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Chapter 1

Ihad just woken up, and I lay in bed for a while, listening to the yacht breathe around me, the engines at their lowest idle, the water a steady whisper against the hull. The light through the blinds was pale gold, the kind of light that only exists at sea in the first hour after sunrise, before the heat sets in and the blue goes hard.

I stretched, and my body responded the way it always did now: fluid, loose, ready. No hangover, no stiffness and no trace of the three glasses of wine I’d drunk the night before. The power had burned through it all while I slept, leaving me clear-headed and warm.

I got out, and then I showered, dressed in shorts and nothing else, and went up to the private aft deck.

The crew had already set up the massage table under the awning. The sun was still low, the light coming in sideways across the water, turning the surface to hammered silver. The Divine Seed was at anchor in a sheltered cove somewhere off the Florida Keys, the water so still it reflected the hull like a mirror. A warm breeze moved across the deck, and the only sound was the gentle slap of water against the hull and the distant cry of a gull.

I stripped off my shorts, draped a towel over the lower half of my body, and lay face-down on the padded table. The leather was warm from the sun, and the padding cradled my frame perfectly, the cutouts for my face and arms letting me breathe easily. I closed my eyes and let the yacht rock me, the slow, gentle motion like being held by something vast and indifferent and kind.

The masseuse arrived a few minutes later. Her name was Elara. She was tall, with warm, golden skin and long hair and hands that knew exactly what they were doing. She wore the standard spa uniform, a cream-colored tunic and loose pants, but the fabric did nothing to hide the lean, athletic lines of her body. She set her case down beside the table and I heard the soft clink of bottles.

“Morning, Alexander,” she said.

“Morning, Elara.”

She uncapped the first bottle, and the scent bloomed across the deck before her hands even touched me: cedarwood and bergamot. She poured the oil into her palms and rubbed them together, and then her hands were on my shoulders, and the first press of her thumbs into the meat of my trapezius nearly made me groan out loud.

“Tight today,” she said, working the muscle with slow, deliberate pressure. “You carry a lot up here.”

“I carry a lot everywhere.”

She laughed. “That you do, sir.” Her fingers found the knot at the base of my neck and dug in, and I felt the tension release in a slow, rolling wave that traveled down my spine. “This body does not belong to someone who sits behind a desk. What do you do, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I impregnate women,” I said.

“Wow.” Her hands moved lower, working the oil into the broad plane of my back, following the line of my lats down to the curve above my waist. “So the rumors were true.”

She was good, really good. Her hands moved with a confidence that bordered on intimate, finding every ridge of muscle, every point of resistance, and coaxing it loose with a pressure that was firm without being painful. The oil was warm on my skin, and I could feel it soaking in.

“You have an incredible back,” she said after a while. Her voice had dropped half a register, and I could hear the shift in it, the professional warmth giving way to something more personal. “The definition here, along the spine. I don’t see this often. Not without steroids.”

“All natural,” I said into the face cradle.

“I believe you.” Her thumbs traced the groove of my erector spinae, slow and deliberate, and I felt the heat of her palms through the oil. “The full treatment is available, by the way. Whenever you’re ready. Just say the word.”

I smiled against the leather. “I’m good.”

“Of course.” No disappointment in her voice, just that same easy warmth. “You let me know.”

She worked in silence for a while, and I let my mind drift. The sun climbed, and the light on the deck changed from gold to white, and the water lapped against the hull in its steady, mindless rhythm. I thought about Laura, about the way she’d looked in the candlelight, the weight of her breasts in my hands, the sound she’d made when I first pushed inside her. I thought about Madison somewhere on the sun deck, probably doing her morning yoga, and about Cleo, who would still be asleep, and about Alexis, Helen and Laura, who would be up already, dressed, doing whatever they did with their mornings.

I thought about the fact that I’d woken up without a hangover. The wine last night had been real, the buzz had been real, but by morning it was gone, burned away by whatever lived in my blood now. I could drink what I wanted, sleep when I wanted, fuck who I wanted, and my body just kept getting stronger, kept refining itself, kept turning the excess into something useful. The power was doing something to me beyond the obvious. It was reshaping me from the inside, smoothing out the rough edges, making everything easier.

Women paid me to have sex with them. That was the reality of the clinic, stripped of all the soft language. They came to me with their bodies and their money and their desperation, and I gave them what they needed, and they left healed and grateful. And I got paid for it. And I never had to worry about money or health or being alone again.

The thought should have felt transactional. It didn’t. It felt like the most natural thing in the world, like this was what I’d been built for, what the power had been steering me toward all along.

Elara’s hands moved to my lower back, working the oil into the muscles above my hips, and I let out a long, slow breath. The tension was gone. Every knot, every tight spot, every place where the stress of the past weeks had taken up residence. Her thumbs found the dimples at the base of my spine and pressed, and the sensation traveled through me like a wave, warm and electric.

“You’re melting,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice.

“That’s what I pay you for.”

She laughed. “Among other things.”

A crew member appeared at the edge of the deck with a glass of fresh juice, orange and mango, set it on the small table beside me, and disappeared without a word. I reached for it without opening my eyes, took a sip. Cold, sweet and perfect. The kind of detail that made the whole operation feel like a dream I’d somehow been allowed to live inside.

Elara finished the massage with long, sweeping strokes from my shoulders to my lower back, her palms flat, the oil spreading in warm trails across my skin. When she was done, she placed a warm towel over my shoulders and stepped back.

“All done, sir. You need anything else, you know where to find me.”

“Thanks, Elara.”

“Anytime.” A pause. “And I mean that. The full treatment. Anytime.”

I heard her gather her bottles, and then her footsteps moving across the teak and down the companionway. The deck was quiet again.

I lay there, face-down, the towel warm on my back, the oil glistening on my skin, and I let the morning settle around me. My body felt like it belonged to someone else, someone who had never known stress or doubt or the particular ache of wanting something he couldn’t have. Every muscle was loose. Every joint moved without resistance. The sun on my back was warm and the breeze was cool and the juice was sweet and I had nowhere to be and nothing to do. I was twenty-one years old and I owned a superyacht and I got paid to impregnate women.

Life, I thought, was very, very good.

I heard footsteps on the deck. I didn’t open my eyes. I knew who it was. “Alexis,” I said into the face cradle.

“Alexander.” Her voice was close, and it carried something in it that made me open my eyes and turn my head.

She was standing at the edge of the awning, the morning light behind her, and she was wearing a robe. It was the color of warm cream, a heavy silk that caught the light and held it, draping over her body in soft, generous folds that followed every curve without clinging. The collar was wide and open, showing the smooth line of her collarbones and the beginning of the deep, full swell of her breasts beneath the silk. The fabric was belted at her waist, and the knot sat just above her navel, cinching the robe in a way that emphasized the gentle flare of her hips and the long, clean line of her legs where the silk parted with each step.

Her hair was down. Honey-blonde, streaked with lighter gold from the sun, falling past her shoulders in loose waves that moved when she moved. Her skin was warm olive, smooth and even, and the morning light found every plane of her face and made it glow. She looked like something out of a Renaissance painting.

But her eyes. Her eyes were the thing that made me sit up. They were light brown, warm, the color of good whiskey held up to the sun, and they carried something in them that I hadn’t seen in a long time … worry. The particular, specific worry of a woman who had watched something bad happen before and was watching the early signs of it happening again.

She looked at the empty juice glass beside the table. She looked at the oil glistening on my back and shoulders. She looked at the towel draped across my lap and the relaxed, careless posture of my body, and something flickered behind her eyes, a memory surfacing and then being pushed back down.

She pulled a chair close and sat, crossing her legs, the silk falling open at her knee. She was close enough that I could smell her, the clean scent of her skin.

“Your father,” she said, and she said it gently, the way you’d say something to someone you were trying not to frighten, “used to get massages like this every morning on a yacht as well.”

I sat up straighter. The towel stayed where it was, and I turned to face her fully. “Okay.”

She looked out at the water, at the calm blue stretch of it, and her fingers found the edge of her robe and toyed with the fabric. “He started small. The massages. The drinking at lunch. Skipping meetings he didn’t think were important.” Her voice was quiet, measured, each word placed with the care of someone who had rehearsed this conversation in her head a hundred times. “He surrounded himself with women who wanted his power, his money, his name. Women who told him exactly what he wanted to hear. And he stopped caring about anything else. The business. The people who depended on him .” She paused, and I could see her throat work as she swallowed. “He was a good man once. Before it spiraled out of control.”

“Why are you telling me this now?”

She looked at me, and the worry in her eyes was raw. “Because you forgot something.” She reached into the pocket of her robe and pulled out her phone, unlocked it, and turned the screen toward me. A message thread. Her name at the top, my name below, and the little blue bubble I’d never opened. “Three days ago. The applicant profiles. Six women who want to come to the clinic, who want to be pregnant, who filled out the questionnaires I designed and sent me their photos and their medical histories. Six women who are waiting for you to look at them and decide if they’re worth your time.”

I stared at the screen. The notification was still there, the little red number beside her name, unread and unanswered. Three days old.

“Alexander,” she said, and her voice was soft but steady. “You didn’t even open it.”

The guilt hit me like a physical thing, a cold weight settling in my stomach. She was right. I hadn’t opened it. I’d seen the notification and swiped past it, too caught up in the pool and the sun and girls and the easy, golden drift of the days.

“Alexis. I’m sorry. That’s on me. I should have looked.”

“You should have.” She set the phone down on the arm of her chair. “And it’s not just the message. I saw you at that party, Alexander. The one three nights ago, on the main deck. You invited those women from the beach. You remember?”

I did. The women from Miami beach, tanned and laughing and so goddamn beautiful it had been impossible to say no. Two of them had been models, or something close to it, tall and lean with bodies that looked sculpted rather than built. One had been a swimsuit photographer with dark hair and green eyes and a laugh that cut through the music like a blade. They’d brought friends. They’d brought bottles. They’d brought the kind of energy that turns a quiet evening into something loud and bright and slightly dangerous, and I’d let it happen because it felt good, because the power had been humming in my blood and the women had been warm and willing and Miami women were the hottest women on the planet, and I was twenty-one and on a superyacht and why the hell not.

“I remember,” I said.

“The empty bottles. I counted them. Fourteen. Fourteen empty bottles of champagne and wine and whatever that tequila was. And you were in the middle of it all, relaxed, smiling, surrounded by women, and you looked like you hadn’t had a single worry in the world.” She leaned forward, her elbows on her knees, the robe falling open at her chest in a way she didn’t seem to notice. “You looked comfortable, too comfortable. The way your father looked before he stopped being the man I desired.”

I didn’t know what to say. Prior to my awakening, I’d been a nobody. I’d never been to parties or been desired by any women. I’d been invisible. I’d walked through halls at school and nobody had turned their head. I’d watched other guys get the attention, get the girls, get the invitations, and I’d gone home and sat in my room and told myself it didn’t matter, that someday something would change, that I was worth more than what the world was willing to give me.

And then the news had come about my father’s death, and everything had changed, and for the first time in my life, I was the one being watched. I was the one being wanted. I was the one who walked into a room and felt the temperature shift because of me.

“You know what I was before this?” I said. “Nobody. I was nobody. I had no money, no prospects, no future. But now it feels good. It feels really, really good.”

She sat there in her cream silk robe with the morning light behind her and she listened, the way only a caring woman can listen, and when I was done, she reached across the space between us and placed her hand on my knee.

“I know, Alexander,” she said in a low voice. “But with great powers comes great responsibility, don’t forget that.”

She was right. She was always right.

Alexis stood and sat beside me on the massage table. The padding dipped under her weight, and she was close enough that I could feel the warmth of her body through the silk. She reached up and cupped my face in both hands, her palms warm and soft against my jaw, and she looked into my eyes with an intensity that made my heart warm.

“Alexander,” she said. “I am so proud of you. What you’ve built, what you’ve become, the way you help desperate women. I love you more than you will ever know.” Her thumbs moved across my cheekbones, slow and tender. “And I don’t want to lose you. Not to this. Not to the same thing that took your father.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” Her eyes searched mine, and I could see the fear in them, real and deep and old. “Because power like yours, Alexander. It doesn’t just corrupt the weak. That’s the easy lie people tell themselves. It corrupts the strong. The ones who stop caring. The ones who get comfortable and stop asking themselves if they’re still the person they started out as.” Her hands tightened on my face, just slightly. “The descent feels good at first. That’s why it’s so dangerous. It feels like flying. It feels like the most natural thing in the world. And by the time you realize you’re falling, it’s too late to pull up.”

I covered her hands with mine, holding them against my face. “I hear you. I do. And I promise you, I’m not going to let that happen. I’ll take the work more seriously. I’ll look at the profiles today. I’ll answer every message. I’ll be the man you know I can be.”

She held my gaze for a long moment, and then she pulled me into a hug. Her arms went around my neck, and I felt the silk of her robe against my bare chest, and beneath it the solid warmth of her body, the full press of her breasts against me, the way her fingers gripped the back of my neck like she was holding on to something that might slip away. I hugged her back, my arms around her waist, and she was small against me, smaller than I remembered, and I could feel the faint tremor running through her, the fear she’d been carrying.

She held me for a long time. The yacht rocked. The gulls cried. The morning moved around us, indifferent and beautiful.

When she pulled back, her eyes were dry but bright, and she pressed her palm flat against my chest, over my heart.

“How is Madison doing?” she asked.

The question caught me off guard. “Madison? She’s fine. She’s good.”

“When was the last time you two had a real date? Not just sex. A real date, dinner, conversation, something that didn’t end with you inside her.”

The bluntness of it made me blink. Alexis didn’t talk like that. Alexis was the one who said “making love” and “private time” and other euphemisms that made Cleo roll her eyes. The directness told me how worried she really was.

I thought about it. The last real date. Not the yacht, not the pool, not the casual meals that were just fuel for whatever happened afterward … definitely not the sex with her mother. A real date, the kind where you talked and listened and remembered why you liked each other beyond the physical.

I couldn’t remember.

“I’ll train with her later,” I said. “Today. We’ll go to the gym, spend some time together. Quality time.”

Alexis nodded, but the worry didn’t leave her eyes. She stood, smoothing the robe down over her hips, and the silk caught the light and held it. She looked at me one more time.

Then she turned and walked away, her bare feet silent on the teak, the robe moving around her like something alive, and she disappeared down the companionway without looking back.

I sat there on the massage table, the oil drying on my skin, the towel across my lap, and I let her words settle. The guilt was real. The apology was real. The promise was real.

But beneath all of it, quiet and stubborn and honest, was the thought I couldn’t quite shake: I’m in control. This is nothing like Dad. I know what I’m doing.

I told myself that, and I meant it, and I believed it. And the part of me that was still the man Alexis believed in, the part that still worried about being good enough, listened to the other part and said nothing.

I finished the juice, rinsed the oil off in the outdoor shower, and dressed. Black athletic shorts, a white tank, bare feet. The gym was on the lower deck, port side, a converted stateroom that Isabelle had insisted on during the refit. Full equipment, floor-to-ceiling mirrors, a wall of windows that looked out over the water. The kind of space that made you want to work hard, or at least look good while you half-assed it.

I found Madison there. She was on the treadmill, running, her ponytail swinging with each stride. She was in a black sports bra and matching leggings that left nothing to the imagination, the fabric stretched tight over the long, toned lines of her body. Her skin was flushed from the effort, a fine sheen of sweat making her glow under the overhead lights.

But something was wrong.

I could see it before she even turned around. The tension in her shoulders, the rigid set of her spine, the way her jaw was clenched even as her legs moved. Her phone was on the console in front of her, and every thirty seconds or so her eyes dropped to it, scanning the screen, then snapping back to the window.

She glanced at the mirrors and saw me. The smile that appeared was automatic. Her lips curved and her eyes crinkled and she raised one hand in a wave, and it was the kind of smile that could fool anyone who didn’t know her. But I knew her. I knew the way her real smile started in her eyes and spread to her mouth, and this wasn’t that. This was a mask, pulled on so quickly it was almost seamless, but not quite. The eyes gave it away. They were bright and blue and completely empty of the warmth that usually lived there.

“Hey, you,” she said, still running, her breath coming in controlled bursts. “About time. I was starting to think you’d forgotten about me.”

The guilt hit me like a fist. I had forgotten about her. Not literally, not in the sense that I’d stopped thinking about her existence, but in the way that mattered. I hadn’t sought her out. I hadn’t asked how she was. I’d been so caught up in the yacht and the parties and well, her mom, and the easy, golden drift of the days that Madison had become part of the background, a beautiful fixture in a beautiful life, and I’d stopped seeing her as someone who needed my attention.

I crossed the room to the treadmill beside hers and climbed on, setting the pace to a slow jog so I could talk. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve been distracted.”

“Yeah. I noticed.”

“Madison.” I reached over and touched her arm. “What’s going on? Talk to me.”

She ran for another minute without answering. Her eyes stayed on the window, on the water moving past the hull, and her jaw stayed tight, and the fake smile had faded completely.

Then she slowed the treadmill to a walk. Then she stopped it. She stood there, breathing hard, her hands braced on the console, and she looked at her phone, and then she looked at me, and the fear in her eyes was so naked it made my stomach drop.

“Something’s wrong,” she said. Her voice was steady, but barely. “I’ve been… I don’t know how to say this without sounding crazy.”

“Say it anyway.”

She picked up the phone and unlocked it, her thumb moving across the screen with the quick gestures of someone who had been checking it obsessively. She found what she was looking for and turned the screen toward me.

It was an Instagram DM. The username was a random string of numbers and letters, the profile picture blank. The message was simple, just three words: He won’t always be around to protect you.

And below the text, a photo. Me and Madison, standing on the terrace of the clinic in California. The ocean behind us, the late afternoon light catching the side of her face, her hand on my arm, her body angled toward mine in that way that said everything. Someone had taken it from a distance, through a telephoto lens or a high-powered phone camera, the image slightly grainy.

My blood went cold.

“Scroll up,” she said.

I did. The thread went back weeks. Dozens of messages from different accounts, all burner profiles, all blank or with stolen photos. Some were overtly sexual. Some were just persistent, the kind of obsessive attention that was worse than explicit threats because it never stopped. Good morning, beautiful. I see you. You looked amazing today. Why haven’t you posted? I miss you. I think about you every night.

One account had AI-generated photos of a fitness model, every curve perfect and slightly uncanny, the skin too smooth, the smile too symmetrical. The account followed her. Then another one, same strategy, different face, same empty eyes. Then another.

“I made my profile private two weeks ago,” Madison said. Her voice had gone flat, the way voices go when someone has been living with something for too long and the shock has worn off and what’s left is just exhaustion. “Now every time I get a follower request, I have to check. Every single one. I look at the profile, I reverse image search the pictures, I check the username against the ones that have already messaged me. It takes forever. And sometimes I’m wrong. Sometimes I accept someone who seems real and then two days later they’re sending me something at three in the morning.”

“Madison.” I reached for her hand. She let me take it, but her fingers were cold and slack. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you’ve been busy.” The words came out quiet, and she didn’t look at me when she said them. “The parties, and the work, and I didn’t want to be the one who ruined it. I didn’t want to be the problem.”

“You’re not the problem.” I stepped off the treadmill and moved in front of her, taking both her hands. “You’re never the problem. Look at me.”

She looked at me. The fear was still there, but beneath it, barely visible, was something worse, shame, like she’d done something to deserve this.

“I can fix this,” I said. “I’ll hire security. A whole team. They’ll monitor your accounts, they’ll trace the IP addresses, they’ll find out who’s behind it and shut it down. It’s easy. It’s just money, and I have plenty of that.”

She nodded, but the fear didn’t leave her face. “That’s not all of it.”

“Tell me.”

“The rumors.” She pulled her hands free and wrapped her arms around herself, a defensive gesture that made her look smaller than she was. “Some of my friends. Girls I used to train with, girls I thought were my friends. They messaged me. They asked if I’d started working at a brothel.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. “What?”

“The clinic. Someone started a rumor that the clinic is a brothel. That all the women going there are prostitutes. And since I’m there, and I’m living there, and I’m with you.” She laughed. “They think I’m a prostitute, Alexander. They think I get paid to fuck you.”

The anger came fast and total, flooding through me. “Who?” My voice came out lower than I intended, rough with the effort of keeping it controlled. “Who started it?”

“I don’t know. That’s the worst part. It could be anyone. Someone who saw the clinic and made an assumption. Someone who’s jealous. Someone who doesn’t like you. I’ve been trying to figure it out for days and I keep hitting walls.”

I stepped closer to her. I put my hands on her shoulders, and I could feel the tension in them, the knots of fear and anger and humiliation that had been building for weeks. I let the warmth flow through my palms, a soft current of heat that seeped into her muscles and loosened them. She gasped, her eyes going wide, and I felt her shoulders drop an inch.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“Helping,” I said. “Just breathe … You’ve felt this before, when you pulled that muscle in the gym.”

I pulled her into a hug. She came willingly, her body folding against mine, her face pressing into my chest. I held her tight, one hand on the back of her head, the other on her back, and I let the warmth flow through both points of contact, a steady, soothing pulse that traveled through her body and eased the tension out of her spine, her neck, her jaw. I felt her breathing slow. Felt the rigid set of her muscles softened. Felt the fear loosen its grip, not gone, but manageable.

She clung to me. Her fingers gripped the fabric of my tank top, and she pressed her forehead harder against my chest, and I held her and let the power do its work.

“Nobody is going to hurt you,” I said. “Nobody is going to spread lies about you. Not while I’m here. Not ever.”

She nodded against my chest. Her breathing had evened out, and when I pulled back to look at her face, the raw fear was gone. Her eyes were still bright, but the emptiness had been replaced by something steadier, trust.

“I’m going to find out who did this,” I said. “And I’m going to make them pay. Not just for the rumor. For everything. The messages, the photos, all of it. You have my word.”

She looked up at me, and the trust in her eyes was so complete it made my chest ache. “I believe you.”

I held her for another moment, feeling the warmth between us, the steady rhythm of her breathing, the way her body had relaxed against mine. Then I stepped back, keeping my hands on her shoulders.

“Do you still want to work out?” I asked. “Might help. Take your mind off it.”

She considered it. I could see the calculation in her eyes, the weighing of whether she wanted to be alone with her thoughts or whether the physical exertion would drown them out. Then she nodded.

“Yeah. Let’s work out.”

We did. I set up a circuit for her, something that would demand enough focus that the fear couldn’t get a foothold. Deadlifts, kettlebell swings, box jumps, battle ropes. I worked alongside her, matching her pace, and for the next hour the gym was filled with the sound of effort, the clank of weights, the slap of ropes against the floor. Madison threw herself into it with the kind of ferocity that comes from having something to prove, and by the time we were done, both of us were drenched in sweat, and her face had the flushed, clear-eyed look of someone who had pushed through something hard and come out the other side.

But the anger hadn’t left me. It sat in my chest like a hot coal, banked but burning, and every time I looked at her, at the way she moved through the exercises with that fierce, determined energy, I thought about the message. He won’t always be around to protect you. I thought about the rumors. The word brothel circled her like something foul.

Someone was going to pay for that.

After the workout, we showered separately, and I dressed quickly in shorts and a clean shirt and went to find Alexis.

She was in the main salon, at the desk by the window, her laptop open. She looked up when I entered, and whatever she saw on my face made her close the laptop and set her glasses aside.

“What happened?”

I sat across from her. I told her everything. The stalker. The burner accounts. The AI-generated profiles. The threatening photo from California, the one with me and Madison on the terrace. The way Madison had to vet every single follower request now, living in a state of constant vigilance. And then the rumors. The friends who’d asked if she was working at a brothel. The word prostitute attached to her name like a brand.

Alexis listened without interrupting. Her expression hardened as I spoke, the warm, relaxed lines of her face tightening into something harder, something protective and maternal and furious.

“She didn’t tell me until today,” I said. “She’s been dealing with it alone for weeks.”

Alexis’s jaw tightened. “The photo from California. That means someone was watching the clinic.”

“Yeah. Which means this isn’t just some random creep on the internet. This is targeted. Someone knows where we were, when we were there, and they’re using it to scare her.”

“Or to scare you,” Alexis said.

The thought landed and stuck. She was right. The message wasn’t just for Madison. It was for me. He won’t always be around. A direct threat, wrapped in the language of a stalker but carrying the weight of something more deliberate.

“I want to go back to California,” I said. “Tomorrow. I want to find out who started this rumor and who’s been stalking her, and I want to deal with it personally.”

Alexis studied me for a moment. I could see her weighing it, the therapist in her assessing the emotional state, the lover in her assessing the danger.

“Are there any clients left on the schedule?” I asked. “For the next few days?”

Alexis smiled, and there was something knowing in it, something that carried the weight of our conversation that morning on the aft deck. “There were. But you missed my message.” She winked.

The guilt returned, but I pushed it aside. Right now, it was useful.

“So we’re clear?”

“We’re clear.”

“Good.” I stood. “Tomorrow, then. We fly back to California.”

Alexis nodded. “I’ll tell the captain. We’ll be underway by morning.”

I turned and walked to the window. The ocean stretched out in every direction, vast and blue and indifferent, and the yacht sat on it like something borrowed, temporary, a dream that could be dissolved at any moment. But the anger in my chest was real and solid and permanent, and it had a direction now. California, the clinic, the people who had watched us from the hillside and taken that photo and used it to frighten the woman I cared about.

I was going to find them. And when I did, they were going to understand exactly what kind of mistake they’d made.


Chapter 2

We’d landed in LA an hour ago. And now the clinic rose out of the hillside like something that had always been there, the Mediterranean architecture catching the first rays of sunlight and turning warm gold. The gates parted, and the SUV rolled through, and the grounds spread out around us, lush and immaculate and enclosed by walls that were taller than they looked from the outside. The driver drove us to the main entrance, and I was out of the vehicle before it had fully stopped.

I didn’t go to my suite. I didn’t shower or change or check my messages. I went straight to the security office, which occupied the converted east wing of the ground floor, behind a set of reinforced doors that required both a keycard and a biometric scan.

The room was exactly what you’d expect from a facility that catered to the privacy concerns of the wealthy. Banks of monitors covered one wall, each displaying a different angle of the property: the front gate, the service entrance, the perimeter walls, the parking structure, the terraces, the private garden paths. A long console ran beneath them, staffed by three women in black shirts and pants, all of them young, all of them beautiful, all of them with the alert, watchful eyes of people who took their jobs seriously.

Diana Vasquez was standing at the far end of the console, her arms crossed, studying one of the monitors. She was in her late forties, with sharp features, dark hair loose and wavy, and a body that had been maintained with the same discipline she brought to everything else. She was fit and lean. The silicone breasts were the only concession to vanity I’d ever seen her make, and they sat high and round beneath her shirt, slightly too perfect, the kind of implants that had been chosen for appearance rather than subtlety. She’d never explained them, and I’d never asked. Whatever made her feel confident, I was fine with it. She ran the tightest security operation I’d ever seen, and that was all that mattered. They weren’t hired by me, but they’d kept their jobs after I took over the clinic.

She turned when she heard the door. Her eyes moved over me quickly, the professional once-over that catalogued everything: my posture, my expression and the fact that I’d come straight here without stopping.

“Alexander.” Her voice was low and even. “You’re back early.”

“We have a problem,” I said. “Gather your team. Conference room. Five minutes.”

She didn’t ask questions. She nodded once, turned to the woman at the nearest console, and said something I couldn’t hear. The woman picked up a phone. Within thirty seconds, the room was emptying, the three operators rising from their stations and filing toward the door at the back of the room that led to the conference space.

I followed Diana through. The conference room was small but well-equipped: a long table, comfortable chairs, a wall-mounted screen, and soundproofing that meant nothing said in here left the room. The three operators took seats along one side. Diana stood at the head of the table, her hands flat on the surface, and looked at me.

“Talk.”

I laid it out. Madison’s stalker. The burner accounts. The AI-generated profiles. The threatening message. The photo taken from the terrace, the one that proved someone had been watching the clinic grounds. The rumors about the brothel, about Madison being a prostitute. The fact that this had been going on for weeks without anyone on my security team catching it.

Diana’s expression didn’t change as I spoke, but I could see the shift happening behind her eyes. The professional calm gave way to something harder, something that recognized a failure and was already calculating how to fix it.

“When was the photo taken?” she asked.

“I don’t know exactly. Sometime in the last month. Madison and I were on the terrace in the late afternoon. The light was coming from the west.”

Diana turned to the nearest operator, a young woman with red hair and freckles whose name badge read Maren. “Pull all exterior footage from the last thirty days. Focus on the west terrace. Look for anything unusual. Vehicles, pedestrians, drones. If she was on that terrace, I want to know who else was nearby.”

Maren was already typing, her fingers moving across a tablet with the speed of someone who did this every day.

I turned back to Diana. “Has there been any trespassing on clinic grounds? Any unauthorized access?”

“Not that we’ve logged,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. The east perimeter wall has a section near the service road where the foliage is thick. Someone could have climbed it without triggering the motion sensors if they were careful.”

“Check it.”

“Already on it.” She looked at the second operator, a tall woman named Keisha with bronze skin and the build of a former athlete. “Keisha, I want a physical sweep of the east perimeter. Every foot of it. Look for disturbed soil, broken branches, anything that suggests someone came over the wall.”

Keisha stood. “Yes, ma’am.”

“What about drones?” I asked. “Has there been any drone activity around the property? Madison mentioned the photo was taken from a distance. Could have been a telephoto lens, but it could also have been a drone.”

Diana’s jaw tightened. “We’ve had two drone incidents in the last three weeks. Both commercial models, both registered to legitimate businesses. Aerial photography companies doing work for the properties north of us. We logged them, verified their credentials, and cleared them.”

“Verify again. And expand the no-fly zone. I want a half-mile radius around the entire property. Any drone that enters that airspace gets tracked, identified, and grounded. If it’s not on our approved list, I want to know about it immediately.”

“Consider it done.” Diana made a note on her own tablet. “What else?”

“The parking structure. Any unusual activity? Vehicles that don’t belong? People sitting in cars for extended periods?”

The third operator, a petite Asian woman named Lin who looked like she couldn’t hurt a fly but who I knew could disarm a man twice her size in under three seconds, spoke up without looking up from her screen. “I’ve been monitoring the parking logs. Nothing jumps out, but I’ll do a deep dive. Cross-reference license plates against known associates, look for patterns in arrival and departure times.”

“Do it.” Diana looked back at me. “We’ll increase patrols. I’ll double the perimeter teams, add a dedicated unit to monitor Madison’s known locations within the clinic and on the grounds. If she’s on the terrace, we’ll have someone watching the approaches.”

“And the rumors,” I said. “The brothel thing. Someone started that, and it didn’t come from nowhere. I want to know who. Track it back to its source. Social media, text chains, whatever. Find the first person who said it and bring me a name.”

Diana nodded. “That’s more intelligence work than security, but I have contacts. I’ll reach out to a firm that specializes in digital forensics and reputation management. They can trace the rumor’s origin through network analysis. It’ll cost, but it’s doable.”

“Money isn’t an issue. Make it happen.”

“Consider it done.” Diana straightened, and the movement made the weight of her chest impossible not to notice, the silicone moving with a firmness that real tissue didn’t have. She caught me looking and didn’t react. She’d been dealing with that particular distraction her entire career, and it clearly didn’t faze her. “We’ll have preliminary findings on the footage within twenty-four hours. The perimeter sweep will be complete by the end of day. The drone zone expansion is already being processed through the FAA. The personal details will be in place by this afternoon.”

“Good.” I looked at the three operators, each of them focused on their screens, already working. The room hummed with the quiet energy of competent people doing what they did best, and I felt the anger in my chest loosen its grip, just slightly, replaced by something steadier, control. The knowledge that the machinery was turning, that the threat was being addressed, that I had the resources to crush it before it could do any real damage.

It was easy. That was the thought that surfaced, quiet and undeniable. It was so easy to solve problems when you had money and power and people who jumped when you said jump. A stalker, a rumor, a threat. Three days ago it had been invisible to me, and now it was being dismantled by a team of beautiful, capable women who would work through the night if I asked them to. The satisfaction of it was warm and deep and slightly intoxicating, the same feeling I got when I walked into a room and felt the temperature shift, when I looked at a woman and saw her want me, when I used the power and felt it respond like an extension of my own will.

Easy, and God, it felt good.

I pushed the thought down. Alexis’s warning from that morning on the yacht surfaced in my mind, the conversation about my father, about the descent feeling like flying. I acknowledged it. I filed it away. And then I turned and left the conference room, because Madison was waiting, and she needed to know that she was safe.

I asked Laura where she was and she told me that she’s taking a bath. I went to her favorite suite, the one on the second floor with the ocean view and the deep soaking tub. The door was unlocked. I pushed it open and stepped inside, and the first thing I heard was water.

The bathroom door was ajar. Steam drifted through the gap, carrying the scent of jasmine. I crossed the bedroom, my bare feet silent on the marble, and pushed the door open the rest of the way.

She was in the tub.

The bathroom was warm and dim, the overhead lights off, the only illumination coming from the row of votive candles on the marble ledge that surrounded the tub. They cast everything in soft, shifting gold, and the steam hung in the air like a dream.

Madison was submerged to her collarbones, her body a pale, luminous shape beneath the water. Her hair was piled loosely on top of her head, held in place by a clip that had already begun to slip, a few strands escaping to curl against the damp skin of her neck. Her eyes were closed. Her head rested against the curved edge of the tub, her throat exposed, the line of it long and elegant, the pulse visible beneath the skin.

The water was clear enough that I could see everything below the surface. Her breasts floated slightly, buoyant and full, the water lapping just below the nipples, which were hard from the heat, the soft pink of them visible through the thin veil of liquid. Every time she breathed, the water stirred, and her breasts rose and fell with a slow, hypnotic rhythm, the skin catching the candlelight and turning golden. Her stomach was flat and smooth beneath the surface, the water distorting it slightly, making the line of her navel waver like something seen through glass. Her legs were stretched out, long and toned, the muscles of her thighs visible even in repose, and between them, the water was cloudy where it met the soft, blonde hair at the apex of her thighs.

She was, without exaggeration, the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. She didn’t know I was watching. Or maybe she did, and this was her way of inviting me in, of telling me without words that she needed me close.

I stepped into the bathroom. Her eyes opened. They found mine, and for a moment there was nothing in them but the blue, deep and clear and still carrying traces of the fear from yesterday. Then she smiled, and this time it reached her eyes.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey yourself.”

She reached up without sitting up, her hand breaking the surface of the water, and took my wrist. Her fingers were warm and wet and strong, and she held on like she was anchoring herself. “You were gone for a while.”

“I was talking to security.”

Her grip tightened. “And?”

I turned my wrist in her hand so I could lace my fingers through hers, and I told her everything. The team I’d assembled. Diana and the operators. The footage review, the perimeter sweep, the drone zone expansion. The digital forensics firm that would trace the rumor back to its source. Every measure, every layer of protection I’d put in place in the span of a single morning.

As I spoke, I watched the tension leave her body. Not all at once, but in stages, like a fist slowly unclenching. Her shoulders dropped. Her jaw softened. The rigid line of her spine, which I’d felt even through the water when I first sat down, began to curve, settling into the natural, relaxed arch that her body wanted to hold. Her breathing deepened, and the water moved with it, gentle waves that lapped against the sides of the tub.

When I finished, she was quiet for a long moment. Her thumb moved across the back of my hand in slow, absent circles.

“Alexander,” she said. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I know.” She looked up at me, and her eyes were bright with something that wasn’t quite tears. “But I’m going to anyway. Because nobody has ever done something like this for me. Nobody has ever looked at a problem that was mine and treated it like it was theirs. Like it mattered.”

“It does matter.”

She nodded, and a tear slipped from the corner of her eye and trailed down her temple into her hair. She didn’t wipe it away. “I was so scared,” she whispered. “For weeks. Every notification, every message, every time my phone buzzed, my heart would stop. And I kept telling myself it was nothing, that I was overreacting, that I should just block them and move on. But it didn’t stop. And it got worse. And I didn’t know what to do.”

“You don’t have to be scared anymore,” I said. “I’ve got you.”

She pulled my hand to her lips and kissed my knuckles, and the gesture was so tender it made my chest ache. Then she guided my hand into the water, and I let it happen, and my palm came to rest on her stomach, flat and warm beneath the surface.

The power responded immediately. It didn’t need to be summoned or directed. It flowed from my palm into her body the way heat flows from a fire, natural and inevitable, a warm current that spread outward from my hand and sank into her muscles, her organs, the deep tissue that held every knot of fear and tension she’d been carrying. I felt her gasp, felt the water shift as her body jolted, and then felt her settle, a long, shuddering exhale that seemed to come from somewhere deep inside her.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, God. That’s …. That’s the thing. The warm thing.”

“Just relax,” I said. “Let it do its work.”

She closed her eyes. Her head fell back against the edge of the tub, and her lips parted, and the sound she made was barely audible, a soft, broken exhalation that was half sigh and half moan. The water around my hand grew warmer, and I could feel her muscles releasing, one by one, the tension unwinding like a rope being slowly uncoiled. Her stomach softened beneath my palm. Her thighs, which had been pressed together in that unconscious defensive posture, fell open, and the water moved between them, and I could see the flush spreading across her chest, rising from beneath the surface, turning her skin pink and then deeper, the warm rose of arousal that I knew so well.

But this wasn’t about arousal. This was about comfort. About safety. About the simple, fundamental act of being held by someone who would not let you fall.

I moved my hand in slow circles, and the power followed, a gentle, pulsing warmth that matched the rhythm of my palm. Her breathing slowed. The tension that had lived in her face for weeks, the tightness around her eyes and mouth that she’d worn like a mask, dissolved. Her features softened into something open and young and peaceful, the face of a woman who had finally, after a long time, stopped being afraid.

“Alexander,” she murmured. Her voice was thick and drowsy, the voice of someone hovering on the edge of sleep. “Don’t stop.”

“I won’t.”

She turned her head and pressed her cheek against my thigh, and I felt the wet heat of her skin through the fabric of my shorts. Her free hand found mine beneath the water and held on, and we stayed like that, connected in three places, while the candles burned and the steam curled and the power did what it did best.

The possessiveness came then, as a feeling, a deep, bone-level certainty that settled into me like gravity. This woman was mine. Her body, her safety, her peace. I had claimed it, and I would defend it, and anyone who threatened it would be crushed. The satisfaction of it was immediate and total, the same dark warmth I’d felt in the security office when Diana’s team had snapped to attention, when the machinery of my resources had engaged and begun dismantling the threat.

It was easy. That was the thought, quiet and undeniable. It was so easy to solve problems when you had what I had. The power, the money, the authority. It all flowed together into something that felt less like a set of tools and more like an extension of my will, and using it felt like breathing, like something I’d been doing my entire life and had only just remembered.

I let the thought exist. I didn’t push it down or examine it or worry about what Alexis would say. I just held Madison’s hand beneath the warm water and felt the power move through both of us, and for a while, there was nothing in the world except the two of us and the candles and the steady, healing pulse between my palm and her skin.

She fell asleep. Not deeply, but enough that her breathing slowed to the long, even rhythm of someone who had finally let go. I kept my hand on her stomach, and the power kept flowing, and the candles burned lower, and the steam thinned, and the world outside the bathroom ceased to exist.

I didn’t move. I stayed there with her. When she woke, it was gradual. Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked at me, and for a moment there was no recognition, just the blank, soft gaze of someone surfacing from somewhere deep. Then she smiled, and it was the real one, the one that started in her eyes.

“How long was I out?” she asked.

“Twenty minutes. Maybe thirty.”

She sat up slowly, and the water sluiced off her body, and the candlelight caught every line of her, the curve of her breasts as they emerged from the surface, the long, clean line of her torso, the way her skin glowed with the warm, healthy flush of someone who had been thoroughly, completely relaxed. She looked like she’d been remade. The fear was gone from her face. The tension was gone from her body. She was luminous.

“That was incredible,” she said. “I’ve never felt that relaxed in my entire life. Not even close.”

“That’s what it’s for.”

She stood, and the water fell away from her in sheets, and she stepped out of the tub and reached for a towel. I handed it to her, and she wrapped it around herself, tucking it under her arms, and the fabric clung to her damp skin, outlining every curve. She looked at me with those bright blue eyes, and the trust in them was so complete it made my chest warm.

“Can we just… stay here for a while?” she asked. “Not do anything. Just be.”

“Yeah,” I said. “We can do that.”

She took my hand and led me out of the bathroom, into the bedroom, where the morning light was streaming through the windows and turning everything gold. She lay down on the bed, still wrapped in the towel, and pulled me down beside her, and I stretched out on my back and she curled against my side, her head on my chest, her arm across my stomach.

We lay like that for a long time. Her breathing was deep and even, and I could feel the steady beat of her heart through the towel, and the power hummed quietly in my blood, like something that had been fed and was now resting.

“You know,” she said, her voice muffled against my chest, “when I was little, my mom used to tell me that nothing bad could happen to me as long as someone was holding me. She’d say it when I had nightmares, when I was scared of the dark. She’d hold me and tell me I was safe, and I’d believe her, because she was my mom and she was bigger than the dark.”

She paused. I stroked her hair.

“I haven’t felt that way in a long time,” she said. “Not since I was a kid. But right now, lying here with you, I feel it again. Like nothing bad can happen.”

“Nothing bad will happen,” I told her while holding her possessively.

We stayed like that for a while till it was evening. She needed to move her legs a bit, and I needed to talk to Alexis and her mother as well.

I dressed quickly and made my way through the clinic’s quiet corridors. I found Alexis, Cleo and Laura in the living room.

Alexis sat on one of the couches, her legs tucked beneath her, a cup of tea steaming on the table beside her. She was wearing a simple linen dress the color of oatmeal, her honey-blonde hair pulled back in a loose knot.

Cleo sat across from her, cross-legged on one of the oversized floor cushions, her phone in her lap and her expression doing that thing it did when she was working herself into a state. Her golden-blonde hair was loose and slightly wild, the way it got when she’d been running her hands through it, and her cheeks were flushed with the particular pink of righteous anger.

Laura occupied the armchair nearest the window. She was dressed more formally than the others, a cream blouse and navy slacks, her hair styled, her posture perfect, but the composure was thin. I could see it in the way her hands gripped the arms of the chair.

They looked a bit tired Truth be told, I also wanted to relax, but I had to sort this out. They all looked up when I entered.

“There he is,” Cleo said. Her voice had an edge to it that I recognized. She’d been stewing. “The man of the hour. We’ve been waiting.”

“Sorry,” I said, dropping into the empty space on the couch beside Alexis. “I was with Madison.”

“How is she?” Laura asked. The question came out quickly, and I could hear the mother in it, the raw, instinctive concern that no amount of professional composure could fully mask.

“She’s okay,” I said. “She was taking a bath. I stayed with her for a few minutes.”

Laura nodded, but the worry didn’t leave her face. “She told me about the stalker. Some of it, anyway. The messages, the photos. She was trying to protect me, I think. Didn’t want me to worry.”

“You have no need to worry,” I told her. I told them. All of it. Diana and the security team. The footage review, the perimeter sweep, the drone zone expansion. The digital forensics firm tracking the rumor. The personal detail that would be assigned to Madison by the end of the day. I laid it out the way I’d laid it out for Madison, step by step, measure by measure, and I watched their faces as I spoke.

Laura’s grip on the armchair loosened. The professional mask settled back into place, but the relief underneath was visible, a softening around her eyes and mouth that told me she trusted me to handle it.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “I know you’ll keep her safe.”

“I will.”

Cleo, on the other hand, was moving in the opposite direction. The more I talked, the more her anger built, and by the time I finished, she was practically vibrating on the floor cushion.

“A brothel,” she said. The word came out like something foul, spat rather than spoken. “Someone actually said that. About my best friend. About Madison. They called her a prostitute.” She stood, the movement abrupt, and started pacing the length of the lounge, her bare feet silent on the thick rug. “Do you know what that does to someone? To have people you thought were your friends look at you like you’re something dirty? Like you’re selling yourself?”

“Cleo,” Alexis said gently.

“No, Mom, I’m serious.” She turned on me, and her eyes were bright with furious tears. “I had three friends text me about it. Three. Girls I’ve known since high school. And they weren’t asking if it was true. They were asking for details. Like they wanted gossip. Like Madison’s reputation was just something to chew on over brunch.”

My eyes widened when I realized this rumor had spread a lot more than I previously thought.

She stopped pacing and stood in front of the window, her back to us, her arms crossed tight across her chest. The late afternoon light caught her hair and turned it to molten gold.

“I told them off,” she said. Her voice had gone quieter, but the anger was still there. “Every single one of them. I told them that Madison was the most loyal, kindest person I knew, and that if they believed some random internet rumor over the girl they’d supposedly been friends with for years, then they weren’t friends at all.” She turned back to face us. “But it doesn’t matter, does it? Because the rumor’s out there now. And people will believe it. And Madison will have to live with that.”

“She won’t,” I said. “Because I’m going to find out who started it, and I’m going to make them take it back. And then I’m going to make sure they never say anything about anyone ever again.”

The words came out harder than I intended. I felt the power stir in my chest, a warm, dark pulse that matched the rhythm of my heartbeat, and for a moment the room seemed to brighten, the way it had in the gym when the anger first hit. I caught Alexis’s eye, and she was watching me with that particular expression I’d come to know so well: pride and warning in equal measure.

She was proud of me for taking action. I could see it in the soft set of her mouth, the warmth in her light brown eyes. She was glad I was protecting Madison, glad I was using the resources at my disposal to keep someone I loved safe. That part was clear and simple and good.

But beneath it, threaded through the pride like a vein of something darker, was the reminder. The same reminder she’d given me on the aft deck that morning, the one about my father, about the descent feeling like flying. She was watching me use power, real power, the kind that made people jump and systems respond and threats dissolve, and she was checking to see if I was enjoying it too much. If the satisfaction on my face crossed the line into something more dangerous.

I held her gaze and gave her a small nod. I see you. I hear you. I’m still the man you know.

She nodded back, just slightly, and the warning receded, but it didn’t disappear. It never disappeared. It lived in her eyes like a pilot light, always burning, always ready to flare.

“Good,” Cleo said. She’d stopped pacing and was standing in the center of the room, her arms still crossed, but the rigid anger had softened into something more manageable. “Because whoever did this needs to pay. Not just for the rumor. For all of it. The messages, the photos, the whole thing. They need to understand what it feels like.”

“They will,” I said.

Laura stood. She smoothed her slacks, a reflexive gesture, and adjusted the cuff of her blouse. “I should go check on Madison,” she said. “She might want her mother right now, even if she won’t admit it.”

“You know where she is,” I said.

Laura nodded and crossed the room. She paused at the door and looked back at me, and for a moment the professional mask slipped, and I saw the woman from the yacht, the one who had said yes and meant it, the one whose body had trembled beneath mine in the candlelight. The look was brief, barely a flicker, but it was there, and it carried everything we hadn’t said since that night. The conversation that wasn’t done. I wanted her again, but now wasn’t the time for that.

Then she was gone, the door clicking shut behind her.

Cleo flopped back onto her floor cushion and picked up her phone, her thumbs already moving across the screen with the agitated energy of someone who needed to do something, anything, to burn off the anger. Alexis reached for her tea and took a sip, her eyes on the window, on the ocean, on the vast, indifferent blue.

I sat with them for a few minutes, letting the conversation settle. Then I stood.

“I’m going to talk to Madison,” I said. “Alone. There are some things I need to ask her.”

Alexis looked at me. “Be gentle with her. She’s been through enough.”

“I know.”

I left the living room and headed to her bedroom. I knocked twice, then let myself in.

Madison was sitting on the edge of the bed, dressed now in a simple white sundress that fell to mid-thigh, her hair still damp and curling at the ends. She looked up when I entered, and the smile she gave me was the real one, the one that started in her eyes.

“Hey, again” she said.

“Hey.” I closed the door behind me and crossed the room. The suite was large and airy, the windows open to let in the ocean breeze, the curtains moving gently. I sat beside her on the bed, close enough that our thighs touched. “I need to ask you something, and I need you to be honest with me.”

She turned to face me, her expression shifting from relaxed to attentive. “Okay.”

“The brothel rumor. Your friends who mentioned it to you. Did any of them tell you where they heard it? Who started it?”

Madison’s shoulders dropped, and she looked down at her hands, which were clasped in her lap. “I asked,” she said. “Every single one of them. And they all said the same thing.” She looked up at me, and the frustration in her eyes was raw and immediate. “They said it came from an Instagram account. One of those creepy AI-generated ones, the kind that looks real at first glance but falls apart when you look closer. The profile had a fake name, fake photos, the whole thing. And it was posting about the clinic, about the women who come here, and it used the word brothel. Over and over. Like it was trying to make it stick.”

“Did they send you the account?”

She nodded and reached for her phone on the nightstand. She unlocked it, found what she was looking for, and handed it to me.

The account was called @luxury_retreat_review. The profile picture was a stock photo of a woman in a swimsuit, slightly too perfect, the kind of image that was clearly generated rather than photographed. The bio read: “Exposing the truth behind Southern California’s most exclusive ‘wellness’ centers.” Below it, a grid of posts, each one targeting a different high-end facility in the area, but the most recent ones focused exclusively on the clinic.

I scrolled. The posts were sophisticated, written in the kind of faux-journalistic tone that sounded authoritative if you didn’t look too closely. They described the clinic as a “high-end escort service disguised as a fertility retreat,” used Madison’s full name in one post, and included a blurred photo of the clinic’s exterior with the caption: “What really happens behind these walls?”

The comments section was a disaster. Dozens of responses, some expressing shock, some asking for more information, some already treating the accusation as fact. The account had been active for less than two weeks and already had over two thousand followers.

“It’s been shared hundreds of times,” Madison said, her voice small. “People I don’t even know are talking about it. People who’ve never met me, who’ve never been to this clinic, who have no idea what actually happens here. They just read the post and believed it.”

I set the phone down on the bed between us and turned to face her fully. I took both her hands in mine, holding them tight, and I made sure she was looking at me before I spoke.

“Listen to me,” I said. “This account is going to be gone by tomorrow. Diana’s team is already working on it. They’ll trace the IP, identify whoever’s behind it, and shut it down. And then we’re going to make sure everyone who shared it knows exactly how wrong they were. We’ll put out a statement. We’ll have our lawyers send cease and desists. We’ll bury this so deep it’ll never see daylight again.”

Madison’s lower lip trembled, and her eyes filled with tears. “But the damage is already done. People already think I’m…”

“Hey.” I squeezed her hands. “Look at me.”

She looked at me.

“Those people don’t matter. Their opinions don’t matter. What matters is the truth, and the truth is that you’re the strongest, most incredible woman I know, and you’re helping run a legitimate business that changes people’s lives. Anyone who can’t see that isn’t worth a second of your time.”

A tear slipped down her cheek. I reached up and wiped it away with my thumb, and the gesture was so tender it surprised both of us. Her breath hitched.

“I’m going to kiss you now,” I said. “Is that okay?”

She nodded, and I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers. The kiss was soft. Her mouth was warm and slightly salty from the bath, and she made a small, broken sound against my lips, and then her hands were on my face, pulling me closer, and the kiss deepened. I felt her body lean into mine, the soft weight of her against my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her and held her there, kissing her slowly, thoroughly, letting every ounce of warmth and safety and possession flow from my body into hers.

When we finally broke apart, her eyes were still wet, but she was smiling.

“It’s going to be okay,” I said, my forehead resting against hers. “I promise you. I’m going to handle this. All of it. The stalker, the rumors, everything. You don’t have to carry it alone anymore.”

“I know,” she whispered. “I trust you.”

I kissed her forehead, then her temple, then the corner of her mouth. She closed her eyes and let me, and I could feel the last of the tension leaving her body.

We sat like that for a while, my arms around her, her head on my shoulder, the ocean breeze moving through the open windows. The afternoon light was deepening toward gold, and the clinic was quiet around us, and for a moment everything felt simple and good.

Then my phone buzzed in my pocket.

I pulled it out. A text from Helen, Your first client is here. She’s been waiting 20 minutes.

The reminder hit me like cold water. The clinic, the clients and the work. I’d been so consumed with Madison’s situation that I’d nearly forgotten my fertility duty.

I looked at Madison. She’d seen the text over my shoulder, and she was already pulling back, composing herself, the professional mask sliding into place with the ease of someone who understood the business.

“Go,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” She squeezed my hand. “Go do what you do. I’ll be here when you’re done.”

I stood and kissed her one more time, quick and firm. “I’ll check on you after.”

“I know you will.”

I left her and headed down the corridor toward my client, my mind already shifting gears, the protective fury banked but not extinguished, the warmth of Madison’s kiss still lingering on my lips.

The door was already open, the amber lighting spilling into the hallway. I paused at the threshold and straightened my shirt, ran a hand through my hair, and stepped inside.

The room was warm and dim, the curtains drawn against the late afternoon sun, the bed made with fresh white linen. Candles burned on the side tables, and the air smelled like lavender and musk.

She was standing by the window, her back to me, and when she turned, the light caught her face and I saw her for the first time.

She was beautiful in a way that was different from Madison or Alexis or any of the other women in my life. Tall, 5’10”, with dark auburn hair that fell past her shoulders in loose waves, and eyes the color of warm amber. Her skin was pale, almost luminous, with a dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks that gave her a youthful, open quality. She was wearing a simple silk robe in deep burgundy, belted at the waist, and the fabric clung to a body that was all long lines and elegant curves.

“Alexander,” she said. She extended her hand, and I took it, and her grip was warm and firm. “I’m Natalia.”

“Alexander,” I said, liking her confidence. “Welcome to the clinic.”

She smiled, and it transformed her face, lighting up those amber eyes and softening the sharp, elegant lines of her cheekbones. “I’ve heard incredible things about you. About what you can do.”

“I hope I live up to the hype.”

Something moved behind her eyes, a flicker of heat that she controlled almost immediately but not quite fast enough. “I have a feeling you will.”

I closed the door behind me, and the latch clicked softly, sealing us into the warm, quiet space. The candles flickered. The ocean murmured through the walls. And the work, the real work, the thing I had been built for, began again.


Chapter 3

Last night, I’d finished eight breedings, and after that I’d just crashed in my bed, exhausted from the jetlag and all the drama. When I woke up, I was greeted by Maya, who was as cute as always, finding me clothes and reminding me of my schedule. I didn’t have time to check on Madison yet. First, I had to impregnate eight other women. It was a couple of weeks ago I’d done the romantic package. It was something I preferred, letting me spend more time with them and getting to know them, but it was still exciting to sleep with each new woman. The last client today had been intense, thorough, and exactly what she’d needed. She’d left flushed and glowing, her body already responding to the power in ways that would become more apparent over the coming weeks, and I’d stood in the shower afterward letting the hot water beat against my shoulders, feeling the familiar post-session clarity settle over me like a second skin.

I toweled off, dressed in loose linen pants and nothing else, and stepped out onto the east terrace. The late morning air hit my bare chest and arms, warm and dry, carrying the salt-tang of the ocean and the distant murmur of waves. I leaned against the railing and let my eyes adjust to the brightness, the California sun pouring down over the hillside in thick, golden sheets.

The private pool area was visible from where I stood, a rectangle of turquoise set into the flagstone terrace, surrounded by loungers and umbrellas and statues of pregnant women and the kind of carefully curated landscaping that cost more per square foot than most people’s houses. And there they were.

Madison and Cleo.

Madison was on her back on one of the loungers, her body stretched out in the sun like something offered to the sky. She wore a white bikini, minimal, the kind that covered only the essentials. Her skin was already turning golden, catching the light and holding it, and her blonde hair was fanned out behind her head, the ends trailing off the edge of the cushion and swaying gently in the breeze. Her eyes were closed behind oversized sunglasses, her lips slightly parted, and her body was utterly, completely relaxed.

Cleo was beside her, on her stomach, her chin propped on her folded arms, scrolling through her phone. She wore a black one-piece that left her back bare, the fabric stretched tight across the curve of her hips and the long line of her spine. Her golden-blonde hair was piled on top of her head, a few strands escaping to curl against her neck, and her legs were bent at the knees, her feet crossed at the ankles, swinging lazily. She said something to Madison, and Madison laughed without opening her eyes, and the sound carried across the terrace and reached me, bright and clear and perfect.

I watched them for a moment. The two important women in my life, safe and warm and happy, and the satisfaction of it was so deep and so complete that it almost hurt.

Then I saw it … a drone.

It was small, maybe eight inches across, matte black, hovering about fifty yards beyond the east perimeter wall. It was positioned at an angle that gave it a direct line of sight to the pool area, the camera gimbal tilted downward. Someone was filming.

My body moved before my mind had fully processed what I was seeing. The anger was instant, chemical, flooding through my veins like something injected, and the power surged in response, a hot pulse that started in my chest and radiated outward through my arms and hands. My vision sharpened. The drone, which had been a distant speck, resolved into crystal clarity. I could see the individual rotors, the red recording light blinking on the underside, the slight vibration of the gimbal as it adjusted its angle.

The puzzle pieces clicked together with the force of a door slamming shut. Stalker, drone and Madison’s description of being followed, of photos taken from a distance, of eyes she couldn’t see watching her from places she couldn’t reach. This wasn’t a coincidence. This wasn’t a commercial operator who’d wandered into restricted airspace. This was deliberate. This was the same person who’d sent the messages, who’d created the fake accounts, who’d taken the photo from the terrace. This was the threat, made physical, hovering in the sky above the women I loved.

I bent down and picked up a rock from the decorative border along the terrace edge. It was smooth, flat, about the size of my palm, and it fit into my grip the way a baseball fits into a pitcher’s hand. I didn’t think. I didn’t calculate. I didn’t weigh the consequences or consider the alternatives. I just threw it.

The rock left my hand with a force that I felt in my shoulder, my elbow, my wrist and every joint and tendon working in concert with the power that flowed through them. It cut through the air in a straight line, no arc, no drop, just a flat, screaming trajectory that covered fifty yards in less than a second. The sound it made was a sharp crack, like a gunshot, and the drone disintegrated. The body split along its centerline, the rotors sheared off, and the wreckage tumbled out of the sky in a shower of plastic and carbon fiber, hitting the hillside with a series of dull thuds.

Madison and Cleo both sat bolt upright on their loungers. Madison ripped off her sunglasses. “What the hell was that?”

“Stay there,” I said, and I was already moving, vaulting the low wall that separated the terrace from the hillside, my bare feet finding purchase on the dry grass, the power still humming in my blood, making every step feel like the ground was pushing up to meet me. I covered the distance in seconds, my heart hammering not from exertion but from fury, and I found the wreckage scattered across a patch of scrub grass just inside the property line.

The drone was destroyed. The body was cracked open, the internal components exposed, the battery still smoking slightly. But the camera was intact, or close enough. The SD card housing was visible, a small black rectangle set into the main board, and I could see the card itself, still seated in its slot.

I picked up the largest piece of the wreckage, the one with the camera and the flight controller still attached, and turned back toward the clinic. Madison and Cleo were standing now, both of them watching me from the pool area, their faces confused and alarmed.

“Everything’s fine,” I called. “Go back inside. Now.”

Cleo opened her mouth to argue, but Madison took her arm and pulled her toward the French doors. She’d seen the look on my face, and she knew what it meant. They disappeared inside.

I crossed the terrace at a jog, the drone wreckage in my hand, and headed straight for the security office. The reinforced doors parted for my keycard, and I stepped into the cool, dim room where the monitors glowed and the operators worked.

Diana was at the console. She turned when the doors opened, and her eyes dropped to the wreckage in my hand. A harder look settled over her features, replacing her professional calm.

“Drone,” I said, setting the broken device on the console in front of her. “Fifty yards past the east wall. Filming the pool area. I want it analyzed. Now. Everything. Serial number, manufacturer, model. Pull the SD card and get me every file on it. Flight logs, GPS data, home point coordinates. I want to know where it came from, where it’s been, and who owns it.”

Diana didn’t blink. She reached for the wreckage with both hands, and turned it over to examine the underside. “Maren,” she said without looking up. “Get the forensic kit. Keisha, pull up the FAA drone registry database. I want this thing identified in the next five minutes.”

Maren was already moving, opening a cabinet along the far wall and pulling out a black case. Keisha’s fingers flew across her keyboard, the soft clicking filling the silence. Lin, at the third station, was already reviewing the exterior camera feeds, searching for the moment the drone had appeared.

I stood behind Diana’s chair and watched her work. She used a pair of fine-tipped tweezers to extract the SD card from its housing, handling it with the careful respect of someone who knew that evidence could be destroyed by a single careless movement. She slotted it into a card reader connected to her console, and the screen populated with file directories.

“SD card is intact,” she said. “No corruption. We’ve got video files, flight logs, and system data.”

“Play the video.”

She opened the most recent file. The footage was steady, professional-grade, the gimbal keeping the image rock-solid despite the drone’s movement. The camera was aimed at the pool area. Madison, on her back in the white bikini, the sun on her body. Cleo, on her stomach, scrolling through her phone. The zoom was tight, focused on Madison’s face, then her body, then her face again. It was about capturing her.

My hands curled into fists at my sides. The anger was a living thing now, hot and bright and focused, and the power responded to it like fuel to a flame, surging through my body in waves that made my skin feel too tight.

“Flight logs,” I said. My voice came out steady, which surprised me, because what I felt was anything but steady.

Diana navigated to a different file. Text filled the screen, lines of data in a format I couldn’t read but that Diana clearly understood. Her eyes moved across the information, cataloguing, processing, and I watched her face for the moment of recognition.

“GPS coordinates,” she said. “Home point is logged. This drone has been launched from the same location multiple times over the past three weeks. Same latitude and longitude every time.” She pulled up a mapping application on a secondary monitor and entered the coordinates. A satellite view appeared, zooming in from a global scale to a neighborhood scale to a single residential address.

The address appeared at the bottom of the screen. 1427 Laurel Canyon Drive.

I didn’t recognize it.

“Pull up the Instagram account data,” I said. “The burner accounts that messaged Madison. The IP addresses from the login attempts. I want to see where they originated.”

Diana looked at Lin, who was already typing. “On it,” Lin said. “I’ve been running the digital forensics trace on the Instagram accounts since yesterday. The login attempts for the primary burner account, the one that sent the threatening message, originate from an IP address range that’s been active in the same neighborhood.” She pulled up a second map view, side by side with the first. Two pins on the screen, less than a quarter mile apart. The same block. Possibly the same house.

“The IP range geolocates to a residential service provider,” Lin continued. “Same zip code as the drone’s home point. Same neighborhood. Possibly the same address, but I’d need to cross-reference the specific IP assignment to confirm.”

“Confirm it,” I said.

Lin worked. I stood with my arms crossed, my jaw clenched, watching the two maps on the screen. The drone’s home point. The Instagram account’s origin. Both pointing to the same location, the same cluster of houses tucked into the hillside above the clinic, close enough to watch, close enough to film, close enough to threaten.

Someone had been sitting in that house, launching that drone, watching Madison through a camera lens, sending messages from fake accounts, building a campaign of fear that had lasted for weeks. Someone who knew where she was. Someone who knew where I was. Someone who had been close enough to reach out and touch the life I was building, and who had chosen, instead, to poison it from a distance.

“Confirmed,” Lin said. Her voice was quiet, almost reverent, the way people sound when they’ve found something they’ve been searching for. “The IP address for the Instagram burner account resolves to a residential modem registered at 1427 Laurel Canyon Drive. Same address as the drone’s home point.”

The room went very still.

I pulled out my phone. I opened the maps app, dropped a pin at the address, and took a screenshot. Then I left the security office without another word, my bare feet carrying me through the clinic’s corridors, past the quiet hallways and the warm lighting. I found Madison and Cleo in the living room, still a bit shaken from the drone.

Madison was sitting on the edge of the couch, a towel wrapped around her waist over the white bikini, her knees drawn up to her chest. Cleo stood behind her, one hand on her shoulder, the other still gripping her phone like a weapon she might need. They both looked up when I entered.

“What happened out there?” Cleo asked. “That sounded like a gunshot.”

“It wasn’t a gunshot,” I said. I crossed the room and sat beside Madison. “It was a drone. Someone was filming you. From the east hillside.” Madison’s face went white. The color drained from her cheeks so fast it was like watching water disappear down a drain. Her hand found mine and gripped it hard, her fingers cold and trembling.

“Filming me,” she repeated. The words came out flat like she was reading them from a script she didn’t want to believe. “Someone was filming me. While I was…”

“Lying by the pool. In your bikini. Yes.”

Cleo made a sound, a sharp, bitten-off exclamation that wasn’t quite a word. Her hand tightened on Madison’s shoulder, and her other hand came up to cover her mouth.

I pulled out my phone and opened the screenshot. The map was still there, the pin dropped at 1427 Laurel Canyon Drive, the address rendered in clean white text against the satellite imagery. I turned the screen toward Madison.

“Look at this,” I said. “Do you recognize this address?”

She took the phone. Her eyes moved across the screen, reading the street name, the house number, the satellite view of the property. I watched her face, watched the confusion shift, watched the pieces rearrange themselves behind her eyes, and then I saw the moment it clicked. The moment the address resolved into something she knew, something that lived in her memory with the weight of history.

Her lips parted. Her breath caught. The phone trembled in her hand.

“That’s Brad’s address,” she whispered. The words came out thin and hollow, like they’d been pulled from somewhere deep and dark inside her. She looked up at me, and her eyes were huge, the blue of them almost swallowed by the black of her dilated pupils. “That’s where Brad lives.”

The name landed in the room like a stone dropped into still water. I felt it ripple through me, through the anger, through the power, through every protective instinct that had been building since I’d first seen the message on her phone. Brad. Not a faceless stalker, not a random creep, not some anonymous threat lurking in the digital shadows. Brad. Madison’s ex. Brad, who’d been born with a silver spoon and a sense of entitlement so deep it had calcified into cruelty. Brad, who’d made fun of me in High School, knew exactly which buttons to press to make Madison feel small and afraid and worthless.

The realization didn’t build. It detonated. One moment I was sitting on the couch holding Madison’s hand, and the next moment I was standing, and the power was surging through me so hard that the air in the room felt charged, like the moment before a lightning strike. My vision sharpened to a point, everything outside my focus blurring into irrelevance. It had a name now, and it had an address, and it was going to end today. Not through lawyers or security teams or digital forensics. Personally, face to face, the way problems were solved before civilization invented the paperwork to make them complicated.

I turned toward the door.

“Alexander.” Madison’s voice, small and frightened, cutting through the white noise of my fury. “What are you going to do?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. If I opened my mouth, what came out wouldn’t be words she needed to hear. I kept walking.

I found Alexis and Helen in the kitchen. They were at the island, Alexis with her laptop open, Helen leaning against the counter with a glass of water, the two of them in the middle of a conversation that stopped the moment I walked through the door. They took one look at my face and whatever they’d been discussing ceased to matter.

“Alexander,” Alexis said. She closed the laptop. “What’s wrong?”

“I need you to cancel everything today,” I said. “All of today’s clients. All the breeding sessions. Everything on the schedule. Cancel it and reschedule it. I don’t care. It’s done for today.”

Helen set her glass down. “Alexander. Talk to us.”

“Brad,” I said. Just the name. It carried enough.

Alexis’s expression shifted. I watched the therapist in her access the situation, read my body language, my tone, the rigid set of my shoulders, the way my hands were clenched at my sides. I watched her see everything I wasn’t saying, and I watched the fear bloom behind her eyes.

“Brad,” she repeated. “The guy who went to your High School?”

“He’s the one,” I said. “The drone, the messages, the rumors. All of it. Diana traced the IP address and the drone’s home point to his house. He’s been sitting in his backyard watching her through a camera while he destroys her reputation.” I moved toward the door. “I’m handling it. Now.”

“No,” she said. “Not like this.”

I looked at her, surprised by her reaction.

“Alexander.” She reached up and grabbed my arm, both hands, her fingers digging into the muscle with a strength that surprised me. “Listen to me. I know what you’re feeling right now. I know the anger. I know what it makes you want to do. But you cannot cross that line. Do you understand me? You cannot do anything illegal. Promise me. Promise me right now that you won’t cross that line.”

I looked down at her. Her face was inches from mine, her honey-blonde hair falling loose around her shoulders, her eyes bright with fear and love and the particular, desperate urgency of someone who had seen this movie before and knew how it ended.

“Alexis.”

Alexis rose to her feet. “Isn’t it better to call the police and your lawyer?”

Helen stepped up beside me. She didn’t grab me. She didn’t block my path. She simply stood at Alexis’s shoulder, her dark heavy-lidded eyes on my face, her full lips pressed together in a line that was neither smile nor frown but something more complex. She understood. I could see it in her expression, the recognition of exactly what I was feeling, the dark, burning need to crush the threat with my own hands.

But she stood with Alexis. She placed one hand on Alexis’s lower back, a gesture of solidarity, and she looked at me with those dark, knowing eyes, and she said, very quietly, “Alexis is right, Alexander. There are ways to handle this that don’t destroy you in the process. Please. Listen to her.”

I looked at both of them. Alexis, small and fierce and terrified. Helen, warm and sensual and steady. Two women who loved me, standing between me and a door that led to something I might not come back from.

“I won’t do anything stupid,” I said. The words came out even, measured, the voice of a reasonable man making a reasonable promise.

Alexis searched my face. I watched her look for the lie, and I watched her find it, and I watched her decide, in that split second, whether to push harder or let go.

She let go. Her hands released my arm, and she stepped aside, and the fear in her eyes didn’t leave, but it gave way to determination.

“Go,” she said.

I kissed her forehead. Quick, hard, the way you kiss someone when you can’t trust yourself to say more. Then I walked past her, past Helen, through the door, and into the corridor.

I didn’t look back. I went straight to the garage.

The Lexus was in the underground garage next to the rest of my supercars. Black, matte finish. I got in, started the engine, and pulled out of the clinic’s gates without waiting for security to accompany me. I didn’t want security. I didn’t want witnesses. I didn’t want anyone standing between me and what needed to be done.

The address was already loaded into the navigation system. Laurel Canyon Drive, twenty-two minutes according to the GPS. I pulled onto the coastal highway and pushed the accelerator.

I drove with both hands on the wheel, my grip tight enough that the leather creaked. The road unspooled in front of me, winding through the hills, the ocean dropping away to my left, the mansions of the upperclass and entitled sliding past on my right. Each one a fortress of money and privilege, each one housing someone who thought the rules didn’t apply to them. Brad’s house would be one of these, paid for by parents who had never told their son the word no.

The anger was a living thing. It moved through me in waves, each one hotter than the last. I didn’t only think of Madison. There were several flashbacks from high school. There were just bad memories of Brad.

The GPS announced the turn. Laurel Canyon Drive. I took it, and the road narrowed. I found the address. 1427. A big house set on a terraced hillside, white stucco walls, red tile roof. Brad’s parents’ house. Of course it was. The kid had never worked a day in his life, using his free time to terrorize the woman who’d had the good sense to leave him.

I drove past, and then I pulled the Lexus onto a narrow shoulder, killing the engine. I got out of the car. The air was warm and still, the kind of perfect California afternoon that made everything feel like a postcard, and the irony of it wasn’t lost on me. Beautiful day. Beautiful neighborhood. Beautiful house. And inside it, something ugly.

I moved on foot. I came around the bend and the house came back into view from above. I dropped to a crouch behind a low stone wall that bordered the property’s upper terrace and looked down.

Three of them. Brad in the center, flanked by two guys I vaguely recognized from high school, though I couldn’t have named them if my life depended on it. They were clustered around a small table near the pool, and on the table sat a drone. New model. Sleek, white, larger than the one I’d destroyed. Brad had his phone out, connected to the controller, and he was showing the other two something on the screen.

I was too far to hear clearly, but the power had sharpened my hearing along with everything else, and when I focused, the voices resolved like a radio tuning in.

“…bro, this thing is insane,” one of the friends was saying. Tall, dark-haired, wearing a polo shirt two sizes too tight. “The zoom on this camera. You can see everything.”

“Everything,” Brad repeated, and the word came out with that particular emphasis, that slow, oily weight that turned it into something dirty. He laughed, and the other two laughed with him. “I told you. Worth every penny.”

“Let me see the old footage,” the second friend said. Shorter, heavier, with the soft, doughy build of someone who’d been eating well and moving little. He leaned over Brad’s shoulder, and Brad tilted the phone screen toward him.

They watched something. I couldn’t see the screen from my angle, but I didn’t need to. The way they reacted told me everything. The heavy one’s mouth fell open. The tall one let out a low whistle.

“Holy shit,” the heavy one breathed. “Look at that bikini.”

“Told you,” Brad said. He was grinning, the wide, self-satisfied grin of someone who believed he’d won something. “That’s what she wears when she’s at that place.” He said the word like it was a punchline, drawing it out, letting it hang in the air. “You know what they do there, right? What that place actually is?”

“Brothel,” the tall one said, and they all laughed again, harder this time, the sound carrying across the backyard and bouncing off the stucco walls.

“Brothel,” Brad confirmed. He set the controller down and picked up a beer from the table, took a long pull, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “That’s what it is. That’s what she is. She went from dating me to being a prostitute. Think about that. Think about what that says about her.”

“About her?” The heavy one snorted. “What about the guy? The one she’s with now. What’s his name?”

“Alexander.” Brad said my name the way he’d always said it, with that particular emphasis on the second syllable that turned it into something weak, something dismissible. “Some nobody from high school. Now he’s running a whorehouse and banging my ex. Life’s funny, right?”

They laughed. The sound scraped against something deep in my chest, and I felt the anger spike, hot and bright.

“Here’s the thing, though,” Brad continued. He leaned back in his chair, beer in hand, the picture of casual arrogance. “She’s not going to stay there. Not once the rumor gets big enough. Not once everyone knows what she really is. He’ll dump her. Guys like that, they don’t keep damaged goods. Once the whole world thinks she’s a prostitute, he’ll cut her loose, and she’ll have nowhere to go. And then she’ll come crawling back to me.”

“You think?” The tall one sounded skeptical.

“I know.” Brad’s voice dropped, and the casual cruelty hardened into something more calculated. “I know Madison. I know how she works. She’s scared right now. She’s confused. But when it all falls apart, when this Alexander guy throws her out because he can’t have a whore on his arm, she’ll realize she made a mistake. And she’ll come back. And I’ll be waiting.”

“He’ll dump her when everyone thinks she’s a prostitute,” Brad said, and the words landed in the warm afternoon air like something poisonous, something that had been designed to hurt. “That’s the plan. That’s always been the plan. Make her worthless to him, and she becomes valuable to me again. Simple.”

The heavy one raised his beer. “To making Madison worthless.”

They clinked bottles and laughed. Something in me broke loose. I stood up from behind the wall.

I didn’t announce myself. I didn’t call out or clear my throat or make any sound at all. I simply rose to my full height, and the three of them were so absorbed in their cruelty that they didn’t notice me until I was already crossing the terrace.

Brad saw me first. His eyes lifted from his phone, and for a fraction of a second there was nothing in his face but the blank, uncomprehending stare of someone who’d seen something impossible. Then recognition hit, and his expression cycled through a rapid sequence: confusion, surprise, and then, clearly, fear.

The beer slipped from his hand. It hit the table and rolled, spilling foam across the surface, but Brad didn’t move to catch it. He was frozen, his mouth half-open, his eyes locked on me, and I watched the color drain from his face the same way it had drained from Madison’s when I’d told her about the drone.

“Alexander,” he said. My name came out wrong this time. Not the dismissive emphasis on the second syllable. The sound of someone who’d just realized the thing he’d been laughing about was standing in front of him, six-foot-three and radiating something that didn’t look human. It was the second time I’d dealt with him since the transformation. I still remember that day at the beach, and how satisfying it was to throw him into the water.

The other two turned. The tall one’s chair scraped against the stone as he pushed back, his hands coming up in that instinctive defensive posture that people adopt when their lizard brain recognizes a threat before their conscious mind catches up. The heavy one just sat there, his mouth open, his beer forgotten in his hand.

I stopped ten feet from the table. Close enough to see the details. The sweat beading on Brad’s upper lip. The way his Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed. The tremor in his hands, subtle but visible, the fine motor control abandoning him as the fear took over.

“Brad,” I said. My voice was low, steady, controlled in a way that felt almost separate from what I was feeling. “I thought you’d behave after I threw you into the water.”

He didn’t answer. His mouth worked, but nothing came out.

I looked at the drone on the table. Then I looked at the phone in Brad’s hand, the screen still lit, still showing whatever footage, they’d been watching. Madison in her bikini. Captured without her knowledge, without her consent, reduced to an image on a screen for three entitled boys to ogle and laugh about.

“You know,” I said, “I destroyed your other drone this morning. The black one. The one you’ve been using to film my girlfriend from the hillside.” I let the word girlfriend land, let it sit in the air between us, heavy and deliberate. “Threw a rock at it. Fifty yards. Straight line. It didn’t stand a chance.”

Brad’s eyes widened. The fear deepened, and beneath it I could see something else: calculation. The desperate, scrambling attempt to reassemble a narrative that had just been shattered.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. The words came out too fast, too thin, the voice of someone who’d been caught and was reaching for the first lie that came to mind. “That’s not my drone. I’ve never. I don’t even.”

“Your IP address,” I said. I took a step closer and felt the temperature spike, and I watched all three of them flinch. “Your Instagram account. Your home point GPS coordinates. All of it traces back to this address. To you. Sitting in your parents’ backyard, launching drones, sending messages, spreading rumors about a woman who had the good sense to leave you.”

The tall one was on his feet now, backing away from the table, his hands still up. “Dude, we don’t want any trouble. We were just … This is Brad’s thing. We didn’t … We’re just hanging out.”

“Just hanging out,” I repeated. I looked at him, and I saw the weakness behind the bravado, the softness that the polo shirt and the gym-toned arms couldn’t hide. “Hanging out and calling my girlfriend a prostitute. Hanging out and filming her without her permission. Hanging out and laughing about how you’re going to ruin her.”

One of his friends whispered, “You didn’t tell us he was this huge.”

“Where did those other pathetic guys go?” I asked him. “You know when I threw you into the water? Did they leave you when they saw how pathetic and weak you were?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said in a lowered voice, scared.

“I’ll tell you what you don’t know, Brad.” I closed the distance between us in two strides, and he scrambled backward, his chair tipping, and he caught himself on the edge of the table. The drone rattled. “You don’t know what that place is. You don’t know what I do there. So let me educate you, since clearly nobody else has.”

I picked up the drone from the table. It was light in my hand, expensive, the kind of toy that cost more than most people’s monthly rent. I held it up between us, and Brad’s eyes tracked it like a rabbit watching a hawk.

“It’s a fertility clinic,” I said. The words came out flat and hard, each one a nail driven into the coffin of his narrative. “A legitimate, licensed, fully operational fertility clinic. Women come there because they want to have children, and I help them. That’s what I do. That’s what the place is. Not a brothel. Not a whorehouse. A clinic … my clinic.”

Brad’s mouth opened, but I kept going. I didn’t give him the space to speak. It was so satisfying seeing his face turn green with envy when he realized I was the one having sex with all those women.

“And Madison,” I said, and I let the name fill the air between us, letting it carry every ounce of possession and protection that I felt. “Madison is mine. She’s not a prostitute. She’s not damaged goods. She’s not yours. She’s mine. She’s been mine since the day she chose me over you, and she’ll be mine long after you’ve forgotten what her face looks like.”

The power surged as I spoke, and I felt it radiate outward, and I watched all three of them feel it too. The tall one took another step back. The heavy one’s beer slipped from his fingers and shattered on the flagstone. Brad’s knees were shaking. I could see the tremor in his thighs through the fabric of his shorts.

“You’ve been sitting in this backyard,” I said, my voice dropping lower, “launching drones, sending messages, spreading lies about a woman who never did anything to you except have the courage to leave. You’ve been terrorizing her. Making her check every notification, every follower request, making her live in a state of constant vigilance because you couldn’t handle the fact that she chose someone better than you.”

I set the drone down on the table. The gesture of someone who was choosing restraint, and who wanted everyone in the room to understand that it was a choice.

“And now,” I said, “you’re going to understand what that feels like.”

Brad found his voice. It came out cracked and thin, barely recognizable. “Alexander, man, listen. It was a joke. It was just. We were messing around. I didn’t mean …. It’s not …. You can’t just…”

I hit him. The punch came from my hip, a straight right that connected with his jaw, and I felt the impact travel up my arm and into my shoulder, the satisfying crack of bone against bone, the give of cartilage and the give of pride. Brad’s head snapped sideways, and his feet left the ground, and he went down hard, hitting the flagstone on his back with a sound like a bag of wet cement hitting pavement.

He didn’t get up. He lay there, one hand pressed to his jaw, his eyes wide and unfocused, blood already welling between his fingers. A thin, high sound came out of him, not quite a scream, not quite a whimper, something in between.

The tall one moved. I saw it in my peripheral vision, the lunge, the desperate grab for my arm, the instinct of a friend trying to intervene. I turned and caught his wrist mid-reach, twisted it, and drove my knee into his stomach. The air left him in a single explosive burst, and he folded, dropping to his knees, his free hand clutching his abdomen, his face the color of old paper.

The heavy one was slower. He came at me from the side, arms wide, going for a tackle, and I stepped into it and drove my elbow down into the back of his neck. He hit the ground face-first, and I heard his nose break against the flagstone, a wet, crunching sound that made even me wince internally. He rolled onto his side, both hands pressed to his face, blood streaming through his fingers, and made a sound that was pure animal distress.

I turned back to Brad. He’d managed to get to his hands and knees. He was crawling away from me, one hand still pressed to his jaw, blood dripping from his chin onto the white flagstone, leaving a trail of dark red drops. I let him crawl. I watched him cover three feet, four, five, and then I closed the distance in a single step, grabbed the back of his shirt, and hauled him to his feet.

He weighed nothing. The power made him feel like a child, and I held him upright with one hand, his feet barely touching the ground, and I looked at his face. The jaw was already swelling, turning purple, and his eyes were streaming tears that cut clean lines through the blood on his cheeks.

“Look at me,” I said.

He looked at me. His eyes were wild, terrified, the eyes of someone who had never been hit before, who had built his entire identity around the assumption that the world would never push back.

“This is what happens,” I said, “when you threaten what’s mine.”

I threw him, not with the full force of the power, which would have sent him through the stucco wall and into the living room beyond, just hard enough. He flew backward, arms pinwheeling, and hit the pool’s edge, and the momentum carried him over and into the water. He went under with a splash, surfaced coughing and sputtering, and clung to the edge, his bleeding jaw hanging open, his eyes never leaving mine.

I walked to the pool’s edge and crouched down. We were eye to eye now, me on dry land, him in the water, and the difference between us was so stark it was almost comical.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” I said. “You’re going to delete every Instagram account you’ve created. Every burner, every fake profile, every page that mentions Madison or the clinic. You’re going to delete the drone footage. All of it. Every file, every backup, every copy you’ve sent to anyone. You’re going to call every person you’ve told the rumor to, and you’re going to tell them it was a lie. You’re going to tell them the truth. That Madison is with me. That the clinic is legitimate. That you made it all up because you’re a jealous, pathetic little boy who couldn’t handle being left.”

Brad nodded. The motion was frantic, desperate, his whole body moving with it. “Yes. Yes, I will. I’ll do it. I’ll do all of it. I promise. Just. Please. Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” I asked.

“Don’t hurt me again.”

I looked at him for a long moment. The blood from his jaw was turning the water around him pink. His friends were still on the ground, one clutching his stomach, one clutching his broken nose, neither of them making a move to help him. The drone sat on the table, inert, its camera lens pointed at the sky like a dead eye.

“If I hear one more rumor,” I said, “if Madison gets one more message, if a single drone appears anywhere near my property, I’m coming back. And next time, I won’t stop at your jaw.”

I stood. Brad stayed in the water, shivering despite the warm afternoon, his arms wrapped around the pool’s edge like it was the only solid thing left in the world.

I looked at the tall one. He was still on his knees, his breathing ragged, his face gray. “You,” I said. “Help your friend. Get him out of the pool. Get him cleaned up. And then make sure he does everything I just said. Because if he doesn’t, and I find out you knew about it, I’ll come back for you too.”

The tall one nodded like a bobblehead.

I turned and walked away. Across the terrace, past the shattered beer bottle, past the table where the drone sat, and up the steps toward the street. I didn’t look back. I didn’t need to. The image was already burned into my memory: Brad in the pool, bleeding and broken, his friends on the ground, the whole scene a perfect tableau of consequences finally catching up with someone who thought he was above them.

The Lexus was where I’d left it. I got in, started the engine, and pulled away from the curb. My hands were steady on the wheel. My breathing was even. The anger was still there, banked now, contained, but it hadn’t gone away. It would never go away completely, not when it came to Madison. But it was controlled.

I drove for five minutes before I pulled over again, this time at a scenic overlook that gave me a clear view of the ocean. I needed a moment. I needed to let the adrenaline settle, to let the power recede from the surface of my skin, to become something manageable again before I did what came next.

I pulled out my phone. I had their numbers. I’d met them at the gym when I first met Madison after the transformation.

I texted both of them. The same message, copied and pasted.

This is Alexander. Madison’s boyfriend. I need to talk to you about the rumor you’ve been spreading. Today. Willows Beach, north end, one hour. Be there.

I didn’t wait for responses. I put the phone down and drove.

Willows Beach was twenty minutes south, a wide crescent of white sand flanked by palm trees and beachfront properties. The north end was quieter, less crowded, a stretch of sand that backed up against a low bluff where the vegetation was thick and the tourists were thin. I parked in the public lot, walked down the wooden steps to the sand, and found a spot near the waterline where the breeze was steady and the sound of the waves would cover our conversation.

They arrived together. There was Brittany with the beauty mark above her lip and Kenzie with her athletic build. Both of them had been cheerleaders. They were tall, tan, pretty in the specific, interchangeable way that Southern California produced by the dozen. Brittany was blonde, and Kenzie was brunette, both in cut-off shorts and crop tops, both carrying the particular combination of guilt and defensiveness that people wore when they knew they’d done something wrong and hadn’t yet decided whether to own it.

They spotted me from thirty yards out and stopped walking. I saw the moment they recognized me, the way their bodies went still. They exchanged a look. Then they kept walking, but slower, the way you approach something you’re not sure about.

I stood. I didn’t move toward them. I let them come to me, and I watched their faces as the distance closed.

They were attracted to me. Both of them. I could see it in the way the blonde’s eyes dropped to my chest, then my arms, then back to my face, a rapid circuit of appraisal that she couldn’t control.

The brunette, Kenzie, was doing the same thing but trying harder to hide it, her gaze flicking to my abs, then the ocean, then back to my face, a rhythm she probably thought was subtle but was as obvious as a neon sign.

“Alexander,” Brittany said. “Oh my God, hi. It’s been so long. Since the gym, right? That day you were working out with Madison.”

“Since the gym,” I confirmed. I didn’t smile.

Kenzie stepped forward, one hand tucking a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “Madison talks about you all the time. Like, constantly. We’ve been dying to see you again. She’s been so happy since you two got together.” She paused, and her smile faltered as she registered my expression. “Why don’t you look happy?”

I let the question hang for a beat. Long enough for both of them to feel the weight of what was coming.

“Because I’m not happy,” I said. “Neither is Madison. And the reason neither of us is happy is sitting in a hospital getting his jaw wired shut right now.”

They both went still. Brittany’s hand, which had been playing with the strap of her crop top, froze. Kenzie’s smile vanished completely.

“What are you talking about?” Brittany asked.

I laid it out. The same way I’d laid it out for Diana, for Alexis, for Helen. Clean, direct, no emotion wasted on the delivery. The drone. The Instagram accounts. The burner profiles. The threatening messages. The photo from the terrace. The rumor about the brothel, about Madison being a prostitute. And then the reveal, the thing that made both of their faces shift from confusion to guilt.

“Brad,” I said. “Madison’s ex. He’s the one who started it. All of it. The messages, the accounts, the drone footage. He’s been filming her, spreading lies and trying to destroy her reputation because she had the nerve to leave him.”

Kenzie’s hand came up to cover her mouth. Brittany’s eyes went wide, and I watched the color drain from her tanned cheeks.

“The clinic,” I continued, “is not a brothel. It’s a fertility clinic. A legitimate, licensed, fully operational medical facility where women come to have children. I’m the owner. I run it. And Madison is with me. She’s not a prostitute. She’s not selling herself. And Brad’s a jealous, vindictive piece of shit who couldn’t handle the fact that she moved on.”

The words landed hard. I watched them process it, watched the information rearrange itself behind their eyes, watched the defensiveness they’d walked in with crumble like wet sand. Brittany’s lower lip started to tremble. Kenzie’s eyes filled with tears.

“Oh my God,” Brittany whispered. “Alexander, we had no idea. We thought. Someone sent us the Instagram post, and it looked so real, and we just. We didn’t check. We didn’t think.”

“You believed it,” I said. Not a question.

Kenzie wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “We weren’t sure,” she said. The words came out ashamed. “And we talked about it. With other people. We didn’t mean to spread it, but we did. We were just. We were gossiping, and it got out of control, and we never thought. We never imagined Brad would do something like that.”

The attraction was still there. I could see it, even through the guilt, even through the tears. Both of them were looking at me the way women looked at me when the power was close to the surface. Brittany’s eyes kept dropping to my bare chest, to the way the linen pants sat low on my hips, and then snapping back to my face like she was trying to behave. Kenzie was doing the same thing but slower, her gaze lingering on my forearms, the veins visible beneath the warm olive skin.

Brittany’s eyes widened slightly, and she exchanged a look with Kenzie, and I caught the tail end of whatever silent communication passed between them.

“A fertility clinic,” Brittany said. “You actually. You help women have babies?”

“That’s what I do,” I said.

The look they exchanged this time was clear. Both of them were thinking the same thing, and neither of them was trying very hard to hide it. The attraction had just changed, taken on a new dimension. A man who owned a fertility clinic, who helped women conceive, who had the kind of body and face and presence that made every head turn. The combination was doing something to them, and they knew it, and they were embarrassed by it, and they couldn’t stop it.

Kenzie cleared her throat. “We need to apologize,” she said. “To Madison … in person. We need to tell her we’re sorry, and we need to fix this. We’ll call everyone we talked to. We’ll tell them the truth. We’ll make it right.”

“Today,” Brittany added. “We’ll do it today. Right now, if you want.”

I studied them. The guilt was real. The attraction was real. The willingness to fix what they’d broken was real. Three truths, coexisting in two women who had walked onto this beach defensive and were leaving it ready to make amends.

“Get in the car,” I said.

They didn’t ask which car. They followed me to the Lexus, and I opened the passenger door, and they climbed in, Brittany in the middle, Kenzie by the window. I got behind the wheel, started the engine, and pulled out of the lot.

The drive back to the clinic took twenty minutes. Neither of them spoke for the first ten. The silence was thick, and they were simultaneously intimidated by and intensely attracted to me. I could feel it radiating off them.

Then Brittany spoke. “Alexander,” she said carefully. “Can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.”

“Is it? The clinic. Is it hard? What you do?”

I glanced at her. She was looking straight ahead, her hands clasped in her lap, her posture rigid with the effort of sounding casual.

“It’s the most natural thing in the world,” I said. “And the hardest. Both at the same time.”

She nodded, and I caught the flush creeping up her neck, the way her thighs pressed together beneath her cutoffs. Kenzie, on the other side, was staring out the window, but her reflection in the glass showed me her expression, and it was the same as Brittany’s, flushed and focused. Thinking about something she’d rather not be thinking about in front of the man driving the car.

The gates parted when I pulled up. The clinic rose out of the hillside in front of us, Mediterranean and gold in the late afternoon light, and both of them gasped. I saw the moment the architecture registered, the way their eyes traveled up the white stucco walls, across the red tile roof, to the terraces and balconies and the ocean stretching blue and endless beyond it.

“This is where you live?” Kenzie breathed.

“This is where I live and work,” I said. “And where Madison lives.”

I parked in the circular drive and killed the engine. “Come on.”

We got out of the car. They followed me through the front entrance, and the clinic’s atmosphere hit them the way it hit everyone. Both of them slowed, their heads turning, taking in the marble floors, the plush rugs, the modern furniture, the artwork on the walls. I watched them see the discreet Greek pottery, the abstract depictions of sex, and I watched the realization settle over them that this was not what they’d expected. This was not a brothel. This was something else entirely, something designed with intention and care and an understanding of what women needed.

“Alexander.” Laura’s voice, from the doorway to the east corridor. She was there, her cream blouse and navy slacks immaculate, her expression shifting from surprise to recognition. “I wasn’t expecting guests.”

“These are Madison’s friends,” I said. “They’re here to see her.”

Laura’s eyes moved over both of them. “Brittany, Kenzie?”

“Hi, Laura,” they said in unison, both of them a bit embarrassed.

“Where is she?” I asked her mother.

Laura nodded. “She’s in the sunroom. Third door on the right.”

I led them down the corridor. The sunroom was one of her favorite spaces in the clinic, a glass-walled room on the east side that caught the afternoon light and turned everything golden. The door was open. I could see her inside, curled on one of the oversized couches, a book in her lap, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders. She was wearing the white sundress from earlier, and the light through the glass turned her skin to honey.

I stepped into the doorway. She looked up, and the smile that broke across her face was so bright it hurt. Then she saw Brittany and Kenzie behind me, and the smile froze, and something complicated moved through her expression: surprise, hurt, hope, fear, all of it tangled together like threads in a knot.

“Madison,” Brittany said. Her voice cracked on the name.

Kenzie stepped forward. “We’re so sorry.”

Madison set the book down. She sat up straight, her hands flat on the couch cushions on either side of her, and she looked at both of them, and I watched her face go through the same sequence I’d watched in the car: the hurt surfacing, then the understanding, then the forgiveness that was already there, waiting, because Madison was the kind of person who forgave before she’d finished being angry.

“It’s okay,” she said. Her voice was steady, but her eyes were wet. “I know you didn’t mean to.”

Brittany crossed the room and sat beside her on the couch, close, and took her hand. “We believed it, Madison. Someone sent us the Instagram post, and it looked real, and we didn’t check. We didn’t ask you. We just. We gossiped. And it spread, and we’re so, so sorry.”

Kenzie sat on Madison’s other side. “Alexander told us everything. About Brad. About the drone, the messages, all of it. We had no idea. We would never have repeated it if we’d known.”

Madison looked at me. Standing in the doorway, arms crossed, watching her, making sure she was okay. Her eyes asked the question, and I gave her a small nod. Yes. I brought them here. Yes. I handled it.

The tears spilled over. Madison wiped them away with the back of her hand and laughed, a wet, shaky sound. “It’s fine,” she said. “Really. It’s fine. I’m just. I’m so glad you’re here. Both of you. I’ve missed you.”

They hugged her. Both of them at once, arms around her, the three of them tangled together on the couch, and I stood in the doorway and watched the relief wash through Madison’s body, the way her shoulders dropped, the way her hands came up to grip their arms, the way she buried her face in Brittany’s shoulder and let herself cry, for the first time since this whole nightmare had started.

I let them have a few minutes. And once they were done, I had to talk to Madison privately.

“Brittany, Kenzie. Give us a moment. Laura will show you to the kitchen. There’s coffee, tea, whatever you want.”

They pulled back from Madison, both of them wiping their own eyes, and they stood and walked past me into the corridor, where Laura was waiting, and then I closed the door behind me.

Madison was still on the couch, her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around them. The book lay forgotten beside her. She looked up at me with those bright blue eyes, still wet, still red-rimmed, but something new was building behind them. The sense that there was more to the story than her friends had told her.

I sat beside her. The same way I’d sat in the living room, our thighs touching, the warmth of her body bleeding through the thin fabric of her sundress and into mine. The afternoon light through the glass walls turned everything amber, and the ocean murmured in the distance, and for a moment neither of us spoke.

Then I told her about driving to Laurel Canyon. About crouching behind the stone wall and watching Brad and his friends laugh about making her worthless. I told her about the drone on the table, about the way they’d clinked their beer bottles and toasted to her destruction. I told her about the punch, about Brad’s jaw cracking under my fist, about the way he’d gone down and the way his friends had followed. I told her about the pool, about the blood in the water, about the things I’d said to him while he clung to the edge, shivering and broken. And I told her about the promise I’d made, the one about coming back if any of it happened again.

I told her everything, and I didn’t soften it. I didn’t edit out the violence or the anger or the dark, satisfying heat of watching someone who’d hurt her get exactly what they deserved. She needed to know what I’d done. She needed to understand that the man she’d chosen was capable of this, that the protection I offered wasn’t theoretical, that when I said I’d keep her safe, I meant it the way a storm means rain.

She listened. She didn’t interrupt. Her eyes stayed on my face the whole time, and I watched her process it, watching the emotions move across her features like weather across a landscape. Shock first, then something that looked like fear, then something deeper, something that settled in her chest and made her breathing change.

When I finished, she was quiet for a long time. The ocean murmured. The light changed, and a beam of gold fell across her lap, illuminating the white fabric of her dress.

Then she moved. She launched herself at me, both arms going around my neck, her body pressing against mine with a force that nearly knocked me backward. Her face buried in the space between my neck and my shoulder, and I felt the wet heat of her tears against my skin, and her arms locked behind my head, and she held on like she was afraid the ground would disappear if she let go.

“Thank you,” she whispered. The words were muffled against my neck, but I felt them more than heard them, felt the vibration of her voice through the contact of her lips against my skin. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

I wrapped my arms around her. One hand on her back, the other cradling the back of her head, my fingers threading through the damp blonde curls that still carried the scent of the bath from this morning. She was shaking. Not from fear, not anymore but from relief.

“You don’t have to thank me,” I said into her hair.

“I know.” She pulled back just enough to look at me, her face inches from mine, her eyes swimming with tears but her mouth curved into a smile that started in her eyes. “But I’m going to keep saying it anyway. Because you didn’t just protect me. You fixed it. You went out there and you found him and you made him stop, and you brought my friends back, and you made everything okay again, and I don’t know how to tell you what that means to me.”

I kissed her. Slow and deep, my hand still in her hair, her body still pressed against mine, and the power hummed between us, warm and steady, and for a moment there was nothing in the world but her mouth and her hands and the sound of her breathing and the absolute, bone-deep certainty that she was mine and I would never let anything take her from me.

We stayed like that until the door opened. Brittany and Kenzie stepped back into the sunroom, each carrying a mug of coffee and a plate with cookies, and they stopped when they saw us. Madison pulled back from the kiss but didn’t move from my arms, and she looked at her friends with an expression that was equal parts embarrassment and joy.

“Sorry,” Brittany said, but she was smiling. “We can come back.”

“No,” Madison said. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and laughed. “Stay. Please, I want you to stay.”

They came in and sat on the opposite couch, and Madison stayed curled against my side, my arm around her shoulders, and we talked about everything and nothing. About high school and college and the beach and the gym and the things that friends talked about when they’d been apart too long and were desperate to make up for lost time. Brittany told a story about a professor who’d fallen asleep during his own lecture. Kenzie described a disastrous first date that had ended with her locking herself in a bathroom. Madison laughed, and I felt the vibration of it against my ribs, and I thought: this. This is what I fought for. This sound. This moment. This woman, laughing in my arms, surrounded by people who loved her.

They stayed for hours. Laura brought snacks. Alexis stopped by to say hello, the perfect hostess. Cleo appeared at one point, and she flopped onto the couch beside Kenzie and immediately started asking questions about Madison’s college experience, and the conversation deepened, and the sun moved across the sky, and the light in the sunroom went from gold to amber to the deep, warm red of sunset.

By the time Brittany and Kenzie left, Madison was different. The fear was gone from her body. The tension was gone from her face. She stood at the front door with her arm around my waist, watching the Uber pull through the gates, and when the taillights disappeared around the bend, she turned to me and pressed her forehead against my chest.

“You protected me,” she said.

“I did,” I confirmed.

She looked up at me, and the trust in her eyes was so complete it was almost blinding. “I love you,” she said.

The words hit me like a wave. I’d known she felt it, known it the way you know the sun is warm or the ocean is deep, but hearing it said out loud, in that voice, with those eyes, was something else entirely.

“I love you too,” I said. And I meant it. Completely, without reservation, with every part of me that was still human and every part that wasn’t.


Chapter 4

Two days later, I was in the middle of my third breeding session of the morning when my phone buzzed on the nightstand. I ignored it. The woman beneath me, a dark-haired executive from San Francisco whose name I’d already filed away in the part of my brain reserved for clients, didn’t notice or didn’t care. She was past the point of noticing anything external. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted, her body arching into mine, and the only sound in the room was her breathing and the distant, steady pulse of the ocean.

On the next thrust, I came hard inside her, spilling my seed as deeply as possible, and she went rigid beneath me, her fingers digging into my back, a sound leaving her throat that was closer to prayer than anything else. Then she went limp, boneless, her chest rising and falling in the long, slow rhythm of someone who had been thoroughly, completely satisfied.

After the breeding session, we took a shared shower, and then I kissed her goodbye. I was curious who’d called, and I checked my phone. Sophia Laurent. The name on the screen made me sit up.

Sophia was one of my earliest clients, one of the ones who’d come through the romantic package. An acclaimed actress in her mid-thirties, and a friend of Isabelle Bellefesse, our investor and my lover.

I read the text.

Alexander. I’m hosting a party at my mansion this Saturday. Very exclusive. Hollywood crowd. I’d be honored if you could attend. Consider it a personal favor. My close friend Riley will be there, and she’s been desperate to meet you ever since I told her about the clinic. Say yes. You won’t regret it.

I set the phone down and looked at the ceiling. A party. Sophia’s mansion. Hollywood crowd. Networking opportunities for the clinic, exposure to a demographic that had money to burn and problems the power could solve. And Riley. The name meant nothing to me, but if Sophia was mentioning her specifically, she was someone worth knowing.

I texted back. I’ll be there. Send the details.

The response came immediately. Perfect. Black tie. 8 PM. I’ll send the address. And Alexander? Bring your charm. You’re going to need it.

I smiled at the ceiling. Then I went to find Alexis and Cleo.

They were in the kitchen. Alexis at the island with her laptop and a cup of tea that had gone cold, Cleo perched on a stool beside her, both of them bent over something on the screen. They looked up when I walked in.

“Hey,” Cleo said. “You’re done early today.”

“Three sessions,” I said. “Three more this afternoon.” I pulled out a stool and sat across from them. “I need to tell you something.”

Alexis closed the laptop. That instinct, the one that made her set aside whatever she was doing the moment I said I needed to talk. “What is it?”

“I’m going to a party Saturday night. Sophia Laurent’s place. She invited me personally.”

Alexis’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”

“Yup, she’s hosting an event at her mansion. Hollywood crowd, she said. Exclusive.”

“Oh my God,” Cleo said, sitting up straight. “She’s totally in love with you.”

“It seems like it.”

“That’s insane.” Cleo’s eyes were wide, her phone already in her hand. “Can I come? Please? I’ll be so quiet. You won’t even know I’m there.”

“It’s not that kind of party, Cleo.”

“What kind of party is it?”

“The kind where you don’t bring a nineteen-year-old.”

She pouted. “Fine. But you have to say hi to her for me.”

“I’ll tell her you said hi.”

“And don’t remind her of the water spill,” she said with a light blush.

I chuckled. “I promise I won’t,” I said.

Alexis was watching me carefully “Alexander,” she said. “Be careful.”

“I’m always careful.”

“At these kinds of parties.” She reached across the island and placed her hand over mine. “The women there, they’re used to getting what they want. And they’ll want you. Promise me you’ll keep your head on straight.”

“I promise, Alexis. I’ll be careful. I know what I’m doing.”

She searched my face, the way she always did, looking for the crack in the armor, the place where the truth leaked through. She must have found something she could live with, because she squeezed my hand and sat back.

“Good,” she said. “Because I don’t want to see you get pulled into something you can’t handle.”

The kitchen door swung open, and Helen walked in. She was carrying a folder and a glass of water, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. She took in the scene with a single glance, and her lips curved into that knowing half-smile.

“What are we talking about?”

“Alexander’s going to a party at Sophia Laurent’s on Saturday,” Alexis said. “Hollywood crowd.”

Helen’s eyebrows lifted. She set the folder down and leaned against the counter, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Sophia Laurent? I thought she wanted to wind down.”

“Maybe she wanted a final wild night before she becomes a mother.”

Helen’s smile deepened. “That’s actually quite smart, Alexander. Sophia is very well-connected. Keeping in touch with women like her, women you’ve… helped. It could be useful. These are powerful women with resources and influence. If you ever need a favor, a connection, someone to open a door. It’s good to maintain those relationships.”

Alexis considered this, and I watched her weigh Helen’s pragmatism against her own protective instincts. The scales tipped. She nodded slowly.

“She’s right,” Alexis said. “Just… be strategic about it. Not everything has to be personal.”

“Not everything,” I agreed.

* * *

Saturday arrived the way California Saturdays always did, golden and unhurried, the sky a depthless blue that made everything feel like a memory before it had even happened. I spent the morning in breeding sessions, the afternoon in meetings with Laura about the clinic’s financial projections, and by six o’clock I was standing in front of the full-length mirror in my bedroom, trying to figure out how a black tie was supposed to work.

The tuxedo was new. I’d ordered it from a tailor in Beverly Hills who’d come to the clinic for a fitting, and the craftsmanship showed in the way the fabric fell, the way the shoulders sat, the way the waist tapered to a perfect V that emphasized every line of my torso. The shirt was crisp white, the bow tie was black silk, and the shoes were Italian leather so polished they caught the light like dark water.

The problem was the bow tie itself. I’d watched three YouTube tutorials and still couldn’t get the knot right. The ends kept coming out lopsided, one side longer than the other, and no matter how many times I redid it, the symmetry refused to cooperate.

The door opened without knocking. Cleo. She was wearing an oversized UCLA hoodie and athletic shorts, her golden-blonde hair loose, and she had a cup of something that smelled like hot chocolate in one hand. She took one look at me and burst out laughing.

“What?” I said.

“You look like you’re trying to strangle yourself with a napkin.”

“Very helpful.”

She set the cup down on my dresser and crossed the room, pushing my hands away from the tie. “Move. Let me.”

I dropped my arms and let her work. She stood on her toes, her face level with my chest.

“How do you know how to do this?” I asked.

“I watched the same videos you did. I just paid attention.” She pulled the ends through, adjusted the center knot and stepped back to admire her handiwork. The bow tie sat perfectly symmetrical against my collar, crisp and sharp. “There. You’re welcome.”

I looked in the mirror. The transformation was immediate. The tuxedo went from expensive clothing to a statement. The bow tie pulled everything together, framing my face, drawing attention to the sharp line of my jaw and the intensity of my eyes. I looked like someone who belonged at a Hollywood party.

“Not bad,” I said.

“Not bad? Alexander, you look like James Bond if James Bond was actually hot instead of just British.” She picked up her hot chocolate and took a sip, watching me over the rim of the cup. “The women at this party are going to lose their minds.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Don’t be gross.” She set the cup down and came closer, reaching up to adjust my collar one final time, her fingers brushing against my neck. “Remember to say hi to Sophia for me. Tell her Cleo says hi and that I’m her biggest fan and that she should come visit the clinic again sometime because I want to meet her.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“And don’t forget the pictures.”

“I won’t forget the pictures.”

She stepped back and looked at me, and something changed in her expression. The teasing dropped away, and what remained was something quieter, something that looked almost like worry. “Just… be careful, okay? Mom’s right. Those parties can be weird. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“I won’t.”

She nodded, and the moment passed, and she was my lover again, rolling her eyes and picking up her hot chocolate. “Go. You’re going to be late, and then Sophia will think you stood her up, and I’ll never get to meet her again.”

I grabbed my phone and my keys from the dresser and headed to the garage. The Lamborghini was there, and I went inside. The engine turned over with a sound like a predator waking up, and I pulled through the gates and onto the coastal road, the sun setting behind me, the ocean on my left going from blue to gold to the deep bruised purple of evening.

Sophia’s address was loaded into the navigation. The GPS estimated thirty minutes, and I made it in twenty, the Lambo eating the curves like it had been built for nothing else.

It felt nice to visit her again. Once I reached the gates, I called and they opened. Cars lined the driveway, a procession of luxury vehicles that would have made a dealership showroom look like a used car lot. Ferraris, Rolls-Royces, a matte black Bugatti parked at an angle that suggested its owner had arrived with something to prove.

I pulled the Lambo into a spot between a vintage Aston Martin and a custom Range Rover, killed the engine, and sat for a moment. The sound of the party reached me even through the closed windows, a low thrum of music and voices and laughter that pulsed against the night air like a heartbeat. I could feel it before I stepped inside, the energy of it, the particular frequency of wealth and beauty and desire that these gatherings generated.

I got out of the car. The valet took my keys with the reverent care of someone handling something sacred. I straightened my bow tie, ran a hand through my hair, and walked toward the entrance.

The front door was open. Two men in black suits flanked it, checking names against a list on a tablet, but when I approached, neither of them asked for my name. The taller one looked at me, looked at the list, looked back at me, and simply stepped aside.

“Alexander. Ms. Laurent is expecting you.”

I walked through the door.

The foyer was a cathedral of marble and light. A staircase curved upward to the second floor, flanked by modern art installations that cost more than most houses. The sound of the party was louder here, filling the space, pressing against the walls, and I followed it through an arched doorway into the main room.

The party was already in full swing. The room was vast, open-plan, with floor-to-ceiling windows that showcased the city lights sprawling below like a carpet of jewels. The ceiling was high, vaulted, strung with crystal chandeliers that scattered light across everything in fractured diamonds. An open bar ran the length of the far wall, staffed by bartenders in white jackets. People were everywhere, clustered in groups, draped across furniture, pressed against the windows, their voices layering into a constant, buzzing hum.

And they were beautiful. All of them. The room was a catalog of the most physically perfect humans the entertainment industry could produce. A-list actors I recognized from billboards and magazine covers, their faces famous enough to be currency. Models, tall and angular, their bodies moving with the unconscious confidence of people who’d been told their entire lives that they were extraordinary. Influencers with their phones held at arm’s length, documenting everything, their faces fixed in expressions of calculated delight. Producers and directors, older, grayer, but radiating the particular authority of people who made things happen. And everywhere, the women. Beautiful women in designer dresses that cost more than cars, their skin glowing under the chandelier light, their jewelry catching fire with every movement.

The atmosphere was elegant on the surface, the kind of sophisticated, curated glamour that fashion magazines spent millions trying to capture. Champagne flowed from crystal flutes. Hors d’oeuvres circulated on silver trays carried by servers who moved like ghosts. The music was live, a jazz quartet in the corner playing something smooth and understated that provided a veneer of refinement to everything.

But underneath, the party had a different pulse. I could feel it the way you feel a current beneath still water. The open bars were pouring freely, and the drinks were strong, and the laughter was getting louder. In the corners, in the shadowed alcoves, I saw the telltale signs of something less restrained. A model with her head tilted back, a white powder residue on the table beside her. A producer with his hand on the lower back of a woman half his age, his fingers tracing slow circles against the fabric of her dress. Two actors disappearing through a door that led deeper into the house, their bodies angled toward each other with unmistakable intent. The flirting was heavy, open, almost aggressive, the kind that happened when beautiful people gathered in dark rooms with unlimited alcohol and the unspoken understanding that anything was possible.

This was Hollywood. This was what it looked like when the cameras were off and the masks came down.

It was difficult to recognize the place from when it was just me and Sophia. I stood in the doorway for three seconds, maybe four, and that was all it took. The first head turned within two seconds. A brunette in a red dress, mid-twenties, standing near the bar. Her gaze swept past me, then snapped back, and her mouth opened slightly. She said something to the woman beside her, who turned to look, and then both of them were staring.

The ripple spread. A man at the bar noticed the women looking and followed their gaze to me. His curiosity gave way to something more complex. A group near the window turned, one by one, like dominoes falling. A model on a couch set her drink down and didn’t pick it up again. A producer stopped mid-sentence, his mouth still open, his eyes locked on me.

Within thirty seconds, everyone in the room was aware of me. I felt it. The attention. The collective focus of dozens of beautiful people turning toward me like flowers turning toward the sun. It hit my skin like heat, and the power responded to it the way it always did, surging up from somewhere deep, amplifying whatever it found. My posture straightened. My chin lifted. My eyes moved across the room with confidence.

I was six-foot-three in a room where the average height was maybe five-nine, and the difference was magnetic. My shoulders filled the tuxedo in a way that made the tailor’s work look like it had been done specifically for this moment, the fabric stretching across my chest and arms with a tension that drew every gaze downward, then back up. The bow tie sat sharp and perfect against my throat. But then there was my muscular physique, like a Greek god, and my thick dark hair, completing the look.

The aura did the rest, or my powers. It always did. That invisible field of energy that radiated from me like heat from a furnace, making women wet and aroused. It was working tonight. I could feel it reaching out, touching every woman in the room, and I could feel them feeling it, the way their breathing changed, the way they straightened or tensed, the way their conversations stuttered and died when I passed.

The first woman approached before I’d made it ten steps from the door. She was tall, dark-haired, in a silver dress that clung to every curve like it had been painted on. Her eyes were dark, her lips were red, and her smile was the kind that said she’d been planning this moment since she’d seen me walk in.

“You must be Alexander,” she said, and her voice was warm and low and designed to be heard in close quarters. “I’m Vanessa. Sophia’s told me so much about you.”

She placed her hand on my forearm, the kind of touch that could be dismissed as friendly if you didn’t know better. But her fingers lingered, and her thumb traced a slow, deliberate line along the muscle beneath the fabric, and her eyes held mine with an intensity that left no room for misinterpretation.

“It’s good to meet you, Vanessa,” I said.

The second woman appeared on my other side before I could say more. Blonde, petite, with a heart-shaped face and eyes the color of sea glass. She was holding a champagne flute in one hand, and the other hand found my back, her palm pressing flat against the tuxedo jacket.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Chloe. You’re the fertility doctor, right? Sophia’s fertility doctor?”

The way she said it, with that particular emphasis on the word doctor, made it clear she was thinking about something entirely different. Her hand stayed on my back, warm through the fabric, and she tilted her chin up to look at me, and the angle put her lips very close to mine.

“I’m not a doctor,” I said. “But yes. I run a fertility clinic.”

“I’ve heard amazing things,” she said. Her voice dropped half an octave. “Amazing, amazing things.”

A third woman came out from the crowd, a redhead this time, tall and angular in a black dress that left one shoulder bare. She didn’t introduce herself. She simply stepped into my personal space, close enough that I could smell her musky perfume, and she looked up at me with an expression that was pure, undisguised hunger.

“Wow,” she said. “Look at that face, that body, that hair… what a hottie.”

“I’ve been told that before,” I said.

She laughed, and her hand found my bicep and squeezed, and I felt the power surge in response, a warm pulse that started in my chest and radiated outward, and all three women felt it. I watched it happen. The way their pupils dilated, the way their breathing hitched, the way their bodies leaned a fraction closer, drawn by something they couldn’t name but couldn’t resist.

I kept moving. Through the room, past the bar, past clusters of people who turned to watch me pass. The whispers followed me like a wake.

“That’s him. That’s the fertility guy Sophia’s been talking about.”

“Look at him. He’s enormous. How is anyone that sexy?”

“I heard he’s the reason half the women in this room are going to Sophia’s party. They all want to meet him.”

“He looks even better in person. The pictures don’t do justice.”

“Sophia said his services are legendary. Like, literally legendary. She won’t stop talking about it.”

“The things he can do. I heard from a friend of a friend. She said it changed her life.”

“Changed her life how?”

“You know how.”

The buzz was everywhere. I caught fragments of it as I walked, snippets of conversation that kept my name in them like a refrain. My ego, the part of me that had spent years being invisible, being overlooked, being the guy nobody noticed, drank it in like water in a desert. Every whisper, every glance, every woman who turned to look, fed something deep and hungry inside me. This was what it felt like. This was what power felt like. Not just the physical kind, the kind that let me throw rocks through drones and break jaws with a single punch. This. This attention. This desire. This room full of the most beautiful, successful, powerful people in the world, and every single one of them was talking about me.

I reached the bar and ordered a whiskey, neat. The bartender poured without asking for specifics, which told me Sophia had briefed the staff. I turned, glass in hand, and leaned against the bar, and I let myself be seen.

The women kept coming. A steady stream of them, drawn to me the way moths were drawn to flame, each one with a smile and a touch and a question designed to keep me talking. I flirted back lightly, the way I’d learned to, with just enough engagement to keep them interested and just enough distance to maintain control. Compliments on their dresses. Questions about their work. The occasional self-deprecating joke that made them laugh and lean closer. It was a dance, and I was good at it, and the fertility powers made me better, amplifying every word, every glance, every moment of connection until the women around me were practically glowing.

But I was aware of the eyes. Not just the women’s. The men’s. I could feel them like pressure points along my spine, the weight of their attention, heavy and hostile. They were clustered in groups near the windows, near the couches, near the door to the terrace, and every single one of them was watching me with an expression I recognized. Jealousy. Pure, uncut, bitter jealousy. The kind that came from watching women who had never looked at them the way they were looking at me.

I catalogued them without turning my head. A gray producer in his fifties, his arm around a woman young enough to be his daughter, his eyes narrow and calculating. A young actor I recognized from a streaming series, conventionally handsome in the way that magazine covers demanded, his jaw clenched, his drink held too tight. A rich kid, probably an heir, his designer suit and his Rolex and his air of inherited importance doing nothing to hide the fact that the women at the party had stopped noticing him the moment I walked in.

They were talking about me. I could hear the edges of it, the low mutters, the under-the-breath comments that they thought were private.

“Who the hell is this guy?”

“Some fertility doctor.”

“Fertility doctor. Right. That’s what they’re calling it now.”

“Look at him. Standing there like he owns the place.”

“Give it ten minutes. Someone will figure out he’s full of shit.”

I let them talk. Their words rolled off me like water off stone. They didn’t matter. What mattered was the women, the attention, the power flowing through me like electricity through a live wire, and the deep, bone-level satisfaction of knowing that I was the most interesting person in a room full of people who were paid to be interesting.

Then I saw her. Sophia Laurent moved through the crowd like a current cutting through still water. The room parted for her, people stepping aside without being asked. She was in a deep emerald dress, floor-length, simple in a way that cost more than anything else in the room. Her dark-blonde hair fell in long waves past her shoulders, catching the chandelier light and turning it to gold. Her green-hazel eyes found mine across the room, and the smile that broke across her face was warm and genuine and held a heat that went beyond professional courtesy.

She crossed the distance between us, and when she reached me, she didn’t offer her hand. She wrapped both arms around my neck and pulled me into a hug that pressed her body against mine from chest to thigh, and she turned her face and kissed my cheek, her lips warm and lingering against my skin. Her belly was subtly swollen. It wasn’t much, but I felt a difference from last time I’d seen her. She was carrying my child, and it made me proud and happy at the same time.

“Alexander,” she said against my ear. Her voice was low, husky, intimate. “You came. I was starting to think you’d stand me up.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

She pulled back but kept one hand on my chest, her palm flat against the tuxedo, and she looked up at me with those striking green-hazel eyes, and the warmth in them was clear.

“You look incredible,” she said. “The tuxedo. The bow tie. Did you tie that yourself?”

“Cleo helped.”

“She’s a talented designer. I love her work.”

“She makes me proud,” I said. I was about to remind her of the water spill, but I knew she’d hate me for it.

“Cleo has excellent taste.” Her hand stayed on my chest, and her thumb moved in a slow circle against the fabric. “I’m so glad you’re here. There are people I want you to meet. But first.” She turned, and her hand slid from my chest to my forearm, and she pulled me gently toward the center of the room. “There’s someone who’s been asking about you since the invitations went out.”

She led me through the crowd, and the path cleared ahead of us, people stepping back to let Sophia pass, their eyes tracking the movement, tracking me. We reached a cluster near the window, and Sophia’s hand tightened on my arm, and she pulled me forward.

“Riley,” she said. “He’s here.”

The woman turned.

She was, without exaggeration, one of the most stunning women I had ever seen. Tall, maybe five-eleven, with a body that belonged on a magazine cover and a face that belonged on a movie screen, which was exactly where it had been for the past six months. Blonde hair, thick and luminous, falling past her shoulders in waves that caught every light in the room. Bright blue eyes, wide-set and open, framed by lashes so long they looked like they’d been drawn on. Full lips, slightly parted, curved into a smile that was warm and direct and utterly without pretense. She was wearing a gold dress that left one shoulder bare and clung to every curve with the precision of something custom-made, and the effect was less clothing than architecture, the fabric working to showcase what nature had already designed to perfection.

This was Riley. The one from the blockbuster that had opened at number one and stayed there for three weeks. The one whose face was on billboards from Sunset to Times Square. The one who had been, according to every entertainment publication in existence, the breakout star of the year.

She looked at me, and her smile widened, and her eyes moved across my face and down my body and back up with a thoroughness that would have been invasive from anyone else but from her felt like the most natural thing in the world. She stepped forward, closing the distance between us.

“Alexander,” she said. My name in her mouth sounded different than it had in anyone else’s. She made it sound like something worth saying. “Oh my God. Sophia wasn’t kidding.”

“About what?” I asked.

“About any of it.” She held my gaze with an intensity that was almost physical, her eyes locked on mine, and she didn’t look away. Most people broke eye contact after a few seconds. It was a biological reflex, the unconscious need to look away before a stare became uncomfortable. Riley didn’t break. She held my gaze the way.

“About you,” she said. Her hand came up and found my forearm, her fingers wrapping around the muscle beneath the tuxedo sleeve. Her thumb rested against the inside of my wrist, and I could feel the warmth of her skin through the fabric. “About how you look. About how you carry yourself. About that… energy you have. She undersold it, honestly.”

“Sophia has a tendency to undersell things.”

“She does.” Riley’s thumb moved, a slow, idle stroke along the tendon of my wrist. “But she was right about one thing. You’re exactly what this party needed.”

Behind her, Sophia was watching with that knowing half-smile, the one that said she’d orchestrated this and was enjoying every second of it. She left Riley and me standing in a pocket of space that the other guests had unconsciously created around us.

“So,” Riley said. She tilted her head, and a strand of blonde hair fell across her cheek. She didn’t push it back. “A fertility clinic. That’s what you do.”

“That’s what I do.”

“Sophia told me everything. About how you impregnated her. About what it felt like.” Her eyes dropped to my mouth for a fraction of a second, then came back up. “She said it was the most intense experience of her life … And that you had the power to summon erections.”

“She might have been exaggerating.”

“Sophia doesn’t exaggerate even how far-fetched your powers sound.” Riley’s grip on my forearm tightened slightly.

I had a feeling she wanted to feel my powers as well, making women aroused with just my touch. I let her feel it. And she felt it. I watched her pupils dilate, watched the flush spread from her chest up her neck, watched her lips part as her breathing deepened.

“Is that …?” she asked, biting her bottom lip.

“It’s what you want,” I said with confidence before I turned it off.

“Wow,” she said in awe. “Like a fertility God.”

“I’m flattered,” I said.

“Don’t be flattered.” Her hand was still on my bicep, her thumb tracing slow circles. “Be available. After this party winds down, Sophia’s got a private place in this mansion … And she wanted both of us there.”

I grinned. I knew there was a specific reason why Sophia invited me.

“Riley.” A new voice, from my left. I turned, and there was Chloe, the petite blonde from earlier, her sea-glass eyes bright and her champagne flute held between both hands like a shield. And she was standing close, close enough that her shoulder brushed my arm. “You can’t hog him all night. That’s not how parties work.”

“I can and I will,” Riley said, but she was smiling, and the tension between them was playful rather than competitive. Two women who knew what they wanted and weren’t afraid to say so.

Chloe turned to me. “Alexander, I need your opinion on something. Completely unrelated to fertility. I’m thinking of getting a tattoo. Right here.” She touched the inside of her wrist, and the gesture pulled the strap of her dress aside, exposing the smooth, tanned skin of her shoulder. “What do you think? Too much?”

“I think you’d look good with anything,” I said.

Her smile widened. “See? That’s the kind of insight I need. Someone who tells me the truth.” She set her champagne down on a passing server’s tray and stepped closer, her hand finding my free arm, the one Riley wasn’t holding. “You know what else I need? Someone who knows how to show a girl a good time. Sophia said you’re the best at that. The absolute best.”

“Sophia talks too much.”

“She talks exactly the right amount.” Chloe’s fingers interlaced with mine, and the contact was electric, the power surging through the connection and making her gasp softly. Her eyes went wide. “Oh. Oh, that’s … What was that?”

“What was what?” I asked, though I knew exactly what she’d felt.

“That feeling. When you touched me. It was like … warm, everywhere.” She was staring at our joined hands, and her breathing had gone shallow. “Do that again.”

Before I could respond, a third woman joined the circle. The redhead from earlier, the one in the black dress. She’d acquired a fresh drink somewhere, something amber in a rocks glass, and she positioned herself directly in front of me, close enough that the three of them formed a loose triangle around me, each one touching me somewhere, each one radiating the particular heat of a woman who had decided she wanted something and was not going to be subtle about it.

“I’m Jess,” the redhead said. She didn’t offer her hand. Both of them were occupied with her drink. But she leaned forward, and the neckline of her dress gaped slightly, and she made no move to adjust it. “And I have a question that’s been bothering me all night.”

“Go ahead,” I said.

“Where have you been my entire life, and how do I make sure you never leave?”

Riley laughed. “She’s direct. I like her.”

“I’m just saying what everyone’s thinking,” Jess said. She took a sip of her drink and looked at me over the rim. “You’re the most interesting person in this room, and I’ve been to a lot of rooms with a lot of interesting people. There’s something about you that’s different. Something that makes me want to know everything. What you think about. What you feel. What you’re like when nobody’s watching.”

“Nobody’s watching right now,” I said, and the line came out smoother than I’d intended, the power lending it a weight that made all three of them react. Riley’s grip tightened on my bicep. Chloe’s fingers squeezed mine. Jess’s lips curved into a smile that was pure invitation.

“Then let’s find somewhere where that’s actually true,” Jess said. “Somewhere private. Somewhere we can talk without all these.” She gestured vaguely at the room with her glass. “People.”

I chuckled. “Not yet,” I told her, wanting to enjoy the show a bit more. Then there was a brunette named Tara. She was also a stunner. She told me she was an independent filmmaker working on a documentary series. She wasn’t subtle. She lightly tried to touch my bulge, kissing my cheek once she found the chance. She was gorgeous and voluptuous, a pencil dress with a clear view of her tan cleavage. She was well-endowed and a master at turning heads.

The flirting was escalating, and I was enjoying every second of it. The attention, the desire and the way these three extraordinary women were orbiting me like planets drawn to a sun. My ego was singing. My body was responding, the power surging and receding in waves that left me feeling more alive than I had in weeks. This was what the transformation had given me. The ability to walk into a room and become the center of gravity, the point around which everything else revolved.

But I was still aware of the eyes. The ones that weren’t warm. The ones that weren’t drawn to me but repelled by me, watching from the edges of the room with expressions that ranged from irritation to outright hostility.

The producer near the window. The young actor by the bar. The rich heir by the terrace door. They were watching, and their jealousy was a living thing, something I could feel pressing against the edges of my awareness like a cold wind. Their conversations had stopped being about me and started being about what they were going to do about me. I caught fragments of it, carried on the current of the party’s noise.

“…standing there like he’s God’s gift…”

“…who does he think he is…”

“…someone needs to take him down a peg…”

The young actor was the worst. I recognized him now. Marcus something. He’d been in a superhero movie that had underperformed, and he carried the particular bitterness of someone who’d been promised stardom and delivered mediocrity. He was good-looking in the generic way that casting directors loved, square jaw, blue eyes, the kind of face that looked great on a poster and empty in person. He was standing near the bar with two other men, his drink held too tight, his jaw working, and his eyes were fixed on me with an intensity that had nothing to do with admiration.

I watched him without seeming to watch him. His gaze tracked the women around me, and something dark moved across his features. His mouth twisted into something that wasn’t quite a smile. He said something to the man beside him, and the other man laughed, and then Marcus set his drink down and moved.

He didn’t come toward me. He moved toward the bar, toward the cluster of women who had gathered there, and his target was clear before he reached her. A brunette in a deep blue dress, mid-thirties, who had been one of the first to approach me when I’d arrived. She was standing alone now, sipping a cocktail, her eyes still fixed on me with that particular combination of interest and longing that I’d grown familiar with.

Marcus reached the bar. He said something to the bartender, and the bartender poured two drinks, and Marcus picked them both up. He turned, and I saw it. The way his fingers dipped into his jacket pocket and came out with something small and white, the way he palmed it and dropped it into the drink in his left hand with a flick of his wrist that was so smooth it was almost invisible. But my vision was sharper than human, and the power had honed my perception to a razor’s edge, and I saw the pill dissolve the moment it hit the liquid, a faint cloud of white that dissipated in seconds.

He crossed the room. He reached the brunette, Tara, and he held out the spiked drink with a smile that looked genuine if you didn’t know what to look for. She took it. She was flattered, I could see it in her body language, the way she preened under the attention of a man she recognized from the screen. She took a sip. Then another. She laughed at something he said, and her hand came up to touch his arm, and Marcus stood there and watched her drink, and the satisfaction on his face was unmistakable.

He was trying to sabotage her. Or embarrass her. Or create a scene that would draw attention away from me and toward something chaotic and ugly. A woman getting sick, losing control, making a fool of herself in a room full of people who would film it and share it and destroy her reputation with the same casual cruelty they brought to everything. He wanted to poison the atmosphere, to turn the party’s energy from desire to disgust, and he was using her to do it.

I didn’t think. I moved.

The women around me sensed the shift before they understood it. Riley’s hand fell from my arm as I stepped forward, and Chloe’s fingers slipped from mine, and Jess took a half-step back.

Tara was standing with Marcus near the bar, the spiked drink half-finished in her hand. She was laughing at something he’d said, her head tilted back, her throat exposed, and Marcus was watching her with that satisfied, predatory focus that made my skin crawl. He hadn’t seen me coming. His attention was locked on Tara, on the drink, on whatever he was planning to do once the drug took effect.

I reached them in four strides. I didn’t speak to Marcus. I didn’t acknowledge him. I simply stepped between them, my body displacing his the way a wave displaces sand, and I took Tara’s hand in mine.

She looked up at me, and her eyes went wide, and the surprise on her face was so complete it was almost comical. “Alexander … So you wanna talk to me, after all.”

“I need to talk to you,” I said. My voice was low, and I kept my grip on her hand firm but gentle. “Right now. It’s important.”

Something in my tone cut through the alcohol and the flattery and the warm buzz of the party. She nodded, and I led her away from the bar, away from Marcus, toward a quiet alcove near the terrace door where the music was softer and the light was dimmer. Marcus called after us, something sharp and annoyed, but I didn’t turn around.

I sat Tara down on a low bench against the wall. She was already feeling it. I could see the signs. The slight unfocus in her eyes, the way her pupils had dilated beyond what the dim lighting could account for, the flush spreading across her chest that had nothing to do with the temperature. Her hand was warm in mine, and getting warmer, and when I let go, she swayed slightly, her balance already compromised.

“Tara,” I said. “Look at me.”

She tried. Her eyes found mine, but they kept slipping, losing focus, sliding to the side like she couldn’t hold them still. “I feel weird,” she said. “Really weird. Did I drink too much? I only had one.”

“You didn’t drink too much,” I said. “Someone put something in your drink.”

Her brow furrowed. The information was taking too long to process, and I watched her try to assemble it, watching the pieces refuse to fit together. “Put something… who would…”

“Don’t worry about that right now.” I took both her hands in mine. Her skin was hot, almost feverish, and I could feel the drug working through her system, a chemical current moving beneath the surface of her skin. “I’m going to help you. But I need you to sit still and trust me.”

She nodded, or tried to. Her head lolled forward, and I caught it with one hand, cupping the back of her skull, and I drew her forward until her forehead rested against my chest. The position was intimate, protective, and I felt the party’s attention shifting toward us, felt the whispers building, but I didn’t care. Tara was shaking now, fine tremors running through her arms and shoulders, and her breathing was shallow and rapid.

I closed my eyes. I reached for the healing power, and I directed inward, toward Tara, toward the foreign substance moving through her bloodstream. I let it flow through my hands, through the contact points where my palms met her skin.

The energy moved through Tara like warm water. I felt it spread from my hands into her arms, her chest, her core, and I guided it toward the places where the drug was concentrated, where it was binding to receptors and scrambling signals. The power found the molecules and broke them apart, and I felt the chemical load in her system decrease with each passing second.

Tara gasped. Her back arched, and her fingers gripped mine hard enough to hurt, and a sound left her throat that was somewhere between a moan and a sigh.

“Oh,” Tara breathed. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted, her chest rising and falling in deep, shuddering breaths. “Oh, that feels. What are you doing to me?”

“Making you better,” I said.

The pleasure built. I felt it through our connection, felt the warmth intensify, felt Tara’s body respond the way every woman’s body responded to the power, with arousal and surrender and that deep, involuntary opening that happened when the energy reached the places it was designed to reach. Her thighs pressed together. Her hips shifted on the bench. Her grip on my hands tightened, and her breathing went from shallow and rapid to deep and slow, and the flush on her chest darkened, spreading down toward the neckline of her pencil dress.

The drug was gone. I could feel the moment the last of it dissolved, the moment her system cleared, and the energy turned from neutralization to restoration, repairing the damage the chemical had done, soothing the overstimulated neurons, bringing her back to baseline. The pleasure peaked and then receded, leaving behind a warm, golden calm that settled over her like a blanket.

Tara opened her eyes. They were clear now, focused, the pupils normal, the confusion gone. She looked at me, and the trust in her expression was absolute.

“Someone spiked your drink,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

Her brow furrowed. Then understanding dawned, and her eyes went wide, and she looked past me toward the bar, toward the spot where Marcus had been standing. “Marcus,” she said. “He gave me the drink. Oh my God. He put something in it.”

“Yes,” I said. “He did.”

She was shaking again, but this time it was anger, not drugs. “That bastard. That absolute bastard. I was talking to him for two minutes. Two minutes, and he …”

“I know.” I released her hands and stood. “Stay here. Sit down. Drink some water. I’ll be right back.”

She grabbed my wrist. “Alexander. What are you going to do?”

I looked down at her. The anger was still there, banked but burning, the same anger that had put Brad in the pool with a broken jaw. But this time it was controlled.

“I’m going to handle it,” I said.

I crossed the room. Marcus was where I’d left him, at the bar, talking to the same two men who’d been with him earlier. He saw me coming. I watched the calculation happen behind his eyes, the rapid assessment of threat versus audience, and I watched him decide, in that split second, to play it cool. He straightened, set his drink down, and turned to face me with the smile of someone who’d been caught before and knew the routine.

“Alexander, right?” he said. “Great party. Sophia really outdid herself.”

I stopped three feet from him. Close enough that he had to tilt his head back to look at me, close enough that the height difference was impossible to ignore. The two men flanking him took half-steps back, creating distance, and I felt my power surge, not the healing kind but the kind that radiated outward like heat from a furnace, and I watched all three of them feel it. Marcus’s smile faltered. His jaw clenched. His hands, which had been loose at his sides, curled into fists.

“You put something in her drink.”

Marcus’s eyes flicked to the side, to his friends, then back to me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Tara. The brunette in the pencil dress. You gave her a drink. You dropped something in it before you handed it to her. I saw you.”

A look came and went. The denial was still there, but beneath it, I could see the fear starting to build, the same fear I’d seen in Brad’s eyes, the fear of someone who’d been caught and knew the consequences were coming. “You’re crazy,” he said. “I didn’t do anything. She was drinking too fast. She probably had too much before I even got there.”

One of his friends, the one on the left, a guy with a buzz cut and a jaw that looked like it had been carved from granite, stepped forward. “Back off, man. You’re making a scene.”

I looked at him, and the power did the rest. The aura intensified, pressing outward, and I watched the granite jaw lose its hardness, watching the bravado drain from his face like water from a cracked glass. He took a step back. Then another. His hands came up, palms out, the universal gesture of surrender.

“I’m not making a scene,” I said. I turned back to Marcus. “You’re going to leave, now. You and your friends. You’re going to walk out the front door, get in your car, and drive away. And you’re never going to come to one of Sophia’s parties again. Do you understand me?”

Marcus’s face was white. The power was pressing against him now, a physical force that I could direct and shape, and I watched him fight it, watched the resistance in his body, the way his muscles tensed and his jaw locked and his pride refused to bend. But the power was stronger. It was always stronger. His shoulders dropped. His chin dipped. His eyes, which had been locked on mine with defiance, broke contact and dropped to the floor.

“You can’t just kick me out,” he said, but the words had no force behind them. They were the last twitch of a dying reflex.

“Watch me.”

I reached forward and grabbed the front of his jacket, the fabric bunching in my fist, and I pulled him toward me. He stumbled, his balance gone, and I turned him and walked him toward the front door. His feet barely touched the ground. His two friends followed, not because they chose to but because the power was pushing them, a steady, inexorable pressure that moved them the way wind moves leaves, and they walked with the stiff, mechanical gait of people whose bodies were no longer fully their own.

The party watched. Every head turned. Every conversation stopped. The jazz quartet missed a beat. The clink of glasses and the murmur of voices faded to nothing, and the only sound in the room was the soft thud of our footsteps on the marble floor and the ragged sound of Marcus’s breathing.

We reached the foyer. The two men in black suits flanking the door saw us coming and straightened, their hands moving toward whatever weapons they carried beneath their jackets, but I shook my head once, and they stepped aside. Even the security feared me.

I pushed Marcus through the door. He stumbled on the front step, caught himself on the railing, and turned to look at me. His face was white, his eyes wide, his hands shaking where they gripped the railing. His two friends stood behind him, equally pale, equally silent.

“If I ever see you near Tara again,” I said, “if I ever hear that you’ve done this to anyone else, I will find you. And next time, I won’t be gentle.”

He didn’t answer. He turned and walked to his car, and his friends followed, and none of them looked back. The valet brought the Aston Martin around, and they got in, and the engine roared to life, and they pulled away from the curb and disappeared down the driveway, the taillights shrinking to red pinpricks and then vanishing.

I stood on the front step and breathed. The anger was there, banked but present, and I held it the way you’d hold a match, carefully, aware of what it could do.

Then I turned and walked back inside.

The party had not resumed. The silence was complete. Every face was turned toward me. Every eye was fixed on the place where I’d stood, the place where I’d walked Marcus out, the place where I’d returned.

I crossed the foyer and reentered the main room. The crowd parted before me, and I walked through the gap they created, and I felt the weight of their stares on my back, on my shoulders, on the space between my shoulder blades.

Sophia was waiting. She stood at the edge of the room, near the terrace door, and her face was a study in controlled emotion. Her green-hazel eyes were wide, her lips pressed together, and one hand was pressed flat against her stomach in a gesture that looked protective. Riley was beside her, and Riley’s expression was different. Where Sophia’s was concerned, Riley’s was something closer to awe, her blue eyes bright and fixed on me.

I reached them. Sophia’s hand came up and found my forearm, and her grip was tight, her fingers pressing into the muscle beneath the tuxedo sleeve.

“Alexander,” she said. Her voice was low, barely above a whisper, meant only for me despite the room full of people watching. “What happened? What did he do?”

I told her everything. The way Marcus had spiked Tara’s drink, the way I’d seen it happen, the way I’d intercepted and healed her, the way I’d confronted him and walked him out. I kept my voice steady and factual.

Sophia listened. Her grip on my arm tightened with each sentence, and by the time I finished, her face had gone through the same sequence I’d watched on Madison’s, the shock, the fear, the anger, but beneath all of it, something else was building. Something that looked like guilt.

“This is my fault,” she said. The words came out quiet, but they carried the weight of genuine distress. “I invited these people. I created this environment. I should have. I didn’t think. I didn’t expect anyone to act like that. Not here, not at my house.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said.

“It is.” She looked up at me, and her eyes were wet. “These are my friends. My colleagues. People I’ve worked with for years. And they came into my home and they … I’m so sorry. I’m so embarrassed. I invited you here to enjoy yourself, to meet people, to network, and instead you had to deal with this. With men who can’t handle being in the same room as someone who’s better than them.”

Her hand was still on my arm, and I covered it with mine, pressing her fingers between my palm and the fabric of my sleeve. The gesture was small, but I felt her respond to it, felt the tension in her body ease by a fraction.

“Sophia,” I said. “Look at me.”

She looked at me. Her eyes were shining, and the chandelier light caught the tears that hadn’t fallen yet, turning them to tiny points of light.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I said. “You threw a party. You invited people you trusted. What they chose to do with that trust is on them, not you. And what I chose to do about it is on me. I protected someone who needed protecting. That’s what I do. That’s who I am. And I would do it again, at your party or anywhere else, without hesitation.”

The tears spilled over. They tracked down her cheeks, cutting clean lines through the subtle makeup she’d applied, and she didn’t wipe them away. She let them fall. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Riley, who had been watching the exchange with an expression that had grown more complex than simple awe, reached out and placed her hand on Sophia’s lower back.

“He’s right,” Riley said. Her voice was soft but firm. “This isn’t on you. This is on them. The men who can’t handle a room where they’re not the center of attention. The men who see someone like Alexander and feel so threatened they have to destroy something to feel better about themselves. That’s their damage. Not yours.”

Sophia nodded. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and straightened, and I watched the hostess reassert herself. She turned. Her gaze swept the room, and I watched it happen, watched her see what I’d been seeing all night. The men. Clustered in their groups, their faces tight with resentment, their conversations low and pointed. The ones who’d been whispering about me, the ones who’d been watching with those jealous, hostile eyes. She saw them the way I saw them, and I watched her face harden.

“Riley,” she said. “Stay with Alexander.”

Riley’s hand found my arm again, her fingers wrapping around the muscle with that same confident grip, and she stepped closer, her body aligning with mine.

Sophia crossed the room, her posture straight, her chin lifted and the vulnerability replaced by something that looked like steel. She reached the bar and spoke to the head of security, a broad-shouldered man in a black suit who’d been watching the room with the alert stillness of someone who’d been trained to notice everything. I saw her lean close, her lips moving, and I saw the security chief’s expression shift from neutral to attentive to grim. He nodded. He spoke into his earpiece.

Then the security team moved through the room in pairs, each pair approaching a different cluster of men, and the conversations that followed were brief and private and resulted, without exception, in the men being escorted toward the front door. I watched it happen in fragments. The producer near the window, his face going from confusion to indignation to something that looked like shame as two security personnel flanked him and spoke in low voices. The rich heir by the terrace door, his Rolex catching the light as he gestured angrily, then stopped, then let his arms drop, then walked. The young actor who’d been with Marcus, the one with the buzz cut and the granite jaw, who looked at Sophia across the room with an expression of betrayal before turning and following the security team out.

One by one, they left. The men who’d been talking about me, the men who’d been watching with jealousy, the men who’d made the atmosphere turn sour. They walked through the foyer and out the front door, and the valets brought their cars around, and they got in and drove away, and the sound of their engines faded into the night.

When it was done, the room felt lighter, and what remained was something warmer, something that felt like relief. The women who’d been orbiting me all night exchanged glances, and the glances carried a message I could read without translation. They were glad. They were grateful. They’d felt the hostility too, the subtle poison of male resentment that had been seeping into the evening, and its removal was like opening a window in a stuffy room.

Sophia came back to us. Her face was composed, but her hands were shaking slightly, and she pressed them flat against the emerald fabric of her dress, steadying them.

“They’re gone,” she said. “All of them. I told security to remove anyone who’d been speaking negatively about you. It turned out to be most of the men at the party.” A bitter laugh escaped her. “Most of them. They were so threatened by you that they couldn’t even pretend to be civil, in my home, at my party, talking about the man I invited because I wanted to celebrate something with him.”

She looked at me. “I’m so sorry. I should have screened them better. I should have known. Men like that, they can’t handle someone like you. You make them feel small, and instead of dealing with it, they lash out. And I let them into my house, and they ruined your evening.”

“You didn’t ruin anything,” I said. I reached for her hand and took it in mine. Her fingers were cold, and I warmed them between my palms, and I felt her shiver, a full-body tremor that started in her shoulders and traveled down to her toes. “You did what any good host would do. You identified a problem and you fixed it. That’s not failure. That’s strength.”

Her eyes searched mine, and whatever she found there made her breath catch. She squeezed my hand, and the squeeze carried gratitude and something that felt like the beginning of a decision.

“I want to show you something,” she said. Her voice had dropped, gone intimate, meant for me and Riley and no one else. “Both of you. There’s a place in this house where nobody will find us. Where we can talk without all of this.” She gestured at the room, at the remaining guests, mostly horny women wanting my attention.

Riley’s grip on my arm tightened. “Lead the way,” she said.

Sophia turned and walked toward the staircase. I followed her, Riley beside me, her hand still on my arm, her body close enough that I could feel the heat of her through the gold fabric of her dress. We climbed the stairs together, and the sound of the party faded behind us, replaced by the quiet of the upper floor, the thick carpet absorbing our footsteps, the walls lined with artwork that I didn’t have time to examine.

Sophia led us down a corridor, past closed doors and soft lighting, to a set of double doors. Then we stepped out onto the rooftop terrace.

The air hit me first. Warm and clean, carrying the scent of the ocean and the flowers that lined the terrace’s edges. The space was expansive, open to the sky, with a low wall running the perimeter and nothing beyond it but the dark, endless sweep of the Pacific and the distant lights of the city spread along the coast like scattered embers. The terrace itself was a private sanctuary, furnished with low couches and plush cushions, a fire pit burning in the center with flames that danced and twisted in the night air, and a bar stocked with bottles that caught the firelight and turned it to liquid gold.

Sophia walked to the edge of the terrace and stood there, her back to us, her dress catching the wind and pressing against the curve of her body. She looked out at the ocean, and I gave her the silence she needed, the space to collect herself after everything that had happened downstairs.

Then she turned around and smiled. “This is better, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said, walking up to her. “I’m curious why you threw this party … From what I remember, you wanted peace and privacy.”

She nodded. Her hand came up and rested on her stomach. “I am winding down. This is the wind-down. This is the last one.” She looked out at the ocean, then back at me. “I’m pregnant. I’m carrying your child, and that means my life is about to change in ways I can’t fully predict yet. But I know one thing for certain. The parties, the events, the red carpets, the late nights, the champagne, the dancing, all of it. That’s over. For now, maybe forever. Once the press finds out, once the world knows that Sophia Laurent is pregnant, everything shifts. The scrutiny, the expectations, the way people look at you. I won’t be able to have nights like this anymore. Not for a long time.”

She turned to face me fully. “So I wanted one last night. One last party where I could be myself, where I could drink and laugh and flirt and be the woman I was before the pregnancy changed everything. I wanted to invite the people who mattered to me, and I wanted to celebrate. Not just the pregnancy, but the freedom that came before it. The freedom to be wild, to be reckless, to be desired.”

Her hand found mine, and her fingers interlaced with my fingers, and the contact sent a current through my skin that had nothing to do with the power.

“And I wanted you here,” she said. “Not just because you’re the father. Because you’re the reason any of this is happening. Because you gave me something I’ve wanted my entire life, and I wanted to share it with you. To thank you. To show you what you’ve done for me.”

I squeezed her hand and then I looked at Riley. She’d mentioned it earlier, but I was smart enough to figure it out by myself. “There’ll be a threesome, right?”

Sophia’s lips curved into a smile that was equal parts warmth and heat. “The threesome,” she said, “Because I’m not going to be able to do that either. Once I’m showing, once the pregnancy is public knowledge, the kind of freedom I have right now, the kind of freedom to be with you however I want, wherever I want. That goes away.”

She glanced over my shoulder at Riley, who was standing near the fire pit, watching us with an expression of open anticipation.

“Riley and I have talked about it,” Sophia said. “For a while now. She’s been curious about you since the day I told her about the clinic. About what you can do. About what it feels like. And when I told her I was pregnant, that I wanted one last night of freedom before everything changed, she said she wanted to be part of it.”

She stepped closer. Her body was inches from mine. “So,” she said. Her voice dropped to that register, the one I’d heard in the private suite at the clinic, the one that bypassed my brain and went straight to my body. “Are you going to give us what we want? One last night of freedom? One last memory before everything changes?”

I looked at her. At the firelight in her eyes, at the curve of her lips, at the hand still resting on her stomach, protecting the life growing inside her. My life. My child. And I looked at Riley, standing by the fire, beautiful and eager and waiting.

“Yes,” I said.

Sophia turned. She walked to Riley, and the two women stood facing each other for a moment. Then Sophia reached behind her neck and found the clasp of her dress, and she pulled it free. The emerald fabric fell. It slid from her shoulders and down her body, pooling at her feet in a circle of dark green silk, and she stood there in nothing but a black lace bra and matching underwear, her skin glowing in the firelight, her body revealed in its full, extraordinary beauty. The subtle swell of her belly was more visible now, the first gentle curve of pregnancy that would grow and change her body over the coming months. Her breasts were full and high, the black lace barely containing them, and her legs were long and toned, the legs of a woman who had spent years on film sets and red carpets.

She turned to me, and the look on her face was one of pure, unguarded invitation. “Your turn,” she said.

I reached for my bow tie. I pulled it loose, the silk sliding through my fingers, and I set it on the arm of the nearest couch. Then the jacket. I shrugged it off, and the cool night air hit my chest through the white shirt, and I felt both women watching, felt the weight of their attention like hands on my skin. The shirt came next, buttons one by one, and I pulled it open and let it fall, and I stood there in the firelight, my chest bare, my body exposed, and the power surged in response to their gaze, amplifying everything, making my skin feel hot and alive.

I saw Riley’s reaction before Sophia said anything. Her eyes dropped to my pants, to the outline pressing against the fabric, and her mouth fell open. Her hand came up, fingers covering her lips, and the sound that escaped her was half gasp, half laugh, the sound of someone who had been told something incredible and was now seeing that the reality exceeded the description.

“Oh my God,” Riley breathed. She was staring, and she made no attempt to hide it. “Oh my God, Sophia. You were not kidding. You were not even close to kidding.”

Sophia smiled. The smile was knowing and satisfied and carried the particular warmth of someone who had been right and was enjoying the confirmation. “Told you,” she said. “I told you it was like nothing you’ve ever seen.”

“It’s enormous,” Riley said. She was still staring, her blue eyes wide, her lips parted, and the flush that had started on her chest was spreading upward, painting her neck and cheeks in shades of pink. “How is that even … How does that even work? That’s not … Nobody is that big.”

“It works,” Sophia said. “Trust me. It works very, very well.”

I unbuttoned my pants. I pushed them down along with my boxers, and I stepped out of them, and I stood naked in the firelight, and the power was fully engaged now, radiating outward in waves that I could feel pressing against both women, and I watched them feel it.

Riley’s reaction was immediate and unrestrained. The aura hit her, and her body responded the way every woman’s body responded to it, with that deep, involuntary opening, that flood of warmth and wetness and desire that bypassed conscious thought and went straight to the primal. Her knees buckled slightly. Her hand found the arm of the couch beside her, and she gripped it, and her breathing went from steady to ragged in the space of a heartbeat. And then she giggled, the giggle of a teenager who’d just been told something scandalous and wonderful. It spilled out of her, and she covered her mouth with both hands, and her eyes were shining, and she looked at me with an expression that was equal parts shock and delight and pure arousal.

“I can’t believe this,” she said through her laughter. “I’m wet. I’m literally wet right now, and you haven’t even touched me. How is that possible? How are you doing that?”

“The power,” Sophia said. She was feeling it too. I could see it in the way her breathing had deepened, in the flush spreading across her chest, in the way her thighs pressed together. But where Riley’s response was giddy and unrestrained, Sophia’s was controlled, the response of someone who had felt this before and knew what was coming. “He has certain fertility powers. He doesn’t even have to touch you. He just has to be near you, and your body responds. It’s the most intense thing you’ll ever feel.”

“I believe you,” Riley said. She was still giggling, and she reached for the zipper of her gold dress. “I believe every single word you said, and I’m going to need you to help me with this because my hands are shaking.”

Sophia moved to her. She stepped behind Riley and found the zipper, and she pulled it down slowly. The gold fabric parted, and Riley shrugged it off her shoulders, and the dress fell, and she stood there in white lace underwear that contrasted beautifully with her tan skin, her body every bit as stunning as her face had promised. Full breasts, round and high, spilling slightly over the cups of her bra. A narrow waist that flared into hips that curved like architecture. Long legs, toned and smooth.

She turned to face me, and the giggling had stopped, replaced by something quieter and more serious. The laughter was gone, replaced by that same open, direct gaze she’d fixed on me downstairs, the one that didn’t look away.

Sophia reached behind her back and unclasped her bra, letting it fall, and her breasts came free, full and heavy, the pregnancy already beginning to make them fuller than I remembered, the nipples darker, more sensitive, standing stiff in the warm night air. Her belly curved gently outward, that soft, early swell that made her body look more complete rather than changed. Below the waist, she pushed her underwear down her legs and stepped out of it, and she stood completely bare in the firelight, and I let myself look at her. The dark-blonde hair fell across her shoulders, the long legs were smooth and toned, and between her thighs the soft, bare skin was already glistening, already flushed with want, the lips of her pussy swollen and parted slightly, wet enough that the firelight caught the moisture.

Riley reached behind her own back and freed her bra clasp. Her breasts fell forward, and they were spectacular, full and round and high, heavier than their shape suggested, the nipples a deep rose pink, hard and pointing, the areolas wide. She was proportioned the way a sculptor would have designed her if the sculptor had been obsessed with both precision and excess. She pushed her underwear down, and her body was revealed completely. Her pussy was bare, smooth, the lips tight and neat, already swollen at the edges, already dark with arousal, and a thin, bright line of wetness traced down the inside of her thigh.

I looked at both of them standing there in the firelight, and the power surged so hard it nearly took my breath away.

Two of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. Both of them bare, both of them looking at me with lust and love. Sophia with her full curves and her gently swelling belly and her knowing, dark-hazel eyes. Riley with her tall, golden body and her wide blue eyes and that breathless expression.

I closed the distance between us, and I guided them to the cushioned surface of the nearest low couch and laid them down, and I spread their legs, their thighs warm against my hands. I pressed my lips to Sophia’s inner thigh first, working upward, and I heard her breath catch above me. Then I turned to Riley, dragging my mouth across the soft skin of her thigh, and she made a sound that was nearly a sob.

Then I put my mouth on Sophia. She gasped, her fingers threading into my hair, her hips tilting forward, and I worked my tongue through her in a slow, thorough sweep, tasting her, feeling the heat of her, the swollen sensitivity of her pussy against my lips. She was soaked, the arousal of the power and the anticipation of the evening combining into something that made her taste sweet, and I stayed there long enough to feel her thighs begin to tremble before I pulled away.

Then I turned to Riley.

She was already trembling. I hadn’t even touched her yet, and she was trembling, her hands pressed flat against her thighs, her chest heaving, her lower lip caught between her teeth. When my mouth found her, she let out a sound that cut through the night air and disappeared into the ocean wind, the sound of a woman discovering something for the first time. She was tight and smooth and so wet that the taste of her coated my tongue immediately, and she tasted different from Sophia, sharper and lighter, but equally addictive.

I moved between them. Left to right, right to left, my tongue working each of them in slow, sensual strokes, learning the specific places that made Sophia’s fingers tighten in my hair and the specific angles that made Riley’s hips roll forward against my mouth. The power was flowing through every point of contact, and I could feel both women responding to it, feel the arousal building in them beyond what the physical contact alone could produce, their bodies climbing toward something intense and overwhelming.

Sophia came first. She was further along, her body more primed, the pregnancy making her more sensitive than I remembered, and when I pressed my tongue to the specific spot, she shattered. Her thighs locked around my head, her fingers pulled my hair, and the sound she made was long and low and entirely without restraint, rolling out of her and fading into the warm night. Her body shook for several seconds, and I held her through it, my hands on her hips, steadying her.

Riley pulled me back to her before Sophia had finished shaking. Her hands found my face, framing it, tilting it toward her, and her eyes were dark and wild. “My turn,” she said eagerly.

I gave her what she needed. It took less time than Sophia, the power having worked on her longer, the anticipation having built to a level that left her with almost no resistance. I didn’t need many licks and many fingers. Not that I minded since her pussy tasted divine. She came with her hands pressed over her own mouth, muffling the sound, her whole body arching backward, and I held her by the hips and kept my mouth on her until she stopped shaking.

When she finally went still, her fingers found my hair and tugged, pulling me upward. “Now,” she said. Her voice was barely functional, the words coming out rough and breathless. “I want to suck you off. Both of us do.”

They made me stand, and they both rose to their feet. Sophia sank to her knees on the cushions beside Riley, and Riley followed, and the two of them knelt in front of me in the firelight, and I stood there looking at them and felt something primal and enormous moving through me.

Sophia wrapped her hand around the base of my cock first. Looking at it in awe, she stroked once, twice, watching my face as she did it, and then she brought her lips to the head and took me into her mouth.

The sound I made was involuntary. She was skilled and unhurried, her tongue swirling around the head before plunging it into her mouth. She worked me for a long, thorough minute, and then she pulled back and turned to Riley.

Riley stared at what Sophia had been doing, and the look on her face was somewhere between reverence and disbelief. She wrapped her own hand around me, her fingers not quite reaching, and she looked up at me with wide eyes. “Sophia said you were big,” she said with a giggle. “I thought she was exaggerating.”

“I wasn’t,” Sophia said. Her voice was warm and amused, and she reached over and tucked Riley’s hair back from her face with a gesture that was almost tender. “Take your time. You’ll figure it out.”

Riley brought her lips to me, and the warmth of her mouth was softer but quite wet. She found a rhythm, taking me deeper with each pass, and I felt her gag slightly and pull back and try again, and the effort and determination in her face were as arousing as the physical sensation itself. I loved the look in her eyes and the way her lips stretched around the cock, making it look a bit like an oral pussy. She slobbered and moaned around my cock, enjoying every inch as she kept sucking and sucking.

They took turns. Sophia, then Riley, then Sophia again, passing me between them like something precious, each one sucking me with her own particular style, and between turns they kissed each other, my cock landing between their lips. I watched them kiss and felt my cock pulse against Sophia’s palm, and she laughed softly against Riley’s mouth.

“He likes that,” Sophia said.

“Good,” Riley said, and she looked up at me with those luminous blue eyes and took me back into her mouth.

I let it build for as long as I could stand it. Then I pulled back from Riley’s mouth and reached for them both.

I lay Sophia back against the cushions first, and she went willingly, her body opening beneath mine with the familiarity of someone who had done this before and knew exactly what was coming. I positioned myself between her thighs and my cock found her pussy, and she exhaled, long and shaking, her hands finding my shoulders as I filled her, inch by inch.

She was tighter than I remembered, the pregnancy having changed the internal geometry of her body in subtle ways, and the heat of her was extraordinary, and the power surged through the connection between us and I felt it hit her like a wave, her back arching off the cushions, a choked sound leaving her throat.

“God,” she said, throwing her head back. “I missed this. I missed this so much.”

I began to fuck her. Slow, deep strokes that worked through her completely, and she met every one, her hips rising to mine, her fingers pressing into my back. Riley moved beside us, and I reached for her without stopping, my hand finding the curve of her hip, drawing her closer, and she pressed against Sophia’s side, her mouth finding Sophia’s throat, her hand trailing down Sophia’s stomach.

Then Riley moved lower over with a giggle. She positioned herself between Sophia’s thighs beside me, and when I pulled back on a stroke, Riley’s tongue found the place where we connected, and Sophia’s reaction was instantaneous and overwhelming. Her whole body seized, her thighs locking, a sound tearing out of her that was louder than anything she’d made before, and I felt Riley working against me with each stroke, her tongue sweeping across Sophia’s clit on every withdrawal, and the sensation of it, the warmth of Riley’s mouth against the base of my cock on each pass, was something that bypassed language entirely.

Sophia came again. Hard and long, her entire body shaking, her nails leaving marks in my back that I’d find tomorrow. I kept moving through it, working her through the peak and down the other side, and when she went limp beneath me, I pulled out and turned to Riley.

She was already on her back before I’d fully turned, already reaching for me, her hands finding my hips and pulling. “Go on, fuck me.” I pushed into her in a single slow stroke, and the sound she made was so pure and unguarded it almost hurt to hear. She was tight, gripping me with a pressure that made my eyes close for a moment, and the power surged through the connection and hit her hard, and she arched up off the cushions and her hands flew to my forearms.

“Oh my God,” she gasped. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God … getting fucked by a fertility God.”

“Relax,” I told her.

She breathed. She adjusted. And then her hips began to move.

Sophia recovered beside us, and she moved toward Riley, and she lowered her mouth to Riley’s breast, her tongue working the stiff pink nipple, and Riley’s head fell back and her mouth opened and she made a continuous, breathless sound that didn’t quite form words. Then Sophia moved lower, her lips trailing down Riley’s stomach, and she positioned herself between Riley’s thighs beside me, and she put her mouth on Riley’s clit.

It was like Riley had been waiting her whole life to get filled like this. Her hands ran over my chest, her nails digging in for leverage, her blonde hair fanned wild on the pillow behind her. She looked up at me with hunger and a desire to be overwhelmed, to be possessed, to be used up and left limp and blissed-out in the aftermath. I gave her what she wanted. My hips pistoned, slow at first, then faster, the sound of skin slapping skin and her wetness growing louder, and the words pouring from her in ragged, gasping fragments.

Sophia’s tongue was relentless on Riley’s clit, lapping in quick, precise strokes, and with every thrust of my cock, Riley’s cries sharpened, the music of her voice blending with the rhythm of my body. I leaned down and kissed her, devouring her mouth, tasting the salt and sweetness of her need, and she clawed at my shoulders, her legs wrapping around me so tight it felt like she was trying to fuse us together.

“God, yes, fuck me … don’t stop, don’t ever stop, fuck me, fill me up, I want it so bad—”

It was the first time I’d seen anyone come that hard. She didn’t just shudder; she convulsed. Her entire body arched off the cushions, her back bowing like a drawn bowstring, her eyes rolling up and her mouth open in a long, wordless moan that went on and on. She soaked my cock, her pussy clenching and pulsing in waves, and then she went limp, breathless, a thin sheen of sweat covering her chest, her face glazed and stunned.

I pulled out, and there was a visible string of wetness, glistening in the firelight. Riley looked down at it, then up at me, and giggled, a wild, half-mad, post-orgasmic giggle.

“Holy fuck,” she said, her voice hoarse. “That was … I don’t even know. I lost time.”

“Give him a minute,” Sophia said, her mouth shiny, her lips flushed and parted. She looked up at me and ran a fingertip down the length of my cock, which was still rock hard and slick. “He’s about to come. You can tell.”

Riley pushed herself upright, still shaky, and knelt beside Sophia. Both of them stared at me, mouths open, eyes wide, like they were waiting for a show. Sweat ran down my chest. I was close, so close the edge was blurring.

“Where do you want it?” I asked.

Riley grinned, glancing at Sophia, then back to me. “On our faces,” she said. “And my tits. I want to taste it.”

Sophia nodded, her eyes locked on mine as she took my cock in both hands, guiding the head toward their faces. Riley pressed her breasts together, squeezing them into a tight, perfect shelf underneath her chin. She licked her lips. “Come on, Alexander. We earned it.”

“We need to stroke him first,” Sophia reminded her.

Riley let go off her tits, and they both reached for my cock, stroking them while the tip was aimed at their pretty faces. I only lasted ten strokes before the orgasm hit. It ripped through me, brighter and hotter than any I’d had in months, and I came hard, ropes of thick white cum spraying over Riley’s face, then Sophia’s, then splattering onto Riley’s breasts and collarbone, the heat of it landing in messy, beautiful lines across their skin.

Riley’s reaction was instant. She gasped, eyes wide, then laughed again, sticking out her tongue to catch the next burst straight from the tip. Sophia kept pumping my shaft, milking every last drop, her mouth opening to take the final spurt onto her tongue. The firelight caught it all, shining on their flushed cheeks, the wetness, the cum painting their faces and bodies.

Riley pulled Sophia in and kissed her, cum smeared between their lips, tongues mingling. Then she pulled back and licked Sophia’s cheek clean, laughing and gasping, enjoying every drop. “Not bad for a fertility god,” she said, turning to look at me. “But I bet you’ve got more.”

Sophia wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then leaned into Riley, licking the rest from her jaw and neck. “He always does,” she said. “He can go all night.”

I was still half-hard, and there was a deep, electric hum in my bones that told me Sophia was right. I looked down at both of them, hair wild, faces smeared with my cum, eyes shining, and felt the power respond to their desire, refueling me instantly.

Sophia’s hand wrapped around my cock again, and I watched it thicken, swelling, veins pulsing. Riley stared, awed, her mouth dropping open. She reached out and touched it, running her palm slowly up and down the shaft, then looked at Sophia, almost pleading.

“Is it safe to say I’m addicted already?” Riley said, with that barely-held-together composure of someone who’d just survived a bomb blast. “Because I need … I seriously need more.”

I laughed. “You want to go again?”

Riley nodded with a big grin on her face. “I wanna get railed all night.”

“Me too,” Sophia said as they both inched closer to my cock again, both eager to suck me off.

*****

I woke up in the morning as light streamed into the room. My cock was sticky from their juices, and I was sandwiched between Sophia and Riley. I drew in a deep breath, thinking once again that I was in heaven. I’d enjoyed every second with those two last night, and it was unfortunate that it was time to head home.

I eased myself out from between them, careful not to wake Riley. She was deep in it, her blonde hair fanned across the pillow, one arm thrown over her face, her breathing slow and even. Sophia stirred, her eyes fluttering open, and she watched me gather my clothes from the floor. “Sleep well?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Me too … that was amazing,” she said with a satisfied smile.

“I hope Riley agrees.”

She stifled a chuckle. “She definitely agrees.” She slipped out of bed, pulling a silk robe from the back of a chair and wrapping it around herself. The fabric clung to the curve of her belly, and she pressed one hand against it as she padded across the room toward me.

“Let me walk you out,” she whispered.

We moved through the quiet house together, past the wreckage of the party downstairs, the empty glasses and abandoned heels and the faint smell of spilled champagne. The morning light cut through the windows in sharp golden bars, and the mansion felt different in daylight, stripped of its nighttime glamour, more real, more ordinary.

At the front door, Sophia turned to me. “Thank you,” she said. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my waist, pressing her cheek against my chest. Her body was warm through the thin silk, and I could feel the slight firmness of her belly between us, the life growing there. “For coming. For everything. For last night. For Riley. For making me feel like I could have one last perfect night before everything changes.”

I held her. “It was my pleasure, Sophia. All of it.”

She pulled back and looked at me, and her eyes were bright. “Will you come back?”

“I’ll come back whenever you want me to.”

She smiled, and it reached her eyes this time. “Good. Now go. Before Riley wakes up and tries to drag you back to bed.”

I kissed her forehead, and she opened the door, and I stepped out into the morning air. The valet brought the Lamborghini around, and I slid into the driver’s seat and pulled away from the curb, the engine’s growl cutting through the quiet of the hillside.

The drive home was twenty minutes of rolling ocean views and empty coastal roads, and I spent every one of them replaying the night. Sophia on the rooftop terrace, her dress falling, the firelight on her skin. Riley’s mouth, warm and eager and so wet. The way they’d taken turns, passed me between them, kissed each other with my cock between their lips. The sounds they’d made, the way their bodies had moved, the way Riley had convulsed when she came, the way Sophia had looked at me afterward with that expression of absolute surrender.

But beneath the satisfaction, something else was moving. Something I’d been pushing down since the party, since Marcus and the spiked drink and the way the other men had watched me with those jealous, hostile eyes. The way they’d whispered. The way they’d tried to sabotage the evening. The way Sophia had to have them removed, one by one, because they couldn’t handle being in the same room as me.

I pulled through the clinic gates and parked in the garage. I entered the clinic, and I walked through the kitchen, past the island where Alexis and Cleo had been bent over the laptop two days ago, and down the hallway toward the east wing.

Alexis’s door was open. She was sitting in the window seat, her legs tucked beneath her, a mug of tea steaming on the sill beside her. She was wearing a gray sweater and loose pajama pants, and her hair was down, falling past her shoulders in honey-blonde waves. She looked up when I appeared in the doorway, and her face softened.

“Hey,” she said. “How was the party?”

I leaned against the doorframe. The satisfaction of the night was still there, warm and heavy in my chest, but the question that had been building during the drive was pressing against it now, demanding to be asked.

“Alexis,” I said. “Can I ask you something?”

She set her mug down. That instinct again, the one that made her set aside whatever she was doing. “Of course.”

I stepped into the room and sat on the edge of the armchair, facing her.

“Is it possible,” I said, “to have real male friends in my situation?”

She didn’t answer immediately. She studied me, her light brown eyes moving across my face, reading the question behind the question. “What happened at the party?”

I told her. About Marcus and the spiked drink. About the way the other men had watched me, the whispers, the hostility. About how Sophia had to remove most of the male guests because they couldn’t handle being in the same room as someone who drew the attention they thought they deserved. I told her about the jealousy, the resentment, the way it had felt like a cold wind pressing against the edges of the evening.

When I finished, she was quiet for a long time. She looked out the window, at the ocean beyond the glass, and her expression was the one I’d seen before, the one that meant she was reaching back into the past, into the memories she carried about my father.

“Your father,” she said. “Your father had no male friends. Not one. Not in all the years I knew him.”

I waited.

“He tried,” she said. “He reached out to men he’d known before, men from college, from work, from the neighborhood. He wanted to maintain those relationships. He wanted to believe that the power wouldn’t change everything.”

She picked up her mug and held it between both hands, not drinking, just holding it for the warmth. “But it did change everything. The envy was the worst part. Men who had been his equals, or who had considered themselves his superiors, suddenly found themselves in a room where every woman was looking at him instead of them. And they couldn’t handle it. They either wanted to use him, to leverage his connections, his influence, the way women responded to him, or they resented him so deeply that the friendship became impossible.”

She looked at me. “The ones who wanted to use him were almost worse than the ones who hated him. At least the hatred was honest. The users pretended to be his friends while they were really just positioning themselves to benefit from his power. They’d bring him to parties, introduce him to women, then expect favors in return. Access to the women he’d charmed. Connections to the people he’d impressed. They treated him like a resource, not a person.”

“And the ones who resented him?”

“They destroyed themselves trying to compete.” She set the mug down. “They’d try to outdo him, to prove they were better, stronger, more desirable. They’d spend money they didn’t have, take risks they shouldn’t have taken, chase women who weren’t interested, and when none of it worked, when the women still looked at your father instead of them, the resentment turned toxic. They’d spread rumors. They’d sabotage his relationships. They’d try to undermine him in any way they could, because if they couldn’t have what he had, they wanted to make sure he couldn’t keep it either.”

I thought about Marcus. About the pill dissolving in the drink. About the satisfaction on his face when he’d handed it to Tara. That was exactly what Alexis was describing. The toxic response of a man who couldn’t compete, so he’d chosen to destroy instead.

“Your father learned the hard way,” Alexis said. “Men are extremely jealous, and I wouldn’t bother trying to make any male friends.”

I nodded. “I kinda suspected it, but last night, it was a lot clearer.”

“I’m glad you learned something useful,” she said with a warm smile.


Chapter 5

Acouple of days later, Isabelle Bellefesse, my lover and investor, had decided to come to the clinic for a visit. I had just finished breeding a client when I started looking for her. “Has Isabelle arrived?” I asked Helen.

“She has … She’s at the office, but she didn’t look all that happy.”

I swallowed hard and wondered if it had something to do with me. I headed there. The door was open. Isabelle sat behind her desk, and she didn’t look up when I entered. She was reading something on her tablet, her dark hair falling forward over one shoulder, her olive skin glowing under the warm office lighting. She wore a cream-colored blouse, the top two buttons undone, and a pencil skirt that hugged the hourglass of her hips. Her legs were crossed, one heeled foot swinging slowly, and the sound of it, the soft tap of leather against the hardwood floor, was the only noise in the room.

I stood in the doorway. She looked up and smiled briefly, but it was weak. She rose to her feet. “Nice to see you again,” she said, greeting me with an intimate hug.

“How’s the pregnancy going?” I asked her after breaking the hug.

“Better than the fertility clinic, it seems like.”

Ouch. Now I kinda had an idea what was wrong.

I sat in the chair across from her desk. The leather was cool through my slacks.

“Sophia’s party,” she said. “How was it?”

“Eventful.”

“I’m sure it was.” She leaned back in her chair and studied me. “I’ve been hearing things, Alexander. About the last few weeks.”

I said nothing. The silence was better than whatever I might have offered. “The yacht,” she said. “Three parties in ten days. Heavy drinking. Women coming and going at all hours. The security team filed three incident reports about noise complaints from neighboring properties.” She paused. “I’m not your mother. I’m not going to lecture you about excess. But I am your business partner, and I need you to understand something.” She leaned forward. Her elbows rested on the desk, her fingers interlaced, and her gaze locked onto mine with an intensity that made the chair feel smaller. “You’ve been lazy.”

The word hit like a slap. Not because it was cruel, but because it was true.

“Multiple client sessions canceled in the last two weeks,” she continued. “Three women who paid premium rates, who scheduled months in advance, who rearranged their entire lives for an appointment with you. And you canceled. Without explanation. Without rescheduling. Without so much as a phone call. Helen had to sit across from three women who were upset, who felt dismissed, and she had to smooth it over with excuses that weren’t hers to make.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I had a major problem with a stalker.”

“I know about that and I’m glad what you did to protect Madison … But this was before that.” She sat back. “I also know you protected a woman at that recent party. Sophia told me about the man who drugged the drink, about how you intervened. That was good. That was the Alexander I invested in. The one who sees a problem and handles it. The one who doesn’t look away.”

She uncrossed her legs and recrossed them the other way. “But one good deed doesn’t erase several weeks of negligence. And that’s what this was, Alexander. Negligence.”

I nodded. There was nothing to say. She was right. Alexis was right. The evidence was everywhere, in the canceled sessions, the wasted days, the yacht parties that had started as celebration and devolved into indulgence.

“I don’t want you to fall off the rails,” Isabelle said. Her voice softened, just a fraction, just enough to let me know the anger wasn’t personal. “I don’t want to watch you burn through everything we’ve built because you got distracted by the attention. Alexis told me that your father did that. He lost everything. The power, the influence, the women, the money. All of it, gone, because he couldn’t maintain discipline.”

She stood. She walked around the desk and stood in front of me, and I looked up at her from the chair, and the height difference put me at her eye level, and I could see everything she was holding back. The disappointment, the frustration, the fear that she was watching history repeat itself.

“But I believe in you,” she said. “I love you, Alexander. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. Because the man I love doesn’t party on a yacht while his business crumbles. The man I love scales. He builds. He takes what he’s been given and he turns it into something that lasts.”

She placed her hand on my jaw. Her palm was warm, her fingers cool against my skin, and the touch sent a current through me that had nothing to do with the power and everything to do with the woman standing in front of me. She knew what she was talking about. She had after all built an impressive makeup empire from scratch.

“Please, get back on track,” she said. “No more canceled sessions. And keep the partying to a minimum.”

“I’ll make it up,” I said. “I’ll make it up, and then I’ll go beyond it.”

Her thumb traced my jawline. “How?”

I’d been thinking about it since the drive home. Since Alexis’s words about my father, about the way men either wanted to use him or destroy him. About the power I carried and the way it could be leveraged beyond what we’d already built. “Sperm donation,” I said.

Her hand stilled on my jaw.

“Word has already spread,” I said. I sat forward, and her hand fell to my shoulder, and I kept going, the idea taking shape as I spoke it. “Every client we’ve ever had, every woman who’s walked through those doors, they’ve talked. They’ve told their friends, their sisters, and their colleagues. The fertility rates, the pregnancies, the way my power works. Infertility is on the rise. The demand for fertility treatments is high. We’re just not meeting it … Because I’m limited to how many women I can possibly impregnate each day.”

She was listening. I could see it in the shift of her expression, the way the disappointment gave way to something focused.

“We start a high-end sperm donation program,” I said. “We collect and sell my seed, enough for pregnancy so we can sell several per ejaculation … The most sought-after genetic material on the planet, affordable, available to most women in this world.”

Isabelle’s eyes had gone bright. “Alexander.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Do you have any idea how much demand there would be for something like that?”

“I know exactly how much demand there would be once the prices are lowered. That’s why it’s going to work … along with my impregnation schedule.”

She started pacing. I watched her move across the office, her heels striking the hardwood in sharp clicks, her hands gesturing as the plan unfolded in her mind faster than I could articulate it.

“We’d need some type of medical infrastructure,” she said. “Storage, processing, shipping logistics. Legal frameworks and so on.”

“Agreed.”

She crossed the room in three strides and stood over me, her hands on the armrests of my chair, her face inches from mine. “I love this idea,” she said. “I love everything about it. The scalability and the way it leverages what you are without requiring your direct involvement in every single pregnancy. We can process dozens of collections per week. Hundreds per month. The revenue potential is staggering.”

She straightened. Her hand found my face again, cupping my cheek, and her thumb brushed my lower lip. “I’ll talk to Alexis and Helen and Laura. If we move fast, we could have the program operational within a month.”

“Do it,” I said.

She smiled. It was the first real smile she’d given me since I’d walked into the room. “You’re back,” she said.

Then her hand slid from my cheek to the back of my neck, and she pulled me forward, and her mouth found mine. Her lips were soft but firm, and her tongue pushed past mine with the same authority she brought to everything, and I felt the power respond, felt it surge through the contact point, and I heard her gasp against my mouth.

She broke the kiss and pulled me out of the chair. Her hands found the buttons of my shirt, and she worked them open with the same efficiency she’d used to dismantle my excuses, and when the shirt fell open, her palms pressed flat against my chest.

“Bedroom,” she said. “Now. I don’t want to talk anymore. I want you to fuck me.”

I picked her up. She weighed nothing, or the power made it feel that way, and she wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck, and I carried her out of the office and down the hallway to her private suite, her body pressed tight against mine, the heat of her core grinding against my hardening cock with every step. Isabelle’s breath was hot against my neck, her fingers tangled in my hair as she nipped at my earlobe.

“My suite,” she whispered, her voice husky with need. She guided me there, and then I closed the door shut behind us, and I lowered her onto the king-sized bed.

She lay back, propping herself on her elbows. I stripped off my shirt completely, then kicked away my slacks and boxers. My cock sprang free, thick and heavy, already leaking precum at the tip. Isabelle’s gaze dropped to it, and she licked her lips. “God, I’ve missed that,” she murmured. She sat up, reaching for me, her manicured fingers wrapping around my shaft. She stroked slowly, twisting her wrist at the head, spreading the slickness down my length. The power inside me surged, pulsing through my veins and into her touch, making her gasp as a wave of warmth flooded her.

I pushed her back down, climbing over her. My hands worked the buttons of her cream blouse, popping them open to reveal a white bra that barely contained her full breasts, round and perky with a gentle natural teardrop shape, topped with medium-sized, peachy areolas and sensitive nipples that hardened quickly.

I yanked the cups down, freeing them, and latched my mouth onto one nipple. I sucked hard, flicking my tongue over the pebbled peak while my hand kneaded the other. Isabelle arched, moaning loudly, her fingers digging into my shoulders. “Alexander… yes…”

Her pencil skirt rode up her thighs as I shoved it higher, exposing the matching lace panties already soaked through. I hooked my fingers under the fabric and tore them aside, not bothering to remove them fully. Two fingers plunged into her slick heat, curling against her. She was dripping, her walls clenching greedily around me.

I withdrew my fingers and positioned myself between her spread legs. The head of my cock nudged her entrance, slick with her juices. With one powerful thrust, I buried myself to the hilt inside her tight, velvety pussy. We both groaned at the sensation, the stretch, the fullness, the way her body welcomed me like it was made for this. The power flared between us, heightening every nerve ending.

I started fucking her, deep and deliberate at first, pulling out almost completely before slamming back in. Isabelle’s legs wrapped around my waist, heels digging into my ass, urging me deeper. Her nails raked down my back, leaving red trails that only spurred me on. I picked up the pace, fucking her harder, the sound of our bodies slapping together filling the room alongside her breathless cries.

“Harder,” she gasped, her head thrown back, dark hair fanned across the pillows. I obliged, gripping her hips and pounding into her. Her breasts bounced with every thrust. I could feel her orgasm building, her pussy fluttering and squeezing my cock.

I flipped her over onto her hands and knees, yanking the skirt up around her waist. Her ass was perfect. I slapped it once, watching the flesh jiggle, then drove back into her from behind. Isabelle pushed back against me, meeting me stroke for stroke, her moans turning into incoherent pleas.

Sweat slicked our bodies, the air thick with the scent of sex. My balls tightened, the pressure building to a crescendo. With a guttural roar, I buried myself deep and came, flooding her womb with thick ropes of cum. The power amplified it, pulse after pulse, more than any normal man could give. Isabelle came again with me, her second orgasm milking every drop from my cock.

We collapsed together, panting, my body covering hers. I stayed inside her, softening slowly, our mixed fluids leaking out around me. Isabelle turned her head, kissing me sloppily over her shoulder. “That’s my Alexander,” she whispered, satisfaction dripping from her voice. “Don’t ever lose that fire.”

We lay tangled in the sheets for long minutes, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on my chest as the aftershocks faded.

“We should do this more often,” Isabelle said, her fingers still tracing slow circles on my chest. “While we still can.”

I turned my head toward her. “What do you mean?”

She pressed her palm flat against her lower abdomen, a gesture so subtle I almost missed it. “I mean this. You inside me, no complications, no limitations.” A small smile played at the corner of her mouth. “In a few months, certain positions will become impossible. Then the baby arrives, and everything changes. So yes. We should make the most of the time we have left.”

“I wasn’t planning to stop,” I said.

“Good.” She shifted onto her side, facing me, her dark hair falling across the pillow. “But … your clients have priority” Her eyes moved over my face with that familiar calculating warmth, the look she wore when she was both satisfied and already planning three steps ahead.

“Of course.” After a moment I asked, “How’s the makeup company?”

She exhaled through her nose, a small, contented sound. “Lovely,” she said simply. “The new line launched ahead of schedule. Pre-orders exceeded projections by thirty percent. We’re expanding distribution into three new markets by the end of the quarter.” She said it the way someone else might say the weather was fine, effortlessly, as though building an empire was just something that happened when you paid attention. “The pregnancy has actually generated interest. Women respond to the idea of a powerful woman who is also becoming a mother. It humanizes the brand without softening it.”

“You’ve already figured out how to use it.”

“I figure out how to use everything,” she said. Then she sat up, pulling the sheet loosely around herself, and the businesswoman reassembled herself in real time, her spine straightening, her chin lifting. “Which brings me to the other reason I came today. And before you say anything, yes, there were two reasons. The fallout conversation was the first. This is the second.”

I watched her. “Go ahead.”

“Cleopatra,” she said.

I sat up. “Cleo?”

“Cleopatra, yes.” Isabelle reached for her blouse from the edge of the bed and began refastening the buttons. “When you brought her to that meeting with Sophia and me, I asked to see some of her work. Do you remember?”

“I remember,” I said. “A bit difficult to forget the joy on her face.”

“I commissioned a small collection from her. And the pieces she delivered.” She paused, and the pause carried real weight coming from a woman who rarely stopped for emphasis. “They were extraordinary. The concept, the execution, the way she’d integrated the fertility symbolism without making it obvious. It felt ancient and modern simultaneously. Wearable and striking. I wore one to a dinner in Paris last week and had four women ask me who designed it before the appetizers arrived.”

I stared at her. “You didn’t tell me any of this.”

“I wanted to be certain before I said anything.” She smoothed her skirt and stood, stepping into her heels. “I’m certain now. I want to turn it into a brand. A proper one, with backing, with distribution, with a campaign. Something that connects directly to the clinic and to everything we’re building here.” She glanced at me. “She has genuine talent. The kind that doesn’t need to be manufactured. It only needs to be pointed in the right direction.”

Something warm moved through my chest that had nothing to do with the power. Pride, I realized. Straightforward, uncomplicated pride in my lover.

“While you were busy breeding, I talked to her,” Isabelle added. “She’s been in the design room for the last two hours. Go see her. She’s been waiting, and she’s too polite to say she’s impatient, but she is.” The corner of her mouth lifted. “She gets that from you.”

I dressed quickly, and then we were both on our feet.

“I need to sit down with Laura and Helen and Alexis,” she said. “There are logistics to discuss. The donation program, the brand structure, distribution frameworks. It will take most of the afternoon.”

“I’ll find you when I’m done with Cleo.”

She crossed the room and straightened my collar with two precise fingers, then pressed a brief, firm kiss to my mouth. “Tell her I said she’s brilliant. But don’t tell her I said it too easily. She should have to work for the compliment.”

“I promise,” I told her.

I found the design room, a large, light-filled space that had been set up with long worktables and good natural light from the south-facing windows. The door was half-open, and I heard Cleo’s voice before I saw her.

“No, move it to the left. The left. Your other left, Madison.”

“That is my left.”

“That is aggressively not your left.”

I pushed the door open. Fabric samples covered one of the long tables in organized rows, swatches of cream and gold and deep terracotta and a warm olive green that caught the afternoon light beautifully. Sketches were pinned to a standing board along the far wall, detailed pencil drawings with color notations in the margins. Several finished garments hung on a rolling rack near the window, and even from across the room I could see that Isabelle had not been exaggerating.

Cleo stood in the center of the room with her back to me, her golden hair pulled into a loose knot, wearing a cropped white tee and high-waisted jeans. She had a pencil tucked behind one ear and was gesturing at Madison, who stood near the rack holding a draped piece of fabric and looking both amused and mildly defensive about her spatial awareness.

Madison saw me first. Her blue eyes lit up, and the smile that crossed her face was immediate and unguarded. She was wearing a fitted sundress in pale yellow that made her look like she’d stepped out of a magazine, her long blonde hair loose over her shoulders, her figure doing what Madison’s figure always did, which was make it extremely difficult to focus on anything else in the room.

“Alexander’s here,” Madison said.

Cleo spun around. “Finally.” She crossed the room and threw her arms around my waist, squeezing hard. I hugged her back, and she smelled like fabric and pencil shavings.

She pulled back and looked up at me, and then her nose wrinkled.

“You had sex with Isabelle,” she said.

I stared at her. “What?”

“Her perfume. It’s all over you.” She tilted her head, utterly unbothered, a grin spreading across her face. “Like, a lot of it. You clearly did not shower.” She turned back toward Madison. “Called it.”

Madison pressed her lips together, clearly trying not to laugh and failing completely.

“Can we move on,” I said.

“Absolutely.” Cleo grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the rack of garments, and the subject was dropped with the easy, unself-conscious speed that only Cleo could manage. “Okay, so look.”

She pulled the first piece from the rack and held it up, and I actually stopped.

It was a dress, floor-length, in a warm ivory silk that moved like water. The bodice was structured with subtle draped detailing across the chest that suggested classical sculpture without imitating it directly, and along the hem and the neckline there were embroidered details so small I had to look closely to read them. Stylized pomegranates. Wheat sheaves. Crescent shapes that could have been moons or could have been something older and more specific. The whole thing managed to feel simultaneously ancient and completely contemporary.

“They’re beautiful,” I said.

Beaming, she was watching my face with bright, hungry eyes, reading my reaction the way she’d always read me. She showed me the rest. A draped wrap dress in deep terracotta with gold thread detailing at the shoulders. A structured blazer in cream with the same subtle embroidery along the lapels. A flowing skirt in that warm olive green paired with a fitted top that left the midriff bare, the fabric of the skirt printed with a pattern so abstract it took a moment to resolve into what it actually was, intertwined figures, graceful and sensual without being explicit. A slip dress in pale gold that looked like it had been designed to make whoever wore it look like they were lit from within.

“Madison tried them on this morning,” Cleo said. “Tell him.”

“I’ve modeled a lot of clothes,” she said. “Good ones. Designer ones. These are different.” She paused. “I don’t know how else to say it. They make you feel like a goddess.”

“That’s the point,” Cleo said simply.

I looked at her. She was watching me with that mixture of pride and nerves that she’d never quite learned to hide.

“Isabelle told me about the brand,” I said.

“She told you.”

“She told me. And she was right.” I looked at the rack, at the sketches on the board, at the fabric samples laid out in their careful rows. “This is amazing work.”

She made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and something that might have become crying if she’d let it, and she pressed both hands over her mouth for a second, and then she straightened and pulled herself together. “Okay,” she said. “Okay, good. Because I have ideas. A lot of ideas. And Madison is going to model the full collection, and I already have concepts for the campaign, and I was thinking the name—”

“Fertility,” Madison said.

Cleo pointed at her. “Fertility. Exactly. The brand is called Fertility. Directly connected to the clinic, directly connected to everything you’ve built here. The luxury, the sensuality, the idea of abundance and life and feminine power. Women who know what they want and aren’t afraid to want it.”

“It works on every level,” I said.

Cleo’s hands dropped from her mouth and she grabbed her sketch pad from the table, flipping to a page dense with notes and rough layouts. “The campaign needs to be editorial but warm. Not cold fashion. Not clinical but lush. The clinic as a backdrop, the ocean, the light. And I want real couples in it. Or at least the suggestion of couples. The idea of a man and a woman who are so drawn to each other that the clothes become part of the desire.”

She looked up from the pad. Her bright eyes moved to Madison, then to me, and I saw the idea forming in her expression a half second before she said it. “You two,” she said.

Madison turned to look at me. The smile she gave me was slow and deliberate, the kind that knew exactly what it was doing.

“Absolutely not,” I said.

“Absolutely yes,” Cleo said. She flipped the sketch pad around and showed me a rough layout, a tall male figure beside a woman in a flowing dress, the ocean behind them, the light warm and golden. “Look at this. Look at this composition. You’re six three. Madison is five nine. You’re both absurdly good-looking. The chemistry is already there, anyone in this room can feel it, and the camera will feel it ten times harder.”

“I’m not a model, Cleo.”

“You don’t need to be a model. You need to stand next to Madison in good light and look like you’re thinking about her.” She tilted her head. “Which, based on the last five minutes, does not appear to require any acting ability whatsoever.”

Madison laughed. She stepped closer to me, and she looked up at me with those blue eyes and the afternoon light caught her hair and turned it to gold.

“Come on,” she said. Her fingers found my forearm. “It’ll be good for the clinic. Isabelle will love it. And I promise I won’t bite.” A beat. “Unless you want me to.”

“Madison,” I said.

“Alexander,” she said back, mimicking my tone perfectly, and Cleo laughed so hard she had to sit down.

I looked at the sketch. I looked at the rack of clothes, at the quality of what Cleo had built. I looked at Madison standing there in the afternoon light looking like the answer to every question the brand was trying to ask.

“Fine,” I said.

Cleo was on her feet in an instant, already moving toward the rack. “Okay. Okay, good. We start tomorrow morning. The light on the south terrace is perfect before ten. I need you in the ivory linen shirt, the charcoal trousers, no tie, sleeves rolled. Madison, the gold slip dress and the terracotta wrap, we’ll do two looks minimum. And Alexander, do not shave tonight. The scruff is part of the composition.”

“You’ve already planned this,” I said.

She pulled a shirt from a separate section of the rack and held it against my chest, checking the proportions with one eye closed. “I planned this the moment Isabelle liked my design.” She patted my chest and hung the shirt back.

I kissed her on the lips. “I’m proud of you. I really am.”

She hugged me back.

* * *

The first shoot took three hours. Cleo moved us through the south terrace and down to the lower garden and finally to the cliff edge overlooking the water. She shot on a mirrorless camera that she handled with the confidence of someone who’d been doing it for years, calling adjustments in clipped, certain directions, repositioning Madison’s hand on my chest, tilting my chin, telling me to stop squinting and just look at her like I meant it.

Madison made it easy. She had the instincts of someone who had spent years in front of lenses, and she knew how to find her light and hold a position without it looking held. But what the camera caught between us wasn’t performance. It was the actual current that ran every time she was close to me, the way her body angled toward mine without being directed to, the way my hand found the curve of her waist and stayed there.

Cleo saw it in the viewfinder and made a sound of pure satisfaction.

“There,” she said. “That’s it. Don’t move.”

The shots she selected were extraordinary. I saw them that evening on her laptop, arranged in a preliminary edit, and even I could see what she’d captured. The gold slip dress against the ocean backdrop, Madison’s hair moving in the coastal wind, my hand at her waist and her face turned up toward mine in full love-mode. The terracotta wrap dress on the lower terrace, the two of us in profile, not quite touching, the tension of the gap between us doing more work than contact would have. A candid she’d taken when Madison had said something that made me laugh and I hadn’t known the shutter was open, the two of us in an unguarded moment that looked more intimate than any posed shot.

“These are the ones,” Cleo said, pointing at three images. “These are the campaigns.”

She posted the first one the following morning. A single image, no caption beyond the brand name and the clinic’s handle. Madison and I on the cliff edge, the Pacific behind us, the light doing everything Cleo had said it would do.

By noon it had been shared forty thousand times.

By evening the number had crossed two hundred thousand and the clinic’s inquiry inbox had crashed twice.

Isabelle called at nine that night and I could hear the smile in her voice before she said a word. “I just got off the phone with a journalist from three separate publications who all want to know who the man in the photograph is,” she said. “I told them he was unavailable for comment. Which, naturally, made them want to know more.”

The second image went up the following week. It generated more engagement than the first. Comments from women who wanted to know if the clinic was accepting new clients, from other women who wanted to know if the man in the photograph was the treatment, from photographers who wanted to know who had shot it, and also, the clothes. They wanted to buy those garments.

By the end of the month, the Fertility brand had an impressive social media following. The inquiry list had grown so long that Helen restructured the intake process twice. Isabelle hired two additional staff members to handle correspondence alone.

And Cleo, my nineteen-year-old girlfriend with a pencil behind her ear and golden hair and a camera she’d taught herself to use, had built something impressive and achieved one of her dreams.

* * *

The morning the sperm donation program launched operationally was a Tuesday. The ocean was flat and silver outside the clinic windows. Helen had converted one of the private suites into a collection room. She’d been thorough about it. The medical equipment was there, the labeled tubes in their sterile rack, the processing materials arranged on a side table. It looked less like a procedure room and more like a private suite that happened to contain medical equipment.

Alexis was already there when I arrived. She stood near the window in her white coat, her honey-blonde hair down around her shoulders, reviewing a chart on a tablet. She looked up when I came in, and her expression was the one she wore when she was managing competing feelings, the calm professional surface over something more complicated underneath.

Helen was beside her, also in her white coat, her dark hair pulled back.

“Everything’s ready,” Helen said. She gestured toward the collection setup. “We have fifty tubes today. The processing team is standing by.”

I looked at the rack of labeled tubes and felt the weight of what we were actually doing settle over me. Fifty … Today. And if the program scaled the way Isabelle projected, that number would grow week by week until it was something I couldn’t fully picture yet, but I knew it would be a lot of ejaculations.

“How does this work, exactly,” I said. “Walk me through it.”

Helen and Alexis exchanged a glance.

“Manual collection,” Helen said. “We need to maximize yield per session, which means the process needs to be thorough and unhurried.” She paused and grinned. “Alexis and I will assist.”

The word assist hung in the air between the three of us for a moment.

Alexis set her tablet down on the side table. She looked at me directly, and I watched her locate the professional frame she needed and step inside it. “Are you hard, or do I have to make you?”

“Some help wouldn’t hurt.”

Helen dimmed the lights slightly, and the room settled into a warm amber glow. Alexis crossed to the side table and removed her white coat, folding it over the back of a chair. Underneath she wore a simple fitted top and slacks, but when Helen also removed her coat and set it aside, I understood that the coats had been the professional boundary they’d chosen to mark, and removing them was a signal.

Alexis’s figure was exactly what it always was, full and soft and warm, the double-D curves of her chest visible through the thin fabric of her top, her waist defined, her hips rounded and feminine. She moved to stand in front of me.

“Sit down,” she said softly.

I sat on the edge of the bed. Helen moved to my right, and Alexis stood directly in front of me. I could smell her, that familiar warm honey-and-clean-linen scent that was simply her.

Alexis’s hands found my belt. She worked it open with steady fingers, and then the button, and then the zip, and she pushed the fabric back and freed me, and the air of the room hit my skin and I was already hard.

She wrapped both hands around me, and the contact sent a current through my entire body that started at the base of my spine and spread outward to my fingertips. Her hands were warm and soft, and I’d missed them on my cock. She stroked me, her hand gliding up and down.

Helen’s hand joined hers a moment later, her grip slightly firmer, her technique different but complementary, the two of them working together. I let myself settle into it, my hands loose at my sides, my head tipped back slightly. Helen’s grip tightened on the upstroke and Alexis’s thumbs swept across the head on the downstroke, and the combination of the two was already doing things to my concentration that made the rest of the room feel very far away.

Then Helen stopped. I felt her shift beside me, and I looked down just as she lowered her head and took me into her mouth. The sound I made was not dignified.

Her lips sealed around me and she sucked me deep, her dark hair falling forward over her shoulder, and her tongue worked the underside of my shaft with a slow, rolling pressure that made my thighs tighten involuntarily. Alexis’s hands kept moving, stroking what Helen’s mouth hadn’t taken, and the two of them together were a thing I had no adequate framework for.

Alexis watched Helen work for a moment. Her lower lip pressed between her teeth. Then she leaned in.

“Move over,” she said quietly.

Helen pulled back with a soft pop and Alexis took her place, opening wide and swallowing me whole. She took her time about it in a way that suggested she was enjoying herself at least as much as she was helping me. Her tongue swept the length of me before she plunged my cock deeper, and I felt the power surge and pulse through the contact and heard her make a low, satisfied sound around me.

Helen’s hand wrapped around the base while Alexis worked the top, and then they were trading off, one mouth replacing the other. Alexis pulled back and looked up at me, her lips slick, her light brown eyes dark.

“Don’t you dare come in my mouth,” she said. Her voice was perfectly steady except for the slight breathlessness at the edges. “Or on either of our faces. We need every drop in those cups.”

“I know.”

“I mean it, Alexander.”

“Alexis.”

Helen made a sound that might have been a laugh if her mouth hadn’t been occupied. Alexis went back down, and whatever restraint she’d been maintaining before the reminder had apparently been released by saying it out loud, because she stopped being thorough and started being horny, and the combination of her mouth, Helen’s hand, the warm amber light, the smell of the room, and the power running hot through every nerve ending I possessed meant that the clock on the whole exercise was moving faster than any of us had planned.

I felt it gathering at the base of my spine, that deep tightening that meant the point of no return was close, and I put my hand gently on Alexis’s shoulder.

“Now,” I said.

She pulled back immediately. Helen was already moving, reaching for the first labeled tube, and Alexis’s hands replaced her mouth, both of them stroking, fast and firm, and I gripped the edge of the mattress and let it go.

The first pulse hit the tube Helen held and she pulled it back and swapped it for the second before I’d finished the thought, and then the third. The fourth tube … The fifth, and lastly, the sixth Alexis kept stroking me through it, her hands steady and sure, and by the time the last pulse had moved through me and I sat there breathing like I’d run a sprint, Helen was capping the sixth tube and setting it carefully in the rack.

She stood back and looked at the six filled collection tubes, then at me, then at Alexis.

“Six,” she said.

Alexis exhaled slowly. She was still holding me, loosely now, and she proudly looked at the rack. “Six,” she confirmed. She looked up at me, and the smile that crossed her face was the proudest thing I had ever seen on a human being. “That’s my boy.”

I laughed despite everything. “Alexis.”

“I’m allowed to be proud.” She released me and reached for a sterile cloth from the side table, pressing it gently against my skin. “That’s an extraordinary yield. Isabelle is going to be very pleased.”

Helen was already labeling the sixth tube with the careful handwriting she used for everything important. I looked at the rack and saw dollar signs. The scale of it was still settling somewhere in my chest in a way I hadn’t fully processed. I sat up straighter and looked at the two of them. “Do you want to take a break, or should we go again?”

Alexis bit her bottom lip. “We’re definitely ready … are you?”

I let the power move through me the way I’d learned to direct it, a specific pulse that redirected blood flow and cleared the post-orgasm exhaustion from my muscles, and I felt myself begin to harden again before I’d finished the thought. Alexis’s eyes dropped. Helen’s did too.

“We can go again,” I said. “But this time.” I looked at both of them. “I want to see your breasts.”

The silence lasted about two seconds. Then Alexis and Helen looked at each other, and the look they exchanged was the kind that had no words in it because none were needed, and then they both smiled at the same time, horny and warm and entirely unsurprised, and Alexis reached for the hem of her fitted top.

* * *

By evening the collection room had processed nine sessions and the processing team had confirmed viable yields across every tube. Helen had sent the preliminary numbers to Isabelle before dinner, and Isabelle had replied with a single line that said the projections needed to be revised upward and that she would call in the morning.

I wanted to see Laura, and I found her in a room. She was curled into the corner of the sofa with her shoes off and her legs tucked beneath her, a glass of wine balanced on the armrest, and she looked up when I came in with such warmth that something in my chest loosened after the long day.

She was still in the clothes she’d worn that morning, a fitted cream blouse and dark trousers, but her hair had come loose from whatever she’d pinned it into and was falling soft around her face, and the professional composure she wore like a second skin during working hours had gone somewhere quiet and private. She looked like herself.

“There you are,” she said.

I dropped onto the sofa beside her, and she moved automatically to make room without taking her eyes off me, the way people do when they’ve already decided they want you close before you’ve even sat down.

“Long day,” I said.

“I heard.” She smiled over the rim of her glass. “Helen gave me the numbers from the collection sessions.” She shook her head, and the smile widened into something that was half admiration and half the particular delight of an accountant looking at a figure that exceeded every projection. “That’s extraordinary.”

“It was a team effort.” It sure was. Alexis and Helen had helped with every ejaculation, fulfilling all my sexual wishes while making me come, one orgasm after another.

She laughed at that. “I’m sure it was.” She set the glass down on the side table and turned toward me more fully, tucking one knee up between us. “I want to say something, and I need you to actually hear it and not deflect.”

“Go ahead.”

“The salary,” she said. “The title. Everything you’ve given me since I started working for you.” She paused, and I could see her choosing the words carefully, the way she did when something mattered enough to get right. “I’ve worked in finance for twenty years. I’ve been competent and professional and reliable and I’ve been paid adequately for it. Not generously but adequately. And I had made a kind of peace with that, the idea that adequate was what I was worth.” Her eyes found mine and held them. “You changed that. Not just the number, though the number is genuinely life-changing. But the way you did it. That I deserved more. That I was worth more.”

“You were,” I said. “You are.”

“I know that now.” Her hand found mine on the cushion between us, and her fingers interlaced with mine, and the contact was simple and warm and carried none of the performance that sometimes crept into physical connection after a long day. “I feel it. For the first time in a very long time, I actually feel it. And I’m extremely grateful for everything.”

I looked at her. The curve of her, the fullness of her figure beneath the cream blouse, the way she’d come into herself over the past weeks in a way that went beyond the title and the salary. She leaned forward and kissed me, and her hand came up and found the side of my face, and I felt the warmth of her palm against my jaw. She pulled back just far enough to look at me. Her lips were slightly parted, her cheeks flushed.

“I want you again,” she said. “I know it’s been a long day.” She pressed her lips together, amused at herself. “I’m trying to say this without it sounding like I’m putting in a work order.”

“It doesn’t sound like that.”

“Good.” She moved closer. “Then I’m asking.”

I reached for her, my hand finding the curve of her waist, and she came willingly, shifting toward me on the sofa, her knee pressing against my thigh, and I was pulling her closer when the knock came at the sitting room door.

We both stilled.

The door opened two inches and Alexis’s voice came through the gap, careful and apologetic but carrying that particular tone she used when the apology was genuine but the interruption was non-negotiable.

“Alexander. I’m sorry. I know the day is done.”

Laura exhaled through her nose in a way that was very controlled. I looked at the door. “Come in, Alexis.”

The door opened fully and she stepped in, still in her white coat from earlier, though she’d pinned her hair back up at some point. She looked at the two of us on the sofa and her expression managed to be professionally neutral about what she’d clearly walked in on.

“There’s an application,” she said. “A new one. It came in this afternoon but I only just finished reviewing it.” She held the tablet out toward me. “It’s for the Romantic Package. I know the timing is poor, but she’s been waiting on a response and I think you should look at it before I send anything back.”

Laura sat up slightly and reached for her wine glass, giving me the polite distance of someone who understood how to share a space gracefully.

I took the tablet. The application was thorough, several pages, the intake form filled in with the careful completeness of someone who had thought about this for a long time. I scrolled through it. The name at the top was Chanel Moreau.

The photograph she’d submitted was the kind that stopped you. She was in her mid-forties, though the number felt almost irrelevant against the image itself. Dark auburn hair, thick and loose around her shoulders. Full lips, a wide, expressive mouth. Dark eyes with a steadiness in them that suggested someone who had learned to look at things directly. Her figure in the photograph was striking, the kind of curves that belonged to a woman who had lived in her body long enough to be entirely comfortable there, full and warm and completely unapologetic about it.

The occupation field said actress. I recognized the name once I had the face to attach it to. She’d been working steadily for twenty years.

I read further. She’d had twins at nineteen, a relationship that hadn’t lasted, a career that had, and two children she described as the best thing she’d ever done. She had spent three years pursuing fertility treatments through conventional channels without success. She was specific about what she wanted: A child. She wanted to be a mother again, on her own terms, while she still could.

I handed the tablet back to Alexis.

“Accept her,” I said.

Alexis smiled, the look she wore when the right call had been made without needing to argue for it. “I’ll send the confirmation tonight.”

“Schedule her for next week. Give her the full intake process, not the abbreviated version.”

“Of course.” She took the tablet and tucked it against her chest. Her eyes moved briefly to Laura again, and this time the professional neutrality had a small, warm edge to it. “I’ll leave you both to your evening.”

She pulled the door shut behind her, and the room settled back into the quiet it had been before.

Laura waited a beat, then set her wine glass down again. “Twins,” she said.

“At a young age.”

“And she wants another.” She shook her head slowly, not in judgment but in something closer to recognition. “There’s something very specific about wanting that again. Knowing what it costs and wanting it anyway.”

I looked at her. Something in the way she’d said it carried a weight that wasn’t quite about Chanel.

She felt me looking and glanced up, and the flush that crossed her cheeks was immediate and involuntary. She pressed her lips together. She looked down at her hands for a moment, then back up at me, and the thing she was deciding whether to say moved across her face in real time. “There’s something I want to ask you. And I need you to not make it strange, because it already feels strange to say out loud and I don’t have a better way to approach it.”

“Say it.”

She exhaled. “Madison.”

I waited.

“I think about it,” she said. “I know how that sounds. I know exactly how it sounds and I’ve had this argument with myself approximately forty times in the last two weeks.” Her fingers found the stem of her wine glass and turned it slowly without lifting it. “But I think about what it would be like. The three of us. And I can’t stop thinking about it.” She looked at me directly, and the frankness in her expression was the most honest thing in the room. “She’s attracted to you. That’s not a guess, that’s just a fact. And I want…” She paused. “I want to be there for it. I want to be part of it. With her.”

The room was very quiet.

“Does she even know that I slept with you?” I asked her.

She chuckled. “Of course, I told her … But asking her for a threesome is a bit intimidating.”

I thought about Madison on the south terrace, her fingers on my forearm, her blue eyes doing exactly what they always did. I thought about the candid photograph Cleo had taken, the one that had crossed two hundred thousand shares.

“I’ll bring it up once the timing is right,” I said.

Laura’s breath came out in a slow exhale. “Promise me.”

“I promise.”

She held my gaze for another second, reading the certainty in it. Then she leaned forward and kissed me. Her hand came up to my jaw the way it had before the knock at the door, her palm warm and deliberate, and this time there was no interruption coming and both of us knew it.


Chapter 6

The morning of Chanel’s appointment, I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and tried to tie my bow tie for the third time. The silk kept slipping through my fingers, and the knot kept coming out lopsided. I pulled the tie loose and tried again.

The door opened behind me without a knock and Cleo leaned against the frame in her hoodie with a mug of hot chocolate in one hand, her golden hair loose, squinting at me.

“That’s pathetic,” she said.

“Good morning to you too.”

She set the mug on the counter and pushed herself off the doorframe. “Move.”

I moved. She stepped in front of the mirror and her hands took the ends of the tie from mine with the kind of certainty that made the whole thing look like it had been easy all along. Her fingers worked fast and precise, folding and tucking, and the bow came together in about ten seconds, perfectly centered, the ends even.

“There,” she said. She patted the knot twice. “You’re welcome.”

“Thank you.”

She picked her mug back up and leaned against the counter, watching me straighten my collar in the mirror. The tuxedo was the same one I’d worn to Sophia’s party, the black silk crisp, the white shirt pressed. I’d shaved that morning, and the suit fit the way it had been designed to fit, the cut following the line of my shoulders and the taper of my waist without any of the pulling or looseness that meant a tailor had guessed.

“You look good,” Cleo said. She said it casually, the way she said most things, but she was looking at me with that particular assessment she did when she was checking her work. “The tie is the right length. The collar sits flat. Your hair is acceptable.” A pause. “For once.”

“My hair is always acceptable.”

“Your hair has a mind of its own and we both know it.” She took a sip of her hot chocolate. “Where are you going again?”

“Beverly Hills. Chanel Moreau’s house.”

Cleo’s eyes went wide over the rim of the mug. “Chanel Moreau. The one who was in that movie with the—”

“Yes.”

She set the mug down. “You’re meeting so many celebrities.”

“I’m doing a lot more than just simply meeting them,” I told her with a wink.

“Don’t get cocky now,” she said with a giggle.

“Have been for a while now,” I told her playfully.

She stared at me for a long moment, and then she did something she rarely did, which was looking genuinely impressed. “Okay,” she said. She picked the mug back up and walked toward the door, then turned back. “Don’t mess up your tie on the drive over. I’m not coming with you to fix it.”

“I won’t.”

“And Alexander?”

I looked at her.

“Be nice to her.” The teasing had gone out of her voice, replaced by something quieter. “She’s probably nervous.”

I nodded. Cleo pulled the door shut behind her, and I heard the soft pad of her slippers moving down the hallway, and then the mansion was quiet again.

I checked the mirror one more time. The tie was perfect. The suit was perfect. My hair, contrary to Cleo’s assessment, was behaving itself. I pulled on the Italian leather shoes.

* * *

The drive to Beverly Hills took forty minutes in morning traffic. The Lamborghini drew the usual attention on the freeway, the heads turning, the phones coming up behind tinted windows, and I let it happen without engaging with it. The morning was warm and clear, the hills green from the last rain, the sky that specific shade of pale blue that didn’t exist anywhere else.

Chanel’s address was in the hills above Sunset, on a street lined with mature palms and low walls behind which the houses sat far enough back from the road to feel private. I pulled through the gate, which she’d left open for me, and followed the driveway up through a garden that had clearly been planted by someone who loved it, the beds full and layered, the colors chosen for texture rather than impact. The house itself was a two-story Mediterranean, white stucco with a red tile roof, modest by the standards of the neighborhood but beautiful in the way that came from care rather than money. The front door was dark wood with an iron handle, and there were two tall windows on either side, and through one of them I could see a living room with warm lighting and pale furniture.

I parked on the circular drive and killed the engine. The silence that followed was full of garden sounds, the buzz of bees in the lavender near the path, the distant call of a jay somewhere in the trees.

I got out. I straightened the jacket. I walked to the front door and rang the bell. She opened shortly after.

Chanel stood in the doorway, and the photograph on the application hadn’t done a single thing justice. She was wearing a cream silk blouse. The blouse was tucked into wide-legged black trousers that sat high on her waist and fell in a clean line to the floor, and the combination of the two made her figure look like something drawn rather than dressed, the hourglass shape clear beneath the elegant lines. Her chestnut hair was down, falling past her shoulders in thick waves that had been brushed to a soft shine, and it moved when she turned her head, catching the morning light through the open door. Her skin was warm and sun-kissed, and her hazel eyes were wide and bright and carrying an expression that I recognized immediately because I’d seen it on every woman who walked through the clinic’s doors for the first time. Hope, nervousness and the specific kind of excitement that came from wanting something so badly you’d already pictured it a thousand times before it happened.

“Alexander,” she said. Her voice was warm, slightly husky. “Please, come in.”

I stepped forward, and before she could extend her hand for a formal greeting, I cupped her waist, and kissed her before either of us could overthink it. She made a surprised sound against my mouth, her body tensing for just a moment before melting into the contact.

When I pulled back, her cheeks had flushed a deep rose that spread down her neck and disappeared beneath the cream silk. Her lips parted slightly, her breathing quickened.

“I… wasn’t expecting that,” she said, touching her fingers to her lips.

“Good,” I replied, smiling. “First impressions should be memorable.”

She laughed. “Well, mission accomplished.” She stepped back, gesturing for me to enter. “Please, make yourself comfortable.”

The foyer opened into a spacious living room with high ceilings and large windows that let in streams of morning light. The furniture was elegant but lived-in, photographs arranged on side tables, books stacked neatly on shelves. It felt like a home rather than a showpiece.

“Can I offer you something to drink?” Chanel asked, moving toward a well-stocked bar cart in the corner. “I have everything from coffee to champagne.”

“Whatever you’re having,” I said, settling onto a plush cream sofa.

She glanced over her shoulder, her hazel eyes meeting mine. “I was thinking of champagne, actually. It’s not every day I meet a… well, someone like you.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She blushed lightly. “Someone young and hot.”

I watched as she poured two glasses. When she returned, she sat closer than necessary, our knees almost touching as she handed me a glass.

“To unexpected beginnings,” she said, raising her glass.

“To new possibilities,” I replied, touching my glass to hers.

She took a sip, then set her glass down, studying me openly. “I have to admit, I’m surprised. You’re much younger than I expected. How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Twenty-one,” I said.

Her eyebrows rose. “Twenty-one,” she repeated, as if testing the word. “And you run that entire clinic?”

“I do. With help, of course.”

She shook her head slowly, a smile playing at her lips. “I knew you’d be attractive from the photograph in your application, but seeing you in person…” She trailed off, her gaze moving over my face. “It’s been a dream of mine, actually. Being with a younger man. Someone who looks at me like you’re looking at me right now.”

“And how am I looking at you?” I asked.

“Like you see me,” she said simply. “Not just the actress, not just the mother of grown children, but me.”

I took her hand, turning it over to trace the lines of her palm. “Tell me about your daughters.”

Her face lit up at the mention of them. “They’re my whole world. My twins, Emma and Olivia. They’re nineteen now, can you believe it? I had them when I was in my early twenties.” She laughed, a warm sound. “Everyone told me it would ruin my career, that I was too young, but it was the best decision I ever made. Being a young mother… There’s something magical about it. You have so much energy, so much love to give.”

She looked away, her expression softening with memory. “I miss those days sometimes. The chaos of it all, the sticky fingers, the bedtime stories. Now they’re grown women with their own dreams and ambitions.”

“What are they doing now?”

“They want to be actresses, just like their mom.” Pride and concern mingled in her voice. “They had some minor roles in Disney films when they were teenagers. Cute little parts. But now they’re auditioning for something bigger, a new series that’s being developed. They’re both desperate to get it.”

“I’m sure they’ll be wonderful,” I said.

She smiled gratefully. “They’ve worked so hard. I’m just not sure how much help I can give them these days. The industry has changed so much since I started.”

“You heard about me through Sophia, didn’t you?” I asked.

Chanel nodded, taking another sip of champagne. “I’ve been a fan of her work for years. Those period dramas she did? Perfection.” She paused, her eyes meeting mine. “I don’t know her personally, though. Not really. But I’m more connected than most people in the industry. We move in similar circles, have some mutual friends. When I heard about your clinic, about what you offer… I knew I had to reach out.”

I moved closer, my hand finding the curve of her waist. “And now I’m here.”

“And now you’re here,” she repeated, her voice dropping to a whisper.

I leaned in, capturing her mouth in a slow, deep kiss. She responded immediately, her hand coming up to cup my jaw, her fingers threading into my hair. The taste of champagne on her lips was sweet.

When we broke apart, her eyes were dark with desire. “You’re such a good kisser.”

She pulled back from the kiss, her fingers still resting against my jaw, her thumb tracing the line of it like she was memorizing the shape. Her cheeks were flushed deep rose, her lips parted, and I could feel the quickened rhythm of her breathing even across the small distance she’d put between us.

“I need a second,” she said, laughing quietly at herself. “Sorry. I just.” She shook her head. “I’m nervous.”

“I know.”

“Not about this, exactly. About.” She gestured vaguely. “The other part. The part you actually came to me for.” She reached for her champagne glass and held it without drinking from it. “I’m forty-three years old, Alexander. I had my daughters at a young age. That was almost twenty years ago. My body has done this before, but it was a different body then. A different version of me.” She set the glass back down. “I want this more than I’ve wanted anything in a very long time, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared.”

“Scared of what specifically?”

She looked at me. “That it won’t work. That I’m too old and the window has already closed and I’ve built this whole dream around something my body can no longer do.” A pause. “And also, honestly, scared that it will work, and that I’ll be sixty-two at my child’s high school graduation.”

“That last part,” I said. “That’s not a reason to stop. That’s a reason to start.”

She studied me for a moment. “Have you been with women my age before? Women in their forties?”

“Many.”

“And did it.” She chose her words carefully. “Did it work for them the way it’s supposed to?”

I thought about the women who had come through the clinic’s doors in the past months. The ones in their late thirties who had spent years and small fortunes on conventional treatments. The ones in their early forties who had been told by three separate specialists that their numbers were too low and their window was essentially closed. I thought about the calls Helen had relayed, the messages, the photographs that arrived months after final appointments.

“There are women in their forties who are pregnant right now because of what I can do,” I said. “Women who were told it was impossible. They came to the clinic scared and hopeful and exhausted from hoping, and they left differently. Not just pregnant but differently.” I held her gaze. “Younger isn’t quite the right word, but it’s close. More alive, like something that had gone quiet in them had been switched back on.”

Her lips parted slightly. “And you can tell? Already? That it’s working?”

“Your body has been responding since I walked through the door,” I said. “The flush in your skin. The way you’re breathing right now. That’s not nerves. That’s your body recognizing something it wants.” I reached out and brushed a strand of chestnut hair back from her cheek. “I’ll make sure you enjoy every moment of this. That’s not a sales pitch. That’s what I’m here for.”

She absorbed that. Her eyes moved over my face with the same directness she’d had in the photograph, and I could see her deciding how much to let herself believe it.

“Has anyone gotten too attached?”

I didn’t look away. “Yes, some write to Helen asking for more appointments than the program allows. I’m always honest about what this is and what I can offer. I’m not someone’s partner or boyfriend. I’m something specific, and I’ve learned that being clear about that upfront prevents most of the damage.”

She nodded slowly. “That’s a remarkably mature thing for a young man to say.”

“I’ve had to grow up fast.”

She turned the champagne glass in her fingers. “Do you know what it’s like to be a woman in Hollywood in your forties? With children?”

“Tell me.”

“You become invisible,” she said. The words came out flat, not dramatic, which made them land harder. “Not all at once but gradually. The roles get smaller or they stop coming entirely, and the men who used to look at you a certain way start looking through you, and the industry that spent twenty years telling you that your value was tied to your desirability quietly stops calling.” She set the glass down. “And the men you date either want the actress, the version of you that exists on screens, or they see the mother and the age and they decide you’re somehow past some invisible line they’ve drawn.” A short, humorless laugh. “I went on a date last year with a man my age. Perfectly nice, successful and twenty minutes in he told me that he was really looking for someone who could give him children, and he said it in this tone, this apologetic, regretful tone, like he was doing me a favor by being upfront about it, like the conversation was already over.”

She looked at me. “And then you walk in. Young and hot. And you look at me like.” She stopped.

“Like what?”

“Like you see me,” she said. “Not the actress. Not someone’s mother. Not a woman on the wrong side of some arbitrary timeline, just me.” She shook her head. “It’s extraordinarily liberating and also slightly terrifying.”

“You are a beautiful, desirable woman,” I said. “That’s not a line. That’s what I see when I look at you. Your age is not something I’m overlooking. It’s part of what I see.”

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then the corner of her mouth lifted, and her nervousness gave way to something warmer and more playful.

“You’re young,” she said. “Do you even know what to do with a woman like me?”

I smiled. I closed the distance between us, my hand finding her waist and pulling her closer, and before she could say anything else I lowered my mouth to the curve of her neck, just below her ear, and I pressed my lips there slowly, feeling the pulse jump beneath her skin. My other hand slid to her back and I felt her spine soften under my palm. Then I moved lower along her neck, my mouth warm against her sun-kissed skin.

“Oh,” she breathed.

I brought my mouth back to hers, pulling her fully against me, and she kissed me back with the kind of abandon that had nothing tentative left in it. Her fingers dug into my shoulders. She laughed against my lips, breathless and surprised at herself, and then the laugh dissolved back into the kiss.

When we broke apart she was flushed all the way down her throat, her eyes dark.

“Okay,” she said. “Point made.”

I kept my hand at her waist. The warmth between us had shifted into something more serious, and she felt it too. I could see it in the way her expression changed.

“I need you to know something,” she said. Her voice had dropped. “I didn’t come to you just for the pregnancy. I mean, I did, that’s the reason on the application, that’s the reason I’ve been telling myself.” She pressed her lips together. “But what I actually want, underneath all of it, is to feel desired again. I want to feel like a woman someone genuinely wants.” She looked at me steadily. “I want to feel that again before I convince myself it’s gone.”

“That’s exactly what I’m here for,” I said.

She held my gaze for another moment, and I watched something release in her, some held breath she’d been keeping for longer than just today.

Then I kissed her again, deeper this time, and my hand moved up her back to press her closer, and she came without hesitation, her body against mine, her fingers finding the back of my neck. The kiss was slow and thorough and I felt the power stir in my chest and begin to move through me, warming the contact between us, and her breath caught against my mouth. She pulled me toward her as she leaned back against the cushions, and I followed her down, and the conversation dissolved completely.

I worked the buttons of her cream silk blouse open one by one, and she watched my hands with her lower lip between her teeth, her chest rising and falling faster. The blouse fell open and I eased it from her shoulders, and she lifted slightly to let me draw it free. Beneath it she wore a pale blush-colored bra, soft and simple. Her waist curved inward and her hips flared wide and the fullness of her was warm and real and entirely unself-conscious in a way that had nothing to do with performance.

I reached behind her and unclasped the bra. She let me remove it, and her hands went briefly to her hair, pulling it loose so it fell around her shoulders, and she looked at me from beneath it.

The wide-legged trousers had a side zip. I found it and drew it down and she lifted her hips and I pulled them off along with everything beneath, and she lay back against the cushions and let me look, and what I saw was a woman who had no reason to be self-conscious about a single thing. The full curves of her breasts, the soft weight of them, the warmth of her skin in the morning light coming through the tall windows. The gentle curve of her belly and the flare of her hips and the strong lines of her thighs. She was stunning in the way that belonged entirely to a woman who had lived in her body long enough to know it, and the knowing was written into every line of her.

Her eyes dropped to my lap. She stared for a moment, and then she looked up at me with an expression that was caught between disbelief and hunger.

“Is that?” She gestured. “Is that real?”

“Come and find out,” I said.

She sat up and her hands found my belt with fingers that were not entirely steady, working the buckle open, and then the button, and then she pushed the trousers down my hips and her palm pressed flat against me through the fabric that remained and she made a low, involuntary sound.

“There are no socks in there,” I said.

She laughed, startled out of her composure, and the laugh was genuine and warm and it broke whatever remaining tension she’d been holding. “I wasn’t going to ask that.”

“You were thinking it.”

“I was absolutely thinking it.” She hooked her fingers into the waistband and pulled the last of the fabric down, and my cock sprang free, thick and heavy, and she went completely still.

She stared at it the way people stare at something they’ve been told about but haven’t quite believed until the moment it’s in front of them. Her lips parted. Her breath came out in a slow, unsteady exhale.

“That’s not possible,” she said quietly.

“It is.”

She looked up at me in disbelief. She reached out and wrapped both hands around me, and even together they didn’t fully close, and she made that low sound again, and her grip tightened as though confirming what her eyes had already told her.

“Take the rest off,” she whispered.

I stood and stripped the shirt off my shoulders, dropping it onto the arm of the sofa. The trousers followed. I watched her face the whole time.

She sat back against the cushions and looked at me. Her hazel eyes moved across my chest and shoulders, the cut of my arms, the line of my stomach, and the flush that had already been living in her cheeks deepened and spread down her throat and across her collarbones.

“You’re twenty-one,” she said again.

“You keep saying that,” I said.

“I keep needing to remind myself.” She reached out and pressed her palm flat against my abs, and I felt the warmth of her hand against my skin, and beneath that I felt the power stir, like heat moving through water. “You’re beautiful,” she said simply. “I don’t mean that as a compliment. I mean it as a fact I’m having trouble processing.”

I moved toward her, and she shifted back against the cushions to make room for me, and I lowered myself over her. My hands found her hips, her waist, the warm curves of her, and I let the power move through my palms the way I’d learned to direct it, a slow pulse that spread from the contact points outward. I felt it travel from my hands into her skin.

She inhaled sharply. “What was that,” she said.

“Your body recognizing what it wants,” I said.

She made a sound that wasn’t quite a word. Her back arched slightly, her head tipping back against the cushions, and I watched the color deepen across her chest and throat in real time. Her thighs pressed together and then fell open, and the scent of her reached me, warm and musky, and I knew the power had done exactly what it was designed to do.

“Alexander,” she breathed. The word came out unsteady, like she’d meant to say something else and lost it halfway through. Her hips moved against the cushions, an involuntary movement she probably hadn’t decided to make.

I pressed my palm flat against the inside of her thigh and sent another slow pulse through it, and she gasped, her hand flying to my forearm and gripping hard.

“I’m.” She stopped. “I’m already.” She laughed, slightly frantic, slightly helpless. “What are you doing to me?”

“Nothing yet,” I said.

She looked up at me with the helpless, hungry expression of someone who had entirely stopped pretending to be composed, and she pulled me down toward her by the back of my neck.

I kissed her slowly. My hand moved from her thigh upward, finding the heat of her, and she was slick and swollen and the sound she made into my mouth when I touched her was the most honest thing I’d heard all morning. I stroked her gently, feeling the pulse of the power move through the contact, and her hips rose to meet my hand, chasing the sensation, her fingers tightening in my hair.

“Please,” she said against my lips. “I need … I can’t.” She exhaled hard. “Please.”

I positioned myself against her entrance, the head of my cock pressing at the soft heat of her, and I felt her tense for just a moment, that last instinct of preparation before everything changed.

“Look at me,” I said.

She did. Her hazel eyes found mine and stayed there. I pushed forward slowly, letting her feel every inch of the stretch, watching her face as I did. Her mouth fell open, and her hands found my back and gripped hard. I stopped when I was halfway in, giving her body time to adjust, feeling the warm clench of her around me.

“God,” she said. The word came out in pieces. “You’re so.” She stopped trying to finish the sentence.

I pressed deeper, slow and steady, until I was fully seated inside her, and the sound she made was low and completely unguarded, a moan that started in her chest and came out without any performance in it whatsoever. Her legs wrapped around my hips, her heels pressing against the backs of my thighs, and I felt the power surge through the connection between us, that deep amplifying pulse that made every nerve ending more present and every sensation more complete.

I began to fuck her slowly, enjoying every inch as I withdrew almost completely before sliding back in with deep strokes. Chanel’s eyes stayed locked on mine, wide and luminous with wonder and building pleasure. Her body welcomed me completely, hot and slick and incredibly tight despite her age and history. The power flowed between us, warming her from the inside out, amplifying every ridge and vein of my cock as it stretched her walls.

“Oh God, Alexander,” she whispered, her voice trembling with emotion. One hand cupped my face tenderly, thumb brushing my cheek as if she couldn’t believe I was real. “You feel… incredible.”

I leaned down, capturing her lips in a loving kiss that matched the rhythm of our bodies. Our tongues danced slowly and intimately, while my hips rolled against hers. I was making love to her, pouring the power into every connection point: my chest pressed to her full breasts, my hands cradling her hips, my cock buried to the hilt in her welcoming heat. Each thrust sent ripples of enhanced sensation through her, turning simple friction into waves of ecstasy that made her gasp and moan into my mouth.

Her legs tightened around me, heels digging into my back as she urged me deeper. I obliged, picking up the pace just enough to build the intensity without rushing this moment she’d waited so long for. Her chestnut hair spilled across the cushions like silk, her full breasts bouncing gently with every thrust. I broke the kiss to trail my lips down her neck, sucking softly at her pulse point, then lower to lick one rosy nipple. I drew it into my mouth, suckling with tender reverence while my hand kneaded the other breast, feeling its soft weight and warmth.

Chanel arched beneath me, crying out softly. “Yes… like that. I’ve missed this feeling. Being touched like I’m… cherished.” Her voice cracked with raw honesty, tears of overwhelming pleasure glistening at the corners of her eyes. I kissed them away, whispering against her skin, “You are cherished. You’re beautiful, Chanel. Every part of you.”

The power surged stronger now, a deep, pulsing warmth that spread from where we were joined throughout her entire body. I could feel it working. Her inner muscles fluttered and squeezed, milking my thick length as I drove into her with increasing fervor. The wet, intimate sounds of our coupling filled the sunlit living room, mingling with her breathy moans and my low groans of pleasure.

Chanel’s nails raked down my back possessively, as if anchoring herself to this moment. “Alexander… I’m so close already. What are you doing to me? It’s never felt like this.”

The combination of my cock stretching her, the power flooding her senses, and my touch on her most sensitive bud pushed her over the edge.

Her orgasm crashed through her like a tidal wave. Chanel’s eyes flew wide open, locking onto mine as she came hard. Her pussy spasmed around me, gripping and releasing in powerful contractions that drew a deep groan from my chest. She cried out my name, her body shaking, thighs quivering around my waist as pure bliss transformed her face. The flush on her chest deepened to a beautiful crimson, her nipples tight peaks against my skin. I held her through it, slowing my thrusts to long, deep strokes that prolonged her pleasure, never breaking eye contact. In that moment, she wasn’t the actress or the mother, she was simply a woman being truly seen, truly loved in the most primal way.

As her climax ebbed, I kissed her deeply again, pouring affection into it. But the fire between us only grew. I pulled out gently, earning a whimper of protest from her, and flipped her onto her hands and knees on the wide sofa. Her ass was a perfect, full heart-shape, and I ran my hands over it lovingly before sliding back into her from behind. This position allowed even deeper penetration, and Chanel pushed back against me eagerly, meeting every thrust.

“Yes… harder now,” she pleaded, glancing over her shoulder at me with love-drunk eyes. “I want to feel all of you.”

I gripped her hips and gave her what she needed, intense, powerful strokes that made her full breasts sway beneath her. One hand reached around to cup and squeeze a breast, pinching the nipple just right, while the other slid down to rub her clit again. The power amplified everything: her moans grew louder, more desperate, the slick heat of her pussy even wetter. Sweat glistened on our bodies despite the morning air. I leaned over her back, kissing her spine, her shoulders, whispering praises, “You feel perfect… so tight and beautiful.”

Her second orgasm hit even harder, her walls convulsing so strongly I could barely hold back. I fucked her through it with loving intensity, chasing my own release. The pressure built at the base of my spine, the power gathering like a storm.

With a final, deep thrust, I buried myself to the root and came with a roar of pleasure. Thick, powerful jets of cum flooded her womb, pulse after pulse amplified by the power. It was more than humanly possible: hot, copious, and potent. Chanel shattered into a third, blending orgasm, her body milking every drop as she moaned

We collapsed together onto the sofa, me still inside her, spooning her protectively. I wrapped my arms around her trembling form, kissing her neck, her hair, her shoulder with tender affection. Our breathing slowed in unison, hearts pounding as one. The afterglow of the power settled over us like a warm blanket, leaving her skin radiant, her eyes shining with fresh hope and deep satisfaction.

“You’re amazing,” she whispered, turning her head to kiss me softly. “I feel… alive and desired. Thank you.”

I held her closer, the connection between us profound and intimate. “This is just the beginning for you, Chanel. For us in this moment.”

The front door opened.

It wasn’t a knock, it wasn’t a bell, it was just the handle turning and the dark wood swinging inward on its hinges, and the afternoon light spilled across the foyer floor, and two young women walked in carrying the specific weight of people who had driven home in silence after something had gone badly wrong.

They stopped. The four of us held the moment together for about two full seconds. The twins were pretty, both of them, dark chestnut hair like their mother’s, wide hazel eyes that had clearly been crying recently and were now doing something else entirely, which was trying to process what they were looking at. Me, specifically. And their mother beside me, and the fact that neither of us was wearing anything.

The one on the left made a sound that wasn’t quite a word. Chanel moved first. She sat up from where she’d been curled against me and reached for her blouse from the arm of the sofa. She pulled it on over her shoulders and began working the buttons, her posture straight, her expression shifting from the soft warmth of the last hour into something maternal and entirely focused on her daughters.

“Give me a second,” she said to them. She stood, found her trousers on the floor, and stepped into them. The zip went up. She was dressed in under thirty seconds, unhurried and unashamed, as though nudity in front of her own children was a thing she had simply decided to have no complicated feelings about.

I gathered my own clothes from where they had ended up distributed across the sofa and the floor. I dressed, shirt first, then trousers, then the jacket, leaving the tie for last.

Both twins were still standing in the doorway. They hadn’t moved. The one on the right had tear tracks visible on her cheeks even from across the room, and the one on the left was pressing her lips together in a way that suggested she was holding something back.

Chanel crossed the room to them. “What happened,” she said.

The one on the right broke first. “We didn’t get it, Mom.” Her voice came out rough, the edges worn down by however long she’d been holding it together on the drive home. “The series. They called the agency an hour ago. They went in a different direction.”

“Both of you?” Chanel asked, though her expression suggested she already knew.

“Both of us,” the one on the left confirmed. Her voice was steadier but only just. “They said we weren’t quite the right fit for what they were building. That’s what they said. Not the right fit.” She said it the way people repeat words that have been turning over in their heads for an hour, looking for a different meaning and not finding one.

Chanel pulled them both in. She wrapped an arm around each of them and held them, and the three of them stood together in the foyer in the kind of embrace that didn’t require anything to be said. I stayed where I was on the far side of the room and gave them the space the moment needed. The one on the right let out a single, controlled sob that she swallowed almost immediately. The one on the left pressed her face against her mother’s shoulder.

“I know,” Chanel said quietly. “I know how much you wanted this one.”

“We worked so hard for it,” the right twin said into her mother’s hair. “We’ve been prepping for weeks.”

“I know you have.” Chanel pulled back just enough to look at both of them, her hands on their shoulders. “And that work doesn’t disappear because one project said no. You understand that. You know how this works.”

“Knowing it and feeling it are different things,” the left twin said.

“Yes,” Chanel agreed. “They absolutely are.”

A beat passed, and then the right twin looked past her mother and remembered that the living room was not empty. Her gaze found me, and the curiosity in it was sharp despite everything else she was carrying.

“Who’s he?” she asked.

Chanel glanced back at me, and the smile that crossed her face was small and warm and entirely at ease. She turned back to her daughter. “The man who’s going to make Mommy pregnant.”

The twins exchanged a look, and whatever passed between them in that half second seemed to settle something, because neither of them said anything further about it.

“We’re sorry,” the left one said, her eyes moving to me briefly. “We didn’t know it was today.”

“You don’t need to apologize,” Chanel said, and she said it with a firmness that meant she wasn’t just being polite. “You are always the priority. Both of you. Walking through that door is never an interruption. Do you hear me?”

The right twin nodded, her throat working.

“Good.” Chanel smoothed a strand of hair back from her face. “Come and sit down.”

They moved toward the sofa, and I stepped slightly to the side, and the twins settled onto the cushions.

I stayed standing, and I was thinking about Sophia. About how she might be able to help. I hadn’t paid close attention at the time because it hadn’t been relevant. Now it was.

“What was the series,” I said.

Both twins looked at me. It was the first time I’d spoken directly to them, and the attention shift was immediate.

“A period drama,” the left one said. “Historical. They’re developing it for streaming. A big production, apparently. Lots of names attached already.”

“Which studio,” I said.

“Meridian,” the right one said. She was watching me with a cautious kind of attention, like she hadn’t decided yet what to make of me but was willing to suspend judgment long enough to find out. “Meridian Pictures. The showrunner is a woman named Patricia Holt.”

I knew the name. Sophia had mentioned Patricia Holt at some point. They were working together on something. I was almost certain of it.

“I’m sorry,” the left twin said, and she extended her hand toward me with the slightly formal politeness of someone who had been raised to greet people properly even when she was exhausted and heartbroken. “I’m Emma.”

“Olivia,” the right one said, following her sister’s lead.

I shook both their hands. They were identical in the way that made you look twice, the same wide hazel eyes, the same chestnut hair, the same bone structure that was clearly their mother’s. But Chanel stepped forward and touched a finger lightly to Olivia’s left collarbone, just below the neckline of her shirt.

“Olivia has a small birthmark here,” she said to me, her tone matter of fact. “Otherwise you’ll spend the first ten minutes getting it wrong every time.”

Olivia glanced down at the spot with the weary familiarity of someone who had been identified by that particular detail her entire life.

“Good to know,” I said.

Both twins were looking at me again now with a different quality of attention than before.

“I have a close friend who has connections in this industry,” I said.

The twins exchanged that fast, wordless look again. “Who’s your friend?” Olivia asked.

“Sophia Laurent.”

The silence that followed was the kind that meant the name had landed exactly as it should.

“Sophia Laurent,” Emma repeated. She said it carefully, like she was checking the weight of it. “The Sophia Laurent.”

“Yes.”

“How do you know Sophia Laurent?” Olivia asked, and she asked it with the directness of someone who had grown up watching her mother navigate an industry full of people who dropped names they had no business dropping.

“She’s a good friend,” I said. “She’s also currently pregnant with my child.”

Another silence. This one had a slightly different texture.

Both twins looked at their mother. Chanel was watching me with that warm smile she’d given me earlier, the one that was entirely at ease, and she offered them nothing further by way of explanation, just let the information sit in the room until they decided what to do with it.

Emma turned back to me first. “And you think she might be able to help.”

“I think it’s worth a conversation,” I said. “I’m not going to promise you anything. Sophia has influence, but I don’t know the specifics of casting, I don’t know what’s already been decided, and I’m not going to tell you something is possible when I don’t know that yet.” I looked at both of them steadily. “What I can tell you is that I’ll reach out to her and ask directly. And if there’s a door to open, she’ll open it.”

The hope that moved across both their faces was immediate and real and slightly painful to look at, the specific hope of people who had been told no enough times to be afraid of wanting things too much.

“That would mean everything,” Olivia said quietly. The steadiness in her voice had softened into something more genuine. “Even just knowing someone asked.”

“I’ll ask,” I said. “That much I can promise.”

Chanel reached out and touched my arm briefly, just her fingers against my sleeve, and the warmth in the gesture was uncomplicated and clear.

Emma stood first, pulling her bag back onto her shoulder, and Olivia followed. They both looked at their mother, and the look they gave her carried about six different things at once, gratitude and grief and the residue of the afternoon and something that might have been a very specific kind of amusement about the overall situation they had walked into.

“We’ll be out back,” Emma said. She leaned in and kissed Chanel on the cheek, and Olivia did the same on the other side.

Olivia paused at the edge of the living room and looked back at me, and the corner of her mouth lifted. “We’ll leave Mommy and the hot guy alone,” she said.

Emma pulled her through the doorway before I could respond, and I heard them both laughing quietly as they moved down the hall, and then the sound of a back door opening and closing, and the house went still again.

Chanel turned to look at me. The smile on her face was blissful, full and unguarded and entirely unselfconscious. “Thank you … that’s so sweet of you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said.

“Would you like to take a bath with me?” she asked.

I crossed the room to her. I took her face in both hands and kissed her slowly, feeling her exhale against my mouth, her body softening into mine the way it had the first time. When I pulled back her eyes were still closed for a half second before they opened.

“I’m yours,” I said. “For every minute of the time you booked.”

*****

I arrived at Sophia’s mansion. The grounds were immaculate, the palms along the drive tall and evenly spaced, the garden beyond them lush and private. I pulled through the gate at eleven in the morning and parked on the stone forecourt, and before I’d reached the front steps the door was already opening.

Sophia stood in the frame in a pale sage silk loungewear set, loose trousers and a draped top that fell softly over the gentle swell of her belly. Her dark blonde waves were loose around her shoulders, her green-hazel eyes bright in the morning light, and the smile she gave me when I reached the top step was immediate and genuine.

“You should have called ahead,” she said, stepping back to let me in. “I would have made something worth eating.”

“I didn’t want to give you the chance to be busy.”

She laughed and pressed her cheek to mine in greeting, her hand briefly touching my arm. “I’m never busy for you. Come in.”

She led me through the main room and out onto the terrace, where a low table between two cushioned loungers already held a pitcher of something cold and two glasses. She poured without asking, and I recognized the pale color as the sparkling lemon and elderflower she’d served at the party, the same thing she’d been drinking since the pregnancy had made alcohol irrelevant.

“Sit,” she said.

We sat. Sophia stretched her legs out on the lounger and tilted her face up to the light, and the small swell of her belly was visible beneath the sage silk, and she rested one hand over it with the unconscious habit of someone who had been doing it for months without noticing.

“You look well,” I said.

“I feel well,” she said.

“That’s great,” I said, taking a sip.

She watched me closely. “So what brings you here? Is there any thing I can do for you?”

“I need to ask you something,” I said.

She opened her eyes fully and looked at me. “Ask.”

“Do you know Patricia Holt’s project for Meridian Pictures? The period drama they’re developing.”

Sophia’s expression shifted, the easy warmth sharpening into the particular focus she brought to industry conversations. “I know it very well.” Her hand moved absently to her belly. “Why?”

“I have two women I need to get into that cast,” I said. “Twins … Chanel Moreau’s daughters.”

Something moved behind her eyes. “Chanel’s girls.”

“You know them?”

“Not personally. But Chanel and I have mutual friends, and I’ve heard about those two. They were on the Disney circuit for a while, weren’t they?”

“That’s them.” I set my glass down on the table. “They auditioned for Patricia’s project. Both of them. They got the call yesterday that they weren’t the right fit.”

Sophia was quiet for a moment. She studied me the way she studied scripts, reading for the subtext. “And you want me to make a call.”

“If you can.”

She didn’t hesitate. “Of course I can.” She reached for her phone where it sat on the low table beside her, screen already unlocked, and she was scrolling through her contacts before I’d finished processing how quickly she’d said yes. She pressed the call button and held the phone to her ear, and she looked at me with that particular smile she wore when she was about to do something she knew I’d appreciate.

I listened to her side of the conversation. She opened with the easy, affectionate tone of someone who had earned the right to be direct.

“Patricia, darling. It’s Sophia.” A pause. “I’m well, thank you. Very well, actually. How are you?” She listened, nodding, her free hand tracing small circles on the arm of the lounger. “Listen, I’m calling about the period piece. The Meridian project.” Another pause. “Yes, that one. I have a question about your casting.”

She shifted, sitting up slightly, and her voice took on the specific quality of someone who had learned to ask for things in a way that sounded like a gift rather than a request. “I have two names for you. Chanel Moreau’s daughters, Emma and Olivia. I believe they auditioned recently.” She listened. “Yes, both of them. I understand you’ve already made a decision, but I’d like you to reconsider.” She paused, and I watched her face do the thing it did when she was choosing exactly how much weight to put behind a word. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t believe in them. They’re talented, they’re the right age, and they have exactly the look for what you’re building.” A longer pause. “Patricia, I’m not asking you to cast them sight unseen. I’m asking you to give them a second read. That’s all.”

She held my gaze while she listened to whatever Patricia was saying on the other end. Her expression was calm, confident.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll send you their details. And Patricia?” A beat. “I owe you dinner. Somewhere obscenely expensive.” She laughed. “We’ll talk soon. Bye, darling.”

She ended the call and set the phone back on the table. Then she looked at me.

“Done,” she said.

I reached for her. My hand found the back of her neck, and I pulled her toward me across the small distance between the loungers, and I kissed her. Her lips were warm and tasted of lemon and elderflower, and she made a soft sound against my mouth, her hand coming up to rest against my chest. I kissed her slowly, thoroughly, feeling the gratitude move through me and into the contact, and when I pulled back she was flushed and her eyes had gone that particular shade of dark that I’d come to recognize.

“What was that for?” she asked, though the smile on her face suggested she already knew.

“For being you,” I said.

She held my gaze, and something in her expression shifted, softened at the edges. “I love doing things for you,” she said quietly. “I want you to know that. It’s not transactional. It never has been.”

“I know.”

“Good.” She settled back against the lounger, but her hand stayed on my arm. “Patricia will call their agent by the end of the day. They’ll get another audition. I can’t guarantee the outcome, but they’ll get a real look this time, not just a courtesy read.”

“That’s all I’m asking for.”

She was quiet for a moment, studying me. “You’re very protective of these girls.”

“They’re important to someone who’s important to me.”

She nodded slowly. I shifted closer to her on the lounger. My hand moved to her thigh, resting there with a weight. “I want to please you,” I said. “The best possible way I can.”

Her eyes dropped to my mouth and then back up, and the heat in them was clear. She pressed her lips together, and when she spoke, her voice had dropped into that lower register that meant she had stopped performing entirely.

“I want you to lick me,” she said.

Her hand found mine on her thigh and pressed it there, holding it in place, and the look she gave me was the one that had nothing left to hide.

“Right here,” she added. “On the terrace. Where anyone could see.”

“I’m on it,” I said, slowly going down on her, returning an important favor.


Epilogue

The call came three days later. I was in the collection room reviewing the week’s yield reports when my phone buzzed against the marble counter, and Chanel’s name appeared on the screen with a photograph she’d sent me the night before, her chestnut hair loose across a pillow, her hazel eyes soft with the particular warmth that had become familiar in the weeks since our first appointment. I picked up.

“Alexander,” she said. Her voice was doing something it didn’t usually do, which was shaking slightly. “They got it.”

I set the tablet down. “Both of them?”

“Both of them. Patricia called their agent this afternoon. They start filming in Miami next month. They’re the lead sisters. Both of them. They’re going to be the lead sisters in a Meridian production.”

I leaned back against the counter and let the smile come. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

“You did this,” she said. “I know what you did. I know you called Sophia, I know you made the call happen. Don’t tell me you didn’t, because I know.”

“I made a call,” I said. “They earned the rest.”

“The rest wouldn’t have happened without the call and we both know that.” A pause. I could hear her breathing, the careful rhythm of someone who was standing in a room trying to keep her composure. “Thank you, Alexander. From the bottom of my heart. You have no idea what this means to them. To all of us.”

“I have some ideas.”

“I want you to hear it from them,” she said. “Tonight. Can you come over? They’re already on their way back from the agency. They’re going to want to see you.”

I looked at the clock on the wall. The collection room was quiet, the evening shift already winding down. “I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Good.” The warmth in her voice was thick and genuine. “Wear something nice. They’re going to want to take pictures.”

I laughed. “I’ll wear something nice.”

She hung up, and I stood in the collection room for a moment longer, the quiet hum of the processing equipment filling the space around me, and I thought about the two girls in that living room two weeks ago, the tear tracks on Olivia’s cheeks, the way Emma had held herself together long enough to shake my hand properly. I thought about the hope that had moved across their faces when I’d mentioned Sophia’s name, the specific kind of hope that was afraid of itself. And I felt something settle in my chest, something warm and satisfied that had nothing to do with the numbers on the tablet.

An hour later I pulled through the gate at Chanel’s house. I parked and got out. The front door opened before I reached it. Chanel stood in the frame in a dark green wrap dress that fell to her knees, her chestnut hair pinned loosely at the nape of her neck, her eyes bright and slightly wet. She smiled when she saw me.

“You’re here,” she said.

“I’m here.”

She stepped forward and kissed me, her hand on my chest, and when she pulled back her eyes were shining. “They’re in the living room. They’ve been pacing for twenty minutes.”

I followed her through the foyer and into the living room, and both twins were standing by the far window, and they turned when they heard us come in, and the look on their faces was the same look their mother had been wearing at the door, except younger and more raw.

Emma moved first. She crossed the room and threw her arms around my neck, and the force of it nearly knocked me back, and her cheek pressed against my chest and I felt the warmth of her through the fabric of my shirt.

“Thank you,” she said into my chest. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Olivia was right behind her. She wrapped her arms around both of us, her face pressed against my shoulder, and the three of us stood there in the middle of the living room in a tangle of gratitude and warmth, and I felt both of them shaking against me, the residual adrenaline of an afternoon that had turned everything around.

“You have no idea,” Olivia said against my shoulder. “You have absolutely no idea what this means.”

“I have some idea,” I said again, because it was true.

They pulled back slightly but didn’t let go, and I looked down at both of them, and the flush on their cheeks had nothing to do with embarrassment and everything to do with the particular intensity of two young women who had just been handed the thing they’d wanted most in the world and were standing close enough to the person who’d handed it to them to feel the heat of his body through his clothes. Emma’s eyes were bright and slightly unfocused, her lips parted, her breathing quick. Olivia’s hand was still on my arm, her fingers pressing into the muscle there with a pressure that was deliberate and not entirely unconscious.

Chanel watched from the doorway with her arms crossed loosely over her chest, and the smile on her face was maternal and warm and entirely approving.

“Tell him properly,” she said to them. “Don’t just cling to him like that, tell him what you told me in the car.”

Emma pulled back just far enough to look up at me, and the flush on her cheeks deepened. “We’re going to be on a Meridian production,” she said. “Lead roles, both of us. Patricia Holt herself called our agent and said she wanted us specifically. She said she’d been thinking about the cast all wrong and that we were exactly what the project needed.”

“And we start filming in Miami next month,” Olivia finished. “Six weeks of shooting. On location. In Miami.”

They both looked at me with the same expression, the same wide hazel eyes, the same parted lips, and the energy coming off them was overwhelming, and I understood in that moment exactly what their mother had meant when she’d said they’d want to take pictures, because the way they were looking at me right now was the kind of look that belonged on camera.

“Give him a proper hug,” Chanel said from the doorway. “Both of you. Like you mean it.”

They didn’t need to be told twice. Emma pressed herself against me again, her arms tight around my waist, her cheek against my chest, and Olivia moved in from the other side, her body fitting against mine. I felt Emma’s breasts press against my ribs through the thin fabric of her top, felt Olivia’s thigh brush against mine as she shifted closer, and both of them were warm and soft.

“Thank you,” Emma whispered against my chest.

“Thank you,” Olivia echoed against my shoulder.

I put one arm around each of them and held them, and the gratitude radiating from their bodies was palpable, and I felt the power stir in my chest in response, that deep pulse of warmth that recognized desire and amplified it. Both girls shivered slightly against me, and I knew they felt it too, the subtle shift in the air between us, the way the gratitude was already beginning to transmute into something warmer and more physical.

Chanel watched from the doorway, and the approval on her face was clear, the specific look of a mother who had orchestrated something and was watching it unfold exactly as she’d hoped.

The twins pulled back slowly, and both of them were flushed from their throats to the tops of their cheekbones, their lips slightly swollen from pressing against my clothes, their eyes dark and bright at the same time. Emma tucked a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear with fingers that weren’t entirely steady. Olivia’s hand lingered on my arm for a beat longer than necessary before she let it drop.

“I think,” Chanel said, her voice warm and slightly husky, “that this calls for champagne.”

* * *

The weeks that followed moved quickly. The twins flew to Miami for filming, and the updates came daily, photographs of them on set in costumes, videos of them rehearsing scenes on the beach at sunrise, messages that grew increasingly effusive and increasingly personal as the distance between us stretched across the country. Emma sent a photo of herself in a corset and hoop skirt with the caption this is what gratitude looks like, and Olivia sent a voice memo at two in the morning that was just her laughing and saying she couldn’t sleep because she kept thinking about the way I’d smelled when she’d hugged me.

I watched from a distance, managing the clinic’s expansion, overseeing the implementation of the high-end sperm donation program that had become the most profitable arm of the operation in a matter of weeks. The numbers Isabelle sent me every Friday were staggering, revenue figures that would have been implausible six months ago and were now simply the new baseline. The clinic’s influence had grown beyond what even Helen had projected, the waiting list stretching into the hundreds, the reputation spreading through private channels and exclusive networks until the name The Divine Seed carried a weight that went far beyond its physical footprint.

Cleo’s clothing brand was also a success, which brought even more attention to our fertility clinic. She couldn’t be any happier, since this was her dream. Madison was the perfect model as well, and they’d quickly become best friends as they worked together.

While Alexis was on a vacation with Helen, she called back while I was in my office at the clinic, reviewing a stack of applications that Helen had flagged for my personal attention, and the phone rang and her name appeared on the screen.

“Hi, Alexis.”

“Alexander … How are you?”

“Good, but busy.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” A pause. “You’ve been working nonstop for months. The clinic, the expansion, the new program. You haven’t taken a single day that wasn’t related to work since Sophia’s party.”

I leaned back in the chair. “What are you suggesting?”

“I’m suggesting you take a real break. A week, somewhere you can actually breathe and not think about yield reports and client applications.”

I was quiet for a moment. The idea of a week without the clinic felt almost foreign, like a language I hadn’t spoken in so long I’d forgotten the grammar.

“Where?” I said.

“Wherever you want.” Her voice softened. “You have the yacht. You have the means. Use them. You’ve earned it, Alexander. More than earned it. You’ve built something extraordinary and you deserve to enjoy it.”

I thought about the yacht. The Divine Seed, moored in Miami. I hadn’t been there since a week ago when I’d impregnated a wealthy heiress who’d booked the romantic package.

“Who would I take?” I asked.

“Whoever you want. That’s the point, isn’t it? You’ve built something that gives you the freedom to do exactly that.”

I thought about it. Laura had been telling me for months that I needed to step back from the day-to-day. And there was a specific image forming in my mind, one that had been building since the night in Chanel’s living room, since the twins had pressed themselves against me with the desperate gratitude of two girls who had just been handed everything they’d ever wanted.

“Chanel,” I said. “And her daughters.”

“Good.” Her voice softened again. “They’re going to have the time of their lives. Take the week. And call me when you get back.”

“I will.”

“Alexander?”

“Alexis?”

“I love you. I’m proud of you. And I want you to be happy.”

The call ended, and I sat in the quiet office for a long time. Then I picked up the phone and called Chanel.

She answered on the second ring.

“Alexander.” Her voice was warm, slightly breathless, the way it always was when she heard my name. “I was just thinking about you.”

“I need you to pack,” I said. “You and the girls. For a week.”

The silence on the other end lasted about three seconds.

“A week,” she repeated.

“The yacht. The Divine Seed. We leave Saturday morning.”

Another silence. Then, very quietly, “They’re going to lose their minds.”

“I’m counting on it.”

The laugh that came through the phone was warm and full and entirely without restraint, and I heard the specific sound of her hand covering the receiver as she turned to say something to someone else in the room, and then she was back, her voice bright and slightly unsteady.

“We’ll be ready. Saturday morning. The marina. What should we bring?”

“Swimsuits,” I said. “And nothing else you’d miss if it ended up in the ocean.”

She laughed again, and the sound of it stayed with me long after the call ended.

*****

Saturday morning I found myself in Miami. I stood on the dock in white linen trousers and a navy polo, watching the crew load the last of the provisions onto The Divine Seed.

The black Range Rover pulled onto the dock at nine fifteen, and Chanel stepped out first. She was wearing a flowing white maxi dress that moved with the ocean breeze, her chestnut hair loose around her shoulders, oversized sunglasses pushed up into her hair. The dress was cut low enough to show the soft swell of her breasts and the gentle curve of her belly beneath, the one-month pregnancy visible now.

She saw me and smiled, and the smile reached all the way to her eyes behind the sunglasses, and she crossed the dock.

“Hello, you,” she said, and she pressed her lips to mine without hesitation, her hand finding my chest, and I felt the warmth of her through the linen, the specific heat of a woman carrying my child.

“You’re glowing,” I said against her mouth.

“That’s your fault.” She pulled back just enough to look at me, and her eyes were bright and slightly wet. “Everything’s perfect.”

I pressed my palm flat against the gentle curve of her belly, feeling the warmth beneath the white fabric.

The car doors opened behind her, and the twins spilled out onto the dock like sunlight made physical.

Emma was in a cropped white tank top that left her midriff bare and tight denim shorts that sat low on her hips, her chestnut hair pulled into a high ponytail that swung when she moved. Olivia wore a pale blue bikini top under an unbuttoned linen shirt, the fabric loose around her narrow waist, her own chestnut hair loose. They were tanned from weeks in Miami, their skin golden, their bodies lean and toned from the physical demands of filming.

They saw me and stopped. The look that passed between them was fast and wordless and entirely transparent. Then they were moving again, crossing the dock with the kind of energy that belonged to people who hadn’t slept properly in twenty-four hours because they’d been too excited to close their eyes.

“Alexander,” Emma said, and she reached me first, her arms going around my neck, her body pressing against mine. Her lips found my cheek, warm and slightly chapped from the Miami sun, and she held the kiss there for a beat longer than was strictly necessary.

“You’re actually here,” Olivia said, coming up on my other side. Her hand found my forearm, her fingers pressing into the muscle, and she looked up at me. “We thought Mom was making it up. We thought she was trying to trick us into something.”

“I never make things up about Alexander,” Chanel said mildly from behind us. “That would be a waste of a perfectly good imagination.”

Emma pulled back just far enough to look at the yacht. Her mouth fell open. “That’s yours?”

“That’s mine.”

She looked at Olivia. Olivia looked at Emma. Something passed between them that I couldn’t quite read but that made both of them flush from their throats to the tops of their cheekbones.

“We’re going to die,” Emma said to her sister.

“We’re already dead,” Olivia replied. “This is heaven and we died on our way here.”

Chanel laughed. “Get your things, girls.”

They moved toward the car to grab their bags, and I watched them go, the easy swing of their hips, the way they moved in tandem without thinking about it, two young women who had been told their entire lives that they were beautiful and had spent the past month having that belief confirmed by an entire industry.

The crew helped with the bags, and we boarded, and the twins moved through the main deck like they were mapping it, their hands trailing along the teak railings.

“This is insane,” Emma said, standing in the main salon with her arms spread wide, turning slowly. The space was open and airy, floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides, the ocean visible in every direction. The furniture was low and comfortable. “This is actually insane. People live like this?”

“Some people,” I said.

She turned to look at me, and the expression on her face was open and slightly dazed, and she crossed the room and pressed herself against me again, her arms around my waist, her cheek against my chest. “Thank you for inviting us. Thank you for everything. I don’t know how to say it enough.”

“You don’t have to say it at all,” I said. My hand found her back, and I felt the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of the tank top.

Olivia appeared on my other side, her hand finding my arm again, her body leaning into mine with the unconscious ease of someone who had already claimed the space. “Where do we sleep?”

“Wherever you want,” I said. “There are many bedrooms. Pick the ones you like.”

They exchanged that look again, the fast, wordless one, and then they were moving, pulling each other down the corridor toward the cabins, their voices rising and overlapping as they debated which rooms to take, the sound of them filling the yacht with the energy of youth and excitement.

Chanel came to stand beside me, and her hand found mine, her fingers interlacing with my fingers. She was watching her daughters disappear down the corridor with the warm, approving expression I’d seen on her face that first night in her living room, the look of a mother who had orchestrated something and was watching it unfold.

“They’re going to be all over you this week,” she said quietly. “I hope you’re prepared for that.”

“I’m prepared.”

“Good.” She squeezed my hand. “Because I want them to be.”

The engines started below us, and the yacht began to move, pulling away from the dock. The marina fell away behind us, the white hulls and blue water shrinking into the distance, and the open ocean spread ahead, vast and blue and endless.

The twins claimed the two forward staterooms, the ones with the largest windows and the most direct access to the foredeck, and within an hour of departure they had changed into bikinis and were stretched out on the sun loungers with their faces tilted up to the light, their bodies golden and gleaming with sunscreen. Emma’s was a bright coral triangle that left most of her midriff bare and did very little to contain the full curve of her breasts. Olivia had chosen a pale green bandeau that sat high on her chest and low on her hips, the fabric minimal and the effect considerable. They lay side by side on the loungers, their chestnut hair fanned out around them, their sunglasses pushed up, and they looked like something from a magazine spread, two young women in the full bloom of their beauty, entirely aware of it and entirely unapologetic.

I sat in the shade of the upper deck with a cold drink, watching them. The yacht cut through the water, the ocean stretching in every direction. Chanel was beside me, her hand resting on my thigh, her belly warm against my arm.

“They’re happy,” she said.

“They’re happy.”

She squeezed my thigh gently. “So am I.”

The first day set the rhythm for everything that followed. The twins woke early, before the sun had fully cleared the horizon, and I found them in the main galley in matching silk robes, their hair still damp from the shower.

“Good morning,” Emma said when she saw me, and the smile she gave me was bright and slightly shy, her fingers wrapped around the glass of juice.

Olivia handed me a glass without asking. “Pineapple juice,” she said. “We asked your crew.”

“You asked my crew what I drink in the morning.”

“We asked your crew everything,” Emma said. “Your favorite food, your favorite wine, whether you snore.” A pause. “You don’t, apparently. Which is disappointing, because I was hoping for something human.”

I took the glass. “I’m plenty human.”

Olivia’s eyes dropped to my chest, visible through the open collar of my shirt, and the flush that crossed her cheeks was immediate and involuntary. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “We noticed.”

The day unfolded in luxury that only a yacht in the Caribbean could provide. The twins were everywhere at once, moving through the space eagerly. They swam off the stern platform in the morning, their bodies cutting through the clear blue water, their laughter carrying across the deck. They commandeered the jet skis after lunch, Emma driving one while Olivia clung to her waist, both of them screaming with delight as they carved wide arcs through the wake of the yacht. I watched from the upper deck, a cold drink in my hand, and I felt the specific satisfaction of possession, the knowledge that these two women who were currently the subject of thousands of Instagram posts and magazine covers and casting directors’ conversations were on my yacht, in my water, and they were looking at me like I was the only thing worth looking at.

Chanel moved through the days peacefully. She swam in the mornings, and she sat in the shade with a book in the afternoons, and she watched her daughters with that warm, approving gaze that never seemed to waver. She touched me constantly, her hand on my arm, her fingers interlaced with mine, her body pressing against mine when we sat together on the loungers, and the physical contact carried none of the urgency of the twins’ attention but all of the depth.

The evenings were when the twins really came alive. They changed for dinner every night, and the wardrobe they’d brought was clearly the product of careful planning, each outfit more revealing than the last. Emma wore a backless white dress on the second night that left her shoulders bare and her spine exposed, the fabric clinging to the curve of her hips. Olivia chose a black halter that plunged to her navel, the neckline held together by a single clasp that looked like it had been designed to fail. They sat across from me at the dining table on the aft deck, the ocean spread behind them, the candlelight catching the gold in their skin, and they looked at me with an attention that was so focused it was almost physical.

“Tell us about the clinic,” Emma said on the third night, her chin resting on her hand, her eyes wide and unblinking. “What’s it actually like? Mom talks about it like it’s magic, but she won’t give us details.”

“It’s not magic,” I said. “It’s biology … amplified.”

“Amplified how?” Olivia asked. She was leaning forward, her elbows on the table, and the halter had shifted just enough to reveal the inner curve of her left breast. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

I looked at Chanel. She was watching me with that warm, approving expression, and she gave a small nod, permission granted.

“I have an ability,” I said. “It’s difficult to explain. It’s something in my body that amplifies fertility.”

Both twins were staring at me, their food forgotten.

“That’s how Mom got pregnant at her age,” Emma said quietly.

“Yes,” I confirmed.

Olivia’s eyes dropped to my hands on the table, then back up to my face. “And the other part,” she said. “Mom said there’s another part. The part that’s not just about getting pregnant.”

“The pleasure,” I said. “It’s amplified too. Everything is more intense. Everything lasts longer.”

I watched the flush spread across both their faces, down their throats, across their collarbones. Emma’s lips parted slightly. Olivia’s fingers tightened around her wine glass.

“Wow,” Emma said.

“Yeah,” Olivia agreed. “Wow.”

On the fourth night, they pulled me into the main lounge after dinner. The space was dimly lit, the large screen on the far wall already powered up, and Emma was holding a remote.

“We want to show you something,” she said.

“We finished the rough cut last week,” Olivia added. She was standing beside her sister, her arms crossed loosely over her chest, and the nervous energy coming off both of them was palpable. “The director sent it to us. It’s not final, there’s still post-production, but it’s close enough.”

“Sit,” Emma said, pointing at the large sectional sofa.

I sat. Chanel settled beside me, her hand finding my thigh. The twins stood in front of the screen, and the nervous energy shifted into something closer to pride.

They explained what it was and what it was about. “It’s the biggest thing we’ve ever done,” Emma said.

“By a lot,” Olivia added.

Emma pressed play.

I watched for an hour. The film was good. Better than good. It was the kind of project that launched careers, the kind that made people pay attention, and the twins were at the center of every frame, luminous and fully present, two young women who had stepped into their power and were letting the world see it.

When Emma paused it halfway through, the room was quiet.

“Well?” she said. She was standing in front of the screen, her arms crossed, her chin lifted. “Be honest. We can take it.”

“It’s incredible,” I said. “Both of you. You’re going to be everywhere after this comes out.”

The relief that moved across their faces was immediate and total. Olivia’s shoulders dropped, and she pressed her lips together, and I saw her eyes brighten. Emma exhaled through her nose, a long, controlled breath, and the smile that broke across her face was radiant.

“Really?” Emma said.

“Really.”

She crossed the room in three steps and dropped onto the sofa beside me, her body pressing against mine, her arm looping through mine. “Say it again.”

“You’re going to be everywhere. Every magazine, every red carpet, every casting director’s first call.”

Olivia was on my other side now, her hand on my knee, her body angled toward mine. “Do you know what that means?” she asked. Her voice was quiet and intimate. “It means we made it. After everything, after all the no’s and the almosts and the not-quite-right-fits, we actually made it.”

“You made it,” I said.

“And you helped,” Emma said. She was looking at me with an intensity that went beyond gratitude. “You called Sophia. You opened the door. We know that. We’ll never not know that.”

I felt Chanel’s hand squeeze my thigh gently, and I glanced at her. She was watching her daughters with that warm, approving gaze, and when she looked at me, the expression she gave me was full of something that went beyond approval.

The film resumed, and the twins stayed pressed against me on either side, their bodies warm through the thin fabric of their clothes, and I felt the specific satisfaction of being exactly where I was. These two women, who were about to become two of the most sought-after actresses in Hollywood, who would be photographed and interviewed and desired by millions of people who would never touch them, were sitting on my sofa with their bodies pressed against mine, looking at me like I was the only person in the world who mattered.

The days blurred together after that. We anchored in coves where the water was so clear you could see the sand thirty feet below. We swam at sunrise and at sunset, the twins’ bodies cutting through the warm water, their laughter echoing off the hull. We ate meals prepared by the private chef, fresh fish and tropical fruit and cold wine, and the conversations stretched long into the evening, the twins telling stories about filming, about the industry, about growing up with a mother who had navigated the same waters they were now learning to sail.

They got to know me, too. They asked about the clinic, about my childhood, about Alexis and Helen and Cleo. They listened, and they remembered everything.

And they were on me constantly. Emma’s hand on my arm when she laughed. Olivia’s thigh pressed against mine when we sat together. The way they both leaned in when I spoke, their bodies angled toward me like compass needles finding north. The casual touches that became less casual with each passing day, their fingers lingering on my skin, their lips brushing my cheek when they said goodnight, the way they both found reasons to be close to me at every possible moment.

Chanel watched it all with that warm, approving gaze, and she said nothing, and her silence was permission enough.

On the sixth day, she found me alone on the upper deck in the late afternoon. The twins were swimming off the stern, their voices carrying up through the warm air, and the sun was beginning its descent toward the horizon, painting the sky in shades of gold and rose. Chanel settled into the lounger beside mine, her hand resting on her rounded belly, and she was quiet for a long moment.

“They’re in love with you,” she said.

I looked at her.

“Don’t pretend you haven’t noticed.” Her voice was warm, slightly husky, carrying none of the tension the statement might have implied. “They’ve been in love with you since the night they walked in and found you on my sofa. The way they talked about you after you left that first night.” She turned her head to look at me. “They’re nineteen years old, Alexander. They’ve been raised in an industry that teaches women to be cautious about men, to protect themselves, to keep their distance. And they’ve thrown every single one of those lessons out the window for you.”

I was quiet.

“I want you to have them,” she said.

The words landed in the warm air between us, and I felt the weight of them settle into the space between us.

“Both of them,” she said. “Together. That’s what they want. That’s what they’ve been building toward this entire week, whether they’ve admitted it to themselves or not.” She paused, her hand moving in small circles on her belly. “But I need you to be gentle with them, Alexander. The first time, especially. They’re young. They’re eager. They’ll tell you they can handle anything, and maybe they can, but.” Her eyes met mine, steady and warm. “I know how big you are. I felt it. And they haven’t. So go slow. Make sure they’re ready. Make sure they’re comfortable.”

I held her gaze. “I’ll take care of them.”

“I know you will.” She reached across and placed her hand on my arm, her fingers warm against my skin. “That’s why I’m telling you. That’s why I’m not worried.” She smiled, and the smile was full of something that looked like gratitude and something that looked like anticipation. “Tonight, after dinner, my cabin is at the far end of the corridor. They’ll be waiting in yours.”

She stood, pressing a hand to her back, and she moved toward the stairs without looking back. I watched her go, the white maxi dress moving with the ocean breeze, her chestnut hair catching the late afternoon light, and I felt the specific gravity of what she had just given me, the trust and the permission and the quiet blessing of a mother who had decided that the man who had given her a second child was worthy of her daughters.

The sun set. Dinner was served on the aft deck, the table set with white linen and crystal and candles that flickered in the warm evening air. The twins wore matching silk slips in pale gold, the fabric thin enough to show the outline of their bodies beneath, and they sat across from me with their legs crossed and their eyes bright and their lips slightly swollen from the wine. Chanel sat at the head of the table, her belly warm in the candlelight, and she watched her daughters with that approving gaze that had become so familiar, and when Emma’s hand found my knee beneath the table and Olivia’s thigh pressed against mine from the other side, she didn’t look away.

I didn’t rush. I let the meal unfold, the courses arriving in their own time, the conversation moving through safe territory, the twins’ laughter bright and slightly nervous, their bodies angled toward mine with increasing urgency as the evening deepened. Emma’s fingers traced small circles on my knee. Olivia’s hand rested on my thigh, her thumb moving in slow strokes against the muscle. The physical contact was constant and deliberate and building toward something neither of them was trying to hide anymore.

When the last course was cleared and the crew had withdrawn, Chanel stood. She pressed a kiss to each of her daughters’ cheeks, her hand lingering on Olivia’s shoulder, and she looked at me across the table.

“Goodnight,” she said. The word carried the full weight of everything she’d told me on the upper deck, the permission and the trust and the quiet instruction. Then she was gone, moving down the corridor toward her cabin, and the aft deck was quiet except for the sound of the water against the hull.

Emma and Olivia looked at me. The candlelight caught the gold in their skin and the dark in their eyes, and the nervous energy coming off them was so thick I could feel it across the table.

“You heard her,” Emma said. Her voice was steady but her hands were not. She was twisting the hem of the silk slip between her fingers, the fabric pulling taut across her thighs.

“We’ve been thinking about this,” Olivia said. She was watching me with that focused attention, her hazel eyes bright and slightly unfocused. “The whole week. Every day … Every time you touched us.”

“Every time you looked at us,” Emma added.

“Come with me,” I said.

I stood. They stood. I led them down the corridor to the master suite, and I closed the door behind us, and the room was warm and dimly lit, the large bed made with white linens, the ocean visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides. The yacht was moving at a steady pace, the engines a distant vibration beneath our feet, and the water beyond the glass was dark and endless.

They stood side by side in the middle of the room, their chests rising and falling with quick breaths, their hands finding each other’s, and the look they gave me was the same look they’d given me that first night in their mother’s living room, wide-eyed and hopeful and slightly terrified, except now the hope had a direction and the terror had a name.

I crossed the room to them. I took Emma’s face in both hands and I kissed her, and she made a sound against my mouth that was half surprise and half relief, her body melting into mine, her arms wrapping around my neck. Olivia watched, her lips parted, her breath coming fast, and when I pulled back from Emma and turned to her, she was already reaching for me, her mouth eagerly finding mine.

I kissed them both, one after the other, my hands finding their waists, their hips, the warm curves of their bodies beneath the thin silk. They pressed against me from either side, their bodies fitting against mine, their lips finding my neck, my jaw, the line of my collarbone, and the room filled with the sound of their breathing, and the scent of them, warm and sweet and slightly different from each other.

“Help me with this,” Emma said against my chest, and her hands found the buttons of my shirt, working them open. Olivia’s hands joined hers, and between them they had the shirt off in seconds, and then their palms were on my chest, my stomach, the cut of my arms, and the sounds they made as they touched me were small and involuntary and entirely honest.

I reached for the straps of Emma’s slip. I drew them down slowly, watching her face, and the silk fell away from her shoulders and pooled at her waist, and her breasts were full and round and tipped with nipples that were already hard, the areolae a soft pink against her skin. Olivia’s slip followed, and her body was a mirror of her sister’s, the same curves in the same places, the same narrow waist and the same flare of her hips, and the only difference was the small birthmark below her left collarbone, the one their mother had pointed out to me that first night.

They stood in front of me in nothing but matching gold thongs, their chests heaving, their skin flushed from throat to navel, and they looked at me with an expression that was equal parts desire and disbelief.

I reached for them. I pulled them both against me, their bodies warm and soft against my chest, and I kissed Emma first, deep and slow, feeling Olivia’s lips on my shoulder, her teeth grazing my skin. Then I turned and kissed Olivia, my hand finding the back of her neck, and she opened for me immediately, her tongue meeting mine, her body pressing closer. Emma’s mouth found the curve of my neck, her lips moving down to my collarbone, and the sensation of both of them at once, their hands and their mouths and their bodies, was overwhelming in the specific way that made my power stir and begin to pulse.

I guided them toward the bed. They sat on the edge of it, side by side, their thighs touching, their eyes on me as I removed the last of my clothes. When I stood before them fully naked, both of them went still. Emma’s hand flew to her mouth. Olivia’s breath caught audibly in her throat.

“Oh my God,” Emma said.

“Mom wasn’t exaggerating,” Olivia whispered.

I moved between them. My hands found their faces, tilting them up to look at me, and I kissed each of them slowly, one after the other, feeling the warmth of their lips and the quick beat of their pulses beneath my thumbs.

“I’m going to take care of you,” I said. “Both of you. But I need you to tell me if anything is too much. If you need me to slow down. If you need me to stop. Do you understand?”

They nodded. Their eyes were wide and dark and entirely focused on me.

“Words,” I said.

“Yes,” Emma said.

“Yes,” Olivia echoed.

I laid Emma back first. She sank into the white linens, her chestnut hair spreading across the pillow, her body golden in the dim light, and I lowered myself over her, my mouth finding her neck, her collarbone, the soft weight of her breast. Olivia watched from beside us, her hand on my back, her fingers tracing the muscles there, and when my mouth closed around Emma’s nipple and she gasped, Olivia made a sound that was almost a whimper.

I took my time. I moved down Emma’s body slowly, my lips tracing the line of her ribs, the dip of her navel, the soft plane of her stomach, and her hands found my hair, her fingers threading through it, her hips shifting restlessly against the sheets. Olivia had moved closer, her body pressed against my side, her mouth on my shoulder, and I could feel the heat of her against my skin, the specific warmth of arousal that the power was already amplifying.

When I reached the edge of Emma’s thong, I hooked my fingers into the fabric and drew it down her legs, and she lifted her hips to help me, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. She was bare beneath, and the sight of her, open and glistening in the warm light, made me hard. I pressed my mouth to the inside of her thigh, and she moaned, her hand flying to my shoulder.

“Alexander,” she breathed. “I’m ready … I’m so ready. Please.”

I moved between her thighs. I positioned myself at her entrance, the head of my cock pressing against the slick heat of her, and I felt her tense, her body bracing for the stretch.

I positioned myself at her entrance, the head of my cock pressing against the slick heat of her, and I felt her tense, her body bracing for the stretch. Emma’s fresh, pinkish pussy was youthfully perfect, delicate petals flushed a soft, rosy pink, glistening with her natural arousal that flowed like warm honey. She was incredibly wet already, her juices coating her folds in a thick, sweet sheen that dripped slowly down toward the sheets. The scent of her was light and floral, mixed with that clear feminine musk that made my power surge in response.

“Easy, Emma,” I murmured, leaning down to kiss her softly, my hand stroking her thigh. “I’ve got you.”

Olivia watched intently from beside us, her hand resting on her sister’s arm, offering silent support. I pushed forward gently, inch by inch, feeling Emma’s tight walls part around my thick cock. She was so naturally lubricated that I slid in easier than expected, her honey-like wetness easing the way even as her inexperience showed in the way her breath hitched and her fingers clutched the sheets. “Oh… fuck,” she gasped, her eyes wide. “You’re so big… but it feels… good. Really good.”

I paused halfway, letting her adjust, kissing her deeply while Olivia leaned in to kiss her sister’s neck. The twins’ bond was palpable, their shared nervousness melting into shared excitement. Once Emma nodded, I sank deeper until I was fully seated, her velvety heat enveloping me completely. She moaned loudly, her fresh pink pussy clenching around me like a glove slick with honey.

I began to fuck her, slow and loving thrusts that built intensity. Emma’s hips rose to meet mine instinctively, her inexperience evident in her slightly uncoordinated movements, but it only made it hotter, the eager way she tried to match my rhythm, the little gasps and whimpers that escaped her. Olivia’s hands roamed, touching her sister’s breasts, then mine, her own arousal building as she watched.

After several minutes of deep, sensual fucking, I pulled out gently, my cock glistening with Emma’s honey. I turned to Olivia, who was already lying back, legs parted. Her pussy was identical yet uniquely hers, equally fresh and pinkish, petals slightly puffier, absolutely drenched in that same natural, honey-sweet wetness that coated her thighs. “Your turn, beautiful,” I said, positioning myself and sliding into her with the same careful reverence. Olivia moaned, her body arching, her wetness making obscene, slick sounds as I filled her. She was just as tight, just as inexperienced, but her enthusiasm matched her sister’s perfectly.

I alternated between them like this for a long while, thrusting deep into Emma until she was writhing, then switching to Olivia, enjoying the way each twin’s honey-slick pussy felt different yet equally divine. Their bodies responded beautifully to the power, waves of amplified pleasure making them both drip even more, their pink folds swollen and shiny.

“Let me try to suck you,” Olivia said.

“Together,” Emma whispered after one particularly intense round. They slid off the bed onto their knees in front of me, side by side, their identical chestnut hair framing flushed faces. They were a bit clumsy at first, inexperienced but so eager it didn’t matter. Emma took the head of my cock into her warm mouth, sucking tentatively while Olivia licked along the shaft, her tongue exploring. Then they switched, Olivia’s lips wrapping around me while Emma kissed and licked the base. Soon they found a flow, both of them sucking me at the same time, their tongues meeting and dancing around my throbbing length. In the middle, they kissed each other deeply, lips and tongues tangling over the head of my cock, sharing the taste of their combined juices and my precum. It was messy, loving, and intensely erotic: the sight of the twins making out while worshiping my cock pushed me close to the edge.

“You two are perfect,” I groaned, my hands in their hair. Their inexperience showed in occasional teeth grazes or awkward angles, but the enthusiasm, the love in their eyes, and the way their saliva mixed with Emma’s and Olivia’s honey made it feel incredible. They alternated sucking deeper, one taking me into her throat as far as she could while the other licked and kissed, then switching with giggles and deep, passionate kisses between them.

“I like the taste,” Emma said.

“Me too … But it feels like I can do better,” Olivia said.

“You can practise on me anytime,” I told them, patting the back of their heads while they giggled.

They both wanted to get fucked again. I pulled them back onto the bed, laying them side by side. I entered Emma again in missionary, her legs wrapped around me, her pink pussy gripping me like wet velvet soaked in honey. Olivia kissed us both, her fingers playing with her sister’s clit, heightening everything. Emma came first, her body shuddering, fresh juices flooding around my cock as she cried out.

Then I flipped Emma onto her hands and knees for doggy style. Her ass was round and firm, her pink pussy peeking between her thighs, still dripping that natural honey. I gripped her hips and thrust deep, the position allowing me to go harder. Emma pushed back, moaning loudly, her inexperience giving way to raw pleasure. “Yes, Alexander… harder… it feels so good!”

Olivia lay beside her, touching herself and kissing Emma, their bodies pressed close. I fucked Emma with loving intensity, my cock plunging into her welcoming, wet heat again and again.

I felt my orgasm building, unstoppable. And with a deep groan, I buried myself fully in her fresh pink pussy and came hard. Thick ropes of cum flooded her, pulse after pulse, amplified by the power. Emma came again with me, her walls milking every drop, her honey mixing with my seed.

But my orgasm kept going. I pulled out mid-spasm, cock still erupting, and moved to Olivia, who was on her back waiting, legs spread wide. Her pinkish pussy was glistening invitingly. I thrust into her, finishing the rest of my intense, ongoing climax deep inside her. Olivia’s eyes rolled back, her body convulsing in orgasm as she felt the hot flood.

We collapsed together in a tangle of limbs, all three breathing heavily, bodies slick with sweat and satisfaction. I held them close, kissing each twin tenderly, then their foreheads. Emma and Olivia curled into my sides, their heads on my chest, hands intertwined across me. Their faces glowed with contentment, any nervousness long gone, replaced by deep satisfaction and closeness.

“That was… everything,” Emma whispered, tracing circles on my skin. “Better than I imagined.”

Olivia nodded, kissing my shoulder. “We feel so full… so loved. Thank you.”

Chanel’s quiet approval from earlier echoed in the warm afterglow. The twins were satisfied, their bodies marked by pleasure, their hearts full. We lay there as the yacht rocked gently, the ocean whispering outside, the three of us connected in the most intimate way.

We didn’t fall asleep right away. The twins kept talking, looping back on every detail, tasting each memory before moving to the next one with the kind of earnestness I hadn’t heard since childhood. At first, they compared notes. Emma described how it felt to be entered, how her body ached but in a way she hoped would never stop, how every nerve from her belly downward kept re-igniting in weird little aftershocks. Olivia confessed how watching her sister made her “kind of jealous but in a good way,” how her own moans had embarrassed her until she heard them reflected from Emma. There was no rivalry: just a running commentary of discovery, layered with giggles and shy admissions.

“Will there be a next time?” Emma asked, turning onto her side to look at me. Her lipstick was mostly gone; her hair was a crown of tangles.

“Both of us?” Olivia echoed, curling her legs in to spoon her sister, who in turn spooned me.

I didn’t hesitate. “Of course. Whatever you want.” That seemed to settle something in them. They lay quietly, fingers circling my wrists, my chest, my waist, wherever there was open skin. Finally, as their breathing slowed and their bodies melted into sleep, I let myself relax into the warmth and the pulse and the afterglow. For the first time in months, I didn’t rehearse tomorrow’s numbers or what projects had deadlines next week.

I looked through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the dark ocean beyond. The stars were out, bright and scattered across the sky.

My mind moved through the months that had brought me here. The clinic. The expansion. The waiting list that grew every week. The revenue figures that Laura sent on Fridays, each one more staggering than the last. The high-end donation program that had become the engine of everything, the thing that turned desire into currency and currency into influence. The network of women who orbited me now, each one connected to the others through the simple fact of wanting the same thing.

Helen had told me that the power I carried would reshape the world around me whether I chose to direct it or not. She’d been right. The power didn’t just amplify fertility. It amplified everything. Desire, loyalty and gratitude. It turned casual interest into devotion and devotion into something that looked, from the outside, like worship. And the women who felt it, who let themselves fall into it, they became the architecture of the empire I’d built. The clinic, the brand, the network. The harem, though I’d never used that word out loud.

There was no room for male friendship in what I’d built. Not real friendship. The kind that required equality and mutual respect and the absence of desire. The power made that impossible. It created a gap between me and every other man that envy and jealousy widened into something unbridgeable. They either wanted what I had or they hated me for having it, and there was no third option.

I’d accepted that. The world I inhabited now was a world of women. Women who wanted me. Women who needed me. Women whose bodies responded to mine with lust. Wet, horny, devoted women who craved what only I could give them, and who gave me everything in return: loyalty, partnership, pleasure and the specific, overwhelming warmth of being desired by someone who understood exactly what they were getting.

It wasn’t a small thing. It was everything. It was the engine and the fuel and the destination all at once.

Emma shifted against me in her sleep, her lips moving against my skin, murmuring something unintelligible. Olivia’s hand tightened on my stomach, her fingers pressing into the muscle there, possessive even in unconsciousness. I held them both, and I felt the weight of their bodies and the warmth of their skin and the steady beat of their hearts against mine, and I thought about their mother in her cabin at the far end of the corridor, carrying my child, trusting me with everything she had.

I was exactly where I was supposed to be.


Afterword

Thank you so much for reading Becoming A Greek Fertility God 4! If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review. It’s the second-best way to support me as an author, right after purchasing my stories.

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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