerized by the beauty of it, by the reality of being wanted by both of them at once.

Sophia pulled back and looked at me. “Lie down,” she said, and I did, settling into the center of the bed, the linen cool against my back.

The two of them climbed onto the bed, one on either side of me. Madison kissed my neck and collarbone, her hands stroking my chest and arms. Sophia started at my legs, her mouth trailing up my thigh, her tongue tender and wet. She reached my cock and took it in her hand, stroking it slowly, the pressure perfect. She looked up at me and smiled, then took the head in her mouth, the heat and softness overwhelming.

Madison kissed me at the same time, her tongue sliding into my mouth, her fingers gripping my hair. I kissed her back, tasting the lemon cake on her tongue, and felt Sophia’s mouth moving down my shaft, her hand cupping my balls, her fingers delicate but insistent.

They worked together, Madison kissing me while Sophia sucked my cock, then switching, Sophia moving up to kiss my mouth while Madison took me in her hand, stroking me. Their bodies pressed against mine, the weight of them, the softness, the heat, the smell of skin and sex and chlorine.

I was so hard it almost hurt. Sophia’s mouth was magical. She took me deep, her throat working, her fingers pressing at the base, until I thought I’d lose it in her mouth alone.

She seemed to sense the edge, because she pulled off with a gasp and a self-satisfied smirk, and before I could protest, she climbed up over my head and lowered herself to my face. Her thighs pinned me, her pussy slick and glistening, the inner lips flushed and parted from arousal. I loved being so close to a woman, seeing her open like that, and the sight was incredible: the pink folds, the wetness, the tiny quiver in her legs when I ran my tongue up the length of her slit. She was so wet that some of her honey spilled over my face.

She tasted like salt, sweetness and musk. I licked her slowly, flattening my tongue against her, then curling it to catch the edges of her clit. She gasped, her body tensing, one hand bracing against the wall, the other reaching back to grip my hair and hold me exactly where she wanted me. I felt her hips rock forward, grinding down on my tongue, and I knew I was giving her what she wanted.

Madison watched, her eyes wide and her lips parted, then she straddled me, lining her pussy up with my cock and sinking onto me in one slow, smooth motion. I nearly bucked off the bed. It was like being enclosed by a velvet fist, her heat squeezing me, the friction perfect. She rode me, her breasts bouncing, her hands on my chest for leverage. I could feel the pressure building, but Sophia’s pussy and the taste of her kept me from losing control.

The bed shook, and the air filled with the sounds of wet skin and quiet moans. Sophia was close. I could feel the tremors in her thighs, the way her hips started to stutter. She ground her clit against my face, and I focused everything on her, licking and sucking, flicking my tongue in tight, fast circles. She came with a loud, wordless cry, her body shuddering, a rush of wetness flooding my mouth.

Some of it splashed onto my chin and neck, and I realized with a jolt that she’d actually squirted. She blushed immediately and tried to apologize, but I just laughed and said, “It’s fucking hot,” and meant it. Madison grinned, twisting her hips so the angle inside her changed, riding me hard now, her face locked in concentration.

We collapsed into a tangle, bodies sweaty and sticky with sex. Sophia was on her back, chest heaving, her hand resting lightly on my cheek as if to thank me. “You lick like a God,” she said.

I pressed my lips to hers. “And you taste heavenly.”

Madison flopped down next to her, her eyes glassy and her lips swollen from kissing.

“How does it feel like being with such a well-endowed guy?” Sophia asked Madison.

“I love every second,” she said.

“I can see that,” Sophia said and started lightly touching Madison. “How about me and Alex lick you together before moving on … I didn’t expect myself to be this horny, but I’d like to continue.”

Biting her bottom lip, Madison nodded, and Sophia slid down the bed, burying her face between Madison’s legs. Madison’s whole body arched, her hands grabbing at the sheets. I watched, transfixed, as she dragged her tongue along Madison’s slit.

I crawled down beside Sophia, and she made space for me, our tongues meeting on Madison’s pussy, my fingers spreading her lips so Sophia’s tongue could work. Madison lost it: her legs shaking, her hips pressing up into our faces, her voice little more than a desperate moan.

When Madison came, she came hard, her hands digging into my hair, her thighs clamping down so tight I thought my ears would pop. I pulled back for air, laughing, my jaw aching, and saw Sophia’s face coated with slick, her eyes wild and happy.

“Sixty-nine?” Sophia suggested, looking at Madison. “I’ve always wondered how it would feel to be the one on top.” Madison just nodded, a little dazed. Sophia then turned to me. “I want you to fuck me while I lick her.”

I grinned. “Got it.”

They maneuvered into place, Madison on her back and Sophia lowering herself onto her face. I lined up behind Sophia, my cock slick and eager, and pressed into her from behind, parting her like a rose. She gasped, her pussy clutching at me, her mouth buried in Madison’s pussy. “Geez, you’re big,” she said and then went back to licking Madison.

The feeling was dizzying: a famous actress’s pussy wrapped around my cock, her tightness unreal, the muscles fluttering as I slid in and out of her. I grabbed her hips and pulled her back against me, thrusting hard, watching the motion ripple up her back and into Madison’s mouth.

The sensation built fast, too fast, but I tried to hold it back, to enjoy the moment. Sophia’s ass was perfect, round and smooth, the small of her back dimpling as I pushed into her. I reached forward and wrapped one hand around her waist, the other on her breast, squeezing and kneading as I fucked her. She pressed her face harder into Madison, her tongue moving furiously, her body jerking as I slammed into her.

Eventually, I came. I gripped Sophia’s hips and pulled her onto me, emptying myself inside her with a force that made my vision go white. She moaned, her pussy clenching, and I could feel the cum flooding her, leaking out around my cock and dripping down her thighs. When I pulled out, some of it dripped onto Madison’s face, and Madison wiped it off with her fingers and sucked them clean, her eyes wide with amazement.

Sophia toppled sideways onto the bed, her legs still shaking. She spread her pussy with two fingers, inspecting the creamy mess inside, then licked her fingers. “That was delicious,” she said, and then she laughed, a rich, belly-deep sound. “I’ve never felt a load like that.” She stayed splayed out, breathing hard, her body glowing in the soft light.

Sophia propped herself up on one elbow, her hair wild around her face and her body slick with sweat and still trembling. She looked down at her own body, then up at me, and the smile she gave was unlike anything I had seen from her before: open, amazed and completely unguarded.

“Holy fuck,” she said, then laughed, shaking her head. “That was—” She broke off, running a thumb across her lower lip as if to collect the taste of the moment. “I have never, in my entire life, felt anything like that. Not even close.”

Madison lay sprawled beside her, one hand draped across my stomach, the other tracing idle shapes on Sophia’s thigh. Her eyes were bright and a little glassy, her smile delicate and satisfied. “I have the same thoughts after every time he fucks me,” she said, her voice dreamy. “I’ve never been this stretched. Or this, like, wrung out.”

Sophia rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, her chest rising and falling in slow breaths. “It’s more than just big,” she said, and her hand reached across the bed for mine, gripping it with surprising strength. “It’s like my body had to learn a new thing to handle you.” She squeezed my fingers. “I love it.”

I grinned, feeling a giddy, boyish pride surge up in me. “I’m glad.”

Sophia sat up, swinging her legs off the bed, and turned to study me, then Madison, then back to me again. “You fuck like a god,” she said, very matter-of-fact. “You have no idea what that means to someone like me.” She gave a small, almost shy smile, then dropped her gaze to my crotch, like she was half expecting to see some secret revealed there.

I looked down and saw my cock, still heavy and flushed, lying against my thigh, streaked with the proof of what we’d just done.

Madison broke the quiet, giggling as she sat up. “He’s basically addictive. You’ll never want a mortal man again.”

Sophia made a low noise of agreement and let her head fall onto Madison’s shoulder, the two of them tangled together in a way that looked both intimate and entirely natural. I lay back, my body sinking into the mattress, and let myself enjoy the sight of the two of them.

They lay that way for a minute, arms and legs intertwined, recovering. I felt a kind of peace, a belonging, that was new to me. It was a small eternity before Sophia sat up again, swinging her hair back and looking at me hungrily.

“Can you… do it again?” she asked, a little sheepish. “Or is there a refractory period for superheroes?”

Madison laughed, a bright sound, and rolled over to prop her chin on Sophia’s thigh. “Why don’t you show her?”

I wanted to impress her, so I closed my eyes and took a slow breath. The power was always there, a pressure at the base of my spine, a sense of heat and swelling that I could dial up or down at will. I thought about Sophia’s body, the taste of her still on my tongue, the feel of Madison’s pussy milking me, and just like that, my cock jumped to life: stiffening, thickening, surging up my belly like I’d never even come at all.

The reaction was instant: Even if she’d seen it before, Madison’s eyes went wide, her mouth forming a little O, while Sophia, who had been tracing a fingertip along my thigh, gasped and actually clapped her hands in delight.

“Oh my god,” she said, looking genuinely awed. She glanced at Madison. “Does he always do that?”

Madison nodded, grinning. “He could go all night if you let him.”

Sophia’s face lit up with a hungry, almost competitive smile. “I intend to,” she said, and reached for my cock, marveling at how it throbbed in her fist. She gave it a few experimental strokes, then leaned in, her hair brushing my stomach, and took the head between her lips, sucking it lightly before coming off with a pop. “Ready for round two?” she asked and waggled her eyebrows.

I touched her pussy and used my powers to make her wet, seeing the beads of honey spread across her lips and spilling across the sheets. “As ready as you are.”


Chapter 5

When I woke up, there was a golden head of hair on my chest and a tangle of warm, bare limbs wrapped around my body. The sheets stank of sweat and sex and perfume, and the morning sun was doing its best to fry us all through the east-facing windows of Sophia’s bedroom. I blinked once and then closed my eyes again, letting the weight of Madison’s arm over my ribs and the pressure of Sophia’s thigh across my stomach pull me down into the mattress. I could have died and been perfectly content to haunt that bed for eternity.

We’d made it our world for forty-eight hours. We’d barely left. The first night, we’d taken Sophia every way she could imagine, and some ways she’d only seen in movies. She couldn’t believe how quickly I recovered, and she also wanted me to abuse my fertility powers, making her perpetually wet. The second day, we’d let her direct: she’d placed us, posed us and told us exactly where and how to fuck and made us hold it, change it and improvise. Madison and I had gone down on her together, tongues and fingers, until she squirted all over us. She’d ridden me reverse cowgirl, facing Madison, her tits bouncing and her hands gripping Madison’s while Madison fingered her clit. We’d done it standing up against the glass window, me inside Sophia and Madison licking her from behind, the city looking on and not knowing it. We’d even tried anal, at Sophia’s request, and it had left her shaky and wild-eyed and absolutely in love with the whole idea.

Even if she had started out calm, it turned out that Sophia was a sex machine, and every time she climaxed, she let her head fall back and made a sound like it was being wrung out of her by a higher power.

And when we weren’t fucking, we were talking. About movies, about families, about disappointment and hope. About the men who’d let her down, the women who’d tried to own her, the years she’d spent running from the idea that she’d never have a child. She’d cried, at one point, and Madison had held her, and I’d stroked her hair until she was done. After, she’d looked at me with a gratitude I didn’t know how to handle.

Now, as the morning light spilled in, Madison stirred and shivered, her breath warm on my nipple. Then she shifted, sliding her thigh over my groin, and I felt her pussy, still swollen and slick from last night, bump and then grind gently along my leg. She moaned, but didn’t open her eyes.

I kissed her forehead. “Good morning.”

“Is it?” Her voice was thick, half-asleep but happy. “I can’t feel anything below my waist.”

I laughed and squeezed her ass. “You said you wanted to lose all feeling by Sunday.”

She rolled her head and blinked up at me. “Best days of my life.” She kissed my chest, then looked at the other side of the bed. “Sophia’s a wild animal.”

Sophia was on her back, splayed out diagonally like a starfish, her hair a riot of dark waves on the pillow. Her breasts rose and fell with her deep, even breaths, and there were faint bite marks from both of us on her shoulders and neck. She looked like she’d fought a lion and won.

I watched her for a moment, then traced circles on Madison’s back. “You think we broke her?” I whispered.

Madison snorted, then groaned and pressed her face to my chest. “You kidding? She’ll be up in ten minutes, asking for more.” She popped her head up, eyes bright. “She called you a sex god, like, four times. You should put that on your resume.”

I grinned. “I’m not sure it’s a marketable skill.”

“I don’t know,” Madison said, thoughtful. “It’s a very exclusive market.” She reached down and cupped my balls, rolling them gently. “Jesus, you’re still full. How is that even possible?”

I shrugged. “It’s my gift. Also my curse.”

She kissed me, her tongue lazy with the taste of morning breath and satisfaction. Then she pulled away and nuzzled into my neck, her pussy still moving absently along my thigh.

We stayed that way for a while, just breathing each other in, until Sophia made a small noise and sat up, blinking like she’d just emerged from the bottom of a deep pool.

She stretched, arms over her head, and looked at us with a sleepy smile. “Did I really say sex god?” she asked.

“You did,” I said.

She rolled her eyes and laughed, then touched her neck and found the marks. “I look like I got mauled.”

Madison propped herself up on an elbow. “You should see your thighs.”

Sophia pulled back the covers and inspected herself then cackled. “I’m bruised. I’m actually bruised.” She looked at me, then at Madison. “Worth it.”

She swung her legs off the bed and stood, wincing, then bent double and stretched her hamstrings, ass facing us. I watched, transfixed. She straightened, caught me staring, and made a show of rubbing her ass.

“In all honesty, I may need medical attention,” she said, smiling. “Or at least a very strong coffee.”

I sat up and stretched. “I can heal you, you know.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Is that part of the fertility package?”

I nodded, then reached out for her hand. She took it, and I pulled her onto the bed, laying her flat on her back. I knelt between her thighs, gently spreading them.

“Tell me where it hurts,” I said.

She looked at Madison, who was watching with open curiosity, and then back at me. “Mostly here.” She pointed to the inside of her left thigh, where the skin was red and tender.

I touched it lightly, then let the energy flow from my fingers into her. The flush faded, replaced by a healthy pink. I ran my hand higher, to her pussy, which was visibly swollen and sensitive after all the fucking. She flinched, then relaxed instantly, her muscles unclenched, and the pain seemed to drain away like water down a slick. I let my hand linger, smoothing the skin, then moved higher, my thumb brushing the crease where her thigh met her hip. There was a tension there, not just soreness but something deeper, and as I pressed, she sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes going wide.

“Sorry,” I said, but kept my touch.

“No, it’s—” She hesitated, then let her knees drift apart, the invitation clear. “It’s just sensitive.”

I let my fingers brush her labia, feather-light at first, then deeper. She was puffy, the lips engorged and dark, the clit protruding more than I’d ever seen on a woman. She almost shivered when I touched it, but there was none of the defensive flinch, only a yielding, a hungry surrender. I used the warmth in my hands, a gentle pulsing energy that was equal parts erotic and medicinal. The swelling softened under my touch. The color went from an angry red to a healthy pink. When I slid two fingers inside her, she gasped, but only in surprise.

I moved them slowly, massaging, healing from within. She closed her eyes and let her head fall back, her mouth open, her breath coming in slow, ragged pulses.

When I withdrew, she caught my hand in hers and kissed my knuckles. “You’re… incredible,” she said. “It doesn’t hurt anymore. Not even a little.”

I shrugged, feeling a little self-conscious. “I just didn’t want to leave you bruised.”

She drew me down, and for a moment we just lay together, our bodies tangled, breathing in the light. Madison curled up on my other side, her arms around both of us.

We talked, the way people do when something significant is ending. About how the world would look different from now on. About what we wanted, what we were afraid of. Sophia said she’d expected this to feel transactional, a business deal, but that it had been nothing like that. “You made me feel… not just wanted,” she said, her words careful. “Needed. Like I was the only woman in the universe.”

“You kind of are,” I told her, and she laughed.

She rolled onto her side, hair fanned over the pillow, and looked at me with the intensity of a confession. “I’m going to remember these two days for the rest of my life. Even if you know—” She broke off, but her hand drifted to her belly, the shape of hope already forming.

“I want you to remember every part,” I said. “Even the weird ones.”

She grinned. “Especially the weird ones.”

* * *

We showered together, the three of us, taking turns soaping each other, washing away the last of the sweat and cum and honey. Sophia insisted on using her favorite shampoo on my hair, scrubbing it in with her nails. Madison giggled and made fun of my shampoo moans, but then melted when Sophia did her, too, and at the end, the three of us stood naked and dripping in her marble shower, our bodies shining in the morning light.

We dried off and dressed, the mood a little bittersweet, like the last day of summer camp. Madison was first to pull on her clothes, then went to make coffee in the kitchen. Sophia and I lingered in her closet, her in a silk robe, me in borrowed sweats and a T-shirt with a movie logo on it. She fussed with her makeup bag, then glanced back at me.

“Hey,” I said, “can I ask you something totally random?”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Sure.”

“That lipstick you wore at the clinic. The first day I met you. Cleo, she’s obsessed with makeup, she wanted to know what color it was.”

Sophia’s face lit up. “Oh! I remember exactly.” She rummaged in a drawer and came out with a little black tube, then held it up to the light. “It’s Tom Ford, Casablanca. Here, give me your hand.” She drew a little swatch on my palm, a dusky rose that looked like the color of a secret. Then she beamed, found a new tube in its box, and pressed it into my hand. “For your friend. Tell her it’s a classic, and that she’s got great taste.”

“She’ll freak out,” I said. “Thank you.”

Sophia touched my face, her thumb gentle on my cheekbone. “Tell her, also, that the water thing at the clinic was nothing. I wasn’t embarrassed, not really.”

I smiled. “I wouldn’t tell her even if you were.”

We hugged, and for a long time neither of us moved. I felt her heart beating against my chest, steady and strong. She pulled back, and I saw her face was wet. “God, I’m a mess. I promised myself I wouldn’t cry.”

I kissed her, intimate and lingering. “You’ve been amazing.”

“You have no idea,” she said, and then we both laughed.

Madison called from the kitchen, “We gotta go if we want to beat traffic!”

We made our way downstairs. Sophia stood at the door, the morning wind catching her robe, the sun bright behind her. She looked every bit the movie goddess, but there was something new in her, something fragile but fierce.

She hugged Madison, then me, and whispered in my ear, “Come back and visit. Even if it’s just for coffee.”

“Promise,” I said.

“I just want you to know … I enjoyed every second with you. Thank you for everything.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, still holding onto her. I let the hug linger, letting her embrace me as long as she wished. I wasn’t sure for how long, but it didn’t matter. I enjoyed every second spent with her. Eventually, she let go with a smile.

As we walked out to the car, Sophia watched from the doorstep, waving like a kid. I fired up the Lambo and Madison hooted as we shot down the hill, the city unrolling ahead of us. For a while, neither of us spoke. We let the city and the sun and the memory of Sophia’s taste fill the space.

My head was still humming with the aftershocks, not just of the sex, but of the strange, uncanny ease of being with both of them at once. I kept catching glimpses of Madison out of the corner of my eye: she was lounging in the passenger seat, sunglasses on, window down, her lips still swollen and pink from Sophia’s lipstick, her hair windblown and messy. She looked at home, like she’d been born to ride shotgun in a Lamborghini, like she belonged to the world that had always felt so off-limits and glassed-off for people like us.

She must have felt me looking, because she pulled down her sunglasses and gave me a lazy, sidelong grin. “What’s up, handsome?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Just thinking.”

“About Sophia, or about me?”

“Both,” I admitted.

She snorted. “You’re such a dork.” She reached over, her hand affectionate on my thigh. “You know, you keep surprising me. I thought I’d be jealous like, the second she started pawing at you, I’d want to scratch her eyes out. But I wasn’t. Not at all.” She looked out the window, chewing on the thought. “It was hot. Watching you with her. Watching her lose her mind over you.”

“You weren’t just watching,” I said, and she grinned.

“I know. But even when I was, it was still good. Like… I wanted you to win. I wanted her to see what I see.” She shrugged. “Not sure what that says about me.”

I took her hand, lacing our fingers together. “It says you’re amazing.”

She rolled her eyes, but didn’t let go. “Sophia’s not kidding. You really are a sex god. You’re gonna have to be careful with that.”

“Maybe you should help me manage it.”

Madison laughed. “Oh, I intend to.” She was quiet for another mile, then looked at me, her expression a little more serious. “Listen. I know you’ve got a whole harem thing going. I mean, I’m not blind. There’s Alexis, Helen, and all these women from the clinic. I just… I want you to know I’m not going anywhere. Even if you end up with a thousand girls.” She squeezed my hand. “Just save a little bit for me. Okay?”

I squeezed back. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

She nodded, satisfied. Then, after another long minute, she let out a sigh. “Speaking of Cleo, you should probably spend some time with her tonight. She was texting me nonstop yesterday. She’s bored out of her mind.” She grinned. “Plus, I think she misses you. Like, obsessively.”

I snorted. “I know. I promised I’d spend some time with her at the beach, or I’ll take her out for dinner.”

I pulled into her place. She leaned over and kissed me goodbye. “See you tomorrow, okay?”

“Promise,” I said.

She hopped out of the car, slinging her purse over her shoulder and heading off with a backward wave.

* * *

I arrived at the fertility clinic, and when I finally turned the engine off and got out, Cleo opened the front door and ran full tilt down the walk. I braced myself and she launched at me, wrapping her legs around my waist and hugging me like a bear cub.

“Alex!” she said. “You’re back!”

I staggered under her assault and managed to set her down without dropping her. “Chill,” I said, but she was already tugging me up the walk, her hands in my hair and her mouth running at a million miles an hour.

“How was it?”

“Give me a minute and I’ll tell you all about it, but for now, I got you something.” I dug in my pocket and pulled out the lipstick. “Sophia says hi. She also says you have amazing taste, and this is for you.”

Gasping, she snatched the tube and turned it over in her hands, then popped it open. “Wow. It’s Casablanca. I’ve never even seen this in person. It’s, like, two hundred bucks a stick.” She looked up at me, her lashes wet and spiky. “You’re the best guy in the universe. Like, ever.” She flung her arms around my neck and kissed me, a quick, giddy kiss on the cheek, then held up the lipstick like a trophy. “You remembered to ask her! That is so nice of you.” She hugged me tightly, her hair getting in my mouth. “You’re the best, Alex. The absolute best.” She clung to me, her voice suddenly small, and I felt the truth of it: she’d been waiting all weekend for this, for me, for something only I could give her.

I gently peeled her off. “There are two,” I said, holding up the second tube. “One is new, one is used. Sophia says you can have both, but she wanted you to know the used one was actually hers.”

Cleo’s eyes went huge. “Oh my god, I’m going to frame it. Or, like, keep it in a glass case. But also try it. I have to try it.” She twisted open the used tube, examined the tip like it was an ancient treasure, then darted inside, shrieking, “I need a mirror! Don’t go anywhere!”

I followed her up the walk.

Cleo hurried to the mirror in the entryway. She tried on the lipstick, turning her head this way and that, pursing and pouting and pulling faces that went from old Hollywood to anime tragic. The lipstick was perfect. It made her look older, or maybe just sexier.

“Mom,” Cleo called over her shoulder. “Look what Alex got me.”

Alexis appeared from the kitchen with a dishtowel in her hands. She took us both in, Cleo vibrating and me just behind her, and smiled with a kind of practiced warmth that was the opposite of Cleo’s wild joy, but no less real for it.

“That’s a beautiful color on you,” Alexis said, leaning in to inspect. “Very grown-up.”

Cleo twisted the cap shut and slipped it into her pocket with a reverence I’d never seen her give to anything that wasn’t electronic or edible. She looked at me sidelong, like she wanted to hug me again but couldn’t figure out how to do it without losing the last ounce of cool she had left.

Helen was at the kitchen counter, a coffee cup in one hand, phone in the other. She wore her usual black pants and a tank top, and her hair was wet and slicked back from a recent shower. She gave me a little wave and then set the phone down, her smile just a little conspiratorial.

“How’d it go?” Helen asked. “I mean, you’re walking, so I assume you survived.”

I shrugged, but couldn’t keep the grin off my face. “It was good. She’s amazing. Like, better than I could have hoped.”

Helen’s eyebrows shot up, and she exchanged a look with Alexis that was pure Alexis Code. “She already texted me,” Helen said. “She wrote, and I quote, ‘I felt like I’d been to heaven.’”

Alexis’s eyes went wide, and she looked at me with a mixture of pride and surprise. She set down the dishtowel and crossed the room in three quick steps, wrapping her arms around me in a tight hug.

“That’s my boy,” she whispered. “I’m so proud of you.”

I hugged her back. “Thanks, Alexis.”

“Mom, look!” Cleo turned her head from side to side, showing off the perfect application. “It’s Tom Ford Casablanca. Alexander got it for me from Sophia herself.”

“I heard, sweetie.” Alexis reached out and gently touched Cleo’s chin, turning her face to the light. “It looks absolutely beautiful on you, honey. The color really brings out your eyes.”

Cleo beamed, then suddenly spun toward me. Before I could react, she planted a playful kiss on my cheek, leaving a perfect lipstick print behind. “Thanks, Alex!”

I felt heat rush to my face as I touched the spot on my cheek, feeling the slight tackiness of the lipstick. “You’re welcome, but you didn’t have to mark me.”

“Now everyone will know you’re taken,” Cleo teased, wiggling her eyebrows.

“By you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“By your awesome Cleo,” she corrected, then grabbed my arm. “Now tell me everything about Sophia. What’s her mansion like? Did she really like you?”

I laughed, extricating myself from her grip. “One question at a time. Her mansion is insane. It’s like a museum with a view of the entire city.”

Cleo’s eyes were wide. “And what about my other question … did she like you? Like, really like you?”

I glanced at Alexis and Helen, who were both watching with amused expressions. “Yeah, I think she did.”

“Tell me everything,” Cleo demanded, pulling me toward the living room. “Start from the beginning.”

“When I first met her?”

“We can fast forward a bit … So did you… you know, do it?” Cleo asked, lowering her voice, eyes flicking towards Alexis and Helen through the kitchen pass-through.

I shot her a warning look, but it was Alexis who answered, her tone light but the message clear. “Cleo, honey, remember what we said about privacy? Alexander’s work is very confidential, and we talked about not sharing details with anyone outside this mansion.” She smiled, but her eyes held the old Roman steel.

Cleo wrinkled her nose, but then shrugged. “I know, I know. I’m not going to tell anyone. What would I even say? Alex is a sperm donor with superpowers and a car that sounds like a jet engine?” Her tone was pure sarcasm, but the way she looked at me was awed.

Helen set her cup down and nodded toward the back patio. “I think I heard the oven timer. Cleo, would you mind bringing out the tea? I bet the lemon pastries are almost ready.”

Cleo bounded off, ponytail snapping behind her. When she was gone, Alexis turned to me, her smile fading into a look of concern. “She’s really proud of you, you know.”

I shrugged, pretending it didn’t matter, though it warmed something in me. “She has a weird way of showing it.”

“When you’re as close as you are,” Helen said. “Weird is the only way.”

We headed outside to the balcony, which was cool and shaded, the ocean breeze cutting through the sun. Alexis and I settled down, looking out at the blue haze. She crossed her legs, a pose I’d seen a million times, but this time she looked unsure, like she was searching for the right words.

“I’m so glad to see her smiling,” Alexis said, “especially after yesterday.”

I blinked. “What happened?”

“She was upset. Came home from the beach in tears.” Alexis’s voice was gentle, but there was a warning in it. “Some girls made fun of her. For her clothes.”

I felt anger, sudden and unreasoning. “We have money now. She can buy whatever she wants.”

Alexis smiled, a little sadly. “Why don’t you take her shopping? Just you and her. You’re the only one she really listens to.” She reached out and touched my hand, her thumb gentle.

I nodded. “Of course … I had plans to spend my day with her anyway.”

Cleo came out with a tray of tea and a plate of tiny pastries, still steaming. She set them down, then threw herself into the chair on my other side. “This view is wasted on adults,” she said, grabbing a lemon tart.

I poured her tea, careful not to spill. “Alexis told me what happened at the beach.”

She went very still, her eyes on her lap. “It’s whatever. I don’t even care.”

“Sure you do,” I said. “But here’s the thing. We can fix it. Want to go shopping after this? I’ll take you wherever you want. We can even go to Rodeo, if you want to see how the rich kids do it.”

She looked up, mouth open, then snapped it shut and nodded, her face suddenly serious, like she was afraid to smile too soon and have it taken away. “Just us?”

“Yeah. Just us,” I said.

“But it’s expensive,” she pointed out.

I chuckled and patted her thigh. “That’s the last thing you’d have to worry about.”

“Cool,” she said, but her voice wobbled, and I saw her hands shaking just a little. She picked up her teacup, sipped, and then looked away toward the ocean, pretending she didn’t care at all.

Alexis watched us, her eyes bright with pride. She leaned back and closed her eyes, letting the sun warm her face.

We sat like that for a while, the three of us, the sound of the waves and the taste of lemon and sugar in the air. It was the closest to normal I’d felt in weeks.

Cleo watched me as if the rest of the world had faded. Her gaze was unguarded and almost greedy. I could sense her recalibrating what she thought she knew about me. Every time I looked over, she seemed to be testing the air, searching for the scent of some new animal. There was a hunger in it.

It didn’t help that the lipstick made her look older and sexier, like a mature model.

Alexis must have noticed, too. She sipped her tea and said, in that careful tone she used to break up wrestling matches, “So when do you plan to go shopping?”

I met Cleo’s eyes. “I’m free whenever you are.”

“We could go now! The stores close early on Sunday, and I want to look at everything.” She was already glancing down at her phone, checking which places were open, but I could tell she was watching me over the top of the screen.

Alexis smiled, relieved. “Go have fun. And don’t let him spoil you, Cleo.”

“She can have whatever she wants,” I said, putting my arm around her.

Cleo grinned and leaned into me, the warmth of her body pressing through the thin fabric of her T-shirt. We stood, and she also hugged Alexis tight. “Thank you,” she said, the words muffled in Alexis’s shoulder.

Alexis whispered something I couldn’t hear. Cleo nodded, then turned to Helen and gave her a quick, awkward side-hug. “I’ll bring you back something,” she promised.

“Bring me back a billionaire,” Helen said.

Cleo laughed, and then we were out the door. We walked down the path to the driveway. Cleo looked at the Lambo with pure lust, her eyes wide as headlights. “I cannot believe you just drive this everywhere,” she said. “It’s so wasteful. It’s so perfect.”

I opened the passenger door for her. She slid in, running her hands over the leather and tapping the instrument cluster like she was checking the pulse of a god. When I got in, she looked at me. “You look hot, by the way. Is this the stuff I chose for you?”

I glanced down at the white V-neck and the light chinos. “You have good taste.”

She beamed, then reached over and tugged the hem of my sleeve up my bicep, as if to check that the muscles were still there. “Damn, Alexander. You’re so different now. Like, it’s still you, but you’re… I don’t know … upgraded.”

I felt myself blush. She noticed, which only made her happier. She held up her phone, snapped a quick selfie of us, and tucked it away again. “For my private collection,” she whispered, as if the car could hear.

I pulled out of the driveway and aimed the car toward the coast highway, the engine’s snarl echoing off the houses. Cleo kept sneaking glances at me, her eyes flicking from the road to my profile and back again.

“So,” she said after a minute, “tell me more about Sophia. Did you two, like, click? Or was it awkward?” Her voice was casual, but her fingers played with the lipstick in her lap, spinning it in little circles.

I considered how much to share. “We definitely clicked. She cooked for us, and we talked a lot. She… I don’t know, she made me feel very welcome. It was kind of surreal.”

Cleo grinned. “Did you hook up?” She said it half-tease, half-prying.

I looked at her. She raised her eyebrows, daring me to be honest. “Yeah,” I said. “We hooked up … that’s the point!”

Cleo whooped. “Knew it! Was it… I mean, was it like, weird because of the powers? Or just normal?”

I sighed. “It’s never normal.”

She turned toward me, legs crisscrossed on the seat, ignoring the seatbelt. “Tell me! I want details. You can’t say you banged Sophia and then clam up on me.”

I glanced at her, then back at the road. “You have to pinky-swear you don’t tell Alexis.”

She solemnly extended her pinky. We locked fingers for a second before she sat back, eyes shining.

“Okay. We had a threesome. Sophia called me a sex god. She made me use my powers a lot. There was a lot of sex.”

Cleo’s mouth dropped open. “Wait, all three of you? Like, at the same time?”

I nodded, feeling the heat in my cheeks.

She clapped her hands, delighted. “I knew it. I fucking knew it! You had a harem weekend. I’m so proud of you.”

I shook my head, but I couldn’t help smiling. She reached over and squeezed my hand, her grip tight. “Was it, like, better than with Madison? Or is it just different every time?”

“I don’t know. It’s always good, but Sophia was…” I searched for the word. “Intense. She wanted to try everything, like a woman starved for sexual adventure. Madison was almost shy by comparison. But afterwards, they both just wanted to cuddle and talk. I think it meant a lot to Sophia.”

Cleo nodded, as if this confirmed something she’d suspected. “Did you, you know, make her pregnant? Was that part of it?”

“Of course, that’s the deal.”

Cleo leaned back, satisfied. “She’s going to be obsessed now. I can tell.”

I glanced at her. “Is that how it works? You try it once and you’re addicted?”

She shook her head. “No, but you’re not normal, Alex. You’re like, the final boss version of a boyfriend. Madison is lucky.”

I felt something warm in my chest, and for a moment I just watched… the sun flickered over Cleo’s face as we barreled up the PCH, and for a few minutes she was quiet, feet on the dash. I watched the bluff-top mansions whip past and tried to ignore the sense that I was being measured. Every time I glanced over, she was watching me, head tilted, like I was an equation that had just started making sense.

* * *

We hit Santa Monica and parked in the expensive lot by the promenade. Cleo got out, stretching like a cat, then immediately locked arms with me. She bounced as we walked, her mood rising by the block.

The first store was a minimalist cathedral of denim and weirdly shaped T-shirts, and Cleo drifted into the racks like a bee to flowers. She picked out a stack of tiny dresses and crop tops and a pair of jeans that looked like they could fit in my pocket. “Wait here,” she said with a wicked grin, then slipped into the fitting room, only to pop her head back out a second later. “Actually, I need your opinion. Come here.”

It wasn’t a request. An attendant glanced over, but Cleo just waved her away. The first outfit was a white tank and faded shorts that looked painted on, her hips and thighs poured into the denim. “Honest,” she said, spinning, “is it slutty, or just regular hot?”

“Both,” I said. I couldn’t help it.

She smiled, pleased. “Would Madison wear this?”

I pictured Madison in the shorts, imagining her reaction. “She’d be jealous. You’d steal the show.”

Cleo snorted, but her cheeks bloomed pink. She tried on three more outfits, each one somehow more revealing, the last was a sundress with no back, less a dress than a dare. She left the changing-room curtain open every time, and if she noticed me staring, she didn’t care.

The last thing she tried on was a red bikini that was all string and triangles. She emerged, hands on hips, and did a slow pivot. “Too much?” she asked, but her eyes said she wanted it to be.

I laughed. “That barely counts as clothing.”

She wore the bikini back into the stall and bent to grab her phone; the curtain slipped, and for a half-second, I saw the side of her breast, the pink of her areola. She didn’t flinch, just shot me a sly look. “Oops.”

I was careful not to stare, but the image burned behind my eyelids anyway.

She ducked back in, and I sat in the waiting area, pretending to check messages. A minute later, she came out, fully dressed again, cheeks flushed, arms full of potential purchases. “You okay?” I asked.

She shrugged, then plopped onto the bench beside me, close enough that our hips touched. “I can’t believe how expensive this stuff is,” she said. “Don’t you feel guilty?”

I shook my head. “Not really. It’s yours. You deserve it.”

She was quiet, fidgeting with the hem of her shirt. “You’re different now. Not just the money. I mean, you are, but it’s more than that.”

“How?”

She looked up, eyes searching. “You don’t treat me like a little kid anymore. Even when you’re being a dork, it’s like you see me.”

I reached over and ruffled her hair, then let my hand rest on her shoulder. “I’ve always seen you, Cleo.”

She looked at my hand, then at my face. “Not like this,” she said quietly.

I wasn’t sure what she meant, but then she leaned her head on my shoulder. We sat like that for a while, people coming and going, the world blurring outside the glass. I felt her relax, almost melt against me, like she was letting out a breath she’d been holding all summer. “Thank you, that’s all.”

“You’re welcome. Do you want to check out another store?”

“Really … it’s quite pricey after all.”

“Do I have to remind you how much money I’m making and how much I love you?”

A smile bloomed on her face.

The next store was smaller, darker, all velvet and gold, the kind of place that only sold things that needed to be dry-cleaned by hand. Cleo picked a green silk slip dress and a weird mesh top, then grabbed my arm. “You have to help me with the zipper,” she said, voice a little breathless.

In the fitting room, she stepped into the slip dress and turned her back to me. The zipper stuck at her waist; I tugged, and the fabric was so thin I could feel the warmth of her skin underneath. I tried to focus, but as my knuckles skimmed her spine, something in me flickered, an involuntary pulse, like turning on a light by accident.

Cleo gasped, her back arching, her shoulders tensing. “Whoa,” she said, then giggled, but it was shaky. She pulled the curtain tighter, then turned to face me, her eyes wet and luminous.

I realized I’d let some of the fertility powers slip, which wasn’t the first time. Just a taste, but enough to make her nipples show through the silk, hard and obvious. She didn’t seem to notice, or maybe she did and didn’t care.

“Does it look okay?” she whispered.

I nodded. “It looks perfect.”

She stared at me like she knew exactly what had happened, and for a second, I thought she might say something. Instead, she turned back to the mirror and posed, arms up, stretching the fabric over her chest. “It’s so pretty,” she said, but her voice was far away. She caught my gaze in the mirror, and for a second, it was like we were the only two people on Earth.

“Can you unzip me?” she asked, barely above a whisper.

I did, careful not to touch her more than I had to, but my fingers trembled. She stepped out of the dress, her back turned, and I caught another accidental flash: this time of the curve of her ass under a translucent thong. She snapped back into her normal self so quickly I almost doubted it had happened.

She bought the dress, the bikini, the mesh top and a pair of cutoff shorts that barely qualified as clothing. As we left, she looked at me over the top of the shopping bags, smiling like she’d just gotten away with something, a little breathless and barely containing the urge to run screaming down the block.

We hit a few more shops, and the bags piled up. The last place was a lingerie boutique: red velvet, gold mirrors, the whole nine yards. Cleo made a beeline for a rack of bralettes and thongs, and I tried to act like I wasn’t dying of embarrassment.

Then she decided she had enough. We found a coffee shop to get some iced coffee. Cleo picked at the lid of her cup, her eyes on the crowd but not really seeing anyone.

I nudged her foot with mine. “You okay?”

She shrugged, then glanced over at me. Her face was flushed, though it could have been the sun. “It’s just weird, you know? Everyone’s looking at me, but I still feel like I’m wearing the wrong costume.”

I looked her up and down. “You look great. You always do.”

She snorted. “You have to say that. You’re my friend.”

“Not true. I have to keep you humble, actually.”

She flicked a drop of coffee at me, the old Cleo for a second. Then she looked away, more serious. “You ever get the feeling like… everything’s moving on without you? Like you’re just kind of watching your own life from the parking lot?”

It was so exactly how I’d felt all through high school that I nearly laughed. “All the time. But you’re not in the parking lot. You’re the main event.”

She rolled her eyes. “You know, when you first told me about this job, I thought it was weird.” She sipped her coffee, the ice clinking. “But now it’s just… you’re like a celebrity or something. And everyone wants a piece of you.”

I thought about Madison, about Sophia and about the eyes of every woman I’d met at the clinic. She wasn’t wrong.

She pulled her knees up onto the bench, arms around her shins, chin on her knees. “I guess I just miss when it was me and you against the world. Before you leveled up.”

I reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “You still have me. I promise.”

She looked at me, and I saw the tears she was holding back. “Do I?”

“Always,” I said, and pulled her into a hug. She pressed her face into my neck, and for a moment, I felt her shaking, tiny tremors running through her. I held her until she let go, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Sorry,” she said. “Hormones or whatever.”

I laughed. “You and everyone else, apparently.”

She slugged my arm, not hard. “Shut up.”

After we finished our drinks, we headed back to the car. Cleo buckled herself in and stared out at the ocean. “Thanks for spending time with me today,” she said. “I know you’d probably rather be with Madison, or at the gym, or, you know, anywhere else.”

I shook my head. “This is exactly where I want to be.”

She smiled, but it was sad around the edges. She looked at me, her eyes clear for the first time all day. “Are you happy, Alex? Like, really?”

I thought about it. I thought about the money, the power, the women, the sense that I was finally wanted by the world that had always ignored me. And I thought about Cleo, about how I’d do anything to keep her from feeling like she was on the outside looking in.

“Yeah,” I said. “But I’m even happier when I’m with you.”

She grinned, and this time it was real. “Dork.”

We rolled past sunset and into the blue hour, the bags in the Lambo’s trunk and Cleo’s bare legs up on the dash, the sky still leaking light over the water. She kept stealing glances at the mirror, touching her hair, making sure the lipstick hadn’t faded. It hadn’t. I’d never seen her so quietly satisfied.

I slowed as we hit Malibu, the road empty but for a few surfers packing up and a cop SUV posted by the seafood shack. “You hungry?” I asked.

She looked at me like I’d just offered to buy her a pony. “Are you kidding? I’m starving.”

I pulled into the lot next to a glass-walled beach place.

I got out and jogged around to open Cleo’s door. She was already out, standing on tiptoe to see in through the windows. “Isn’t this place, like, two hundred bucks a meal?” she whispered.

I shrugged. “We can afford it.”

She bit her lip, then squared her shoulders and walked up to the host like she’d been eating at places like this her whole life. Inside, the air was cold and clean, and every table had a view of the ocean going purple-black outside. The host didn’t even blink at our clothes; he just smiled and led us to a booth with a view of the rocks.

Cleo looked around, a little dazed, then we slid into the booth. When the waiter came, she ordered a mocktail with three different fruit juices, like she were testing if he’d call her on it. He didn’t. I got the same and the sushi sampler. She asked for the biggest burger on the menu.

While we waited, she texted under the table, probably sending a play-by-play to her friends. I pretended not to notice, but when she grinned up at me, her smile was wicked. “You’re not going to believe this,” she said. “So I sent a photo to my friend, and she said you look like a Calvin Klein model. Is that a compliment?”

“I’ll take it.”

“Then she asked if you have a girlfriend.”

I considered it. “Complicated question.”

She laughed. “Story of your life.”

She leaned back, watching me with her chin in her hand. “You ever think about going back to school?”

“Not really.” I shrugged. “I feel like I barely survived it the first time.”

“Yeah, but you’re different now. You’d probably have a harem by the end of the semester.”

I chuckled. “I don’t think that’s how it works.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s exactly how it works.”

The food came, and we ate mostly in silence for a while, except for Cleo’s little noises every time she took a bite. Her burger was as big as her face, and she attacked it like a feral animal, grease slicking her fingers and the lipstick somehow surviving the carnage. I picked at the sushi, but mostly I watched her: the way she tried to fold her legs under her in the booth, the way she wiped her mouth and then forgot and did it again.

We finished and sat watching the last of the surfers pack up. She looked like she wanted to ask something else, but didn’t. When the check came, I dropped my card on it without even looking. Cleo watched the waiter walk away, then snorted. “That’s so weird. You didn’t even flinch.”

“I told you. It’s fine.”

I watched the ocean, the horizon almost invisible, and tried to imagine what it was like for her, living in a college dorm as a broke student, then meeting me who’s making millions all of a sudden.

“Hey,” I said, “can I ask you something?”

She looked up, wary. “Yeah?”

“Are you… okay? At school, I mean? You don’t have to pretend for me.”

She went still, then shrugged. “It’s fine. It’s just… everything is expensive, and everyone’s so rich. Sometimes I feel like I’m pretending to be a person who belongs there.”

“You do belong there.”

She nodded, but her shoulders went up like a cat bracing for a slap. “It’s just a student loan.”

I put my hand over hers again, squeezing it. “I have so much money, Cleo. It’s disgusting. If you ever need anything, you just tell me. I mean it.”

She looked away. Her mouth tight, her eyes fixed on the salt-laced glass. “It’s not pride,” she said. “It’s just, you know—”

“I know.”

She let out a long breath, then did the little hand-flick she used when she wanted to banish a feeling. “Anyway, let’s not talk about that. You look really good today, by the way.”

I laughed, surprised. “You’re the one who picked all my clothes.”

“Still. You look… I don’t know. Like you belong here.” She reached across the table and smudged an invisible fleck off my jaw, her thumb lingering. “I want a picture … For my friend.”

I made a face. “What, right now?”

“Yeah. C’mon, give me those puppy eyes. I need to show her how tragic and beautiful you are.” She held up her phone, and I tried to look as dumb and mopey as possible.

She snapped three or four, then scrolled through, making little approving noises. “God, you really do look like a model. If you ever get tired of the sperm business, you could just post thirst traps on Instagram.”

I rolled my eyes. “Did she like the other ones?”

“Oh, she loved them,” Cleo said, grinning. “I think she came to it, actually. She texted me a bunch of thirsty emojis and then stopped replying, so, do the math.”

I couldn’t help laughing. “You’re the worst. Tell her I said hi.”

“Already did,” Cleo said. “She’s going to die. She’s always had a thing for men with muscles.”

She set her phone down, then looked at me, the playfulness draining away. “Is it okay if I tell her stuff? Not, like, the details, but just… that you’re doing well? That you’re happy?”

I shrugged. “Yeah. I’m not famous by any means.”

After we paid, we headed down to the beach, carrying her bags, the damp sand cushioning our steps.

We walked until the restaurant was far behind us. Cleo stopped and sat on one of those old concrete benches, the kind half-sunk into the slope, facing the water.

I set down the bags and sat next to her.

She kicked off her shoes and wriggled her toes in the sand. She leaned her head against my shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around her. It was a sweet moment just for us.

We sat like that for a few minutes, the wind whipping her hair into my mouth, until she suddenly jerked upright.

“I have to pee.”

I nearly laughed, the spell broken. “You’re the worst at romance.”

“It’s the diuretic in the mocktail,” she said, already jogging toward the public bathrooms. “Don’t leave!”

I watched her go, her legs pale in the moonlight, the little bounce in her run.

I leaned back and closed my eyes, letting the salt and cold settle into my skin. But the next thing I noticed was Cleo’s phone buzzing next to me on the bench. She must have left it behind in her hurry.

The screen lit up with a text from an unknown number: FINAL NOTICE: Account past due. Call to avoid further action.

I frowned and picked up the phone.

Another message popped up, then another, each more aggressive … collection agencies.

I’d assumed she had a student loan. But these weren’t from a government lender. They were from credit cards, retail stores, buy-now-pay-later apps. The amounts were small, a few hundred dollars here or there, but stacked up, it was thousands, maybe more.

I remembered what Alexis said about the tears, about Cleo not wanting to ask for help. I remembered her hands shaking at lunch. I realized it was probably guilt.

The anger I felt wasn’t at Cleo, but at the world that made her feel like she had to carry it all herself.

Cleo came back at a skip, her bare feet slapping the concrete. She was humming to herself, a snatch of some dumb pop song, but when she saw me holding her phone, the music died. She stopped three paces from the bench, her whole posture flicking from bright to wary.

“You snooping my phone, creep?” she said, aiming for a joke, but her lips barely twitched.

I held it up, the screen still flashing with Important Account Notification. I kept my voice low. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

She froze, then tried to play it off, walking over and snatching the phone from my hand. “It’s nothing. I’m handling it.”

“Cleopatra.”

She wouldn’t look at me, just jammed the phone in her pocket and sat down, arms locked around her knees. “You’re not my dad,” she said, the words sharp but her voice shaking. “I’ll figure it out.”

I let the silence stretch, the ocean beating the rocks. “How much is it?”

She hunched her shoulders, then let out a sound between a sigh and a whimper. “It’s not a big deal. It’s just… they’re always calling, but they can’t do anything. I googled it.”

I waited.

She stared at the sand for a long time. Then, like she’d been holding her breath, she let it all out in a rush. “It started with a credit card. Just, like, for emergencies. Then I got another, because the first one was almost maxed. And then I needed one for books, and then… it just kind of… kept going.” Her voice was tiny. “I thought I’d get a job … Pay it off before Mom found out.”

I sat down next to her, close enough that our knees touched. “Cleopatra, how much?”

She finally turned, and for a second her chin quivered. “Seventy-eight thousand. Give or take.” She tried to laugh, but it came out broken. “Don’t freak out. I know it’s—”

“Seventy-eight thousand?” I said, just above a whisper.

She nodded, eyes brimming. “I’m so stupid. I didn’t want to tell you because I didn’t want to be another problem for you or Mom and I just … I wanted to be the one who had it together for once.” Her voice wobbled, and then she broke, the tears coming in quick, angry bursts.

She hid her face in her arms, shoulders shaking. I let her get it out. I didn’t say anything, just reached over and pulled her into my chest, the way I used to when we were little and she’d skin her knees. She resisted for a second, then melted, her body small and intimate in my arms, her breath hiccupping against my shirt.

“I’m so dumb,” she said again, words muffled. “You’re out there saving the world or whatever, and I’m just… screwing up. I keep thinking I’ll get ahead, but it’s always just… more.”

I stroked her hair, the wind tangling it around my fingers. “It’s not your fault. You did what you had to do.”

“But I didn’t have to,” she said, looking up at me with mascara streaks on her cheeks. “I could have just been honest. I could have asked for help, but it’s just so shameful.” She shook her head. “That’s so lame.”

I hugged her tighter. She pressed her face into my neck, her body trembling against mine, and I felt the old protectiveness in me, a wolf’s need to kill whatever hurt Cleo. My whole body tensed.

“You are like me,” I told her. “You’re the strongest person I know. But even superheroes need backup sometimes.”

She snorted, but she didn’t pull away. I let my hand rest on her back, kneading the knots out of her shoulders. The air between us changed, heavy and charged, and I realized too late that my powers were flickering, the aura that had driven Sophia and Madison wild now leaking into Cleo.

Cleo shivered, a little gasp escaping her lips, and her arms tightened around me. Her breathing changed, her whole body reacting, and for a second, I almost pulled away. Instead, I steadied myself and said, “I’m going to fix this, okay? Tomorrow morning, I’ll call every one of those numbers and pay it off. All of it. You’re done with this.”

She sat up, eyes huge. “No, Alex, that’s crazy. That’s so much money. You can’t—”

“I can,” I said, and I meant it. “That’s what I do now. I take care of the people I love.” I wiped a streak off her cheek with my thumb, and she caught my hand, holding it against her face like she never wanted to let go.

We stayed like that too long, the silence full of everything we’d never said. Somewhere, a wave crashed, and she blinked, then laughed, a single wet hiccup.

“You are the best in the world,” she said, but she didn’t let go of my hand.

I squeezed it. “That’s why you love me.”

“Yeah,” she whispered, and there was something in the way she said it that made my skin prickle.

She leaned her head on my shoulder, breathing slow and deep, her hand still laced with mine. We sat like that for a long time, the ocean wind smoothing our hair, the world narrowing to just the two of us and the dark.

Eventually, she pulled away, wiping her face. “Don’t tell Mom, okay? She’ll have a heart attack.”

I smiled. “I won’t.”

“Good,” she said and finally smiled.

* * *

The next morning, I was in my office at the back of the clinic. My laptop was open, and I was paying off every one of Cleo’s debts. Not just the minimums, but the full balances, every card, every buy-now-pay-later scam, every emergency that had ballooned into a private disaster.

I didn’t even have to think about it. The money came in faster than I could spend it, and Cleo didn’t deserve to be a debt slave.

Eventually, she appeared in the doorway, holding a pie. “Knock knock,” she said, using her head to nudge the door open the rest of the way.

She wore a tank top and shorts so short they could have passed for underwear, her hair loose, and there was flour on her cheek.

“Is that… pie?” I asked, because I couldn’t think of anything else.

“It’s a thank-you pie,” she said, setting it down on the desk between us. “For last night. Also for being a good friend and not telling my mom I’m a disaster.”

I closed the laptop, but she’d already seen the screen.

“Are you actually doing it?” she said, eyes wide and opening it again. “You’re paying off all my debt?”

I nodded. “Consider yourself liberated from the shackles of late capitalism.”

She stared at the numbers, then at me. Her mouth worked for a second, then she sort of launched herself at me, arms around my neck, squeezing until my chest popped.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she whispered.

I held her for a long second, then peeled her off, careful not to get flour in my hair.

“I’m serious,” she said, face suddenly grave, “I thought I would just… be a debt slave forever. Like, I would never own anything again, never have a life. You have no idea how much this means.”

I shrugged, but I felt something bloom in my chest.

“You’re not a slave, Cleo, not ever. You’re a beautiful woman, and you’re going to do whatever you want from now on.”

She went a little pink at that.

“Even if what I want is to eat pie for breakfast?”

“Especially if that’s what you want,” I said.

She grinned, then picked up the pie tin and handed it to me.

“It’s apple. I made it myself. Try it before I devour it myself.”

I took a bite, the crust still warm and the filling so sweet it made my teeth ache. She watched every chew like I was the judge on some baking show.

“It’s amazing,” I said, and she did a little fist pump.

We shared the pie, sitting on the floor with our backs to the wall, feet stretched out, eating straight from the pan.

She told me about a weird dream she’d had, something about all her teeth falling out and then regrowing as diamonds.

I told her about the new clients, about how the business was getting a little out of control.

“Oh my god,” she said, licking cinnamon off her fingers, “are you going to need an assistant?”

“I already have Alexis and Helen,” I said.

“Right.” She picked at the edge of the pastry box for a second. “Hey, is it okay if I go out with Madison tomorrow? She wants to show me the gym, and also we’re going to the beach. I know you’re super busy, but—”

I waved her off. “You should absolutely go. I’ll be stuck here breeding the next generation of trust fund babies anyway.”

She made a face. “TMI.”

“You asked.”

“Fair,” she said, then lay her head on my shoulder. “Thanks again, Alex. I know I already said it, but… you’re kind of my hero.”

I wiped her cheek with my thumb, leaving a little streak of flour.

“You always say that when you want something.”

She stuck out her tongue, then curled up against me, and we finished the pie in silence, just the two of us and the slow, rising heat of the day.


Chapter 6

The following day, Helen and Alexis cornered me after lunch. They’d made an appointment, a monthly review, but really it was just an excuse for the two of them to sit across from me in the boardroom and look simultaneously proud and worried.

Helen had a folder full of charts and printouts.

Alexis just had a mug of herbal tea and her kind, gentle face.

“So, Alexander,” Helen said, “how are you holding up?”

I shrugged. “I feel fine. Better than fine.”

She raised her eyebrows. “You don’t feel… drained? Or burnt out?”

“Should I?”

Alexis sipped her tea, watching me over the rim, giggling a little. “Helen’s worried that you’re doing too much, too fast. She thinks there’s not enough time for you and her.”

“Hey!” Helen said and swatted Alexis’s shoulder. “Speak for yourself.”

I should’ve known where this conversation was going. “Well, I’m not running a marathon,” I said. “It’s not even that hard. Most of the time I’m just… you know, having sex. It’s not the worst thing in the world.”

“What about the emotional part, being there for them at the moment?” Alexis asked.

“It’s a bit more difficult, but I can’t say I’m burned out,” I pointed out.

Alexis exchanged told-you-so smiles with Helen.

Helen slid a magazine across the table. On the cover was a photo of Sophia, radiant and caressing her belly, with the headline Miracle Baby: Hollywood’s Best Kept Secret.

Apparently, the word has gotten out that someone had knocked her up. There was a two-page spread inside, all about her mysterious conception and her new outlook on life. Mysterious since everyone thought she was single.

“She didn’t mention the clinic by name,” Alexis said, “but people are talking. It’s only a matter of time before someone connects the dots.” She tapped the magazine. “We need to decide what kind of story we want to tell.”

I flipped through the glossy pages. Sophia was in a white silk dress. She looked happy, almost weightless, like the moon had finally stopped pulling at her. I traced the print with my thumb and tried to imagine what it would be like to make that kind of difference in someone’s life, every single time. I also reminisced over our days together with Madison. They sure had been magical.

Helen slid a second paper across the table.

This one was a printout of an email.

It was from Sophia, addressed to Helen but with my name in the CC.

The subject line was THANK YOU.

The body was a single, breathless paragraph:

I just wanted to say thank you, from the bottom of my heart. I have never felt this happy in my whole life. My doctor says I’m pregnant. This is a dream come true. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Please give Alexander my love. I will never be able to repay him. If there is anything I can ever do for you, let me know. I tell everyone you are my angels.

Helen smiled. “I enjoy reading the love letters after you knock up these women.”

I smiled as well. “So do I.” Every word warmed my heart, and I was glad I could fulfil their dreams.

Alexis reached over and took my hand. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

I squeezed her hand. “I really am. I mean, it was a bit odd at the beginning, but I’ve gotten used to it now. I like that I’m helping people. I’m not going to get a big head about it, I promise.”

Alexis smirked. “Too late.”

Helen sipped her water, then set the glass down. “There’s another thing. We need to talk about pricing. The demand is rising every day. If we don’t raise our rates, we’ll have a mob outside by next month.”

I shrugged. “Whatever you think is best.”

Alexis smiled, a little proud and a little relieved. “We think a fifty percent increase is fair for now. And maybe an interview process, just so you don’t have to deal with certain personalities.”

I remembered a few of the more recent appointments. “Yeah, that would be good.”

Alexis patted my hand, then reached up and brushed my hair off my forehead.

“What’s the hard part, then?”

I thought about it. “Honestly? I can do this all day. That’s not the hard part.”

I paused then went on. “It’s just… I don’t know what to do with all the money. It feels like a prank. Like one morning I’ll wake up and the bank will say, ‘Sorry, you’re broke after all.’”

Helen laughed, and even Alexis smiled wider. “That’s a problem every man wishes he had,” she said, shaking her head.

A knock sounded at the door, and then I heard Cleo’s voice, “Can I come in?”

Alexis nodded. “Of course, sweetie.”

Cleo entered, wearing one of the things I’d bought her at the mall: a mini dress with spaghetti straps and a neckline that dipped nearly to her navel.

The effect was immediate. My eyes went straight to the way the dress clung to her hips, the way the fabric caught the light. She wore her hair down, loose and shiny, and her lips gleamed with the Tom Ford lipstick.

She made a little pirouette, then stopped, cheeks pink. “Does it look okay?”

Alexis said, “You look gorgeous,” and Helen whistled tenderly.

But Cleo’s eyes were on me.

I could feel my blood thicken as I looked her up and down. Every nerve in me buzzed. I cleared my throat. “Wow … you’re going to break hearts.”

She beamed, but her face also flushed deeper, and for a second, I saw the shy, uncertain Cleo underneath. “Also, I’m going out with Madison.”

Helen raised her eyebrows. “A date?”

Cleo stuck her tongue out. “Not like that. We’re going to the beach.” Then she turned to me, voice gentle. “Is that okay?”

I nodded. I already knew about it. I was glad Madison and Cleo were getting along. “Just text me if you need anything.”

She grinned, then leaned in and kissed me on the cheek, her hair brushing my jaw, the smell of her making my head spin.

As she pulled away, her bare thigh brushed mine under the table, and she didn’t move it right away. It was only an accident, or maybe not, but it left me half-hard, my cock straining against the fly of my shorts.

I looked down and tried to think of anything besides Cleo’s legs, but Alexis’s hand was on my back, affectionate and steady, and I realized she’d noticed.

She squeezed my shoulder and leaned in.

“Relax,” she whispered. “It’s a compliment to your genes.”

Helen was watching me, too, but with a knowing little smile.

“I think Cleo’s going to have a very interesting summer,” she said, and Cleo rolled her eyes theatrically before darting out with another little wave.

Helen tapped the folder. “Maybe we should interview any new employee the old-fashioned way,” she said. “Just line them up and see which one breaks you first.”

I realized she was joking, but a not-small part of me wondered what it would be like.

The mental image made my cock pulse again, and I shifted in the chair, trying to hide it.

Alexis must have noticed, because she reached under the table and squeezed my thigh, her pinky almost grazing the bulge.

“You’re a machine, honey. Never embarrassed, always ready.”

I chuckled

Helen set her hands on the table and said, “Well, I think we’re done. Unless there’s anything else you want to discuss?”

I shook my head. I tried to focus on the numbers, but my brain was already halfway to the next appointment, the next whatever. I wasn’t even sure who was on the books today.

Alexis’s phone buzzed on the table. She answered with her usual “Yes? Alexis speaking,” and listened for a moment, nodding. “We’ll see him right away. Thank you. Yes, of course,” she said, and hung up.

She looked at me, her face neutral but her eyes bright. “Your first client is early. She’s waiting in the private lounge. I suggest you go now, before Helen and I decide to keep you here for more financial planning.”

Helen flashed a wicked smile. “Or unless you’d rather run a group session. Today’s applicant is a model, by the way. She brought her own lingerie.”

I stood, trying to hide that my cock was already half-hard. “I’ll start with one. Not that kind of stamina.”

Helen gave me a look that said, not yet.

I made my way through the corridors of the mansion and toward the lounge. There was no use pretending I wasn’t already thinking in images: the way the last client had sucked me off before I’d even closed the door, the way one had squirted on the sheets and the way every woman who walked through these halls looked at me like I was made out of chocolate and gold. But I was never nervous, not anymore. My body was always ready.

The woman in the lounge sat cross-legged on the velvet sofa, scrolling her phone. She had one of those faces that made you stop and stare: high cheekbones, lips like a secret, eyes huge and unblinking. Her hair was straight, dark, and perfectly parted. She wore a cream silk robe, which she immediately let slip off her shoulder when I entered.

She looked at me, then past me, as if she could already see the scene about to unfold. “You must be Alexander,” she said, her voice like a warm bath. “I’m Veronica.”

I smiled, extending my hand. She ignored it and instead reached up, tugged me down to the sofa, and kissed me, open-mouthed, her tongue already searching. She tasted like coconut and mint. She moaned when I pushed back, when I squeezed her thigh and let my hand slide up the inside of her robe.

She pulled away, her lips wet and parted. “Let’s not waste time,” she murmured.

“I wasn’t planning on it,” I said. I guided her to the love room on the top floor.

We both undressed, and she was already in lingerie: black lace bra, nothing underneath, and thigh-highs with a garter belt. Her body was lean, hard, like she lived for the gym and, as I found out seconds later, for this. She straddled me, grinding down, her hands in my hair, her hips insistent. When I slipped my cock out, she didn’t even look surprised, just grinned and eased onto it, sighing like this was the only way to live. Her pussy was hot and tight, and she bounced on my lap, every clench perfectly timed to milk the next spasm out of me.

I lasted longer than I expected, but not as long as she did. She came twice, digging her nails into my shoulders and biting my lip, and when I finally unloaded in her, she gasped and shivered, still locked around my cock.

We stayed like that, breathing hard, for a few beats. She kissed me again, this time slow and grateful, and then stood, the cum already dripping down her thigh.

“Thank you,” she said, voice flat but somehow meaningful. She didn’t bother putting the robe back on, just scooped up her bag and swanned out of the room, naked, as if this was the most normal thing in the world.

I slumped back, dazed. That was the thing: every time I thought I’d seen it all, a new client found a way to surprise me.

I tucked myself away and prepared for the next.

Maya brought me the next client. A tall, brunette, freshly showered and wearing a thin robe. She was in her late twenties with porcelain skin and a perfect hourglass figure.

“Alexander?” she said.

“That’s me.”

We made some small talk. She had tried for years getting knocked up but with no success, wasting thousands in fertility treatments. I promised her a child, and that the money wouldn’t be wasted.

She kissed me, and I kissed her back, my hands already moving over her waist, her hips, the pillowy curve of her ass. She made a low sound in her throat when I cupped her breast. I walked her backward to the bed and laid her down, and she reached for me, tugging at my belt.

When she got my cock free, she gasped and her hand froze around it. She stared at it, then up at me. “They told me,” she said, “but I didn’t believe them.”

I didn’t ask who they were. I just pushed her thighs apart and lined up against her, and she stopped talking.

She was slick and ready, and when I pushed inside, she moaned, her back arching off the mattress, her hands scrabbling for the sheets. I worked in slowly, giving her time to adjust, and she kept making these small, broken sounds, her mouth open, her eyes shut tight.

“God,” she breathed. “God, you’re big.”

I found my rhythm, and she found hers, and within minutes she was shaking beneath me, her whole body clenched around mine. I felt the familiar warmth building, that deep tidal pull, and I let it go, flooding her in long, shuddering pulses. She gasped and held me there, her legs locked around my back, as if she could keep every drop inside her by sheer force of will.

Afterward she lay flat, one arm thrown over her eyes, chest heaving. “That was not what I expected,” she said.

“Good or bad?”

She laughed, breathless. “Don’t be stupid … I’ve never felt such a pleasure, but I didn’t come here for pleasure, but for pregnancy.”

“You’re pregnant … If not, you’ll get your money back.”

I cleaned up, straightened my clothes. Maya escorted her out, and right before I knew it, the next woman was in front of me again. She was a redhead. Early thirties, freckled shoulders, green eyes that went wide the moment she saw me. “I wasn’t expecting a young gun,” she said with a giggle.

“Afraid I don’t know how to love a woman?”

She chuckled. “You seem more potent than any other guy I’ve been with … so you’re giving me hope.”

It was a common trope. Most of these ladies had tried every method in the book, but I still considered it a bonus if I made them smile.

I sat next to her and talked for a few minutes. I didn’t touch her yet. I asked her name, her story. Her name was Dana. She’d been trying for four years. Her husband had left. She’d spent the last of her savings on this appointment and she wasn’t sure she’d done the right thing.

I took her hand as she became more emotional, and she started to cry, very quietly, and I let her.

Then I kissed her, and she kissed me back, and the crying stopped. She was loving and warm, and she held my face in her hands the entire time, like she needed to know I was real. When I finally pushed into her, she let out a long, slow exhale that seemed to come from somewhere very deep. She wrapped her legs around me and pulled me closer, and I slowly fucked her until her breath came in short, helpless gasps and she shuddered apart beneath me. I followed her over, emptying into her with a groan, and she pressed her mouth against my jaw and just held on.

When it was over, she said, “Thank you,” and she meant it.

I kissed her forehead, and she left with a smile.

The afternoon moved like that, one woman after the next, using my fertility powers to recover from one orgasm after another. A blonde in her late thirties who barely let me get through the door before she had her hands on me, her fingers wrapping around my cock and squeezing with a low, approving hum. “Helen wasn’t exaggerating,” she said, looking up at me with a satisfied smile. She rode me with her hands braced on my chest, rolling her hips in long, deliberate strokes, and when she came, she threw her head back and laughed, joyful and unguarded, and then came again when I finished inside her, the warmth of it sending her over a second time.

A petite brunette who was quieter, more intense, who gripped my forearms and stared at my face the whole time like she was memorizing me. She said nothing when it was done, just pressed her palm flat against her belly and smiled at the ceiling.

A woman who arrived in a business suit and left the jacket on until the last possible moment, then turned out to be wearing absolutely nothing underneath it. Her eyes widened when she saw my cock, and she admitted she had libido issues because of work-related stress. Although with the help of my touch, she became wet in seconds, and she stared at me in disbelief. Then I took her, fucking her till I came hard inside her.

Then there was one more after that, the last woman of the evening.

By the time the last woman left, the sky outside the windows had gone the color of bruised plums, the ocean invisible beyond the dark. I probably smelled like musk, sweat and sex. The first thing I did was to hop into the shower. I stood there for a long time, letting the hot water work through the knots in my shoulders. The day sat in my body like a pleasant weight, not exhaustion exactly, more like the feeling after a long swim, that deep, boneless satisfaction. I counted them up in the steam: seven women. Seven lives that would change because of one afternoon. That thought never got old.

When I was done showering, Maya knocked on the bathroom door while I was toweling off. “I left clothes on the chair,” she called through the door. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

She’d found a soft grey henley and dark jeans. I dressed, ran a hand through my still-damp hair, and followed the smell of food toward the kitchen. Alexis was already seated, asking how my day went. Then Cleo blew through the front door about thirty seconds after I sat down.

She was pink from the sun, her golden hair wind-tangled and half-escaped from a braid, wearing the cutoff shorts from our shopping trip and a bikini top. She had a beach bag over one shoulder and a pair of flip-flops dangling from her fingers.

“How was your day, sweetie,” Alexis asked as she sat down.

“First we did the gym, and Madison showed me this whole circuit she does, and I almost died, but then she said my form was actually really good, which I think she meant as a compliment, and then we drove down to the beach … your girlfriend is so friendly and sweet.”

“I know,” I said. Cleo deserved someone like Madison and not whoever had made fun of her old clothes.

“So, I’m starving. What did you do today?”

Alexis set a plate in front of her. “He worked.”

Cleo looked at me, eyebrows raised. “Like, worked worked?”

“Seven,” I said.

Her eyes went wide, and then she grinned, the same wicked delight she’d shown in the car. “Seven women in one day. You are an actual myth.”

“It’s a job.”

“It’s a superpower.” She stabbed a piece of chicken. “Were they all nice?”

I thought about Dana crying quietly and then smiling on her way out, about the redhead, about the one in the business suit and the rest of them. “Most of them,” I said. “All of them, really.”

Alexis sat down at the head of the table and topped up her wine glass. “How was Madison?”

Cleo’s expression shifted, something flickering behind her eyes before she smoothed it over. “She’s great.” She poked at her food. “She’s also, like, stupidly beautiful. Like, unfairly. I kept catching guys on the beach just stopping and staring at her, and I’m standing right next to her feeling like her less attractive cousin.”

Alexis made a sound of gentle protest. “Cleo, that’s not true.”

“I’m just saying what happened.” She shrugged, but her shoulders were a little tight.

“You’re gorgeous,” Alexis said, with the firm certainty of someone who had been saying it for nineteen years and meant it every time.

Cleo turned to me, chin lifted, the way she did when she wanted an honest answer and was bracing for a diplomatic one. “What do you think?”

I looked at her. The sun had left a faint line across her nose and cheeks, and her hair was still wild from the beach, and she was watching me with those bright, searching eyes.

“I think you look cute and pretty,” I said. “Same as always.”

She held my gaze for a beat longer than necessary, then looked back at her plate. The tips of her ears went pink. “Cute,” she repeated, like she was testing the word.

“And pretty,” I added.

“High praise from the man who just spent the day with seven women who probably look like movie posters.”

“None of them looked like you,” I said, and then immediately reached for my water glass.

Alexis gave me a smile across the table.

Cleo was quiet for a moment, turning her fork over in her fingers. Then she said, casual as anything, “We should do another shopping trip. I saw some stuff online I want your opinion on … uhm, if you want.”

“We just went shopping,” I said.

“That was practical shopping. This would be fun shopping.” She looked at me. “You’re good at it. You have taste now. It’s weird but I like it.”

Alexis laughed, setting her glass down. “She’s not wrong, Alexander. You have more money than you know what to do with. A shopping trip would at least put some of it to use.”

I chuckled. “We’ll find time,” I told Cleo.”

Cleo smiled and went back to eating.

* * *

After the plates were cleared, Cleo stretched her arms above her head, yawned dramatically, and said that she needed a shower to get the salt out of her hair. She disappeared down the hall, and a few seconds later I heard the distant rush of water.

Alexis moved from her chair to the sofa, closer to where I was sitting. She tucked one leg under her and turned toward me, and something in her expression had changed. The easy, dinner-table warmth was still there, but underneath it was something more deliberate. “You were incredible today,” she said.

I looked at her. “You were watching?”

“I saw glimpses here and there … talked to the women you loved and how much they praised you.” She paused. “I’m not going to pretend I wasn’t affected by it. Watching you with all those women, the way you took care of them.” She shook her head slowly. “It does something to me … it always does.”

I felt the warmth of that settle in my chest. “Alexis.”

“I know,” she said, not defensively. “I’m just being honest.”

She reached over and rested her hand on my knee. “Helen and I talked about something … about the three of us. Together, when the timing is right.”

I held her gaze. The idea wasn’t new, and I wasn’t a threesome-virgin any longer. “Yeah,” I said. “I want that.”

“We just need to find the right moment.”

“We will.” I put my hand over hers. “There’s no rush.”

She nodded, and then she was quiet for a moment, and I could tell she was working toward something else. “She was watching you, too,” Alexis said, her voice lower now.

I didn’t have to ask who she meant. “I know.”

“At dinner … every time you spoke.” She turned her hand over under mine. “She looks at you the way I used to watch you when you first started out here.”

I stared at the far wall, the old familiar pull of that knowledge sitting somewhere between warmth and unease. “I noticed it the second I met her at the airport.”

“She’s young,” Alexis said. “And she’s always adored you. But this is different.”

“I know.”

“Be gentle with her,” Alexis said. It wasn’t a warning exactly, more like something she needed to say aloud, needed me to hear and hold onto.

“Of course,” I said. “I would never hurt her.”

She studied me for a moment, her light brown eyes moving over my face, and then whatever she was looking for, she seemed to find, because she leaned in and kissed me.

It was soft at first, the way she always started, her hand coming up to rest against my jaw. I kissed her back, and she made a quiet sound against my mouth that I felt all the way down my spine.

She pulled back just enough to look at me, her thumb tracing the line of my jaw. “You’re a good man and lover,” she said. “I need you to keep being that.”

“I’m trying,” I said.

She kissed me once more, brief and warm, and then settled back against the cushion beside me, her shoulder against mine, and we sat like that while the sound of the shower ran on somewhere in the mansion and the ocean moved dark and steady beyond the glass.

* * *

Eventually, it was time to go to bed. I brushed my teeth, killed the lights and slid into bed. I sighed in relief. Seven women, a shared pie on the floor, Cleo pink from the sun and Alexis’s hand over mine at the dinner table. I lay in the dark and let it all settle.

But then someone knocked. “Come in,” I said.

The door opened. Alexis stood in the frame, backlit by the dim hallway glow. She’d showered, her honey-blonde hair damp at the ends, the bathrobe tied at the waist. She stepped inside and eased the door shut behind her without a sound.

“Hey,” she said.

I sat up. “You okay?”

She stayed near the door, her fingers working the belt of the robe in small, fidgeting loops. “I’ve been lying in bed for twenty minutes,” she said. “I can’t settle.”

I waited.

She exhaled, and whatever careful phrasing she’d been rehearsing seemed to dissolve. “I need your help,” she said. “Not the full thing. I know Cleo’s still up. I heard her moving around. But I just need you to…” She paused, her chin dropping. “Touch me. Just enough to get me there. I can take care of the rest myself.”

I looked at her for a moment. The low light touched the line of her jaw and the smooth curve of her bare shoulder. “Come here,” I said.

She crossed the room and sat on the edge of the mattress beside me, her weight dipping the springs. I could smell her clean skin, the faint floral soap she’d used. Her breathing was already a little shallow.

I reached over slowly, watching her face. She gave a small nod, her teeth pressing briefly into her lower lip. I slid my hand beneath the robe and along the supple inside of her thigh. When my fingers reached her, she was already damp, but the moment I let the current run through my touch. She made a sound so quiet it was almost nothing, just the smallest catch in the back of her throat, and I felt her grow slick against my palm. Her hand came down over mine, pressing it there for one still second.

Then a floorboard creaked in the hallway.

I pulled my hand back and she straightened, the robe closing over her knees as Cleo appeared in the doorway.

She was in a nightgown, ivory and silky, thin straps, the fabric draping over every curve. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, freshly brushed. She looked from Alexis to me and back.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

Alexis didn’t miss a beat. “We had some work things to go over,” she said, her voice smooth and unhurried. “Boring budget stuff.” She stood, retying the belt of the robe. “I was just heading to bed.” She leaned down and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Goodnight, honey.”

“Night, Alexis.”

She moved past Cleo with a small smile, touching her shoulder briefly as she went, and then she was gone down the hall, her footsteps fading.

Cleo watched her go, then turned back to me with an expression I couldn’t entirely read. She stepped inside and let the door drift open, not quite closed.

“I wanted to say something,” she said, her voice dropping to the register she used when it was just the two of us. “In private.”

She sat where Alexis had just been sitting, the mattress dipping in the same spot, and folded her hands in her lap.

“The debt thing,” she said. “I keep thinking about it. I’ve been trying to figure out how to say this properly all day, and I just…” She shook her head. “You’re amazing, Alex. I mean it. I don’t have a better word for it.”

I opened my mouth, but she held up a hand.

“Let me finish. I’ve spent so long pretending everything was fine, and you just looked at me and saw through it, and then you fixed it without making me feel like garbage about it. You have no idea what that did for me.” The sharpness had gone out of her voice. “So, thank you, really.”

I reached over and pulled her into a hug, my arm around her shoulders, her head tucking naturally against my neck the way it always had. She held on for a moment, both arms coming up around my ribs.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Always.”

She pulled back, and before I could say anything else, she leaned in and kissed my cheek, a firm press of her lips. When she sat back, she was grinning.

“Souvenir,” she said, tapping my cheek to mirror where she’d left the mark. “So you remember who loves you most.”

“Sweet dreams, Cleo.”

“Sweet dreams,” she said, and slipped off the bed and out the door, the hem of the nightgown catching the light as she went.

I slumped back against the pillow and stared at the ceiling. I reached up and touched my cheek where the lipstick had landed, then dropped my hand.

It was getting more complicated by the day. That was the only honest thing I could say about it. The pieces were all moving, Alexis and Cleo and Madison and the work and the money and the current that ran through everything I touched, and I wasn’t sure anymore whether I was navigating it or just being carried along by it.

I closed my eyes and let the dark have me.


Chapter 7

My phone was already lit up when I woke up. The notifications had come in while I slept, a small stack of them, but the one sitting at the top was from Madison, a DM sent.

Good morning. Are you awake? Call me.

I rolled onto my back and called her.

She picked up on the second ring. “Finally,” she said.

“It’s barely nine.”

“I’ve been up since seven. I went for a run.” A pause. “Okay so I have to tell you something and I need you not to make it weird.”

I rubbed my eyes. “That’s a great opening.”

“I know. Just listen.” I heard her settle, the soft sound of her sitting down somewhere. “So Cleo and I were hanging out yesterday, and we talked a lot, and at some point she starts asking me about you.”

“Asking what?”

“Everything,” Madison said. “Like, your personality, your sense of humor. How you treat people. And then she asked me, and I want to stress she asked me very casually, like she was just making conversation.” A brief pause for effect. “She asked about your size.”

The ceiling suddenly became very interesting.

“She what?”

“She asked if the rumors were true. I may have confirmed them.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “Don’t be mad. She was going to find out eventually.”

“Madison.”

“I think she’s in love with you, Alex.” Her voice had shifted, quieter now, less teasing. “I don’t mean that in a cute sibling way. I mean she talks about you the way I talk about you, and I am very openly trying to sleep with you on a regular basis.”

I was quiet for a moment.

I thought about the nightgown. The lipstick on my cheek, and everything else that’s happened between us since she came here.

“I figured there was a reason she reached out to you,” I said carefully.

“Maybe,” Madison said. “But I like her. I want you to know that. It’s not just because of you. She’s genuinely fun and she’s sweet and she’s got this whole thing going on where she pretends she doesn’t care about anything but she clearly cares about everything.” A small laugh. “She’s very cute.”

“She is,” I agreed, and left it at that.

“Anyway.” Madison’s tone brightened back up. “You have a day off today, right? Can we do something? I don’t care what. I just want to see you in person,” she finished.

“Yeah,” I said. “I have the day off. Come out. We’ll figure something out.”

“Perfect.” The smile was back in her voice, full wattage. “I’ll text Cleo too.”

“I’ll talk to her,” I said. “We’ll meet you somewhere.”

We hung up and I dropped the phone onto my chest and stared at the ceiling for a moment. Then my screen lit up again.

A DM notification. No preview, just a username.

I tapped it open assuming it was Madison following up, maybe a location suggestion or a selfie from her run, and the image loaded and I went completely still.

It was a nude. Full length, mirror selfie, taken in what I recognized after a half second as the bathroom down the hall. Ivory skin, golden hair loose over one shoulder, one arm lifted to hold the phone. The nightgown was gone. Every inch of her was visible, and my brain caught up a full three seconds after my body did, my cock already pressing hard against the sheets before I’d consciously processed who I was looking at.

Cleopatra.

I sat up slowly, phone in both hands, my pulse doing something stupid in my throat.

She was beautiful. That was the honest, unavoidable fact of it. Slender waist, the gentle flare of her hips, her breasts small and perfectly shaped, her expression in the mirror caught somewhere between deliberate and terrified. I’d seen her briefly when she was masturbating, but not up close like this.

I forced myself to lock the screen. I sat there for a moment, breathing through it, then typed back. Was that for me?

Three dots appeared immediately. Then a string of blushing emojis, and then, Oh my god no it was for Madison I’m so sorry wrong DM I want to die.

I looked at the locked screen for a long moment. I wasn’t sure I believed it, but I wasn’t going to make it worse.

It’s fine, I typed back. Happens to everyone. Forget it.

Another blushing emoji. Then, please forget it.

Good luck with that. I set the phone face down on the nightstand and sat on the edge of the bed with my elbows on my knees, running a hand through my hair. My cock was still half hard and I was already annoyed at myself about it.

I thought about last night. Alexis in the doorway, the robe, my hand under the hem and then the floorboard. We’d gotten lucky. I couldn’t keep being careless about that, not with Cleo moving through the mansion at all hours, not with the way she watched me now. Last night had been too close. Whatever I had with Alexis needed walls around it, real ones, not just a door that wasn’t quite latched.

I rose and went to the bathroom. I texted Maya to prepare my clothes while I showered.

After the shower, Maya was already in the room, laying out clothes on the chair the way she always did. Dark jeans, a white linen shirt, a pair of clean sneakers.

“Thank you,” I said.

She glanced at me, then quickly away, the color rising in her cheeks the way it always did when she caught me with a towel and wet hair. “Of course,” she said, and slipped out.

I dressed and went toward the terrace. Alexis was already there, sitting with her cup of tea and the morning light on her face, her hair loose and pretty in the early sun. The ocean was flat and bright below us. Helen sat across from her with a folder open and a cup of tea she hadn’t touched.

I pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Good morning,” Alexis said.

“Morning.”

Helen looked up from the folder. “Sleep well?”

“Eventually.”

Alexis poured me a cup of tea and slid it across the table. I wrapped my hand around it and looked out at the water. We talked about the schedule, about a new inquiry that had come in overnight, about whether to hire a second coordinator. Ordinary morning conversation.

I started to say something but the terrace door slid open and Cleo stepped out, barefoot, still in the nightgown, her hair not yet brushed. She stopped when she saw all three of us looking at her, and a deep flush climbed from her collarbone to her hairline.

“Morning,” she said, to no one in particular.

“Morning, sweetheart,” Alexis said, warm as always.

Cleo pulled out the chair beside me and sat down, tucking her feet up under her, not quite meeting anyone’s eyes. Alexis poured her some tea as well while she was texting someone.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I glanced down, did you tell them about the photo?

I kept my face neutral and typed back under the table. No.

A pause. Then, thank you.

Alexis was talking to Helen about something, and I slid the phone back into my pocket.

“What kind of secrets are you two keeping?” Alexis asked, glancing between us with a light smile.

Cleo looked up. “Nothing.”

“You’re both on your phones.”

“I was checking the weather,” Cleo said, without missing a beat.

Alexis raised her eyebrows and let it go. She looked at Cleo over her cup. “Any plans today?”

Cleo shrugged one shoulder, pulling a piece of melon off the plate. “Not really. Maybe.”

I looked at her. “I have the day off. You want to go shopping?”

Her eyes came up to mine. “Yeah, actually. Yeah, I do.”

“We can go this morning.”

She was already brighter, sitting up a little straighter. “Can we bring Madison?”

“She was already planning on it,” I said.

Cleo’s whole face opened up. “Okay. Yes, give me twenty minutes.”

She grabbed her cup and disappeared back inside.

Helen watched her go, then looked at me. “Have fun,” she said, in a tone that meant several things at once.

* * *

Cleo was ready in fifteen. She came back out in cutoff shorts and a cropped white shirt, her hair loose, the Tom Ford lipstick already on. She had the big woven bag she’d bought on the last trip and a pair of oversized sunglasses pushed up on her head.

Alexis kissed us both and told Cleo not to let me spend too much.

Cleo said, “No promises,” and pulled me toward the car.

We hopped into the Lambo, and I drove away. She had the window down and her feet on the dash within the first five minutes, her hair blowing sideways, her sunglasses finally down over her eyes. She had a playlist going through the Bluetooth, something with a slow, rolling bass line, and she was singing along under her breath, barely audible over the wind.

We’d been on the road maybe ten minutes when she turned the volume down. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

She looked out at the road ahead. “What was my mother actually doing in your room last night?”

I kept my eyes on the road. My grip on the wheel stayed loose, but just barely. “Budget stuff,” I said. “Like she said.”

A pause. “At midnight.”

“She couldn’t sleep.”

Another pause, longer this time. Cleo turned the sunglasses up onto her head and looked at me sideways. “You’re a bad liar.”

“I’m not lying.”

“You’re doing the thing where you answer too quickly.”

“I’m driving.”

She turned back to the windshield and didn’t say anything for a moment, and I could feel her thinking. Then she let it go, or at least she let it appear to go, which with Cleo was not the same thing at all.

She put the sunglasses back down and turned the volume up a notch, and we rode in silence for a mile or two. Then she turned it back down.

“Did you see much of it?” she asked. Her voice was almost casual, the way it got when she was trying very hard to be casual.

I knew exactly what she meant. There was no point pretending otherwise. “All of it,” I said.

She made an embarrassed sound. “And?”

“And what?”

“What did you think?” She was looking out the side window, her chin lifted, waiting.

I kept my eyes on the road. “You have a great body, Cleo.”

A beat. “You’re just saying that.”

“I’m not.”

She was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice had dropped, smaller and more careful. “Do you think they’re too small? My boobs, I mean. Madison has this whole… situation going on, and I just…” She trailed off.

I glanced at her. She was still looking out the window, one thumb working the strap of her bag. I looked back at the road.

“You’re perfect,” I said. I meant it to land flat and final, and it did. No qualifier, no cushion around it.

She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she smiled, and I caught it in my peripheral vision, that slow, private smile that she tried to hide by turning further toward the window.

The music filled the car for another stretch. Then she pulled one knee up to her chest and rested her chin on it, watching the road unspool ahead of us.

“How much do you know about her?” she asked.

“Her who?”

“Cleopatra. The real one. Not me.”

I thought about it. “An Egyptian queen of Greek descent. Ptolemaic line. Born out of family love, same as most of that dynasty. They married siblings for generations to keep the bloodline clean.”

She went slightly pink at that. I noticed it without commenting on it. “The taboo part,” she said, after a moment. “Have you ever thought about what that would feel like?”

The question sat in the car between us. I kept my expression neutral, my hands easy on the wheel. “It’s a thought experiment,” I said.

She turned her head, watching my profile. “That’s not an answer.”

“I’ve thought about it,” I said, which was true enough.

She nodded slowly, like that satisfied something. “Do you actually think it’s such a big deal? The way society acts about it, I mean. Like, the world ends if two people who happen to be related…”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think it’s the catastrophe people make it out to be.”

She absorbed that. I had a fairly clear idea of why she was asking, the pieces of it were not subtle, and they had been assembling themselves for days now, but I wasn’t going to put words to it. Not yet. Not in a moving car ten minutes from a shopping center where Madison was waiting.

“I think it’s kind of cute, actually,” Cleo said. “That she married her brother. Ptolemy the Thirteenth, right? He was younger than her. She was the one in charge.” A small pause. “It’s romantic, in a weird ancient way.”

“She also had him drowned eventually,” I said.

Cleo wrinkled her nose. “That was because of Caesar.”

“What do you think of Caesar?”

“He should have stayed in Rome.” She said it with a shrug. “He shows up and suddenly everything gets complicated and it doesn’t have a happy ending. If he’d just stayed where he belonged…”

“It was probably a bit more complicated than that,” I said.

“It’s always more complicated than that,” she said, mimicking my tone just slightly, not unkindly. “But the basic point stands. She had something, and then an outside party came in and disrupted it, and it fell apart.”

I let that sit for a moment.

She put her feet back up on the dash and looked out through the windshield at the bright flat stretch of road ahead, the sun catching the gold in her hair.

I signaled and took the exit toward the shopping district, the ocean disappearing behind us as we curved inland. My phone buzzed in the cupholder, almost certainly Madison sending a parking lot location.

“You know she named her son after him,” I said. “Caesarion.”

“I know.” Cleo’s voice was quieter now. “She loved him. That was the problem. She should have loved someone she could keep.”

I didn’t say anything to that. I pulled into the lot and found a space, and when I cut the engine, Cleo was already gathering her bag and pushing the door open, sunglasses back in place, the conversation apparently finished.

But she paused with one foot on the asphalt and looked back at me over her shoulder.

“For the record,” she said, “I think Ptolemy got a raw deal in the history books.”

She stepped out and let the door swing behind her, and I sat there for one extra second before following.

Madison was waiting near the entrance in a yellow sundress, waving from behind her own oversized sunglasses, and Cleo’s whole body lifted when she saw her, the two of them meeting in the kind of hug that comes from a day at the beach and a shared playlist and whatever Cleo had apparently confided along the way.

I watched them from twenty feet back, my hands in my pockets and let the moment settle before Madison spotted me and waved me over with a grin.

I hugged and kissed her. We made some small talk, and then we jumped straight to shopping.

The first store was one of those places where everything was draped rather than hung, fabric falling off minimal fixtures in neutral tones, the kind of shop where a single price tag could fund a small vacation. Madison moved through, and Cleo followed her, occasionally holding something up against herself and looking at me over the rack.

I sat in one of the low leather chairs near the fitting rooms and let them run.

Madison came out first in a white linen sundress, sleeveless, with a neckline that dipped just past appropriate. She turned once, slowly, her arms out.

“Too casual?” she asked.

“Not casual enough,” I said.

She laughed and went back in.

Cleo came out in a black backless mini dress. The fabric was simple, the back open almost to the base of her spine, held together by two thin straps that crossed at the shoulder blades. She had her hair over one shoulder to show the back, and she stood there in her bare feet on the marble floor and looked at me with that chin-up expression.

“Well?” she said.

I looked at her for a long moment. The dress was cut to make the most of exactly the body she had, the slight curve of her waist, the clean line of her back and the way the hem landed just below the threshold of indecent.

“That one,” I said.

She turned slowly, checking the back in the angled mirror beside the fitting room door. “It’s not too much?”

“It’s exactly enough.”

She smiled at the mirror, then glanced back at me over her bare shoulder, just for a second, before disappearing back through the curtain.

Madison’s voice came through the fabric. “He said that one, Cleo. You heard him.”

“I heard him,” Cleo said.

After we were done at the first store, we headed to another. The second store was smaller and higher end. Madison found a sheer white top immediately, the fabric so thin it was more suggestion than material, and held it up.

“This,” she said.

“You’d need a bra,” the sales associate offered.

Madison gave her a polite smile. “I really wouldn’t.”

She disappeared into the fitting room, and Cleo pulled me over to a rack near the back, holding up a pale blue silk blouse and then immediately putting it back down. “Too safe,” she muttered.

Madison called from behind the curtain. “Alex. Come here a second.”

I looked at Cleo, who waved me toward the fitting room with a slightly too innocent expression. I pushed through the curtain.

Madison was standing in front of the mirror in the white top, no bra, exactly as promised. The fabric was sheer enough that the light caught everything, her nipples just visible through the gauze, her breasts full and perfectly shaped beneath it. She had her hair pulled to one side, and she was watching my face in the mirror with that particular smile she used when she already knew the answer.

“Honest opinion,” she said.

I took a breath and kept my expression level, though I could feel the fertility powers moving in me the way it always did in close quarters. “Honest opinion, you’ll get pulled over just walking to the car.”

She laughed, delighted. “Perfect, I’ll take it.” She turned to face me directly, which was worse than the mirror. “You can go. Unless you want to stay.”

“I’ll go,” I said, and pushed back through the curtain.

Cleo was waiting just outside it, her arms crossed, her expression somewhere between curious and amused. She looked at my face and the amusement won.

“Good in there?” she asked.

“Fine,” I said.

She patted my arm and went back to the rack.

The third store was where it got complicated. It was a boutique that sold resort wear, beachwear, and the kind of vacation clothing that existed in a category between fashion and foreplay. The walls were lined with swimsuits and cover-ups and small, bright pieces of nothing. Madison went straight for a rack of bikinis in the back while Cleo circled the front section, pulling out a few things and putting them back.

Then she held up a bikini. Tiny, emerald green, the top two triangles of fabric and the bottom not much more.

“I need your opinion on this one,” she said, and her voice was perfectly even, as if this were a completely unremarkable request.

“That’s what I’m here for,” I said.

She disappeared into the fitting room. Madison drifted over from the bikini rack and leaned against the wall beside me, her own selection draped over her arm.

“She’s been planning this stop since the parking lot,” Madison said, quietly enough that only I could hear.

“I figured.”

“She asked me on the way over if you’d be honest about swimwear.” A pause. “I said you would be.”

The curtain moved and Cleo’s voice came through it. “Okay, come in. I can’t tell if it fits right.”

Madison raised her eyebrows at me, and I pushed through the curtain.

The fitting room was small, a narrow rectangle with a mirror on the far wall and a single hook on the side. Cleo was standing in front of the mirror in the green bikini, her back to me, looking over her shoulder. The top was tied at the neck and the back, the fabric pulling just enough to stay in place, and the bottoms were cut high at the hip, the back barely covering what it was meant to cover.

She was beautiful. That fact landed with the kind of weight that had nothing to do with intent or permission.

And then my fertility powers slipped. She felt it. Her lips parted and her cheeks flushed, color spreading from her jaw down her throat, and she held very still.

“Does it fit right?” she asked, but her voice had gone softer.

I pulled the current back in, locked it down, and kept my voice steady. “It fits right.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

She looked at herself in the mirror for a moment, her chest rising and falling a little faster than normal, the flush still high on her cheeks. Then she turned to face me directly, her chin lifting in that familiar way, and I saw her register that I’d noticed the flush and I noticed her decide not to acknowledge it.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m getting it.”

I went back through the curtain. Madison was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed and an expression of pure satisfaction.

“She’s getting it,” I said.

“Obviously,” Madison said.

Madison went in next, with a red bikini she’d pulled from the rack, and she barely got the curtain closed before she said, “Alex, come in, I need the tie done at the back.”

I went in. She was standing with her back to me, holding the two strings of the top over her shoulder, the bikini bottoms already on, her hair swept to one side. I tied the strings at her back, my fingers working the knot, and I was careful this time, deliberate about keeping the fertility powers locked, but it didn’t matter because Madison leaned back into my hands the moment I finished, just slightly, her shoulder blades pressing back against my chest for one second.

“Thank you,” she said, in a voice that had nothing to do with the tie.

I stepped back and she turned around, and the red against her sun-gold skin was exactly as effective as she’d known it would be. She looked at herself in the mirror, then at me.

“Well?”

“You know,” I said.

She laughed, low and warm. “I do know. But I like hearing it.”

Through the curtain, I heard Cleo’s voice, bright with amusement. “Are you two done in there in that tiny room?”

“Just a minute,” Madison called back, entirely unbothered.

She took that minute, adjusting the bikini top in the mirror, and then she pushed through the curtain ahead of me with her red bikini and her armful of other selections and a smile.

By the time we finished paying at the third store, I’d stopped looking at the totals entirely. It didn’t matter. My problem was, after all, what to do with all the money.

We made it back to the cars in the early afternoon heat, the sun directly overhead and the asphalt radiating warmth up through the soles of our shoes. I unlocked the car and Cleo loaded the bags into the front trunk while Madison loaded the bags in hers, and then Cleo turned around and without any preamble at all walked straight into me, both arms coming up around my ribs and squeezing hard.

“Thank you,” she said against my shoulder. “I mean it. You didn’t have to do any of this.”

Before I could answer, Madison was there too, coming around from the other side and wrapping her arms around both of us from my left, her cheek pressing against my arm, her hand finding Cleo’s at my back.

“Thank you,” Madison said.

“You are welcome,” I told both of them.

Cleo tightened her arms briefly and then pulled back, her sunglasses crooked from the hug. She straightened them, and her cheeks were pink.

“Okay,” she said, voice brisk in the way that meant she was covering something. “Lunch. I’m starving. I need to sit down somewhere with a view and eat something that isn’t a protein bar.”

I knew a place along the coast, an outdoor terrace restaurant built into a hillside, tables under white umbrellas with the ocean spread out below. And it was also within walking distance.

When we reached there, we got a table at the railing, the water glittering flat and bright thirty feet below us, a breeze moving through at regular intervals that kept the heat from settling.

Cleo sat across from me with Madison to my right. Cleo touched her hair twice, pushed it back over one shoulder, then pulled it forward again. She checked her phone and set it face down. She touched the corner of her mouth where the Tom Ford lipstick sat, making sure it was still there, which it was.

We ordered, and then the conversation moved easily at first, the way it did when everyone was still a little warm from shopping and the food hadn’t arrived yet. Madison talked about the red bikini and which beach she was going to debut it at. Cleo talked about the black dress, whether it needed different shoes, and we went around that for a while until the food came and settled us.

Then Cleo set her fork down and looked at me with the expression that meant she’d been waiting to say something.

“So,” she said. “I was thinking about the car conversation. About Cleopatra and Ptolemy.”

Madison tilted her head, interested.

“And I was just thinking,” Cleo continued, her voice carefully light, “that you said you don’t think it’s the catastrophe people make it out to be. The sibling thing.” She picked up her fork again and turned it over in her fingers. “So you really don’t think sibling stuff is automatically gross?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think it’s automatically anything.”

Cleo gave Madison a brief update of what we’d talked about in the car. Then Madison reached for her glass, and over the rim of it she looked at me with an expression of calm, knowing amusement. “Depends on the siblings,” she said, in the same easy tone she used to talk about the weather.

Cleo looked at her. “That’s exactly what I think.”

“I know,” Madison said pleasantly, and set her glass down.

Under the table, something warm pressed against my foot. Cleo’s bare foot, the sandal apparently off, the top of it resting lightly against the side of mine. She didn’t move it. She looked out at the water and took a sip of her own water and kept talking about something, the Ptolemaic dynasty, the particular logic of keeping power within a bloodline, and her foot stayed exactly where it was, easy and still and impossible to misread. But I let it be there.

The breeze came through again and lifted the edge of Cleo’s hair, and she caught it with one hand, tucking it back. “I need to pee,” she said abruptly. She stood, gathering herself, and her foot left mine. She touched her lipstick once more and disappeared toward the interior of the restaurant.

Madison watched her go, then turned to me.

“Okay,” she said. “What is happening there?”

I leaned back in my chair. “You told me on the phone.”

“I told you what I suspected. You’re confirming it.” She studied me. “She’s in love with you.”

“Yes,” I said.

Madison absorbed that with a slow nod, her fingers turning the wine glass stem. “That’s actually very cute,” she said, and she meant it, no edge in it. “I’m not being sarcastic. It’s genuinely sweet. She looks at you like you personally hung the sun.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Everything about you is complicated.” She smiled, but it softened almost immediately into something more honest. “She needs something good right now, anyway. Something to think about that isn’t the rest of it.”

I looked at her. “The rest of what?”

Madison glanced toward the restaurant door, checking, and then looked back at me. “She mentioned her situation at home a little. Not a lot, but enough.” She paused, turning the glass again. “I didn’t say anything because it’s not my thing to share, but since we’re being honest.” She set the glass down. “It’s tight at home for me as well. It’s been tight for a while. My mom and I are managing, but barely. The kind of barely where you check the account before you buy groceries.” She said it plainly, without apology, but I could see the effort in the plainness.

“Madison,” I said.

“It’s fine. I’m not saying it for sympathy. I just meant I understand a little, the need for something good to focus on.”

I looked at her for a moment. The ocean moved behind her, bright and indifferent.

“You should move in,” I said.

She blinked. “What?”

“The mansion. There’s more space than we’re using. You should move in.”

She stared at me. For once, the easy confidence was suspended, replaced by something more unguarded. “You’re serious.”

“Of course I’m serious. There’s no reason you should be managing barely when there’s a mansion full of empty rooms.”

She opened her mouth and closed it again. “I’ve thought about it,” she admitted, quieter now. “I wasn’t going to say anything because you’re always working, and I didn’t want to make it weird, or ask for something you didn’t have room for.”

“I’m busy,” I said. “That’s…kind of the point, right? I want you there, Madison. I want you with us. If you want it, too.”

She looked away for a second. “I want it,” she said. “I really do.”

“Then it’s settled.”

She set her glass down, then reached for my hand under the table. “Thank you,” she said, and I could tell she meant it in about seven different ways at once.

I squeezed her hand. “You’re welcome.”

She held it for a moment. Then, she leaned over and kissed me, a quick press of her lips to mine. When she pulled back, her eyes were shining. “Okay,” she said. “Now I’m going to cry if you say anything else nice, so let’s just eat.”

Cleo came back from the bathroom, sliding into her seat and immediately noticing the weird smile on Madison’s face. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” Madison said brightly. “We’re just talking about living arrangements. I’m moving in.”

Cleo’s face opened up, then dissolved into a delighted squeal. “Oh my god, really?!”

“If you’ll have me,” Madison said, glancing at me.

“Yes,” Cleo said, decisive. “Oh my god, yes. We’ll have so much fun. We should … we should do a housewarming thing. Like a party, but just for us. Or a girls’ night. Or a—” She stopped herself, cheeks bright, then looked at me. “If that’s okay for you.”

“Whatever makes you two happy,” I said.

Cleo squeezed her water glass. “Can we do something tomorrow? The three of us?”

“I’ve got clients in the morning,” I said. “But after lunch I’m yours.”

She considered it. “We’ll do something fun and meet you after work. Maybe cook dinner for you.”

Madison nodded, already plotting. “Or we’ll surprise you.”

Cleo grinned, a streak of pure mischief in it. “You’ll love it. I promise.”

We finished lunch with a cheesecake then got the check and wandered back toward the cars.

At the parking lot, Madison stopped beside her car and turned to face both of us. “I’ll talk to my mother when I get back to prepare the move,” she said. “Assuming I pass the background check.”

“I already know all your secrets,” I said.

She smirked. “Not all of them. But you will.”

She reached out and hugged Cleo, then pulled me in as well. I felt her body pressed to mine, the heat of her and the familiar scent of her skin. “I love you,” she said, leaning her forehead against mine.

“I love you too,” I said, giving her fit ass a squeeze before I kissed her on the lips.

She held on for a second, then let go and looked at Cleo. “Text me as soon as you’re home.”

“We have to come up with something good,” Cleo remembered. “For the surprise.”

Madison saluted. “On it.”

She slid into her car and pulled away, and Cleo and I stood for a second in the lot, watching her go. Then we walked to the Lambo and got in, the seats already hot from the sun.

Cleo buckled up, then turned to me.

“I’m really happy,” she said, so quietly I almost missed it.

I looked at her. “Yeah?”

She nodded. “I feel like… like we’re building something. Not just a place to live, but a real family. I know that sounds dumb.”

“It’s not dumb.”

She twisted in her seat, looking out the side window. “I’m not used to things being good for this long. It’s like I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

I put my hand on hers, resting on her bare thigh. “Maybe there isn’t another shoe.”

She looked down at my hand, then turned it over so our palms touched. “If there is, maybe you can just buy me better shoes.”

We both laughed, and then I started the car and drove us home.

* * *

Alexis was in the kitchen when we got back.

She was in a sundress, barefoot, humming to herself as she chopped fruit for a giant bowl of salad. She looked up as we entered and gave us both a smile that was pure sunshine. “How was your day?” she asked.

“Good,” I said. “Madison’s moving in.”

Alexis’s eyebrows jumped, but the smile didn’t fade. “That’s wonderful! I always liked her.”

She rinsed her hands and dried them on a towel, then hugged Cleo, then me.

“Mom,” Cleo said after breaking the hug. “I’ll spend time with Madison tomorrow while Alex is working, then we’ll be with him.”

“That’s fine, sweetie, make sure to give some alone time for Alex and his girlfriend as well.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. She and Alexis exchanged excited looks, then Alexis drifted back to her salad, still humming.

Cleo disappeared down the hall to shower and change, and I lingered in the kitchen, sipping from a glass of water and watching Alexis in the late light. She finished the salad, covered it in plastic wrap, and set it in the fridge. Then she turned to face me, leaning against the counter.

“I’m proud of you,” she said, her eyes warm.

I shrugged. “I’m just trying to keep up.”

She crossed the room and took my hand in both of hers. Her fingers were cool from the water. “You’re doing more than that.” She squeezed my hand.

“You’re building something really special. All of this, the work, the people here, the way you take care of Cleo, your girlfriend and all the women needing love and children. I never thought it would feel like a real home again, but it does.”

I looked at her, and I felt the pull, her to me, and me to her. I wanted to make love to her again, and I knew she felt the same.

She reached up and traced the line of my cheek with her thumb. “Tomorrow,” she said, “after you’re finished breeding. Helen and I want you. Both of us.”

My pulse kicked hard, but I kept my voice level. “I want you, too.”

She smiled, slow and secret. “I know. But this time it’s going to be all three of us together. I want you to be ready for that.”

“I will be,” I said. My cock was already stirring, just from the promise of it.

She must have seen it in my face, because she laughed and kissed my forehead. She let go, then drifted down the hall, her dress fluttering, and I was left in the kitchen with the scent of lemon and basil and the knowledge that tomorrow was going to be very, very different.


Chapter 8

The following day, I texted Cleo good morning and got back a selfie of her and Madison, both in matching sunglasses and holding up iced coffees in front of a pink neon gym sign. Cleo’s text, Try not to breed the entire county while we’re gone. Madison’s, Save some energy for us.

I smiled, then went to the bathroom, took the hottest shower I could handle and tried to clear the sleep from my head.

I dressed in fresh clothes and headed to the main office. Maya was already waiting, a clipboard in her arms. Helen had delegated the managing tasks to her today since she and Alexis were busy with something. Maya smiled, but there was a hint of mischief in it, as if she knew what was on the schedule and was rooting for me from the sidelines.

“First client’s in the lounge,” she said. “She’s, uh, very nervous.”

I nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”

She handed me the clipboard. The dossier photo was of a woman with close-cropped hair, a severe cut, big brown eyes. She wore a military uniform in the picture. The bio said: Two tours. Medical discharge. Wants a child, but not a husband. Needs to feel safe.

I entered the lounge and found her pacing. She was taller than I expected, with a runner’s build, the kind of muscle that only shows up on women who’ve spent years getting up at five a.m. to hurt themselves on purpose. She turned when I entered, eyes running up and down as if she was assessing me for a threat.

“Hi, I’m Alexander,” I said.

She nodded. “I’m Jenna.”

We shook hands. I sat down on the sofa and motioned for her to join me.

She looked at the clock, then at me. “Is there a script for this?”

“Not unless you want one,” I said. “We can talk first. Or not talk at all. Up to you.”

She sat beside me, her arms crossed. “Let’s just do it.”

I led her upstairs, to one of the private suites. She undressed quickly, as if changing for inspection. Her body was covered in scars, some small, some big, one that ran from her left collarbone down beneath her breast. I let my gaze linger, not out of curiosity but respect. She caught me looking, and the edge in her eyes softened for half a second.

I undressed, and her eyes widened a little at the sight of my cock. No matter how many times I saw it happen, it always did something to me.

She lay down on the bed, still and ready, and I lay beside her, my hand resting on her hip.

“Do you want me to …?”

She shook her head. “Just do it.”

I slid inside her, slow and careful, and she let out a long, ragged breath. Her walls were tense at first, like her body was fighting to stay in control, but I opened the fertility powers gently, letting it roll off me until she softened under the touch. After a minute, she wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper.

She didn’t make a sound until she came, then she bit her own knuckle and shuddered, her whole body shaking, and after I flooded her she pulled me so close I almost couldn’t breathe. She held on for a long time, her hand trembling against my shoulder.

When it was done, she dressed in silence, and at the door she turned back, her face more relaxed than it had been since I walked in.

“I didn’t think I could do that,” she said quietly.

“You did,” I told her, and she nodded.

“It felt really nice … I’m sorry if I appeared a bit cold.”

I smiled. “No judgement … we’re all different.”

“And I’m pregnant now?”

“Yes … We have a hundred percent success rate.”

“Okay,” she said with a smile that told me she was grateful.

After she left, I showered off and checked the schedule. Five minutes until the next appointment. The second woman was already in the waiting room, flipping through a magazine. She wore a business suit, her blonde hair in a ponytail, and she didn’t look up until I stood in front of her. She was maybe twenty-seven, twenty-eight, with a face that would have looked at home in a perfume ad. I read her file, “Geneticist, single, wants guarantee of health and intelligence.”

She introduced herself as Dr. Chandra and shook my hand.

We sat down on the velvet settee, and she crossed one leg over the other. “How does this work?” she asked, and there was no innuendo in her voice, just curiosity.

I explained the process, making her comfortable in the bedroom upstairs, and when I finished, she nodded, as if I’d passed an exam I wasn’t aware I was taking.

“I’d like to proceed,” she said. “I ovulate today. I have… optimal timing.”

I led her to the bedroom and let her undress in her own way, and when she slid onto the bed she did so with the posture of someone expecting to be observed through a two-way mirror.

When I joined her, she didn’t look at me for the first minute, but the moment I kissed her neck, the clinical edge in her eyes cracked and her breath shivered in her throat. I pressed inside her and let the warmth of my body move into hers, and this time I let the fertility pulse go a little further. She arched under me, gasping, her composure dissolving one layer at a time.

She tried to keep herself contained, but her body had other ideas. The more I fucked her, the more she unraveled, until she was digging her nails into my shoulders and moaning into my mouth. The moment I finished, she wrapped her arms around my neck and went completely still, then pushed back just enough to look at my face.

“Thank you,” she whispered. She meant it.

“You’re welcome,” I said and led her out.

I showered and changed into fresh clothes, then headed back to Maya.

“Thirty minutes until the next one,” she said. “You want lunch?”

I shook my head. “I’m good. Who’s next?”

She handed me the tablet. The next client was a Stanford athlete, twenty-one, a gymnast with a face that belonged on a billboard and a body sculpted by a decade of discipline. Her file said she wanted a child while she was still in peak condition. She wanted to “get it over with” before the end of the year so she could focus on grad school.

When she arrived, she wore a tank top and running shorts, her hair in a high ponytail. She sized up the lobby with a single glance, then zeroed in on me and smiled, as if we were about to run a relay together.

She shook my hand, her grip was stronger than most men’s, and then she pulled me into a quick, aggressive hug. “I’m ready if you are,” she said.

I could have taken her to the bedroom, but she just started undressing in the lounge, kicking off her shoes, peeling off her shorts and tank in one motion. She was shameless about her body; she had nothing to hide. I followed her lead, and when we collided in the bedroom, it felt less like seduction and more like a contest.

She wrestled me onto my back and mounted me, riding my cock with a focus that bordered on obsession. Her body was tight, powerful, her abs flexing with every movement. I let the powers out again and watched her eyes widen as it hit her. She doubled her pace, gasping, and after a few minutes she came so hard she bit down on my shoulder, leaving a perfect imprint of her teeth.

Afterward, she dressed in silence, tying her shoes with trembling hands. Before leaving, she kissed me on the cheek, called me “stud,” and bounced out the front door with a spring in her step.

Maya watched her go, then looked back at me, wide-eyed. On and on it went. I impregnated a screenwriter, classic LA beauty with long dark hair and bronze skin. Then it was a Brazilian model, twenty, barely legal, her photos straight off a swimsuit calendar. Her application was three sentences: Want beautiful baby. Love your sperm. Please help.

When she arrived, she wore a tiny pink dress and platform sandals. She had a perfume that clung to her skin like sugar. Her accent was thick, her English limited, but she made her intentions clear by climbing onto my lap before I even finished introducing myself.

She was an amazing kisser, and the way she rode me blew me away.

After her, there were two influencers named Lana and Ivana who wanted to conceive at the same time. When they arrived, I nearly dropped my jaw. They came in as a set, two tall, tanned, and surgically-perfect blondes in matching pastel sweats and crop tops. Quickly, we went upstairs. And I fucked them both back to back, creampying one beauty and then the other.

When I was done for the day, it was late afternoon. I should’ve been tired, or perhaps taken a break, but throughout the breeding, I had thought of Alexis and Helen. A threesome that was long overdue. I wasn’t sure, but during the break between the Brazilian and the two influencers, I believed I’d heard both Alexis and Helen shower. There must also be a reason why Maya had stepped in today.

I received a text from Alexis, Are you done, sweetie?

I texted her back. Just finished.

Do you wanna come to my bedroom or are you hungry? Your call what you want first … us or something to eat.

I want you first. I pocketed my phone as my cock hardened again, and I headed straight to Alexis’ room.

Once I was there, I opened without knocking. Alexis and Helen were there, waiting. They wore matching white robes, both freshly showered, their hair still damp and slicked back. Alexis was sitting on the end of the bed, one leg tucked under her, her face bright and delicate in the late sun. Helen was standing beside her, arms folded loosely, watching me with that sideways smile she always used when she wanted to see how I’d react.

“Busy day?” Alexis said.

I nodded. “Six clients.”

Helen let out a low whistle. “And you’re still hard for us, right?”

“Maybe … You have to touch me and find out.”

Alexis crooked a finger, and I went to her. She stood from the bed and closed the distance between us, her fingers already working the buttons of my shirt before I’d said a word. She pushed it back off my shoulders and let it fall, then her hands dropped to my belt, unhooking it. When she pulled my pants down and my cock swung free, already thick and fully hard, she made a sound low in her throat and looked up at me.

“That’s my boy,” she said tenderly.

Helen laughed from across the room, but it was warm, approving.

Alexis’s fingers wrapped around me for just a moment, a slow, possessive stroke, and then she let go and looked up at my face. Something shifted in her expression, a flicker of frustration beneath the want. “I’ve been going a little crazy, you know,” she said. “Having you in this mansion and not being able to touch you. Not with Cleo here. Every time you walk through a room, I have to act like nothing is happening.”

“I know,” I said.

“It’s been harder than I thought it would be.”

“We’ll make up for it now,” I told her.

She held my gaze for a second, then nodded, and the tension in her jaw released.

Helen moved first. She reached the belt of her robe, pulled it loose, and let the whole thing slide from her shoulders in one motion. She was stunning, all olive skin and a perfect hourglass figure, a patch of hair adorned her mound, but I could still see the pink of her slit. Her tits looked amazing, natural Ds, slightly saggy but still full at the bottom.

Then Alexis untied her own robe and let it fall, and I stood there between them, looking at both of them, and the room suddenly felt very heated.

I reached for Alexis. Her tits were at least a double D, perfectly bell-shaped. My hands found her breasts, giving her titties a squeeze, and I felt her breath catch the moment I touched her. Then Helen was behind me, her bare chest pressing against my back, her lips finding the side of my neck. Her hands slid around my ribs, and one of them covered mine where it rested against Alexis’s breast, guiding it down slowly, over the curve of her stomach. All of a sudden, I was sandwiched between two MILFs

Alexis’s thighs parted before my fingers even reached her, and when they did, I felt the heat of her, the slick, soaked warmth of it, and I pressed two fingers against her and she gasped.

“God,” she breathed. “Please. Fingers first. Just your fingers, baby.”

Helen pressed her lips to the back of my neck, then my ear. Her hand slid around my hip and found my cock, wrapping around it, and she began to stroke me in a long, easy flow while I fingered Alexis.

I let the fertility power unspool just slightly, not a flood, just a low current, and I felt both of them respond to it immediately. Alexis’s hips rolled forward, chasing my hand, and behind me Helen made a sweet, involuntary sound against my shoulder and I felt the slick heat of her against my back where she was pressed.

“That’s it,” Helen murmured against my ear. “That’s exactly it. Give her what she needs.”

Alexis had her forehead dropped against my chest, her hands gripping my forearms, and she was shaking. “Come to bed,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

We moved to the bed. Alexis lay back, her legs falling open, her honey-blonde hair spread across the pillow, her face flushed and her lips parted. I settled between her thighs, my tip brushing against her spongy pink flesh, and when I pushed inside her she arched up with a long, broken sound that she couldn’t have swallowed if she’d tried. I held still for a moment, buried in her, stretching her sweet walls.

“I love your size, sweetie. I can’t believe how good this feels.”

Helen climbed up onto the bed, and I watched as she positioned herself over Alexis’s face, her knees on either side of Alexis’s head.

“Here goes,” Helen said.

Alexis’s hands came up to Helen’s thighs without hesitation, pulling her down, and then her mouth was working against Helen and Helen’s head dropped back with a sharp inhale.

I started to fuck Alexis. Slow and deep, the way she liked it, each stroke stretching her and reaching her depths, my hands gripping her hips, and I let the fertility power seep into them until both of them were drenched in it. Alexis moaned against Helen’s pussy, the sound muffled and obscene, and Helen braced her hands on the headboard and rocked against her.

“That’s my boy,” Alexis said, barely coherent, pulling back from Helen just long enough to say it before Helen pressed her pussy back down against her mouth, spilling her honey all over Alexis’ face.

“Don’t stop,” Helen said. Her voice was strained, barely composed.

I didn’t stop. I fucked Alexis and watched Helen come apart above her, watched the flush spread across Helen’s chest and throat, and Alexis was moaning continuously now, the sounds of her mouth on Helen mixing with the wet sounds of me inside her until the room was saturated with it.

Alexis came seconds later, clenching around me so hard I had to press my fingers into her hips to stay steady, and she cried out against Helen’s thigh, her whole body shaking.

I wasn’t done. I pulled out, seeing Alexis’s pussy gape open, and Alexis rolled over without being asked, already knowing what came next. She got her knees under her, and Helen shifted forward on the bed, settling in front of her, one leg draped over Alexis’s shoulder. Alexis’s mouth found her friend again immediately.

“After you fill her up,” Helen said, looking at me over Alexis’s back, her voice gone rough, “I want my fill too.”

I gripped Alexis’s hips, rubbed my cock along her slit and drove back into her, and she pushed back against me hard, and every thrust sent her face deeper into Helen’s lap. I could feel how close I was, had been holding it back through the whole slow stretch of it, and now I let it go.

I came hard. My whole body locked, and I buried myself to the root and held there, pouring into her in long, shuddering waves, and Alexis moaned so loudly around Helen that Helen grabbed a fistful of her hair and shook.

That was the exact moment the door burst open. “Alex! We got you something, we couldn’t wait to—” Cleo’s voice cut off like a wire snapping.

I couldn’t move. I was still buried inside Alexis, still pulsing through the last of it, Alexis’s face still pressed against Helen’s thighs, the sounds still happening, still wet and clear in the sudden silence.

Two seconds. Maybe three. I turned my head and looked at Cleo.

She was standing in the doorway in her sunglasses, both hands full of shopping bags, her face still bright from whatever excitement had carried her down the hall. That brightness collapsed in real time, feature by feature, like watching something beautiful fall. Her eyes went wide, then wider. Her mouth opened and nothing came out. The bags slipped from her fingers and hit the floor. Her eyes filled slowly. “Oh my god,” she said.

Her voice was barely a whisper, and it was the most devastating thing I’d heard all day. Then she turned and ran.


Chapter 9

The sound of her footsteps went fast down the hall, then the front door hit the frame hard, and then there was nothing but the ocean outside and the three of us on the bed.

Alexis lifted her head. Helen went very still. I pulled out and was already moving off the bed before either of them said a word, grabbing my pants from the floor, pulling them on.

“Alexander,” Alexis said. Her voice had changed completely, the warmth stripped out of it.

“I’ve got her,” I said.

I didn’t bother with a shirt. I went out the door and down the hall and through the front entrance, into the last of the afternoon light, the ocean glittering below the terrace and the sky going orange at the edges. I looked left, then right. She had gone left, down the stone path that cut through the terracing and dropped toward the beach. I could see the path marks in the loose gravel where someone had moved fast and not carefully.

I went after her. The path was steep and I took it at a jog, the stone warm under my bare feet, the ocean getting louder as I dropped below the level of the mansion. The last of the sun was flat and orange across the water. I hit the sand and looked both ways along the shoreline.

She was fifty yards south, down near the waterline, sitting with her knees pulled up to her chest and her arms wrapped around her shins. Her head was bowed. Her hair was loose and the wind kept moving it across her face. She wasn’t pushing it back.

I walked toward her but not fast. I didn’t want to startle her, and I didn’t want to arrive like I was chasing her down. When I got close enough to hear her breathing, I heard the quiet, hitched sound of it. She was sitting in wet sand in the dark crying because of something I had done.

I sat down beside her. She didn’t look at me. She kept her face turned toward the water, one hand coming up to swipe at her cheek in a fast, angry gesture, like she was annoyed at herself for the tears.

The ocean moved in and out. The light was going fast now, the sky deepening to a bruised purple at the horizon.

“Cleo,” I said.

“I’m fine,” she said immediately.

“You’re not.”

She pulled her knees tighter. Another swipe at her cheek. “I shouldn’t have just walked in. I know that. It was stupid.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about.”

She was quiet for a moment. The wave came up and the foam reached almost to her bare feet, and she didn’t move back from it.

“I’m sorry you saw that,” I said. “Not just the way it looked. I mean the whole of it. That you found out that way, without warning, without any kind of preparation. That was wrong. I should have told you.”

She turned her head but didn’t look at me directly. “It’s not about the sex.”

“I know.”

“I mean it.” Her voice had a brittle edge to it. “I’m not some child who can’t handle the idea of you having sex. That’s not what I’m sitting out here crying about.”

“Then tell me.”

She was quiet for a long stretch, long enough that I thought she might not. Then she pulled in a breath and let it go slowly. “You and my mom. The two of you have this whole thing, this entire secret world, and you’ve both been in it together, and I’ve been right here in the same mansion and neither of you said a single word.” She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth for a second. “I’ve been falling for you since I got here. And the whole time you were already with her, and you both knew it, and I was the only one who didn’t.”

I didn’t say anything. I let her keep going.

“It made me feel stupid,” she said. “Like I was this little kid you were tolerating. Like you had a real life happening behind a closed door and I was just out here being cute and oblivious.” Her voice cracked on the last word. “That’s what hurts, not the sex, the secret.”

“You’re right,” I said. “That was on me. On both of us.”

She finally looked at me. Her eyes were red and her mascara had tracked down one cheek in a thin dark line. She looked young and furious and completely unguarded, and she held my gaze for a long moment like she was deciding something.

Then she said it. “I’m in love with you.”

The words landed flat and plain, no performance in them, no attempt to dress them up or make them easier. She said it the way someone says something they’ve been holding for so long that the holding had become its own kind of exhaustion.

“I’m not surprised … I kinda suspected it.”

She looked back at the water. “The nude,” she said, after a moment. “I sent it to you on purpose. I wanted you to see me. I wanted to know if you would react.” A pause. “You did react. I felt it when you looked at me, and I just needed you to.”

I thought about the morning I’d woken up to a nude photo of her. I couldn’t get the image out of my head.

“The Cleopatra conversation,” I said.

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “I brought that up on purpose. I wanted to know how you thought about it. Whether it repulsed you or whether you’d actually consider it.” She pressed her lips together. “You passed.”

“The photos you asked for your friend.”

She blushed a little. “They were all for me … I masturbated to them … I kept trying to get you to notice me as something other than your friend, and you kept being so careful, and then I found out you were already in bed with Mom and it felt like I’d been playing a game that was rigged from the start.”

“That’s not how it was,” I said.

“I know that. I know it now. But sitting out here, it felt like it.”

She brought her knees tighter to her chest and looked away from me again. “And then there’s Madison,” she said. “And the clients. All those women coming here every day, and you with all of them, and I’m just a girl, the one you’re taking care of because that’s what good guys.” She shook her head. “I kept watching you look at Madison, and I thought, okay, fine, that’s the one he actually wants, and I just need to get used to that.”

She put her face down against her knees for a moment. When she lifted it again her jaw was set.

“I’m ashamed,” she said. “I’m ashamed I feel this way about you, I’m ashamed I sent you that nude, I’m ashamed I’ve been manufacturing every single excuse to get close to you for weeks. I know that.” She pressed the back of her wrist to her eye. “But I’m also really tired of carrying it around, and I’m glad I said it, even if it makes everything weird now. So that’s where I am.”

The ocean moved in. The foam reached her feet this time and she still didn’t pull back from it.

I sat with what she’d said for a moment. Not because I didn’t know what to say, but because she had earned a real answer and not a quick one.

“First of all, Alexis and I talked about it. We talked about telling you, about how to do it, about what it would mean for you when we drove to the airport. We were scared of getting it wrong. Scared of hurting you, or worse, of losing you.” I held her gaze. “That was a mistake. We should have told you sooner, and I’m sorry we didn’t. You deserved better than finding out through a door you weren’t supposed to open.”

Her throat moved. She looked back at the water for a moment, then back at me. “So you were trying to protect me.”

“We thought we were.”

“It had the opposite effect.”

“I know that now.”

She pulled a strand of hair from her mouth where the wind had put it. “Do you actually feel anything for me? Or is it just that you knew about my crush and you felt sorry for me?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Of course I do.”

She searched my face. “Alexander.”

“Cleopatra.” I reached over and put my hand against her jaw, tilting her face toward mine, and I kissed her. My lips against hers for just a moment, long enough to be unambiguous, not so long that it became something she couldn’t process. I felt her go very still, and then I felt the warmth of her breath against my mouth, and then I pulled back.

Her cheeks had gone deep pink. She blinked once, like she was recalibrating.

“Oh,” she said.

I let my hand drop from her jaw. “Yeah.”

She looked at her own knees for a moment, and the color in her face deepened further.

“Do you feel better?” I asked.

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “A little.” She glanced at me, still pink. “I’m still processing.”

“Take your time.”

She nodded, and pulled her knees back to her chest, and we sat there in the near-dark with the ocean doing what it always did, and neither of us felt the need to fill the quiet.

It was maybe ten minutes before I heard footsteps on the stone path behind us. I turned. Alexis was picking her way down the last of the incline in her bathrobe, her feet bare, her hair still loose. She moved carefully on the uneven ground, and when she hit the sand she looked up and found us and the relief in her face was visible even at that distance.

She came across the sand and sat down on Cleo’s other side, pulling the robe tighter against the evening air. For a moment no one said anything. The three of us just sat there.

Then Alexis said, “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

Cleo didn’t answer right away. She was looking straight ahead.

“I kept telling myself we’d find the right moment,” Alexis continued. “That we’d sit you down and explain it properly, and it would go smoothly, and you wouldn’t be hurt. And the longer I waited for the right moment the more I convinced myself that the waiting was protecting you, when really it was just easier for me.” She paused. “I should have told you. From the beginning, I should have.”

Cleo’s jaw moved. “Yeah,” she said, after a moment. “You should have.”

“I know.”

Another silence. The wind moved through Cleo’s hair. “It wasn’t just the secret,” Cleo said. Her voice had lost the brittle edge. “I was angry because I love Alexander. Well, I love both of you. And when you love someone and they shut you out of something important, it feels like they don’t love you back the same way.”

Alexis made a small sound beside her. I watched her reach over and take Cleo’s hand in both of hers, pressing it between her palms.

“I love you,” Alexis said. “So much. More than I know how to say properly, and I handled this badly because I was scared, not because I didn’t love you.”

Alexis pulled her in, one arm around her shoulders, and Cleo leaned into her, her forehead dropping against Alexis’s temple. They stayed like that for a moment, the two of them.

Then Cleo pulled back and looked at me over her shoulder. “And you,” she said.

“I love you too, Cleo,” I said.

Her face changed when I said it. The last of the guardedness went out of her eyes and she smiled.

“I love you,” she said back, and she meant it in every direction at once.

Alexis exhaled slowly beside her, the sound of someone setting something heavy down. She looked at me over Cleo’s head and her eyes were bright and warm, and she mouthed thank you in a way that had everything to do with the girl sitting between us.

After a moment, Alexis pulled back and smoothed Cleo’s hair away from her face, the gesture automatic and maternal. “Are you angry with us?” she asked. “Honestly.”

Cleo considered it. She pulled at a thread on the hem of her shorts, turning the question over. “Not really,” she said, finally. “I mean, I was. For about two minutes out here I was furious.” She let out a short, self-deprecating breath. “But then I thought about everything Alexander has done since I got here, and it’s hard to stay furious at someone when you keep running into evidence of how much they care about you.”

Alexis tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“You know, he bought me clothes,” Cleo said. “And he made me feel wanted. Not in a weird way, just, present. Like I mattered to whatever was happening here, not just like I was being managed.” She picked at the thread again. “And then there was the other thing.”

“What other thing?” Alexis asked.

Cleo’s cheeks went pink in a way that had nothing to do with the wind or the cold. She glanced at me, and I kept my face neutral and let her decide how much to say.

She pulled in a breath. “I had some debt,” she said. “A lot of debt, actually.”

Alexis went still beside her. “What kind of debt?”

“Credit cards, mostly. A couple of personal loans. And there were collectors.” She said the last word quietly, like it embarrassed her to hear it out loud. “It was seventy-eight thousand dollars. I’d been carrying it for two years and I was drowning in it and I hadn’t told anyone because I was ashamed, and I had no idea how I was going to fix it.” She pressed her lips together. “Alexander paid all of it. Every single dollar, without hesitating, without making me feel small about it.”

Alexis looked at me.

She looked at me with the kind of pride that settles deep into the bones. She didn’t say anything for a moment. She just held my gaze, and I felt the warmth of it settle over me like a hand against the back of my neck.

Then she looked back at Cleo, and her expression shifted into something gently firm. “I’m glad he did that,” she said. “But sweetheart, seventy-eight thousand dollars …”

Cleo winced. “I know.”

“That’s not a small number.”

“I know, Mom.”

“You have to be more careful going forward. With money, with credit. I’m not saying this to make you feel worse, I’m saying it because I need you to take it seriously.”

Cleo nodded, her chin tucking. “I will,” she said. “I mean it. I’ll try. I already feel terrible that he had to do it.”

“Don’t feel terrible,” I said. “Just ask me if you need anything.”

She looked at me, and the corner of her mouth pulled up. “Yes, sir.”

Alexis let out a laugh, and the last of the heaviness that had been sitting over the three of us since the door opened lifted and dissolved into the evening air. She looked between the two of us, her eyes tender, and she smiled. She leaned over and pressed her lips to the top of Cleo’s head, holding them there for a moment, her hand coming up to cup the back of her daughter’s skull.

“I’ll be inside,” she said, when she pulled back. “Is that okay?”

Cleo nodded. She stood, brushing sand from the hem of her robe. She looked at me one more time. Then she turned and walked back up the beach toward the stone path, her bare feet quiet in the sand, her robe catching the wind behind her until the path swallowed her up and she was gone.

The sound of the ocean filled the space she left. Cleo sat beside me in the dark, and for a while neither of us spoke. She had stopped pulling at the thread in her shorts. She was looking at the water, her hair loose around her face, her knees still drawn up but looser now, less like armor and more like habit.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

“Yeah.”

She turned to face me, pulling one knee up and resting her chin on it, looking at me sideways with an expression I couldn’t entirely read. “The times you touched me … Like when you put your hand on me in the fitting room.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “I felt something. It wasn’t just you being close to me. It was something else. Something that went through me and made me feel like I was melting.” She held my gaze. “What was that?”

I looked at her for a moment. “You know what it was.”

“I want you to say it.”

“The fertility power,” I said. “It seeps out sometimes. Especially when I’m around someone I feel a pull toward. I can’t always control it.”

“So those were accidents.”

“Mostly,” I said. “Yeah.”

She was quiet, processing that. The wave came in and the foam ran up the sand to just short of where we sat.

“Mostly,” she repeated.

“There were moments where I was aware of it and I didn’t stop it,” I admitted. “When you were close to me and I could feel you responding to it. I should have pulled back. I didn’t always.”

She nodded slowly, like she was filing that away. Her lower lip slid between her teeth, and she looked down at the sand between us for a moment.

“What would it feel like,” she said, “if you did it on purpose? If you actually channeled it, deliberately, all the way?”

I looked at her. She was still looking at the sand, but her jaw was set in that particular way that meant she’d already decided something and was waiting to see if I was going to let her ask it in her own time. I decided not to wait.

I opened it up. I pulled it up from somewhere deep and let it move through my hand and into her, a full, deliberate current, the way I imagined a river feels when you pull the gates off a dam.

The effect was immediate. She gasped, a short, sharp sound that the wind nearly swallowed, and her whole body flushed at once, a deep rose spreading from her throat down into the neckline of her top. Her back straightened. Her lips parted. Her eyes went wide and then soft, the pupils swelling, and she swayed where she sat.

“Oh,” she said. The word came out barely above a breath. “It feels like I’m melting.”

Her nipples pressed against the fabric of her shirt, stiff and obvious, and she looked down at herself for a second as if confirming what her body was doing, and then she looked back up at me with an expression caught somewhere between stunned and delighted. A slow, dazed smile spread across her face.

“That feels really nice,” she whispered.

She reached out and pressed her palm flat against my lap, and when she found what she was looking for she kept her hand there, her fingers curving gently around the shape of me through the fabric. She didn’t look away. Neither did I. Her chest rose and fell, faster than it had been a minute ago, and I could feel my own breathing going the same direction.

I reached up and pushed the hair back from her face. She turned into it slightly, the way a cat leans into a hand, her eyes still on mine.

“Cleopatra,” I said.

“I know,” she said.

She moved first. She shifted onto her knees in the sand and leaned in and kissed me, and this time it wasn’t the brief, unambiguous thing I had given her earlier. It was a deep, wet tongue kiss.

Her mouth opened against mine. I tasted salt from her tears and the faint sweetness of her lip gloss as her tongue slid shyly into my mouth then bolder. She tilted her head, deepening the kiss, her tongue stroking mine with growing hunger. A little moan vibrated from her throat into me. My hand found the back of her neck, fingers threading through her wind-tangled hair as I kissed her back just as deeply, our tongues sliding wet and eager together.

She pressed closer, her breasts brushing my bare chest, breathing fast through her nose while we devoured each other. The kiss turned messy, needy, tongues tangling hotter with every second. When we finally broke apart, a thin string of saliva connected our lips for a moment before the ocean breeze took it.

I reached for the hem of her top and she lifted her arms and let me pull it over her head. The ocean breeze moved over her skin and she shivered but didn’t cross her arms over herself. She reached behind her back and unclasped her bra and slid it off her shoulders and let it fall into the sand, and then she was bare from the waist up, her skin gold in the last trace of light, and she sat back on her heels and let me look at her.

Her natural tits were full, high and perky with a gentle teardrop shape that defied gravity. They sat proudly on her chest, crowned with tender pink nipples already tight and erect from the cool ocean breeze and her arousal. They rose and fell quickly with her breathing, firm and supple, the kind of youthful breasts that begged to be touched. A light dusting of freckles scattered across the upper curves, glowing warmly in the fading sunset.

Cleo watched my face as I drank her in, biting her lower lip.

She was stunning. I already knew that. I had spent weeks trying not to fully acknowledge it and now there was no reason to pretend.

She pressed her hands flat against my chest, then my stomach, exploring without rushing, her fingers tracing the ridges of muscle. Then she reached for the waistband of my shorts and I reached for hers and we worked them off each other in the sand, clumsy and unhurried, her laughing once when the fabric caught and I had to tug it free, and then we were both bare on the beach in the dark with the tide coming in.

“Wow, that’s a big dick,” she said, her eyes wide.

“Don’t worry, it won’t hurt you.”

Cleo’s eyes flicked up to mine. She reached out and wrapped her hand around my thick cock, stroking it slowly as if testing its weight and heat.

I pulled her into another deep kiss, our tongues sliding together as I eased her down onto the cool, damp sand. The waves whispered nearby, foaming gently around our feet. I covered her body with mine, careful not to crush her, and trailed kisses down her neck, across her collarbone, until my mouth found one of her perfect, perky tits. I sucked her stiff pink nipple between my lips, flicking it with my tongue while my hand kneaded the other. Cleo arched with an intimate moan, her fingers threading through my hair.

“Oh god… that feels so good.”

I let the fertility power flow into her again, this time stronger, a steady, warm current pulsing from my mouth and hands straight into her sensitive flesh. Her whole body trembled. Her pussy was already soaked; I could smell her arousal on the sea breeze. I kissed lower, over her flat stomach, until I settled between her spread thighs. Her folds glistened in the faint moonlight. I dragged my tongue slowly up her slit, savoring her sweet taste, then circled her swollen clit. I pulled back. Her pussy was as pink as cotton candy and was puffy from all the honey leaking.

Cleo moaned loudly, hips bucking. “Alex, fuck…”

Hearing her call me that sent a dark thrill through me. I licked and sucked her eagerly before I crawled back up her body, kissing her deeply so she could taste herself on my tongue. My cock rested heavy against her mound.

“Will we have sex?” she whispered against my lips, voice trembling with desire.

“What do you think?”

“I think so.”

I positioned myself at her pink entrance, rubbing the thick head up and down her slick folds, coating myself in her juices. Then I pushed forward slowly. Cleo gasped sharply as the head stretched her open.

Inch by inch I sank into her impossibly tight pussy. Her walls fluttered and gripped me, hot and dripping. Cleo’s mouth fell open, her eyes wide with shock and pleasure as I stretched her virgin-tight pussy wide open.

“Alex… oh my god,” she whimpered, voice trembling. “You’re so thick… I feel so stretched.”

Her pussy was scorching hot and silky smooth inside, the slick walls rippling and squeezing around every inch of my cock as I pushed deeper. The scent of her arousal was heady and sweet: a warm, feminine musk mixed with the salty ocean air. When I finally bottomed out, my heavy balls pressed against her ass, her pussy clenched hard around the base of my shaft like it never wanted to let me go.

I stayed buried deep inside her, forehead pressed to hers, both of us breathing raggedly. “I love you, Cleo,” I whispered, then began to fuck her.

Long, slow strokes. The wet, obscene sound of her soaked pussy sucking on my cock filled the air between us with every thrust: a lewd, rhythmic schlick-schlick that mixed with the gentle crash of waves. Cleo moaned with each deep penetration, her perky tits jiggling between us, pink nipples stiff and begging for attention.

I leaned down and captured one in my mouth, sucking hard while I fucked her. Her pussy responded instantly, gushing fresh slickness around my cock.

“Alex… fuck, it feels so good,” she gasped, her voice breaking into a needy whine.

I opened the fertility power fully. A thick, warm current poured from my body straight into her core through my cock. Cleo’s back arched violently off the sand and she moaned, her tight channel convulsing wildly around me.

“Oh fuck, what is that?!” she moaned, eyes rolling back. Her pussy became even wetter, hotter, the velvety walls massaging my shaft.

“The powers of a fertility God.”

I kept the steady missionary rhythm, hips rolling as I drove into her again and again. The wet smacking sounds grew louder, her juices coating my balls and dripping down to the sand beneath us.

“Alex, Alex, I’m gonna cum, don’t stop!”

Her pussy suddenly clamped down like a fist, fluttering and spasming violently around my cock. A hot rush of girl-cum flooded around me as she came hard, her whole body shaking, legs locked tight around my waist. Her moans were loud and raw, echoing across the empty beach as her orgasm tore through her.

I didn’t slow down. I fucked her through it, deep and powerful strokes that made her oversensitive pussy squelch loudly with every thrust. The fertility power kept flowing, prolonging her climax until she was gasping and sobbing with pleasure beneath me.

When her orgasm finally began to fade, I hooked my arms under her knees, spreading her wider and pressing her thighs toward her chest. The new angle let me sink even deeper. The head of my cock kissed her cervix with every thrust, and the wet slapping sounds of my hips meeting her soaked pussy became filthy and constant.

Cleo’s eyes were glassy, her mouth open, drooling slightly as I pounded her. “I love you… harder, please—”

I gave it to her. Hard, deep, loving thrusts that drove my thick cock into her tight, dripping pussy over and over. Her perky tits bounced wildly.

The pressure at the base of my spine built into something massive. My balls drew up tight, heavy with cum.

Then I slammed into her one final time and came with a powerful, guttural groan. The first rope of cum erupted violently from my cock, blasting straight against her cervix. Then another, and another: thick, heavy jets of hot seed flooding her womb in powerful spurts. I kept thrusting through it, grinding deep as I pumped load after load into her fertile depths. The sheer intensity made my vision blur. My cock pulsed and throbbed for what felt like forever, filling her until cum was forced out around my shaft with every thrust, leaking down her ass in creamy white rivulets.

Cleo moaned in ecstasy as my orgasm triggered another powerful climax in her. Her pussy clamped down like a milking fist, rippling and squeezing rhythmically around my spurting cock, greedily drinking every drop of cum.

We came together for a long, shattering moment, moaning, trembling, locked in missionary as I emptied myself completely inside her.

When it finally ended, I collapsed on top of her, both of us gasping for air. My cock remained buried deep in her cum-filled pussy, still twitching with aftershocks. I could feel the warmth of my load leaking slowly out around me, mixing with her juices.

Cleo wrapped her arms around me tightly, kissing my neck, my jaw, my lips with trembling affection.

“I can feel it… so much cum inside me,” she whispered in awe, voice hoarse. “You just filled me up… It feels so intimate and full.”

I kissed her deeply, slowly, still buried inside her as the waves lapped at our legs. “You’re mine now, Cleo. My lover. My everything.”

She smiled against my mouth, glowing with love, satisfaction, and the knowledge that we had finally crossed the line … together.

We stayed locked together for a long time, my cock still buried deep inside her as the warm evening breeze cooled the sweat on our skin. Cleo’s fingers traced patterns up and down my back while I pressed kisses to her forehead, her cheeks and her swollen lips. My cum was slowly leaking out around my softening cock, tender and slick between her thighs.

“That was incredible,” she whispered. “I can still feel you pulsing inside me. So much cum… I’ve never felt anything like that.”

I smiled against her temple. “Good. Because I plan on doing that to you a lot from now on.”

She let out a happy laugh and squeezed her inner muscles around me, making me groan. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

We lay there in comfortable silence for a few minutes, listening to the waves and the distant call of seabirds. The sky had gone fully dark now, scattered with stars. I finally eased out of her with a wet sound. A thick trickle of my cum followed, dripping from her puffy, well-fucked pussy onto the sand.

Cleo glanced down between her legs and bit her lip, a shy but pleased smile spreading across her face. “We should probably get dressed before someone sees us,” she whispered, suddenly looking around the empty beach. “God, if anyone walked by while you were… you know… inside me…”

I chuckled and kissed her again. “Pretty sure we’re alone. But yeah, we should head back soon.”

We helped each other brush off sand and pull our clothes back on. Cleo’s hair was a wild, tangled mess, her cheeks still flushed and her lips kiss-swollen. She looked thoroughly fucked and radiantly happy. I pulled her into my arms once we were dressed, holding her close.

“I meant what I said earlier,” I murmured into her hair. “You’re mine now. We’ll figure everything out together, you, me, Alexis, Helen, Madison… all of it.”

She nodded against my chest. “I want that. I’ve wanted that for weeks.” Then she pulled back, eyes sparkling with sudden mischief.

“Speaking of gifts… I actually bought you something today. Before I… walked in on everything.”

I raised an eyebrow. “The shopping bags you dropped?”

“Yeah.” She grinned, suddenly looking excited despite the cum still dripping down her inner thighs. “I saw it and thought of you immediately. I wanted to surprise you tonight.”

“Then let’s go see it,” I said, taking her hand. “Before Alexis sends a search party and finds us covered in sand and cum.”

Cleo laughed and squeezed my fingers. “Good idea. Come on, before we get caught for real.”

We climbed the stone path together, barefoot and giggling like teenagers, stealing quick kisses whenever the path allowed. The mansion lights glowed warmly above us, promising both safety and the beginning of something entirely new.

We slipped back into the mansion through the terrace door, still brushing sand from our clothes. Cleo held my hand tightly as we crept upstairs. But then she stopped. “Mom, are you there?”

“The living room, sweetie.”

“Uhm, where are the bags I dropped?”

“I put them in your closet.”

“Okay, thank you!”

We went toward her room, both of us smiling like we’d gotten away with something enormous. Once we entered and her door was closed behind us, she let out a relieved giggle and pushed me gently toward the bed.

“Wait here,” she said, eyes bright. “I want to give it to you properly.”

She disappeared into her walk-in closet for a moment and came back holding one of the shopping bags she’d dropped earlier. Her cheeks were flushed as she sat cross-legged on the bed beside me.

“I bought this today while I was out with Madison,” she said, pulling out a small, black jewelry box. “I saw it and immediately thought of us.”

She opened the box. Inside was a delicate gold necklace with a small, beautifully crafted pendant. Two letters, an elegant A and C, were intertwined so closely they formed a subtle heart shape. It was simple, expensive-looking, and deeply intimate.

“I got one for me too,” she whispered, showing me a matching delicate anklet with a tiny A charm. “I wanted something that said you mean a lot to me, but I guess now after the sex, you’re mine… and I’m yours. Even if we have to keep it secret for a little while.”

I was speechless for a second. The necklace was perfect. “Cleo… this is beautiful.”

She bit her lip, suddenly shy. “Can I put it on you?”

“Yeah,” I said soothingly.

She moved closer, kneeling beside me on the bed. She lifted the necklace from the box and circled it carefully around my neck. I could feel the warmth of her breath against my skin as she fastened the clasp behind me. The pendant settled against my chest.

Cleo’s fingertips lingered there for a moment, resting lightly over the intertwined letters. Her expression softened into something almost overwhelmed. “I love it on you,” she whispered. “Now everyone will see it and just think it’s jewelry. But we’ll know what it really means.”

I pulled her into a slow, deep kiss. When we parted, I rested my forehead against hers. “Thank you,” I murmured. “I’ll never take it off.”

She smiled, radiant and delicate in the low light, then slipped the anklet around her own ankle, the tiny A catching the light. She looked up at me with pure love in her eyes.

We curled up together on her bed, tangled in each other, her head on my chest and my fingers playing with her hair. For a long while we just breathed together in comfortable silence.

Everything felt right. The business was thriving. Alexis and Helen were happy. Madison was moving in soon. And now Cleo was finally mine in every way that mattered. I could still feel the warmth of her body, still smell the ocean on our skin, and the memory of her wrapped around me made something deeply possessive bloom in my chest.

It was perfect. And it was also incredibly complicated.

There would be jealousy. There would be secrets. There would be moments where it all felt like too much. But lying here with Cleo’s warm, tender body pressed against mine, her fingers tracing circles over my heart and the necklace she’d given me resting against my chest, I knew one thing with absolute certainty: I wouldn’t trade this for anything in the world. This beautiful, messy, complicated life was mine. And I was going to fight like hell to keep it.


Afterword

Thank you so much for reading Becoming A Greek Fertility God 2!

If you’d like to be notified when I publish a new story—and receive a free taboo story—you can sign up for my newsletter at tommysilver.com.

If you’d like to reach out, feel free to email me at author@tommysilver.com.

That’s all for now!

Best regards,

Tommy Silver
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