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Chapter one
Savannah in Paris


Jet lag hit me with the subtlety of a sledgehammer. The inside of Charles de Gaulle felt nothing like the sterile, orderly airports I knew from the States. It was bigger, louder, and more chaotic, full of feuding scents and overlapping voices that didn’t match the movies. For a second, I just stood there at the end of the ramp, trying to piece together how I’d gone from the renovation warzone of Logan Square to a place where even the lighting and the women looked better than reality.

I should’ve been focused on customs or baggage claim, but I was too busy trying to breathe through the fog in my head. My legs ached in that restless, drained way that only comes from flying coach for eight hours, knees jammed up against the tray table, surrounded by strangers who all somehow slept through the turbulence and the relentless drone of jet engines. My mouth was dry, my shirt glued to my lower back with travel sweat, but underneath it all was a weird, punchy sense of anticipation that didn’t care about exhaustion or time zones.

She was in Paris and so was I. The only question was if I’d find her first, or the other way around.

The arrivals terminal had all the subtlety of rush hour on the Blue Line, lines everywhere, tourists herding toward baggage like sheep, businessmen glued to their phones as if the world might stop spinning if they looked up for even a second. The sharp aroma of espresso from a distant café fought with blasts of high-end perfume and the sterile hint of floor cleaner. Somewhere overhead, a woman in perfect French announced connecting flights to Rome and Istanbul, but her voice may as well have been shouting my own name.

I scanned the crowd for Savannah and instantly regretted not doing a better job of cleaning up before landing. My jeans were wrinkled, my white tee felt limp and tired, and the only thing keeping me upright was the muscle memory of years spent on construction job sites. If you could survive that, you could survive anything. Right?

But even in Paris, Savannah found a way to stand out.

She spotted me way before I noticed her, wading through the mass of jetlagged travelers with the self-assurance of someone born to be looked at. Her hair bounced in glossy waves around her face, a shade of gold that had nothing in common with the greasy blondes shuffling next to her. She wore a cream silk blouse, somehow crisp after what must’ve been her own marathon of meetings, and the way it clung to her body was pure Savannah: tailored, just suggestive enough to broadcast “off-limits” to most, but a walking invitation for anyone gutsy enough to try.

The pants were high-waisted and sharp, skimming her hips and long legs, making her look like she’d stepped right off a magazine cover and into the real world. She’d paired all of it with those thin, gold hoops and a subtle lipstick that was probably five shades more expensive than anything my ex ever bought in Chicago. Around her, people parted like she had her own forcefield. French guys actually gawked, not even pretending to check their phones.

She didn’t rush. Instead, Savannah stopped about ten yards away and gave me The Look, the one she’d perfected at college parties, that playful, knowing half-smile that said she always held the upper hand. She raised an eyebrow and waved, slow and deliberate, like she was inviting me to step up my game.

I tossed my duffel over my shoulder and tried to close the gap with some dignity, but my heart was already pounding. Savannah didn’t walk toward people; she summoned them. Always had.

We met in the middle of the arrivals hall, halfway between the exit signs and the crush of newly-arrived tourists. If there was ever a more Savannah way to make an entrance, I couldn’t imagine it.

She smirked. “Bennett. You actually came.”

Her voice was low and intimate, meant for just the two of us despite the madness around. Even in a sea of strangers, she made me feel like I was the only one in the room.

I dropped my bag at my feet and let her pull me into a hug. The silk of her blouse was cool and impossibly smooth under my hands, but her body was warm and real, curves pressed in exactly where I remembered them. She squeezed me, hard, then brushed her lips against mine, a kiss that was more than “hello” but less than “let’s see how loud I can make you moan.” Still, it was enough to light me up and short-circuit everything else. For a moment, I forgot what city we were in.

Her perfume hit me next, a kind of fresh, expensive scent that probably cost more than my entire flight to Paris but didn't overpower. It was all Savannah: polished, calculated, and completely addictive. That scent unlocked a flash-flood of memory, late nights in Logan Square, parties where she’d show up twenty minutes late and own the room, during college when those stolen glances across crowded kitchens when she’d catch me staring, before she’d slip away with someone cooler or richer or more reckless.

But this time, I didn’t have to just look. She was pressed up against my chest, her breath warm against my neck.

She broke the kiss, not the contact, and placed both hands on my shoulders as if she needed to check I was real. Her eyes sparkled, the kind of blue you’d call fake if you saw it in a magazine. She was sizing me up, but also letting me in.

“I was convinced I’d have to drag you out of the baggage claim myself,” she teased. “You don’t look half-bad for a man who just traveled halfway across the world.”

I laughed, trying to find my composure. “You always did have a thing for guys with sleep deprivation and wrinkled clothes.”

She grinned wider and traced her thumb along my jaw, catching the edge of my stubble. “It’s a very specific kink. You wouldn’t understand. Most men don’t survive the Paris test.”

God, she was lethal. Even jetlagged and sunken-eyed, Savannah made me feel like I was the prize. I tightened my grip on her waist, just to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.

Around us, the churn of humanity kept right on rolling, families barking orders at kids in three languages, couples fighting over luggage carts, flight crews gliding across the floor like they were above the chaos. I couldn’t have cared less; all the action was happening in this little bubble Savannah had drawn around us.

She finally stepped back, but not without letting her hand linger at my chest for a second too long. She picked up my duffel, like she was testing the weight herself. “This it? You travel light.”

“Not much call for power tools in Paris,” I said, trying to keep the banter up. “Unless you need me to demo a wall in your apartment.”

Savannah rolled her eyes, but her smile didn’t fade. “Honestly, if my landlord met you, he’d probably make you renovate the whole building. Come on, let’s get out of here before you start judging the drywall in Terminal 2.”

She laced her fingers through mine and led the way, her stride smooth and effortless. Even dragging heavy luggage, I felt lighter than I had in months. I caught a few envious looks from passing travelers, but Savannah didn’t even notice. She’d always been immune to other people’s opinions.

We wound through a gauntlet of glass doors and security checkpoints. The city waited on the other side of the taxi stand, cars stacked three deep with drivers all shouting in accented English. But none of it fazed her. If anything, Savannah got more alive the more eyes were on her.

Inside the cab, she collapsed against the leather seat and kicked off her heels, baring perfect ankles and a flash of tanned calf. She leaned over and whispered, “You know, you could’ve told me you were this much of a romantic. Traveling all the way to Paris just to see me?”

I shrugged, but the truth was, I’d have flown twice as far for a shot at that smile. “You’re worth the trip, Savvy. Always have been.”

Her expression softened for a nanosecond, like I’d said something that actually landed. She squeezed my thigh and let her hand rest there, fingers warm through the denim.

The city started to slide by outside the windows, but I was barely paying attention. My focus was locked on the woman next to me, the way her laugh lingered after every one of my dumb jokes, the heat of her palm on my leg, the way she tucked her hair behind her ear and looked at me like she was already plotting ways to make this week something I wouldn’t forget.

The exhaustion didn’t vanish, but it shifted, muted at the edges by adrenaline and the promise of whatever came next.

I wasn’t just in Paris. I was with Savannah, in her world, and she’d made it impossible to remember a time when I’d ever wanted anything else.

She caught me staring and raised an eyebrow, challenge in her eyes. “What’s the verdict, Bennett? Still think you’re dreaming?”

I shook my head. “If I’m asleep, don’t wake me up.”

She laughed again, this time low and secret, the way she used to when we were the last two people left at a party. It curled through me, awakening things that had nothing to do with sleep and everything to do with her.

The car kept rolling toward the city, but all I could think about was how she tasted and how she’d felt in my arms like she belonged there, and so did I.

Somewhere, far above, a jet thundered overhead, but none of it compared to the rush of holding Savannah close. I let myself get swept away in her orbit, because there was no one else on earth who did it better.

Paris could keep its fancy lights and five-star food. Savannah was the only thing I wanted to devour.

***

The streets of Paris were nothing like the gridlines of Chicago. Here, the taxi driver navigated lanes so narrow and unpredictable that every turn felt like a dare. Dim light slanted through the windows, splashing gold over Savannah’s legs, turning the car interior into a kind of moving confessional. Her fingers laced tight with mine, a grip that had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with possession.

The city outside looked airbrushed and a little bit smug. Centuries-old stone buildings, ornate ironwork balconies, every window box dripping with the kind of flowers nobody in Logan Square even attempted to grow. On the curb, a woman smoked and blew perfect rings, while a group of middle-aged men debated something loud and passionate in a language I didn’t even try to follow. Paris, it seemed, was too busy being itself to care that I was wide-eyed and out of my element.

Savannah slouched lower in her seat, legs stretched so the fabric of her pants tightened just so. She hadn’t let go of my hand once, as if she was afraid I’d bolt before she really got her claws in.

“So,” she said, looking out the window before swinging her eyes back on me, “tell me about the home situation, Bennett. Still playing house with Lily and Anna, or did you finally admit you like group dynamics?” Her smile was pure Savannah, provocative, teeth and lips and mischief, but those blue eyes were hard as cut glass. “And Jordan’s what, waiting in the wings? Girl’s got stamina, I’ll give her that.”

I coughed, suddenly hyper-aware of the sweat pooling at my lower back. I hadn’t planned for this interrogation, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. Savannah liked to keep the upper hand, and emotional leverage was her favorite party trick.

“It’s complicated,” I said. Which, in that moment, felt like the biggest understatement in France.

“Complicated as in, everyone knows about each other? Or complicated as in, you’re still sneaking around and hoping nobody burns the place down?”

I tried to find a construction metaphor to save me, but nothing measured up. "They all know about each other. Lily and Anna have this whole system worked out. Group texts, shared calendars, the works. But Jordan's...she's the wildcard. Says she doesn't want the drama of the others, but every Thursday after she finishes my training session she makes a habit of…not going straight home. Two hours of form correction at the gym becomes something else entirely in my apartment."

Savannah held my gaze, lashes low over her eyes. For a second, she looked downright predatory. “Three women in your bed, and you’re still making it sound like a problem set. That’s so you, Bennett.”

“I’m not proud of the mess,” I admitted, shifting in my seat. “It’s not just sex. I care about all of them, and they know it. But it gets tangled. Jealousy slips in where you’d least expect it. Sometimes it feels like I’m managing a job site with no blueprints and a crew that keeps changing the plan.”

She snorted, then smiled. “Just admit you like the chaos.”

“I like parts of it,” I said. The honesty cost me, but I was sick of hiding. “I like what it does to me, how each of them brings something different out. But sometimes I think I’m just holding the whole thing together with tape.”

The taxi jerked around a corner, brakes squeaking. Outside, a couple made out shamelessly against a graffiti’d wall, her long skirt bunched in his fist like he owned Paris and her at the same time. Savannah caught it too, and her lips twitched in amusement.

“Thing about Paris,” she said, “nobody cares what you do as long as you own it. You gotta stop apologizing for wanting what you want, Bennett. You think those girls would chase you if you were boring?”

That stung. She wasn’t wrong, though.

“I just don’t want to lose them,” I said. “I don’t want to fuck it up.”

She rolled her eyes, but the edge had softened. “You ever consider that maybe this is what makes you interesting? That you’re not some knockoff copy of your brother or your dad? You built something new.”

If there was a compliment buried in there, it was smothered in enough attitude to keep my ego in check.

“Doesn’t mean it’s sustainable,” I muttered.

Savannah let go of my hand only to stroke my thumb with hers, gentle, almost tender. Her mood flickered, and for a split second, she let her guard down.

“Here’s the thing, Bennett. Nobody expects it to last forever. You’re building in a demolition zone.” She turned and flashed me that million-dollar smile. “Why not enjoy the view before somebody blows it up?”

She was impossible.

I leaned back and tried to focus on the scenery, but every sight outside was a mirror, lovers tangled together, bold colors splashed across old stone, even the little kids stealing pastries from a street cart were more honest than I’d ever been. Paris didn’t reward self-doubt. It took it out back and left it bleeding.

Savannah watched me, waiting to see if I could adapt.

“Tell me something real,” she challenged, voice low. “When you’re lying in bed with those girls, do you ever think about me?”

The bluntness almost knocked the air from my lungs. I hesitated, but she deserved the truth.

“Yeah, I do,” I said. “I always have.”

That seemed to satisfy her. She went quiet for a minute, picking at an invisible spot on her slacks, before cocking her head. “You ever worry what would happen if you just…let yourself be the center of attention for once? Instead of hiding behind work or whatever?”

I shrugged, caught between embarrassment and arousal. “Doesn’t feel natural.”

“Get used to it, Bennett. In Paris, you’re mine. And I don’t share unless I say so.”

Her hand found mine again, and this time she interlocked our fingers with purpose. The moment hummed with potential, hot as hell and more honest than I’d expected.

The taxi slowed. We were on a narrow street, the kind that made you feel like you were trespassing on someone’s old world secret. Wrought iron balconies overhead, potted plants crowding stone steps, even the light was different, softer and full of promise.

Savannah straightened and gazed out at the city. For a second, she looked almost nostalgic. “You’re gonna like my place. It’s got good bones, and the neighbors mind their own business.”

I tried to recover some dignity. “You always did have a thing for privacy.”

“Only when it counts,” she shot back, unbothered.

She paid the driver with cash, American bills, which seemed to amuse him, and popped her door open. The air outside tasted cleaner, hints of bread and coffee on the air, mixing with that faint perfume I was already addicted to. She led me up the steps of an old building, fingers never leaving mine.

Somewhere between the taxi and her front door, the city vanished, replaced by the private gravity of Savannah herself. In that moment, it was clear who ran the show.

Once inside, she closed the door with one snap of her wrist, pressing me back by my shoulders. “Next time Lily or Anna pulls some drama, just remember, nobody here is keeping score. You get to start over in Paris.”

And just like that, every doubt and awkwardness from the cab melted. All that mattered was her, the soft slide of silk under my hands, and the promise of something new.

I let her pull me in, knowing full well I was already lost.

***

Savannah’s idea of a Parisian evening was pure seduction. She picked the café, corner spot, close enough to her place in Marais that locals actually recognized her. Tables the size of dinner plates barely fit two espressos, and the wicker chairs forced you to sit shoulder-to-shoulder, knees knocking underneath. Everything about the setup was designed to make strangers touch, then gossip about whose foot landed where.

We grabbed a table. Savannah didn’t even unclasp her hand from mine until she’d stolen the best seat to watch the passing crowd. She eased into the café scene like she’d been born there, chest high, jaw set, and that lazy, world-class smile that got her anything she wanted.

The waiter showed up, a kid maybe 20 with slicked-back hair and a jawline that could have challenged hers. He barely glanced at me before zeroing in on Savannah and unleashing a torrent of rapid French. She volleyed right back, smooth, fast, sexy as hell. The sounds of their voices tangled together, a private game with rules I’d never even heard of.

She laughed, a real, unguarded sound that rolled over the other café noise, and flashed a glance my way, like she wanted me to know she was showing off for my benefit.

“He says Americans always drink their coffee too soft,” she translated, eyebrow raised. “But for you, they’ll make an exception.”

“Tell him to make it as strong as he wants,” I fired back. “I’m not here for tea parties.”

The kid grinned, then left us alone. A salt breeze of bread and roast chicken drifted across our table, chased by the darker undercurrent of cigarette smoke from the next group over. The city pressed in from all sides, bikes rattling past, dogs weaving between tables, the light overhead going warmer and softer as the sky deepened from blue to a color somewhere between dusk and desire.

I watched Savannah command this world. The way she tipped her chin at the waiter, or let her fingers linger on the edge of her water glass, or flicked invisible lint off her blouse, all choreography, totally effortless but also weaponized. Every guy who walked by took a second look; even the women at the next table sized her up with a mix of envy and curiosity.

“So,” I asked, “are you secretly French now?”

She wrinkled her nose but couldn’t hide her pleasure. “Not a chance. I’ve got a contract here, but I’m still a Chicago girl. Just… upgraded.” She sipped her wine, tongue flicking at the rim. “They like me because I don’t look like all the other models, too much curve, too much personality. But I work harder than any of them. You know how it is, same game, different uniform.”

The waiter returned, placing our drinks and Savannah’s salade niçoise. She winked at him, then shifted her attention back to me, letting her heel graze my ankle under the table. “Fashion is a lot like construction, actually. Everyone wants to make something new, but all the money goes to the people who can sell the illusion.”

It was her turn to look vulnerable, just for a heartbeat. “Sometimes I miss Chicago. I miss being with you. And the girls. Paris is beautiful, but half the time it feels like you’re just playing a part.”

I loved her honesty. For all her social performance, Savannah didn’t hide herself from me. Not really. Her foot slid up my leg, a subtle promise under the table.

“I think about home too,” I said, squeezing her hand. “You were always the fun one. The one Lily and Anna went to for trouble.”

Savannah grinned, and her eyes went bright with memory. “Only because you let me. I still remember that birthday party, what was it, your twenty-second? The one where Lily dared you to fuck both of us before midnight?”

I nearly spit out my coffee. "That was the night I chickened out. Spent three hours hiding on your fire escape pretending to take phone calls."

"Yeah, but they never knew," she teased, voice dropping low. "Our little secret, Bennett. Not every man would've had the sense to walk away."

A lull hit the café, and for a moment, the whole world seemed to listen in. Her laughter floated above the buzz, clear and addictive.

Savannah finished her meal in a dozen tiny bites, barely noticing the food. She was feeding off the energy, mine, the city’s, the constant stream of faces in and out of the café. She told me about the shoot lined up for the morning. “It’s for a campaign, big French fashion brand. I’ll be in hair and makeup by six a.m., then on set until lunch. I want you there.”

“Yeah?” I asked, genuinely curious. “You want me to sit in the corner and watch?”

She licked her lips, slow, like she was tasting the idea. “No, I want you to see what it’s like. The hours, the bullshit, the way we have to perform. I want you to see me not as Savannah, the pretty distraction, but the workhorse. Most men don’t get it. I want you to. It’s important to me.”

Under the table, she pressed her leg against my thigh.

“You got it,” I said. “I’ll be there.”

She checked her phone, made a face, and then smiled. “I should get some sleep. My agent’s already sent three texts. We’ve got an early call time.”

I paid the bill, Savannah let me, which was new, and we slipped out into the street. Night in Marais looked different from Logan Square. The street lamps gave off yellow halos, not the harsh blue of home. Every window spilled light onto the sidewalk. There was music drifting from a restaurant, old love songs, something classic and slow. The people on the street walked closer together, as if the darkness made them crave touch.

We took our time. Savannah didn’t rush, content to just be. She pointed out her favorite bakery, the tiny flower shop that let her pick out roses by the stem, and the bar where the owner always remembered her name. The city belonged to her, and tonight, so did I.

“Are you nervous for tomorrow?” I asked.

She glanced sideways, lips parted in a lazy smile. “Not really. You know me, I thrive on pressure.” Then, eyes softer: “But I do want you there. Something about having you in the room makes all the nonsense feel worth it.”

We reached her building. Worn limestone steps, paint peeling on the doorframe, but the place still had more character than any Wicker Park walkup. She unlocked the door and tugged me after her, not letting go until we were climbing the stairs side by side.

Inside, Savannah kicked off her shoes and flopped onto the couch, digging through the fridge for a bottle of cold water. She handed one to me, then curled up next to me, feet tucked under my thigh.

“You’re gonna see some shit tomorrow,” she warned. “Behind the curtain, it’s not all glitz. There’s a reason I don’t bring guys to set.”

“I can handle it,” I told her.

“That’s what I like about you,” she said, voice dropping. “You don’t spook easy.”

We sat in silence for a minute, letting the city noise float up from the street. I felt charged, on edge, wanting her but also hungry for the parts of Savannah I’d never seen before.

She leaned over and kissed me, not gentle this time, but with a hunger that matched the tension in my chest. Taste of wine, tang of coffee, and beneath that, the clean, expensive scent that screamed Savannah in every way. Her tongue flicked against mine before she pulled back, breathless.

“Tomorrow, you’ll see what it’s like when I go full pro,” she promised, smile shifting from playful to something hungry. “But tonight, you get me all to yourself. No cameras. No audience.”

I wanted to take her right there, sweep her off her feet, push her up against the stone wall, lose myself in her curves the way I always fantasized about at home. But Savannah, in her own way, controlled the tempo. She nestled close, head resting on my shoulder, and let the anticipation thicken.

Outside, Paris kept doing its thing, people shouting, music drifting, the occasional car rolling past. Inside, every beat of her heart and mine was perfectly in sync. All that mattered was the pressure of her body against mine, the soft sound of her laughter, and the promise twisting low in my belly that tomorrow would be something new.

We moved to the bedroom without a word. She changed into an oversized tee, probably stolen from some luxury gift bag, then patted the spot beside her, making it clear where she wanted me.

As I slid into bed, Savannah pressed her back against my chest and laced her fingers through mine, just like she’d done in the taxi. Only this time, there was nothing between us except skin, and the invisible charge that always came with being near her.

It was pure electricity, the way Savannah curved her body into mine, pulse thumping through her back as if it were wired straight into my chest. She smelled like midnight champagne and the ghost of summer campfires, and when she angled her hips a little closer, my cock jumped like it had just remembered what we were here for.


She wriggled, getting comfortable, and then started tracing slow, lazy circles on the inside of my wrist. The tension in the air was bananas, like the two of us were trying to outlast each other, see who’d snap first. For a few minutes, I just breathed her in, letting her hair tickle my chin, letting the fatigue and jet lag melt into this weird, simmering hunger.


Finally, she broke the silence. “You know, if you had any idea how long I’ve wanted this…” Her voice was a low purr, barely above a whisper.


I squeezed her tighter, dragging my nose through the gold at her nape. “How long?”


She laughed, soft and sharp at the same time. “Since the night you carried me home from that frat party sophomore year. You remember?”


Did I ever. She’d worn a black dress so tight it should have come with a warning label, and I spent the whole night trying not to stare at the pale stretch of thigh flashing with every step. “I remember thinking you were way out of my league,” I said.


She rolled over, twisting until we were face-to-face, blue eyes locked on mine. “That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said, Bennett. I’ve been chasing you for years. I just had to wait for you to catch up.”


Her lips found mine, urgent, a little wild this time. She bit my lower lip, tugging, and then let her teeth scrape against the stubble on my jaw. I groaned, because there was no playing it cool with Savannah. She always did have a way of getting under my skin and making it feel like the best place on earth to be.


Her hand slid under my t-shirt, nails dragging over my abs, and she grinned when she hit the waistband. “God, you’re solid. Do you just lift furniture for fun?”


“Some guys have CrossFit. I have demolition.”


That got a laugh, but it was cut short when I rolled her onto her back and climbed over her, pinning her wrists above her head. She arched up, grinding against my thigh and letting her oversized tee ride up, exposing the smooth skin of her inner thighs. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath.


“You came to bed without panties, Savvy?” My voice was rough, but I felt a stupid surge of pride.


She licked her lips, eyes wide and taunting. “I didn’t want to waste your time. Besides, I packed light. I knew you’d appreciate it.”


She lifted her hips, and I slid my palm up her thigh, fingers teasing at the slick heat between her legs. She was soaked, already. The first touch made her gasp and dig her nails into my shoulders. I tugged her oversized tee upward, revealing her inch by inch—the taut plane of her stomach, the delicate ridge of her ribs, then finally those perfect breasts, high and full with dusky pink nipples that tightened in the cool air. Her golden skin glowed in the half-light, all graceful curves and hidden strength. For a second, I just watched her face as I stroked and circled, loving the little tremors that rolled through her incredible body over and over.


“That’s it,” I murmured. “Let go for me.”


She didn’t waste time with games. Savannah was a woman who knew what she wanted, and she wanted it now. She shoved at my shirt, dragging it over my head, then wrapped her arms around my back. Her legs locked behind me, pulling me in closer until my cock pressed against her entrance, hard enough to hurt.


“Don’t tease,” she said, voice gone ragged. “I need it. Now, Jack.”


The sound of my name on her lips nearly finished me right then.


I lined up and pushed in, slow and steady, and she moaned loud enough I was briefly worried about the neighbors. She was tight, her body gripping my cock like it was made for her. I buried myself to the hilt and held there, feeling her shake beneath me.


“Fuck, you feel good,” I muttered, forehead pressed to hers.


She clawed at my back, nails raking, hips rolling to meet every thrust. The sensation was unreal. All the tension, all the months of thinking about her, wanting her, were boiling up and over. I moved harder, faster, loving the way she matched me move for move.


She dragged her lips along my ear and whispered, “You ever think about what would’ve happened if you’d taken me that night? If you’d let go and just fucked me in front of everyone?”


The image was so hot I nearly lost it.


“I think about it every goddamn time I jerk off, Savannah.” The words spilled out before I could stop them, but it made her smile, a real one, full of teeth.


When she locked her legs around me, there was no mistaking what that meant. Savannah was done teasing, done pretending we were anything but the animals we both turned into in bed. The tension in her thighs ratcheted up like a vice, and suddenly every part of her was straining, arching, clutching at me as if the only thing tethering her to this planet was the way my body pinned hers to the mattress. I felt her nails dig crescent moons into my back, teeth scraping just below my ear, and then she started to shake. Not the delicate quiver of a woman putting on a show, but a full-body, holy-shit, I-don’t-care-who-hears-me loss of control.


She buried her face in my shoulder to muffle it, but I still heard my name, broken in half by the force of her orgasm. Her pussy clenched around me in hungry, rhythmic pulses, and the wet heat that flooded between us made every nerve ending in my skin flare. I fucked her through it, grinding down, hard, until I felt another sharp squeeze, another sobbing gasp, and then I was there too, swept under by that primal undertow.


My orgasm hit like a car crash, blinding and total. For a second there was nothing but Savannah: the wild clutch of her arms, the frantic heartbeat slamming against my chest, the honest, unguarded way she moaned my name with every wave. I spilled inside her, thrust after thrust, the world telescoping tight around the feeling of us locked together, burning so white-hot it would’ve been embarrassing if she hadn’t been right there with me, clawing for more.


We kept moving, slowing only when the spasms eased up and even breathing seemed like too much effort. I let my forehead fall against hers, sweat running down into my eyes, both of us panting like we’d run a marathon. She licked a stripe up my jaw and nipped at my earlobe, equal parts feral and sweet, and then collapsed back, dragging me with her until we were a heap of limbs and tangled hair and wet heat.


She made a sound, half-laugh, half-growl, and pulled my face down to hers, kissing me stupid. Our teeth clicked, and we laughed at that too. I could feel her grinning even as she bit my lip, then she just held me there, breathing me in. The whole room felt like it was spinning, or maybe floating, and all I could think was that I never wanted to move.


I rolled to the side, not wanting to crush her, but Savannah had other plans. She rolled right with me, draping herself over my chest like she was claiming territory. The cool air in the apartment brushed over my bare skin, but the sweat and the afterglow kept me molten. She rested her cheek on my collarbone, and her hair, soft, wild, still smelling faintly of whatever expensive shampoo she used, tickled my nose.


For a long moment, neither of us talked. We just lay there, catching our breath, hearts slowing down together. Every few seconds she’d tighten her grip around my ribs, more hug than strangle, like if she let go I might vanish. I drifted a little, not quite asleep but completely emptied out, mindless in the best way there is.


Then she started laughing again, a bubbly, contented giggle that rumbled through my chest. “Jesus, Bennett,” she said, voice muffled against my skin, “if I’d known all it took was a trip to Paris to get you like this, I would’ve flown you out the second I landed.”


I traced circles on her bare shoulder, relishing the heat and the pulse that still lingered beneath her skin. “You make a compelling case for long-distance relationships,” I said, and she snorted, propping up on her elbows to look me dead in the eye.


“Don’t even joke,” she said, mock-scowling. “I’m not sharing you with any more time zones than necessary.” Then she kissed me again, slower this time, savoring it. Her hands wandered everywhere, over my chest, through the sweaty mess of hair at my temples, down my torso and back up, never idle for more than a second.


Gradually, the urgency faded. The city kept humming outside, and even through the thick windows the sounds of Paris at night filtered up: laughter, a scooter engine, someone singing faintly off-key. It all felt distant and perfect, a backdrop for the cocoon we’d made between the sheets.


At some point, she pulled the covers over us, trapping the warmth. I realized my hand was still between her thighs, and she squeezed it, holding it there. “Just making sure you don’t go anywhere,” she murmured, eyes already drifting half-shut.


“In that case, I’ll stay as long as you want,” I said, and she grinned, biting her lower lip in the way that always made me crazy.


“I want,” she said, simple and final.


We stayed like that, breathing in sync, until exhaustion crept in and the world shrank to nothing but the weight of her pressed against me and the silky drag of her skin under my fingertips.


“Best jet lag cure I’ve ever had,” I managed.


She laughed, snuggling in so close I could feel her heartbeat start to slow. “You’re not bad, Bennett. Maybe I’ll keep you around.”


I closed my eyes, breathing her in. “You’ve got me, Savvy. For as long as you want.”


She drifted off, fingers tangled in mine, and I lay there listening to Paris hum outside, the sound of old pipes, distant laughter, and the slow, steady rhythm of her breath.

I wrapped my arms around her and listened to her breathing slow. Tomorrow, I’d see Savannah transformed, model, businesswoman, Parisian queen. But tonight, she was just the girl who always got under my skin.

And as I finally gave into sleep, I had no doubt: I’d follow her anywhere. Even into a world where the only blueprint was desire.


Chapter two
Model Behavior


Morning in Paris looked nothing like Logan Square. The sunlight was creamier, slower, slipping through gaps in the curtains like it had somewhere better to be. Savannah was already up, padding around her tiny apartment in nothing but a towel and the trace of last night’s perfume. I watched her pull on panties and a bra, then hunt for the right top as she sipped espresso and scrolled her phone with an impressive lack of panic for a woman who swore she had a 6 a.m. call time.

“You’re sure you want to do this?” she asked, peeking at me over her coffee mug. “It’s not exactly a casual, bring-your-guy-to-work setup.”

I shrugged, but inside, I was bracing for impact. “I survived demo day with my brother. How bad can it be?”

She grinned, then, like she couldn’t help herself, flashed me her tits for one last second before wriggling into a silk camisole. “Just don’t get lost in the crowd. Or if you do, make friends with the makeup girls. They’re the real power here.”

I let her lead the way, out of the apartment and down the old, creaking stairs. The air in the hallway was thick with the smell of baking bread and something floral, masking the city’s undertow of cigarettes and exhaust. I kept my eyes on Savannah’s legs as she set the pace, high and confident even in sneakers.

We cut through two side streets, dodged a pack of mopeds, then ducked into the kind of entrance you’d walk past without noticing. The doorway was nothing, just old wood, paint peeling, a buzzer that looked like it hadn’t worked since the 1970s. Savannah hit the code with her elbow. The door buzzed open.

Inside, the world changed.

This was nothing like the job sites I knew. The studio was a cathedral of light: twenty-foot ceilings, exposed beams, polished stone floors that made every footstep echo like a gunshot. At first, all I saw were bodies in motion, people darting in and out, rolling garment racks, hoisting softboxes and folding screens, the constant, low-level hum of French blended with English and pure attitude.

Someone had converted this place from whatever it used to be, the paint on the walls was gallery-white, but under the windows, you could still see the original stone, mottled from a century of weather. There were three shooting zones, each one already crawling with assistants: one corner was all mirrors and tall chairs, a makeup battleground; another hosted a white cyc wall where a model in a dress that looked like spun sugar posed for three cameras at once; the third space bristled with racks of clothes, stylists darting around like worker bees, each one clutching a clipboard or a handful of bobby pins.

The heat hit me next, heavy with hair spray, body spray, the sharp bite of espresso and the lingering, nervous sweat of bodies who’d been up before dawn. Everywhere I looked, there were women, models, yes, but also the quietly efficient stylists, the no-nonsense makeup artists, the runners hauling garment bags. There were men, too, but most of them wore tight jeans and carried cameras or tablets, voices pitched higher in excitement every time something beautiful crossed their line of sight.

For a second, I held back in the entryway, feeling like the wrong guy at the right party. My jeans and t-shirt suddenly felt naked compared to the curated mess of the professionals. I stuffed my hands in my pockets and tried to act like I belonged, but the truth was, I was way out of my element.

Savannah was not.

In two steps, she became a different animal. Her walk slowed, chin up, shoulders back, even before anyone acknowledged her, she’d absorbed the room’s rhythm. An assistant in a black turtleneck spotted us and bee-lined over, arms outstretched.

“Mademoiselle Pierce,” he called, voice ringing out. “You are early, yes? This is perfect.”

Savannah nodded, her smile warm but instantly more calculated. “Jet lag, darling. And this is Jack. He’s with me.”

The assistant barely glanced at me, then motioned for us to follow. I trailed behind, catching a dozen evaluating stares in the span of five seconds. Some of the women lifted their eyebrows, doing the mental math of who I was and why Savannah would bother bringing me. The male stylists sized me up, too, but in a way that said, “You’re here to lift heavy things, right?” I kept my mouth shut.

We were ushered to “hair and makeup,” which looked like a backstage area for a rock concert, mirrored stations, every surface crowded with palettes, brushes, and little glass jars labeled in French. Savannah knew the drill. She settled onto the tall chair and greeted the lead makeup artist with three air kisses, then gestured for me to sit on the low couch nearby.

From there, I had a front-row seat to the transformation.

The makeup artist was a genius and a general rolled into one. She took one appraising look at Savannah’s face, then launched into a flurry of action, foundation, contour, highlighter, each layer quicker and more precise than anything I’d ever seen. Her hands moved so fast, they blurred in the mirror. Next to her, an assistant mixed lip colors, another fanned out false lashes.

For the first several minutes, Savannah barely moved. She stared straight ahead, letting them paint and powder and buff. Every so often, her eyes flicked to me in the corner. Once, she winked. The rest of the time, it was all business.

Makeup was only the start. When they were satisfied, a hair stylist swooped in, armed with a blowdryer that looked like it could launch rockets. Savannah’s hair was twisted, spritzed, and pinned, then released into perfectly engineered waves. I saw them debate for a second, should they go with the slicked-back look, or the “French bombshell” that Savannah wore like a second skin? Bombshell won out, judging by the volume and the way the ends curled just so at her collarbone.

Out came the wardrobe rack. Three outfits, each more intimidating than the last. A long, gauzy white dress that must’ve cost someone’s mortgage payment; a slate-blue pantsuit, sharp enough to slice bread; and finally, a short black mini with a structured jacket and heels that probably violated multiple labor regulations.

They started with the dress. Changing in the open wasn’t even a blip for Savannah. She just lifted her arms, and three hands worked in concert to slide the slip down and maneuver the designer fabric into place. For a flash, I caught a glimpse of her bare tits, nipples pebbled from either the AC or the thrill of being half-naked in front of strangers.

A stylist tugged the dress over her curves, making minute adjustments that felt more intimate than foreplay. One girl peeled the straps into perfect symmetry, another knelt to arrange the hem around Savannah’s legs. I’d seen her nude dozens of times, but watching her become an object of collective obsession was somehow hotter and also a little bit threatening. She wasn’t just mine; she was everyone’s fantasy now.

Savannah caught my eye in the mirror and smirked, as if she knew exactly what I was thinking. She stuck out her tongue, wicked, then let the stylist add a choker around her neck. The whole effect was unreal, like she’d gone from the fun, slightly messy Savannah of last night to something you saw in magazines and assumed was airbrushed.

The shoot itself was a spectacle.

Photographers called for the talent, snapping and gesturing as the crew shuffled Savannah onto the cyc wall. Instantly, she adopted a whole new posture: hips canted, spine lengthened, chin tilted up and away from the camera. Every move was precise, choreographed to the millimeter. She didn’t just pose; she told a story, using just her eyes and her mouth and the curve of her shoulder.

They shot her from every angle. Sometimes, they called out compliments, “Gorgeous, Savannah, hold that, perfect!”, and sometimes, they gave abrupt corrections in French. Savannah spoke both languages, slipping from English to French to pure body language as needed. She played the room without breaking a sweat.

Between camera bursts, Savannah always found a way to orbit back to me. Once, she pretended to stumble in her heels, landing against my chest with a whispered, “You see why I need a spotter?” Another time, she leaned in close while a stylist reset her hair and murmured, “This is all smoke and mirrors, babe. Underneath, I’m still thinking about you inside me.”

My cock twitched at that, which was probably her goal.

She’d vanish again, strutting back under the lights, all cool detachment and honed performance. The crowd watched her like she was the main event at a sold-out show. Some of the male assistants openly leered, but most of the attention was oddly…respectful. The kind of staring that said, “I wish I could be near her,” not, “I’m going to hit on her in the alley.” It simultaneously pissed me off and made me want to pound my chest like an idiot.

A couple of times, Savannah went from zero to sex goddess in the space of one direction. They’d ask for ‘more attitude,’ or ‘something raw,’ and she’d part her lips, eyes half-closed, hips tilted and hands just barely grazing her inner thigh. The collective intake of breath was audible, even over the click and whirr of the cameras. I tried not to imagine all the things those men wanted to do to her, but it was impossible to block out.

Pride and jealousy warred inside me. I wanted Savannah to own the whole fucking building, but I also wanted her to look at me, just me, like she did last night.

But every time I started to stew, she’d slip away and edge back into my orbit, dropping a hand on my shoulder, squeezing my fingers, or flashing a secret smile meant for me alone.

After the first set, she ducked behind a folding screen for a quick change. She waved for me to follow, and I slid around the edge, careful not to knock anything over.

Inside our little pocket of privacy, Savannah grinned, then, without warning, pressed her body against mine. She wore nothing but a scrap of black lace and the ghost of perfume, and all the tension of the set vanished as her tongue flicked my ear.

“Miss me?” she whispered.

“Always,” I said, hands roaming her hips. “You’re killing it out there.”

She nipped my earlobe. “Good. That’s the plan. You okay?”

I didn’t want to sound like a brooding psycho, but honesty seemed safe here. “It’s weird. Watching you turn into someone else. But I fucking love it.”

She rolled her eyes, but the compliment landed. “Just remember, at the end of today, I’m still yours. None of them get to take me home.” She let her hand wander lower, palming my cock through my jeans for a brief but devastating squeeze. “You want to fuck me right here, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I said, no hesitation.

She giggled, then pulled away, letting the stylist’s hands reclaim her. “Patience, Bennett. There’s a reason why Paris is the world capital of anticipation.”

Outfit two was the slate-blue suit, crisp and modern. Savannah leaned into the power pose, feet apart, hands in pockets, gaze straight down the camera. She looked like she could fire an entire boardroom and never smudge her lipstick. The photographer actually whistled, making notes to his assistant in rapid-fire French that I only half-understood.

Savannah’s attitude shifted, too. Less bombshell, more dominatrix. She raised one eyebrow, let her smile sharpen, and for the next ten minutes, turned every lens in the room into her personal target. I was so turned on, I could barely sit still.

The rest of the crew noticed, too. I caught snippets of conversation:

“Who’s the American with her?”

“Her boyfriend, maybe? He looks like he does construction.”

“I’d let him build me a loft. Without clothes.”

I tried not to blush, but it was a lost cause. Savannah caught my embarrassment and bit back a smile.

After each set, the stylists converged, adjusting a hem or touching up her hair. They treated Savannah with a weird combination of reverence and possessive pride. It was clear they’d worked with her before, and they liked being part of whatever magic she conjured. She let them fuss, but always found an excuse to let her fingers brush mine as she passed.

By the end of the third look, mini dress and heels, Savannah was glowing with sweat but still going strong. The tempo picked up, with the photographer asking for riskier shots. At one point, she perched on a ladder in the center of the set, legs splayed, her skirt riding up so high even the lighting techs lost all pretense of not staring.

She glanced at me, lips parted, and I knew she was pushing boundaries just to see what it did to me.

It worked.

Through all this, I never really relaxed. But I did learn to see Savannah all over again. Not just as the woman I’d undressed less than twelve hours ago, but as someone who flipped a switch and became a weapon, beautiful, a little dangerous, and completely in control.

When the last round of shots finished, the photographer clapped and called a break. Savannah made her way over, heels clicking like gunfire on polished stone.

She peeled off the jacket and tossed it onto a garment rack, then hung off my neck, breathing hard.

“That looked intense,” I said.

She grinned, eyes wild. “You should see what it does to me. All that adrenaline, all those eyes. It’s like a drug.” She licked my jaw, open and shameless. “Ready for round two later?”

“Always,” I said, meaning it.

We sat together on the couch, her head on my shoulder, for a rare quiet minute. Around us, the crew reset lighting, models checked their phones, stylists traded gossip and espresso shots. But inside our arm’s reach, the world was silent.

She interlaced her fingers with mine and squeezed, grounding me.

“Still feel out of place?” she asked, soft.

I laughed. “Like a guy who wore steel-toes to a black-tie party. But it’s worth it.”

She glanced up, her face softer now, as the makeup faded and the pose melted away. “Then you get it. Most of these people don’t know me at all. But you do.”

It was the best kind of compliment, wrapped in a challenge.

I squeezed her hand and let the pride flush through me. Savannah could have anyone staring at her, and she still circled back to me every time. There was nothing better than that.

The next set was about to begin. Savannah peeled herself from my side, shook out her hair, and rolled her shoulders.

“Showtime,” she said. Then, loud enough for a couple of the stylists to hear, “Don’t let Bennett get bored over here. He’s liable to start a mutiny.”

The team laughed, and I felt the last bit of tension bleed away.

But even across the room, as Savannah stepped into the light again, her gaze found me, owning me completely.

Being on the outside wasn’t so bad, as long as she kept letting me in.

***

Claude arrived late, which of course just made everyone notice him more. He strolled in flanked by two assistants, a guy in slim black cords and a woman with sharp cheekbones and even sharper eyes. The room, already humming, dialed up a notch. Claude had presence. He wore a tailored navy jacket over a white tee, jeans rolled just so, and that hair, the kind with intentional tousle, like he woke up handsome and let the world bask in it.

He didn’t spare the crowd a glance before making a beeline for Savannah. She didn’t stand, she let him come to her, basking in the attention like a cat finding the sunny spot.

“Savvy! Ma belle, it’s too long,” Claude said, stretching her name out like he owned the patent.

He swooped in for double air kisses, one on each cheek, lingering on the second as he squeezed her shoulder. His cologne was instantly everywhere, sharper than the makeup powder in the air. Savannah grinned, clearly used to this level of performance. They launched into a volley of inside jokes in English and French, talking about some shoot in Milan, swapping dirt on clients, making fun of a certain design house’s “aggressively beige” color palette.

Claude’s hand didn’t just rest on Savannah’s shoulder; it migrated down, fingers landing just shy of her waist. He held her close, like this wasn’t a professional reunion but a first date. I felt my jaw clench, the old prickly tension rolling up my spine. Savannah just rolled with it, using her free arm to keep him exactly at the distance she liked. She’d always been better than me at managing other people’s expectations.

One of Claude’s assistants started prepping gear nearby, not even pretending not to listen. The other smirked at the familiar choreography. This wasn’t Claude’s first rodeo.

When Savannah finally pointed in my direction, Claude followed her gaze, blinking like he’d just remembered I was in the room.

“Ah. And this is?” he asked, eyebrow at half-mast.

Before I could answer, Savannah slid in: “Jack Bennett, from Chicago. He’s my…person.” She let the pause linger, and the word hung in the air, soft and pointed.

Claude appraised me for a second, eyes flicking from my boots to my hands to my face.

“Her boyfriend?” Claude said, with the casual confidence of someone who’d already drawn the schematic. “You look strong. Construction, yes?”

I could’ve corrected him, but I wanted to know what Savannah would say. I turned to her and raised an eyebrow, waiting for the signal.

She just squeezed my hand, leaning in so only I could hear: “Let them wonder,” she purred, lips so close I felt the words as much as heard them.

Publicly, she just smiled, the kind of enigmatic grin that could keep rumors spinning for weeks.

Claude shrugged, as if conceding the point. “He is a lucky man. You know, when Savannah first modeled for me, she changed the whole campaign. Before her, it was just girls in dresses. After? It was about ambition. Desire,” he said, voice dropping a notch.

Savannah fired back. “You just needed someone who could outlast your ego, Claude.”

He laughed, delighted, then pivoted to his crew and started barking orders about lighting setups, all while keeping Savannah in the crosshairs of his attention. Every time he found her for a quick consult, testing angles, reviewing a test shot, he’d touch her in some small, familiar way. Brush of the arm, hand at the small of her back, a lingering glance at her legs.

It was all professional. Probably. But I couldn’t keep the animal in me from bristling. I wanted to walk over and stake my claim in front of the whole set, maybe fuck her up against the white cyc wall just for the hell of it.

Savannah read me like a blueprint. During a changeover, she pressed against my side and whispered, “You look like you want to deck him.” She sounded amused. “Don’t worry. Claude’s all bark, no bite. The assistants, though? You might want to keep an eye out for the redhead. Elise is a handful.”

She said it just loud enough for a couple of the models to overhear. They traded smirks, their interest re-piqued.

After the current round, Savannah brought me over to the model zone, a row of folding chairs lined with women in various states of undress. Some scrolled their phones, others re-applied lipstick, but all of them went quiet as we approached.

“This is Jack,” Savannah said, taking my hand for added effect. “He’s in town from Chicago.”

The models took turns sizing me up. First came Camila, who had a head of black curls and legs for days. She cocked her head and gave Savannah a look that was pure challenge. Next to her was Léa, all sharp bones and velvet eyes, who grinned like she’d already heard stories.

Elise was last: tall, flame-haired, and apparently not shy. She slipped off her heels and leaned back, giving Savannah an up-and-down that said more than words. Then she fired off a comment in French. It was fast and low, and the only word I caught was “américain.”

Savannah cracked up, leaning on my shoulder for support. “You don’t want to know,” she stage-whispered.

Elise just smiled, pale pink tongue darting out, then said in accented English: “He is cute. Very American.”

Camila chimed in. “Do all men in Chicago look like this? Maybe we should visit.”

Savannah played along. “He’s a rare breed. Hard-working, loyal, not afraid to get his hands dirty.”

It was a weird reversal. I was the one on display now, a novelty, something to be passed around for comment. The models watched every twitch, every answer. I recognized the dynamic, high school with better lighting and more expensive shoes.

Savannah basked in it, letting me stand half a step behind her, but every now and then she’d squeeze my fingers or lean back against my chest. It was subtle, but anyone watching picked up on it.

Another model, Mireille, I think, leaned over to Léa and whispered, eyes on my arms. I pretended not to notice, but Savannah caught it and raised her chin just a little, proud.

When the topic shifted to the shoot, I tried to play along, but mostly I listened. There was a lot of talk about previous campaigns, favorite and least favorite clients, wild afterparties. The stories were unfiltered, a little dangerous, and Savannah had her own share of them.

I wasn’t surprised when Elise dropped another bomb in French, this time making Camila spit her water. Savannah translated, barely able to keep a straight face: “She says if you’re ever single, you should come back to Paris. Apparently, you have…potential.”

The way Savannah said it, with the tiniest edge of challenge, made my chest clench. I pulled her in by the waist and kissed her temple, not shy about it. The models howled like a sports team watching a perfect play.

After that, I felt the temperature drop. I wasn’t just Savannah’s plus-one. I was part of her mythos now, something for them to gossip about, dissect, maybe even covet.

Claude’s return for the next set was a little less charged. There were still touches, still the performance, but every time Savannah looked my way, she made sure I knew exactly who she was performing for.

Through it all, the models kept watching. If Savannah wanted them to envy her, or me, she’d succeeded.

The last break was less staged. Everyone crowded the food table, snatching bites of cheese and chocolate and pouring espressos like it was an Olympic sport. Savannah circled up behind me, sliding her arms around my chest and whispering in my ear: “See, baby? It’s not so scary. You just have to own it.”

I grinned, bumping her with my hip. “You make it easy. I’m just trying not to embarrass the Midwest.”

“Sweetie, you could show up in a flannel and they’d fight over you.” She bit my shoulder, just enough to make me jolt.

We leaned together against the wall, her hips slotted to mine, while the rest of the crew got rowdy on caffeine and sugar. I watched Claude flirt with a cluster of models, the guy never seeming to run out of confidence.

But Savannah only had eyes for me.

It was the best kind of power trip, even if it left me half-hard and itchy with need.

Eventually, the assistant called for the last round, and Savannah peeled away, pulling me in for a goodbye kiss that was all tongue and promise.

She sauntered back under the lights, and for a long minute, every gaze in the room followed her, including mine.

If this was her world, I was happy to be the one she wanted in it.

***

Savannah didn’t wait for the crew to finish packing up or for the models to say their goodbyes. One minute, she was wrapping the last silk scarf around her waist; the next, she was at my side, hand locked in mine, yanking me toward the street like the building was on fire.

I barely got a wave out before she hustled us through the old atelier doors and onto the stone steps, blinking in the sudden daylight. The click of her heels echoed down the alley, but as soon as we were out of view, she slipped her shoes off and replaced them with a battered pair of white sneakers she pulled from her tote.

“This is the real Paris,” Savannah said, chin tipped up, a conspirator’s grin slicing through her exhaustion. “Are you ready for it, or did the models scare you off?”

I snorted. “After that locker room? I could handle a pack of wild dogs.”

She laughed, the sound effortless and real, none of the edge or performance from the studio. We headed down the narrow lane, and just like that, she switched gears. There was no posing, no calculated charm; she was lighter, looser, almost giddy with relief as we put distance between us and all the curated chaos.

The streets twisted and turned, never straight for long, sometimes narrowing to the width of a sidewalk before opening up into hidden courtyards, pocket parks, or the occasional sunlit square. Savannah moved at her own pace, ducking down shortcuts, looping around a delivery cart here, pausing to peer into a flower shop there. She knew every street by heart, tossing off stories as we walked.

“See that blue door?” she asked, pointing at a patchy, sky-colored entrance set back from the curb. “First week in Paris, I locked myself out in nothing but a towel. I had to bribe the super with a box of pastries.”

Next, she pointed out a bakery with pale pink awnings. “They do éclairs with caramel so good, I nearly missed a call time. If you play your cards right, I’ll let you try one before we leave.”

I gave her a look. “Is that a Parisian dare?”

Savannah shrugged, not bothering to hide her smile. “Depends if you can handle your sugar rush.”

We kept moving, and the city seemed to change with every block. Gone were the sets and spotlights. Instead, there were crumbling stone archways, ironwork so intricate it looked hand-drawn, and window boxes bursting with color. Savannah was a natural tour guide, but none of her favorites were on any brochure. She showed me a tiny garden locked behind an unmarked gate (“If you time it right, the old gardener doesn’t yell at you for picking roses”), a coffee shop with no name but the best seats in the city (“There’s an upstairs nook where you can watch the street and nobody watches you back”), and a row of apartments colored like Easter eggs.

She stopped to buy two macaroons from a street vendor, handing me a lemon one and sucking pistachio crème from her thumb with a look that answered every fantasy I’d had on the plane over.

“You really like it here,” I said, watching her savor the bite.

Savannah leaned against a lamppost, licking the sugar from her lips. “I do. It’s the first place that felt like my own. Don’t get me wrong, I miss you and the girls…” She trailed off, softening. “But Paris gave me space to figure out what I wanted, without everyone expecting me to be the party girl all the time.”

It landed heavier than she probably meant. I wanted to press, but she grabbed my hand and yanked me across the street, pretending not to notice the spill of emotion.

We wound our way toward the river, conversation meandering as much as our route. Savannah told me about her worst Parisian date (“He brought his mother. She criticized my posture for half an hour”), her most embarrassing gig (“Gold body paint, glass shoes, and a live parrot. I will never show you those photos”), and her secret fear that none of it would last (“Models turn thirty and Paris moves on, you know?”).

Half the time, her hand never left mine. Even when she stopped to fix her hair or dig for chapstick, she kept me close, curled her fingers through mine as if she needed the human anchor.

The closer we got to the water, the quieter she became. The crowds melted away, replaced by old stone and the hush of history pressing in from both sides.

When we reached Pont Neuf, Savannah slowed, tugging me toward the center of the bridge. Sunlight spilled over the balustrade, painting the Seine in streaks of pink and molten gold. The city unfolded in both directions, domes and spires and red rooftops punctuating the skyline.

“You know why I love this spot?” Savannah asked, voice low and almost shy.

I shook my head. She propped her elbows on the railing, watching the water below.

“It’s the only place in Paris where you can see everything, old city, new city, all of it. Makes me feel like I could be anyone I want, and nobody would ever know the difference.”

I came up behind her, pressed my chest to her back so she could lean on me without looking, and whispered, “You don’t ever have to pretend for me.”

She smiled, but this time it was smaller, more real. “You say that now, but you haven’t seen the bad days yet. Sometimes I get so homesick I can’t breathe. Or I bomb a shoot and tell everyone I love it here, but all I want is to go home and watch trash TV with you and Lily and Anna.”

The reference to the girls didn’t sting. It grounded me. There was an honesty in the way she said it, messy, vulnerable, utterly unlike the Savannah in front of the camera.

“I get the feeling you don’t let people in all that often,” I said, straight to her ear.

She didn’t move right away. Some part of Savannah, the old part, wanted to keep her secrets. But she bit her lip, and finally said: “I’ve never brought anyone from home here. Never done the intro to ‘real Savannah.’ For most people, I just put on the pretty face and show them Marais and call it a night. But you—” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “You get everything.”

The air felt thicker. The crowd on the bridge faded to background. I wanted to turn her around and kiss her senseless, but I didn’t want her to mistake what this was.

“You trust me that much?” I asked, careful.

She nodded, still not meeting my eyes. “More than I should, probably. But you feel different. Like you wouldn’t use it against me if I let you see the messy parts.”

That did something to me—something physical, hot, a little bit scary.

I crowded closer, letting my palms span her waist. “Then let me see all of you. The party girl, the model, the one who cries after bad days. I want the real deal, not just the highlight reel.”

Savannah let out a shaky breath, and for the first time since landing, I felt the last of her defenses slide away. She turned and faced me, eyes glassy with emotion.

“I think that’s what I’ve been looking for,” she confessed.

Her hands slid up my chest and around my neck, and she leaned up to kiss me. It was nothing like the earlier show, no audience, no need for applause. Just lips and tongue and the taste of sugar and the hum of the city winding down.

When she pulled away, I didn’t let her go. She gazed past my shoulder, watching the city bleed into night.

“I want you to know—” Savannah hesitated, words reluctant. “I want you to see me, not just want me. Sometimes I feel like nobody’s ever tried. Not even me.”

There was nothing performative about her now. Her hair caught the wind, cheeks flushed, mouth slightly open, the blueprint of the girl I’d always wanted, finally letting me in.

“You’re more than enough, Savvy,” I promised, voice thick.

She buried her face in my neck, arms squeezing tight. “I don’t know what comes next. I just know I want it to be with you.”

We stood like that until the sun dipped behind the city and the last of the pink faded from the water. For a while, neither of us said a word.

By the time we peeled ourselves off the bridge, Paris felt different. Less like a faraway fantasy, more like a place where I actually belonged. With Savannah beside me, the world felt wide open.

As we drifted back toward her apartment, hand in hand, I tried to process what had really happened. Savannah had let me deeper into her world than anyone else ever had. Not just the sex or the secrets or the curated tours, but the hard parts, too, the fear, the longing, the wild hope that maybe it was okay to want more.

The question lingered: if she’d given me everything, what did she want from me in return?

I didn’t have the answer, not yet. But as we vanished into the Paris night, I was ready to find out.


Chapter three
Parisian Revelations


Savannah slid her fingers between mine as we ducked off the street, down a mossy stone staircase that looked like it led to a medieval dungeon, not a wine bar. The sign overhead was barely visible, a single, hand-painted plaque with chipped gold leaf, more rumor than advertisement.

I followed her through a blacked-out door and let the city noise close above us like a manhole cover. Inside, the bar was all stone and shadow. The ceiling arched overhead, low and ancient, candles jammed into green-glass bottles casting flickering shadows that writhed across the walls. Mismatched chairs crowded squat tables, each with its own pool of honeyed light. The whole place smelled of spilled wine, damp limestone, and the ghost of ten thousand whispered secrets.

Savannah led the way, hips swinging, and claimed the best corner seat in the house, far enough from the bar to avoid the crush, but close enough to the wall that nobody could sneak up behind us. She sprawled with catlike confidence, one ankle hooked over her knee, daring anyone to make her move. I sank into the opposite chair, which creaked under my weight and threatened to eject me if I so much as shifted wrong.

She didn’t bother with the menu. When the server drifted over, a thirtysomething woman in a black tee, piercings glittering along both ears, Savannah greeted her in French, voice low, smile full of secrets. She ordered a bottle, something dark and local that I’d never heard of, then turned her attention to me.

The candle between us threw everything into soft focus. Savannah looked different by candlelight, less sculpted perfection, more raw and unfiltered. Her cheeks glowed, and her eyes reflected every flicker of gold, doubling the mischief.

She traced the rim of her wine glass with one finger, then let her hand drift under the table to my thigh. "So. You're letting me drag you to all my secret places now?"

I snorted. "I'm just following orders, remember? I go where you tell me."

Her thumb made slow circles against my knee, and her eyes narrowed with something like approval. "Most men would try to one-up me with some flashy rooftop bar. But not you. You always did know when to surrender control."

The wine showed up, a bloodred bottle with a torn, unreadable label. The server poured, then vanished, leaving us in our little pocket of candlelit privacy.

Savannah swirled her glass, inspected the color, then took a long, unhurried sip. “Not bad,” she decided. “You’re going to need it. I have questions.”

I braced myself. From the look on her face, this was going to be demolition day, no blueprints allowed.

She leaned forward, elbows on the table, all focus. “So… you’ve actually slept with all of them?” Her gaze pinned me in place. “Lily. Anna. Natalie. Quinn. Jordan. Am I missing anyone?”

Her nails tapped the side of her glass, each name landing like a hammer.

I felt my pulse leap, but I couldn’t pretend. “Yeah,” I said. “All of them.”

For a second, Savannah just stared. Then she laughed, a real laugh, no venom. “And here I thought I was the complicated one.” She relaxed, settling deeper into her seat as if the truth had just lit a fire under her.

She traced the rim of her glass, thoughtful. “What fascinates me isn’t the sex. It’s that they know about each other.” She drew out the words, savoring them. “Most men would pretend, or lie, or just fuck around in the shadows. You’re running an open-door policy with five women who could kick your ass.”

She tilted her head, assessing me. “How does that work, exactly? Color-coded calendar? Doodle poll?”

Her curiosity was real, not judgmental. The honesty took me off guard.

I shrugged, picking at the label on my glass. “It’s…a lot of communication. Lily and Anna handle most of it, honestly. They work out who’s around, when, and if there’s overlap, they make it social, not a fight. Sometimes it even…” I trailed off, not sure how much to admit.

Savannah grinned, sharklike. “Sometimes it gets wild, you mean.”

“Yeah,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “Sometimes it does.”

She poured herself another glass. “And the tension? The jealousy? Don’t tell me there isn’t any.”

“There’s plenty,” I admitted. My throat felt tight. “It pops up in weird ways. Sometimes it’s a look, sometimes a straight-up argument. Usually, it gets talked out, or someone storms off, or we fuck it out and pretend nothing happened.”

She snickered, rolling the stem of her glass between nimble fingers. “Very healthy. Sex as conflict resolution. I could write a book.”

“Not exactly my proudest skillset,” I mumbled.

Savannah kicked me under the table, playful but pointed. “Don’t apologize. You built something new. I respect that.”

The honesty loosened something inside me, so I kept going. “Half the time, I’m just hoping nobody gets their feelings hurt. Or that I don’t wake up to someone tossing my clothes off the balcony.”

She snorted. “Classic Bennett, always the mediator.”

“I’m not proud of the mess,” I said, quieter now. “It’s not about the numbers. Each of them… brings out something different. Makes me feel different. I can’t pick which version of me is supposed to be real.”

Savannah just listened, eyes soft. For a moment, her whole manner changed. Less edge, more understanding.

“That part I get,” she said. “I’ve dated more than one person before. Sometimes at the same time. But it was always a secret. Always a performance. Never just…here’s the deal, take it or leave it.”

She refilled my glass, barely pausing. “You ever worry it’ll blow up?”

“All the time,” I admitted, shame heating my face. “It goes smoother than it should, but there’s always this tightrope feeling. Like one wobble, and the whole thing’s rubble.”

Savannah’s gaze glimmered in the candlelight. She looked hungry, but not for food or wine. For the story, the truth of it.

“Give me the blueprints, Bennett. Start with Lily.”

Her name hit me right in the chest.

“Lily… she’s the spark,” I said, testing the words. “Always making sure nobody feels left out. She and Anna kind of run the show, keep everyone in orbit, and if there’s drama, she’s the one who smooths it over, or turns it into a joke so nobody’s embarrassed.”

Savannah nodded, cataloging the intel. “And Anna?”

“Anna is the anchor. She’s not loud, but she sees everything. If someone’s upset, she can tell before they even admit it. She doesn’t need a crowd. Just wants connection, something honest. She challenges me, but in a way that doesn’t feel like a fight.”

The list continued, and I felt myself relax, a little. The wine helped.

“Natalie’s the wild card,” I said. “She’s got history with my brother, so her walls are up. She doesn’t like the drama, but when she lets you in, it’s…intense. Private.”

Savannah licked the edge of her glass. “The forbidden fruit. Classic.”

“Quinn? She’s the youngest, but also the hardest to pin down. Wants so badly to prove herself, but doesn’t trust her own worth yet. She lights up when things are real, none of the fake ‘networking’ stuff. She and I… we get obsessed with projects. Sometimes, that means the rest of the world fades out.”

Savannah’s smile widened. “You always did like a challenge.”

“And Jordan…” I hesitated. “She’s all discipline and routine, but underneath she wants something deeper, someone who won’t fuck around or betray her. She keeps herself separate, but every once in a while, she lets me in. A little.”

Savannah sat back, absorbing. The candle made her lips look fuller, her eyes more blue than before. “So it’s not just sex for you,” she said, almost accusing. “You’re actually trying to build something.”

My jaw tightened. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Savannah. Some days, I nail it. Most days, I feel like I’m just patching drywall and praying it doesn’t crack.”

She burst out laughing, a sound so honest I couldn’t help but laugh, too.

“God, you’re such a dork,” she said, wiping at her eyes. “You’re sleeping with five women, and you’re still worried about everyone’s feelings. How are you real?”

Her laughter was a balm. The tension I’d carried since she named the question vanished.

She reached across the table, fingers grazing mine. “I’m not making fun, Jack. Just… wow. You’re a unicorn.”

I shook my head. “Nah, just a guy with too many open projects and not enough time in the week.”

We refilled the glasses again. The bottle was already half-empty. The wine was syrupy, dark, old-vine stuff that hit your tongue like velvet and left a trace of summer at the back of the throat.

Savannah’s hand found its way onto my knee, resting there with quiet possession.

“We always joked about harems back home. Usually, it was just a way to mess with you, see if you’d blush. But you’ve actually pulled it off.” Her gaze was sharp. “Did it ever cross your mind you’d get this far?”

“Never,” I said, honest. “If you’d told me a year ago, I would’ve said you were out of your mind.”

That made her smile, slow and satisfied. “You’re lucky. Most men don’t get one woman who really wants them, let alone five. And they want you, Bennett. I can see it.”

I shrugged, trying not to let the pride show. “They put up with me."

“Don’t sell yourself short. There’s a reason they don’t run for the hills.”

There was a lull, not awkward, but loaded, where we just let the wine and silence do their thing. Around us, the bar hummed along, but our corner felt private, a world of its own.

Then Savannah broke the silence, voice softer. “Do you think it’ll last?”

I had no idea. But admitting that out loud felt like jinxing the whole operation.

Before I could answer, she curled her fingers through mine, squeezing hard.

“I respect it,” she said. “I’ve dated two guys at once. A few times. But never where everyone knew. Never where it was out in the open. That’s what terrifies people. The truth.”

I glanced at her, surprised by the confession. “You, afraid?”

That earned me a sly smile. “Afraid? No. I just learned early that most people say they want honesty, but melt down the second it gets real.”

That landed. Hard.

“I get that,” I said. “It’s tricky. The part where everyone claims to be cool until they’re not.”

She nodded, lips pursed. “You ever wonder if you’re the one who can’t handle it?”

I thought about it, running the scenario. “Maybe. Sometimes I make a call, or say yes to something, and it’s not until after that I realize I’m not ready for the fallout. That’s the worst part, the aftershock.”

Savannah eyed me, all appraisal. “You’re tougher than you look, Jack. But your soft spots are still showing.” She touched my hand, a feather-light brush. “I like that.”

The bottle was almost dry. Our chairs had drawn closer, so our knees touched under the table, hers warm against mine. I kept reaching for her, and she never pulled away. If anything, she angled closer, like gravity was on our side tonight.

“I want you to know I’m not intimidated,” she said, voice dropping. “Curious? Definitely. A little turned on? You have no idea.”

She licked her lips, and the candle threw ripples of light over her skin. It was hypnotic.

“You don’t want normal,” she continued. “You never did. That’s what makes you interesting.”

I tried to apologize, but she cut me off.

“Don’t. I picked you for a reason, Jack. I could have any man in Paris, tonight, just by crooking my finger. But here I am, trying to see if you’re the one worth crossing an ocean for.”

That did something to me. Not ego, but a raw, hungry spark that made my pulse pound.

The last sips of wine clung to the glass. Savannah swirled hers, watching the legs run down the curve. She was thinking, plotting, but not ready to play her hand yet.

“So what’s the next move?” I asked.

She leaned in so close I could smell her perfume, the trace of vanilla and something bolder, something wild.

“We finish the wine. Then I walk you through Paris, and you show me what makes you tick, not just on the bed, but out here. In the mess.”

Her confidence was electric. I wanted to eat her up and never let her go.

We drained the last of the bottle, our legs tangled, fingertips tracing invisible lines over wrists and knuckles. At one point, she dragged her nails up my forearm, slow and teasing, and I shivered for her.

The crowd had thinned. The server dropped the check and vanished, no rush. Savannah plucked the cash from her bag and slapped it down, not even pretending to let me pay.

“Tonight’s on me,” she said, a note of promise in her voice. “Tomorrow, maybe I’ll let you return the favor.”

She stood, stretching in a way that made her blouse ride up, flashing skin meant just for me. She pulled me in and kissed my jaw, slow, before whispering, “You passed round one, Bennett.”

We slipped back out into the city, the air shock-cool after the heat of the bar. But I still felt her, electric, all the way down.

If Paris was a test, Savannah was the final exam.

And somehow, I didn’t mind being graded on a curve.

***

She stood, and I followed her into the Paris night. The air outside was thick, wet with river chill, but Savannah was a furnace. She looped her arm through mine and kept me close as we navigated the old stone streets.

The city had changed. The bars were shutting down, the tourists gone, only the diehards and the lovers left wandering the dark. Streetlamps spilled gold on the pavement and made every shadow stretch into a secret. High above, the Eiffel Tower pulsed and glittered on the hour, throwing silver sparks all the way to the river.

Savannah took it all in stride, matching her step to mine. Her hand gripped my inner elbow, skin-to-skin, not for show but for connection. Every time she leaned closer, her perfume sent new signals straight to my brain: vanilla, and something barely tamed.

We made our way along the Seine, quiet except for the distant chatter of a passing crew and the thrum of our own footsteps.

When Savannah spoke again, it was softer, but the edge was all steel.

“I’m not afraid of complicated, Jack,” she said, head tipping up to catch a view of the tower. “I get off on it, honestly. But I’m not naive. I know what I want. When we get home to Chicago, I’m not interested in being just another woman in your rotation.”

That one landed, no warning. I felt my heart squeeze, then kick hard.

She didn’t look at me, just kept our stride steady, as if she’d confessed nothing at all. I wanted to answer, but the words stuck and sizzled at the back of my throat.

I took a breath and watched the city try to outshine her. The Eiffel Tower blasted another round of diamond light, painting Savannah’s hair in silver and blue.

“I get it,” I said, finally. “You want more.”

Her grip tightened. “I want it all, Bennett. Or at least the shot at it. If I’m going to sign up for your harem, I’d better have a say in the plans.”

She flashed me a smile, fast and dangerous.

“This isn’t me giving you an ultimatum,” she added. “It’s me telling you I’m not going to fade into the background, no matter how hot those other women are.”

We turned a corner and the river stretched out ahead, black velvet and pulsing with reflections. I slowed, letting the moment breathe.

“You always did like to stir up trouble,” I said.

Savannah nuzzled closer. “Trouble is where the fun happens. If you’re just looking for docile, you should go home and marry a houseplant.”

I snorted. “You’d kill a houseplant, Savvy.”

She grinned, all teeth. “Exactly.”

Our footsteps echoed, the world shrinking to just us and the play of light on the water. I could feel her watching me, mentally measuring if I was worth the hassle. Maybe I was. Tonight I wanted to be.

“You know what I want from you?” Savannah asked, voice dipping to a whisper.

“Lay it out.”

“I want to be seen. Not just fucked or photographed. I want to matter. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

Her words were soft, but the challenge was everywhere.

“I see you,” I said, hand sliding down to lace with hers. “You’re not just another spot on a busy schedule. You’re the one I can’t stop thinking about even when you’re halfway around the world.”

Savannah pressed her cheek to my shoulder, letting that confession linger longer than I expected.

She didn’t answer right away. We just kept walking, matching steps, until the city thinned and the water opened up around us.

“I believe you,” she said, and it sounded almost like forgiveness.

We rounded another bend and the Eiffel Tower came into perfect view, glittering like it was putting on a show just for us.

For a while, we didn’t talk. There was no need. Everything I wanted was under my arm and walking at my pace.

But the warning shot she’d fired stayed in the air, sharp and humming: Savannah wasn’t here to play runner-up. If I didn’t make room for her, she’d find another way to take the top spot.

The air was heavy with night, but underneath, the current was all hope, dangerous, yes, but addictive.

If this was what complicated felt like, I didn’t want to go back to simple.

We drifted along the river, Paris shining and Savannah solid at my side, both of us knowing the real negotiation was just beginning.

***

The Pont des Arts came into view, wide and lovely even at midnight, the lamps lining the span glowing like the world’s classiest runway. Savannah led the way, not speaking, just threading through the shadows until we reached the part of the bridge with the best view, Eiffel Tower to the right, Notre Dame’s ghost on the left, the whole city undressing for us in gold and glass.

She stopped, dead center, and turned to me full-on.

The wind tugged her hair loose, and for a second, the bridge went quiet. No cars, no yelling. Just the river lapping underfoot and the faint hum of a boat’s engine slicing downstream.

Savannah propped her elbows on the railing, eyes never leaving mine.

“I want to know what I’d be walking into,” she said, not blinking. “Not just with you, with them. Lay it out for me, Bennett. I want the real story before I jump.”

For once, I didn’t reach for a joke or a blueprint analogy. I just let the truth build, brick by brick.

I braced against the railing, giving myself a second to breathe her in. Boats drifted below, their hulls tracking silver over dark water. The city pressed close but stayed silent, as if Paris itself wanted to hear what I’d say.

I started: “It’s not random. The thing with Lily, Anna, the rest… I’m not just fucking whoever shows up that week.”

Savannah arched an eyebrow, encouraging.

“Lily is home base. She’s the glue. She’s seen every side of me and still wants in, even after all the messes. Anna, she’s the shield, the one who’d take a bullet for me or for any of the girls. She calls me out when I try to hide. Natalie… she’s the part that wants privacy and loyalty. No drama, just something nobody else gets to touch.”

I felt the confidence grow as I kept talking. It started to snap into focus: “Quinn’s about partnership. She’s the only person who ever beat me at my own game. She’ll call out every design flaw, see straight through my bullshit, and she wants to build something together, not just party. Jordan’s pure mental steel. She doesn’t chase drama. She wants someone stable, who can handle her need for space and not take it personal when she goes dark for a week.”

Savannah leaned closer, face softening in the city glow.

“It sounds crazy, but I don’t want pieces of people. I want all of it, arguments, breakdowns, the morning chaos. I like that nobody pretends to be perfect. We deal with jealousy and schedules and sometimes it blows up. But I want every single part, even the messy ones.”

I paused, nervous for the first time all night.

“When we get home, I want you to have a seat at the table, not as a side gig, not as a secret. I want you right in the mix.”

Savannah just watched. She looked so fucking alive in that moment I felt my heart kick.

She ran her nails along the railing, thinking. For a second, she closed her eyes, like she was letting the math settle.

Then, just a hint of a smirk. “Interesting,” she said. “Very interesting.”

No hint if I’d nailed the pitch or blown the job interview. I wanted to demand more, but she cut me off with a look.

She patted the spot beside her, and when I moved in, she let her arm curl around my waist, holding me tight.

“I hope the others are ready for a little competition,” she murmured, lips grazing my ear.

There was no mistaking the intent. Savannah didn’t come to play second string. She was here to win or change the whole game.

The city did its thing, blinking and glittering in time with the river’s slow churn. Couples wandered past, some arm-in-arm, others stealing quick kisses in the dark. But we just stood there, soaking it all in.

For a while, neither of us spoke. There was no rush. Just Paris at its most perfect, and the open field between us.

Eventually, Savannah turned us back toward the street, heels clicking sharp on the old boards. She didn’t look back. With her in the lead, I followed, knowing we’d just launched something that couldn’t be reversed.

We didn’t need to say it, but the tension, the good kind, charged the air all the way back to her place.

The night was far from over.

And with Savannah at my side, the future felt less like a risk and more like a dare.


Chapter four
Secret Crush


The transition from wine bar to jazz club was pure Savannah.

She didn’t bother with Google or even ask for directions. Instead, she dragged me through a maze of alleys so ancient each block felt like falling back in time. The curve of her body ahead of me, shoulders set and hips swinging, was all the orientation I needed.

She seemed to know every shortcut, every shadow, every street that doubled back on itself the way nightmares did. My palm was tight around hers as we navigated corners where the only light came from a single flickering bulb, illuminating windows with curtains drawn tight against the world.

At last, we surfaced on a crooked stretch of pavement with no sign, just a battered blue door so anonymous it might have been condemned. Savannah rapped twice. The slot opened, and a pair of eyes gave her the once-over before sliding the lock. We ducked inside.

The jazz club wasn’t the Paris of Instagram. It was the Paris of secrets and sweat, the kind of place where rules bent and nothing mattered except the music.

Inside, the ceiling pressed down low, stained tobacco brown with decades of smoke. The walls were lined with black-and-white photos of legends who probably fucked and fought in this very room. The scent was wood polish, gin, and the live-wire tang of anticipation.

There was no stage, just a wedge of floor barely big enough for a jazz trio, a woman on upright bass, a drummer with sticks like pistons, and a trumpet player so ancient his cheeks looked carved from leather.

The sound wasn’t polite. It punched straight through the haze, ricocheting off stone walls and folding us into a private world.

Savannah found us a table the size of a pizza box, squeezed against a red velvet booth that had seen better decades. We wedged in close, knees knocking and thighs flush, until the only way to move was together.

She didn’t let go of my hand until the first drink arrived. In Paris, that meant something dark and dangerous, poured over a fistful of ice, the glass sweating between my fingers.

“Not bad for a school night,” Savannah teased, already sipping hers. “Are you going to be able to keep up, or do I need to slow down for you?”

I grinned, nudging her knee beneath the table. “You couldn’t wear me out if you tried. But I’m happy to let you set the pace.”

She licked her lips, blue eyes dancing. “That’s what I like to hear.”

The music swallowed most conversation, but nobody minded. The real communication happened in looks and touches, in the way Savannah’s foot found the inside of my ankle, or the way her fingers toyed with the condensation on my glass before drifting up my forearm, landing high enough to make my pulse spike.

We barely talked at first. There was no need. The baseline of her thigh against mine did all the heavy lifting.

For a while, we just let the jazz work its spell. The trumpet wailed, unpredictable and wild, while the bass sent tremors straight through the old wood under our table. The lighting was half candle, half neon, bathing Savannah’s face in a glow that was all curves, cheekbone, collarbone, lips made for trouble. She looked softer by this light, but there was nothing naïve about her. She was a bomb primed for detonation.

When she wanted my attention, she just leaned in, voice pitched low so the world shrank to her and me.

“So, do you bring all your dates to Paris, or am I special?” Her hand was still on my thigh, pinky tracing circles against the seam of my jeans.

“First time for everything,” I said, truth beating easy.

She snorted. “You know, I almost didn’t believe you’d show. Most men talk a big game, then back out when it’s time to buy a ticket.”

“I don’t do half measures, Savvy. If I say I’m coming, I come.”

She grinned at the innuendo, letting her gaze drop to my lap before sliding back to my mouth.

“Fair enough,” she said. “Consider me impressed.”

Somewhere in the dark, a couple made out like teenagers, hands messy and oblivious to the world outside their bubble. Savannah caught my glance, laughing.

“Does it turn you on?” she asked, nodding toward the mini-spectacle near the band.

“I like knowing you’re the hottest woman in the room, and you’re here with me.”

That earned a raised eyebrow and a slow, calculated smile.

“Keep talking like that, and I’ll have to up my game,” she said, stealing my cocktail for a sip.

We drifted in and out of conversation, the drinks going down easier than air. Sometimes she’d tell a story, getting lost after a gig on the Left Bank, sneaking into a gallery opening with fake invites, the time she caught a famous designer snorting coke off a powder room shelf. Every tale ended with her leaning in a little closer, hand finding new real estate on my wrist, my bicep, the spot just inside my elbow that made me flex without thinking.

By set two, we were pressed together like conjoined twins. I didn’t bother hiding my hard-on; the booth left nowhere to retreat.

She noticed, obviously, but she didn’t call me out. Instead, she dragged her nails up my arm to my neck and let her lips ghost across my ear.

“You know what drives me wild?” she murmured. “Seeing you out of your element. You act all cool, but I can tell you’re wired.”

I huffed out a laugh. “You don’t make it easy.”

She bit my lobe, gentle. “I don’t want easy, Bennett. I want you wanting me so bad you can’t see straight.”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I just kissed her, right there at the table. It was quick, hungry, the kind of kiss that had nothing to do with romance and everything to do with the promise of more.

She melted into it, moaning low, then pulled back with a devil-may-care smirk.

“We’re going to set a record for public indecency by the end of this trip,” she whispered.

“Doubtful,” I said. “Paris invented fucking in stairwells.”

She laughed so hard she nearly spilled her drink.

The rest of the set blurred in a flurry of sound and touch. Her hand spent more time under the table than above it, sometimes drifting high on my thigh, sometimes tracing circles on my palm. The trios’ last song whipped the room into a frenzy, the trumpet howling, bass thumping, and everyone clapped hard enough to rattle glasses. I was so keyed up, it felt like some of the applause belonged to us alone.

When the band wrapped, Savannah signaled for the check, already plotting our next escape. She didn’t wait for the server to bring change, she just tossed euros on the tray and stood, yanking me up with her.

Outside, the city air slashed the fog of gin and desire. My hearing rang from the music, but I could still pick out the echo of her laughter as we stumbled onto the sidewalk. The night air was sharp, carrying the twin scents of rain and turned earth. Somewhere nearby, a bakery had just finished a late batch, the smell of sugar bleeding into everything.

We threaded through the shadows together, barely speaking, just following the magnetic pull of legs and want.

The Seine wasn’t far, nothing in Paris ever was, but it unfurled around a bend like a magic trick. Suddenly the city felt infinite, every bridge lit up in slashes of gold, the old buildings casting their reflections in the black mirror of the river.

We dropped onto the nearest quay, shoes echoing against ancient stone. Savannah walked in silence, matching my stride, her hand close but never quite touching. It was the most loaded not-touch in history.

Every few steps, I’d sneak a glance at her. The city lights caught highlights in her hair, painting her in shades of platinum and honey. The lines of her profile were sharp as sculpture, high cheekbones, a jaw that could cut glass, the sweep of lashes that hid nothing.

Up ahead, the bridges threw their illuminations into the water, turning the Seine molten and alive. On the opposite bank, couples stood arm-in-arm, passing wine bottles in secret, their shadows dancing across centuries-old granite. A tourist boat drifted by, its music trailing after like the world’s slowest parade float.

We just walked, breathing together, the city pressing in. Savannah finally broke the silence.

“It’s different at night,” she said. “Daytime, everyone’s performing, but at night it’s like…everyone gets to be themselves.”

I nodded, not trusting my own voice.

She sidestepped closer so her shoulder brushed mine. “You can say it, Bennett. You’re allowed to have feelings even without being drunk.”

I managed a laugh. “You’re not exactly low effort yourself, Savvy.”

“Never claimed to be,” she said, but there was no bite in it.

Our steps slowed as we crossed under a stone arch, the bridge overhead sending soft halos down onto the riverwalk. Savannah paused, staring out at the water. I watched her reflection stretch and shimmer.

She didn’t say anything else, just tucked her hand into my elbow, letting us walk pressed tight together. Up ahead, streetlights flickered through the fog, little pockets of yellow and white. Each one made her look different, sometimes old-school movie star, sometimes just a small-town girl who’d figured out how to be larger than life.

The sounds of the city never stopped: cars rolling distant, a motorcycle blaring down a side street, the faint screech of a subway car tunneling under our feet. Somewhere a woman cackled, sharp and wild, and somewhere else a man yelled about soccer in a language I barely understood.

It all felt unfiltered, like the night was determined to strip every lie away.

We didn’t need to talk. The silence was its own conversation.

At one point we stopped to lean against the stone railing, watching as a barge crept past hauling cases of wine and somebody’s motorcycle. Savannah rested her chin on her palm.

I reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She caught my hand and held it there, both of us staring at each other like the river would swallow us if we broke the spell.

Finally, she let go, but only to grab my belt and tug me closer, her body flush against mine. We stood like that, not kissing, not moving, just letting the city run wild around us.

The longer we lingered, the more it felt like time was bending in our favor.

When we finally peeled ourselves off the railing, the air between us had shifted. Every touch, every step, felt choreographed. We strolled further downstream, letting the city do its thing.

Across the water, Notre Dame rose dark and proud, windows glowing from within. Boats drifted under the bridges, their wakes sending ripples that caught every bit of light. More couples wandered by, always in pairs, some clinging drunk and silly, others wrapped in silent romance.

At one point, Savannah spotted a family of ducks along the bank and pointed, grinning. “See? Paris isn’t just wine and sex. Sometimes it’s nature documentaries.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t know about you, but I still vote for the wine and sex.”

She swatted my chest, then let her hand linger. “God, you’re such a guy.”

But her smile stayed, softening with every step.

We walked until the sidewalks emptied out and the city noise faded to a background hum. The only soundtrack left was our own footsteps and the lap of the river.

I wanted to bottle this night and keep it somewhere safe, away from the rules and schedules that waited back home.

Savannah seemed to sense it. She slowed, then stopped, eyes locked on the lights of a bridge arcing above us.

“I could walk with you forever,” she said, quietly.

The moment hung, delicate and wild.

I let myself risk it, letting my hand slide down to her hip, palm spreading possessive.

“Good,” I said, my voice rough. “Because I’m not ready to let you go.”

We stood like that, frozen in time. The city kept moving, but for a heartbeat, it felt like we were the only ones with a future worth chasing.

"I'm not ready to go back yet," Savannah said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Are you hungry?"

I wasn't, but I nodded anyway. The thought of this night ending made my chest tight.

She tugged my hand, leading me away from the river. "I know a place. Tiny café, just around the corner. The kind tourists never find."

We wandered deeper into the maze of side streets, her fingers still laced through mine. The farther we walked from the Seine, the quieter it got, until all I could hear was the tap of our shoes against cobblestones and the occasional distant laugh.

"There," she said, pointing to a blue door beneath a sign that read "Café des Amis." The windows glowed amber from within, promising secrets.

I followed her lead, knowing the night was about to shift into something new. Something honest.

***

The small Paris cafés are all designed for secrets or maybe for lovers who want to pretend they have none left.

Savannah picked the spot, naturally. She steered me through narrow, river-lapped streets until we landed in front of a blue-painted door that looked like it might have survived three revolutions. The sign above read simply “Café des Amis,” and it felt less like a business and more like a dare.

Inside, the room was barely wider than a hallway. Three tables up front, two more by the bar, and a counter cluttered with chipped cups and a bowl of slightly bruised lemons. A single lantern overhead made everything glow, reflecting off the old wood in a way that erased time.

We took the only table by the window, a perfect fit for two people who didn’t want to be overheard.

Outside, Paris was a study in absence: all the tourists gone, the shops shuttered, and the white noise of the river rolling invisible past the glass. Inside, sound faded to whispers. The only other patrons were a pair of old men deep in a chess game and a woman in head-to-toe black, reading a paperback by the espresso machine.

Savannah slumped into her chair, legs folded beneath her like she was at home. For the first time all night, she looked plain tired, the good kind, the aftermath of adrenaline and too many hours spent wrestling your own bullshit.

She popped the wine cork herself, poured for both of us, and let the bottle breathe.

I watched her swirl her glass, lazy and unfocused. She didn’t rush the first sip. It was like she was waiting for her courage to catch up.

Her first words caught me off guard.

“You know what’s funny, Bennett?” she said, not looking at me. “I spent four years pretending I didn’t care that you never noticed me.”

That one landed right in the gut.

I just blinked, letting the silence spool.

She took a long gulp, then set the glass down and traced the ring of moisture on the table. Her voice had a different edge now, not the teasing, not the world-class flirt, but something raw.

“I mean, I had options. Guys falling over themselves to buy me drinks or carry my books or whatever. But it was always you. You’d walk into a party and never look twice at me, and it made me crazy.” She finally glanced up, eyes wide and almost scared. “I thought maybe you just saw me as…the fun friend. Not the one you actually wanted.”

I let out a harsh breath, jaw locked so tight I thought my teeth might shatter.

“Savvy,” I said, my voice thick. “You were the only thing I wanted. I just never thought I had a shot, not when every guy in Chicago wanted the same thing.”

She snorted, but it wasn’t cruel. “You always did underestimate yourself.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, a brief, broken thing. “You were Savannah. Queen of Logan Square. Why would you go for the awkward guy hiding at the edge of every room?”

She shook her head, smile sad but so real it made my chest ache. “You weren’t awkward. You were authentic. You never tried to impress anybody, never faked an opinion. It was like you had a forcefield. The more I tried to get your attention, the less you’d look at me. So I just…pretended. Pretended I didn’t care.”

She drained her wine.

I did the same, needing the burn to shake loose what had been welded inside me for years.

“For what it’s worth,” I said, words tipping over each other, “you were always out of my league. I used to watch you with those guys, that guy Adam, the football crowd, even the random hookups at parties. You never looked at me the same way you looked at them.”

She started to protest, voice rising, but I cut her off.

“No. I mean it. You’d walk into a place and the air would just…change. Even Lily noticed. She’d tease me mercilessly about it: ‘Jack’s got it so bad for you, Savannah, he can’t even talk straight when you’re around.’”

For a heartbeat, Savannah just stared, like she was seeing me for the first time.

“I always thought you were untouchable,” I admitted. “Like, if I tried to make a move, it would blow up everything. Not just the group, but…my shot at ever being enough for you.”

She set her chin in her palm and let the silence stretch.

“God,” she said, “we’re a pair of idiots, aren’t we?”

I nodded, feeling the heat creep up my neck.

“Want to know the worst part?” She shrugged, folding in on herself. “I dated all those guys because I didn’t believe you’d ever want me. Not really. And every time you’d get close, like that night Lily dared you to fuck both of us, I’d hope you’d finally snap from the pressure and just…” She trailed off, cheeks flushed. “But you never did. And the more you pulled back, the more I wanted you.”

The confession was so honest it left me reeling.

I found myself gripping the edge of the table, knuckles white.

“The truth is,” I said, voice ragged, “those nights, I’d go home and jerk off thinking about you. Every single time. Even when I was with some other girl, I’d picture what it would be like if you’d just let me in.”

I’d never said that out loud before. Savannah’s eyes went a little glassy.

“I wanted you too,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “I’d wake up hungover, wishing I’d just grabbed you and made you see it. But I was scared of being rejected.”

We let that hang between us, the city outside going quiet enough to hear the clock behind the bar tick.

The second glass of wine tasted better, or maybe we just needed it more.

Savannah curled forward, elbows on the table, all pretense gone.

“It’s weird,” she said, “how you can be wanted by a dozen people, but all it takes is one person not wanting you to fuck you up for years.”

I fumbled for words, but none of my usual metaphors worked.

“You were the standard,” I told her. “I measured every girl against you, and nobody ever came close.”

She smiled, the kind that cracked at the corners, and reached across the table, her fingers brushing mine.

“I never told anyone this,” she said, “but I fell for you in college. Hard. I watched you carry Lily home after she got wasted at Jake’s, or help Anna install that bookshelf when her first boyfriend bailed on her, and I just…couldn’t believe a guy like you existed. I wanted to matter to you. More than anyone.”

Her hand moved over mine, softer now, less challenge and more plea.

“I’m sorry I acted like I didn’t care,” she admitted. “I was just scared you’d laugh in my face if I admitted it.”

I shook my head. “If you’d said anything like that, I would’ve lost my mind. I’d have ruined myself to make you happy.”

The admission nearly undid me. My jaw clenched, then cracked loose as I watched her reaction, waiting for the punchline.

Instead, she just squeezed my fingers.

“You know,” Savannah said, “in the end it all worked out. We’re here, aren’t we? Paris, wine, and no more lies.”

I nodded, letting the relief bleed out of me.

“So what now?” I asked.

She shrugged, but there was nothing casual about it. “Now…we stop pretending. No more highlight reels, no more angles. Just you and me, however it lands.”

I pulled her hand closer, fingertips mapping the veins on her wrist, trying to memorize every detail.

Savannah’s eyes were wet, but she didn’t look away. “You taught me to want more,” she said. “To stop fucking around with guys who just wanted a pretty face. You made me want to be seen. For real.”

I blinked, feeling everything I’d buried surge up at once.

“I’m in love with you,” I said, voice so low I don’t think the bartender ever heard it. “I don’t care if the whole street burns down tomorrow, but tonight, I want you to know I mean it.”

She let out a shaky breath, then bit her lip to keep from crying.

“About time, Bennett,” she whispered, and this time the smile was all hope, no calculation.

She circled the table, not caring about the old men or the barista, and dropped into my lap, arms winding around my neck. Her lips found mine, soft and fierce at once, as if she was trying to drink in every second she’d missed.

The kiss stretched. Wine, tears, the taste of years wasted. When we finally fell apart, she left her hand on my cheek, thumb tracing my stubble.

“Don’t you dare run now,” she said. “After all that.”

I kissed her again, hungrier. “Not a chance.”

We drained the rest of the bottle, wrapped up in each other so tight the world could have ended and we wouldn’t have flinched.

After a while, the bartender called “fermé,” but it sounded more like a blessing than a warning.

Savannah laced her fingers through mine, and together we stumbled back onto the street.

The air was cold, but I’d never felt more alive.

We walked into the dark, each step lighter than the last, finally knowing that the only thing standing between us had always been the truth.

***

Pont Marie didn’t look like much from a distance. Five arches, old as time, just another stretch of stone connecting two halves of the city.

Up close, though, the bridge hummed. It was wide enough to lose yourself, old enough to hold secrets, and tonight, we had it almost entirely to ourselves.

Savannah led the way, boots tapping against the ancient flagstones. The river shimmered below us, inky black shot through with gold from the lamps lining the banks. Notre Dame glowed ahead, backlit like something from a fever dream.

Halfway across, Savannah stopped dead. She braced both hands against the cold stone railing and just stared out at the water.

For a second, she didn’t speak. The wind caught her hair, sending it wild around her face, and the city noise faded to nothing but the lap of water and the distant wail of a saxophone.

Then, barely audible: “We wasted so much time.”

Her nails pressed white against the parapet. It wasn’t a complaint, just the regret of a woman who’d pretended too long.

I stepped in behind her, arms caging hers, chest tight to her back. “Not anymore,” I murmured into her hair.

She turned then, slow, deliberate, the sort of move that only happens at the end of a long internal war.

The city lights didn’t just halo her, they lit her up from the inside, carving her cheeks, her lips, the hunger in her eyes.

She faced me fully, hands sliding up my shirt, clutching at the material as if it could anchor her to something real.

Our eyes locked. For a moment, no one breathed.

The first kiss was volcanic. No preamble, no finesse, just her mouth crashing against mine, all teeth and tongue and the gasp of pent-up years. Our bodies slammed together, pinning her to the bridge railing, hips locked with nowhere left to hide.

I couldn’t get enough. My hands were everywhere, her waist, her ass, fingers tangled in the silk of her shirt, wrinkling it beyond repair. She kissed back, starved, lips parting so wide she threatened to suck out the marrow.

A couple moved past us, maybe they smiled, maybe they rolled their eyes. I didn’t care if the Pope himself walked by.

Savannah arched into me, moaning low against my mouth. Her hands dug into my hair, nails biting my scalp until I thought I’d break. We were a single engine, no governor, no brakes, just wild need and the years of what-ifs combusting all at once.

She broke the kiss long enough to breathe, forehead smashing into mine, blue eyes wide and raw.

“God, Jack,” she panted. “How did we wait so long?”

I didn’t answer, I just kissed her again, deeper this time, tongue driving home, teeth scraping her lower lip until she whimpered.

She responded the only way Savannah knew: by fighting to win. We wrestled for control, each kiss rougher, wetter, hotter than the last. Her thigh hiked up to bracket my hip, skirt riding so high I could feel the heat of her through denim and cotton.

Neither of us wanted to stop, not for air, not for anything. It was like we were trying to make up for every party, every near miss, every fake smile we’d ever thrown each other’s way.

When we finally broke, it was because our bodies had run out of options. We stood, chest to chest, both panting so loud the river might have changed direction.

I held her face in both hands. She shook, barely, but it was there, the tremble in her jaw, the way her gaze searched mine like she was afraid I’d vanish.

Her thumb stroked my cheek, so light it almost didn’t register.

“This is real, right?” she asked, voice breaking.

I nodded, swallowing the jagged knot in my throat. “It’s real. Finally.”

She laughed, shaky and a little shell-shocked.

All around us, Paris just kept on being Paris, boats sliding by, the gargoyles of Notre Dame watching, the distant echo of voices. But the world had tilted.

On that bridge, under the harsh white lamps and the broken promises of old stones, we found each other again.

Savannah kissed me, softer this time, mapping my mouth with slow, careful care. It was a thank you, an apology, and a promise all at once.

When we let go, neither of us backed away.

We just stood, arms locked, the city splayed out below, and knew: whatever happened next, we’d spent our last night in exile.

Savannah’s hand lingered at my face, thumb trembling on my jaw, and she looked at me like she’d just seen the stars for the first time.

I kissed her wrist, pulse rabbiting under my lips, and hoped the moment never ended.

For once, the city could wait. We had all the time in the world.

***

We barely made it through the door before she was on me.

Savannah pulled me in by the collar, kissing like the bridge hadn’t even taken the edge off. I slammed the door shut with my heel, and she didn’t waste a second, her hands were already tugging at my shirt, popping buttons, peeling the fabric away from my body as if undressing me was a race she intended to win.

I gave back as good as I got. I grabbed handfuls of silk and bare skin, found the zipper at her hip, and dragged it down until her skirt puddled on the floor. She kicked it away, stepping out of her heels with a practiced flick while I yanked off my own shirt and boots, not caring where they landed.

She wore nothing but a black lace bra and panties, both of which looked painted on. Her body was everything I remembered and more: the curve of her waist, hips built for trouble, and legs that wrapped around me like a vice.

The city lights bled through her apartment window, filtered by gauzy white curtains. They painted Savannah in soft gold and indigo, picking out the ripple of muscle under her skin, the line of her collarbone, the smooth, honeyed length of her thighs.

There was no shyness left.

She shoved me toward the bed, climbing up after me, straddling my lap with a move that was pure athlete and pure showgirl, all at once.

Her hands pinned my shoulders as she rolled her hips, grinding against my cock through the denim. Every shift of her body left me harder, crazier, more sure that there had never been another woman like her.

We kissed again, deep, messy, so honest it almost hurt. She bit my lip, then licked the sting away, all while her nails raked up my chest, leaving trails of heat.

The hunger was mutual. Clothes vanished, first my jeans, then her bra, then her panties. She shimmied them down, slow and deliberate, cocking her hips as if she was on stage with a thousand eyes on her. But this private show was for me alone, and she knew exactly how much power that gave her.

Her body defied belief. High, full tits with dusky pink nipples that begged for my mouth. A stomach so flat it practically vibrated with every breath. Hips that curved out into a perfect, heartbreaker ass. And between her legs, a pussy already slick, lips puffy and ready, practically glistening in the city light.

She looked down at me, blue eyes wild, hair fanned over her shoulders. “You want this?”

There was no question.

“I want everything, Savvy. Every last inch of you.”

She grinned and sank onto my cock in one motion, gasping as I bottomed out inside her. She was hot and tight, gripping me so hard I almost saw stars. She braced herself on my chest and started to ride, slow at first, then with gathering speed.

It was the best kind of madness, her hips slamming down, tits bouncing with every impact, her mouth parted in a moan that was pure sex and need.

She locked eyes with me and never looked away.

“God, Jack, you feel so fucking good,” she whispered. “Better than I ever dreamed.”

I dug my hands into her waist, anchoring her, then traced my palm up to cup her breasts, squeezing them together before running my tongue over a nipple. She shuddered hard, clenching around me.

For the next few minutes, nothing mattered except her body and mine, the sweat, the need, the way neither of us was willing to slow down.

She came twice in those first rounds, once with my cock buried deep, another time while I played her nipples, sucking and pinching until her whole body bowed tight. As she climaxed, she cursed a low, filthy stream in French, dirty, perfect, and so raw it made me harder than I thought possible.

“Putain, Jack, encore—oh, fuck—plus fort—”

She threw her head back, losing herself in the feeling. All I could do was hang on and hope I lived through it.

We changed positions, she rolled us, so I was on top, and wrapped her ankles around my ass, pulling me in with every thrust. Her pussy sucked me in, tightest grip I’d ever felt, made even better by the non-stop contact, hands everywhere, lips everywhere, her weightless laughter when I hit just the right spot.

We never lost eye contact. She wanted to see what this did to me, wanted the full hit of knowing she wasn’t just another notch but the one who broke my system.

I kissed my way down her neck, tasting sweat and perfume, then palmed her perfect breasts, squeezing until her nipples peaked for me.

She raked her nails down my back, gasping through another orgasm. This time I felt her pussy spasm around me, milking my cock until I nearly lost control.

“God Jack, don’t you dare fucking stop,” she said, voice shaking. “I want to feel you lose it for me.”

Her wish was my command.

I braced her legs wide, fingers digging into the warm, flexing meat of her thighs. Her skin was electric, every muscle tensed with the charge of it, her knees hitched high, calves locked around my waist, heels digging into my lower back as if she could pull me even deeper inside. I drove into her harder, unable, unwilling to hold anything back. The sound of it, the slap of skin and the wet, frantic tempo of our bodies colliding, was pure filth, but the way her tits moved with every thrust, bouncing, arching toward me, nipples flushed, begging for my mouth, somehow made it holy.


Her eyes never left mine. Open, bottomless, blue as a summer sky and hungry as a dying star. She looked at me like she wanted to eat me alive, like she was daring me to take her apart and see if I could put her back together. I tried to speak, her name, a prayer, a curse, but all that came was a groan, low and guttural, echoing hers. When I leaned down and kissed her, she met me halfway, teeth nipping my lip, tongue dueling mine for supremacy. She sucked my tongue into her mouth and held it there, groaning, breathing through her nose, like she needed to taste every molecule of me to survive.


I ground my pelvis against her, feeling the way her pussy clenched and fluttered with every motion. She was impossibly wet, slick and hot and just a little greedy. Every time I sank in she gasped, back arching off the sheets, hands scrambling for anchor points, my hair, my shoulder blades, the small of my back, her nails raking red marks that burned and thrilled. The desperation built with every second, turning us feral. There was no rhythm left, just a frantic collision of need and memory, like we were trying to erase the years we’d wasted on other people.


She turned her face to the side and bit my jaw, hard enough to bruise. “Jack,” she panted, “fuck me like you mean it. Fuck me like you never want to let go.” When she swore, it was in French, broken and filthy, every syllable a challenge. “Plus fort. Plus fort! Putain, tu me rends folle—”


I bared my teeth and pushed her ankles to her ears, folding her in half. The angle was perfect. I could see everything, the way her body took me, the way her pussy stretched to fit, the way her clit was swollen and begging for attention. I spat in my hand and rubbed her, fast and rough, not stopping even when her hips started to jerk. She screamed, one long, shattering note, eyes rolling back in her head, and came hard, pussy clamping down with enough force to milk me dry.


But I wasn’t done.


I slowed, then started up again, softer now, giving her time to catch her breath, but never letting her go. She shuddered under me, sweat streaming down her ribs, and her eyes found mine. She was crying a little, but she was smiling, too, so open and unguarded it made my heart lurch. I bent down and kissed her wet cheeks, her eyelids, her lips, drinking in the salt and the sweetness of it.


She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down, so we were chest to chest, heart to heart. Her hands traced my spine, feather-light, as if she was memorizing every vertebra. The tenderness undid me. I buried my face in her neck and let her hold me, feeling her pulse triphammer against my lips.


We started up again, slower this time, rolling together, our bodies finding an old, secret rhythm. She moved with me, meeting every thrust, legs tangled with mine, hands exploring with new reverence. There was no rush, just a slow build, a mutual unraveling. I could feel her getting close again, the way her breath caught, the way her hips lost their timing, the way her nails bit down just before she broke. I held on, determined to ride the wave with her, to give her everything I’d withheld for years.


When we finally hit that cliff edge together, her sobbing my name, body locked tight around me, my cock throbbing as I spilled inside her, it was white-hot, a detonation that stole the air from my lungs. For a few seconds, I forgot where I was, who I was, lost in the sheer, blinding pleasure of pure bliss. Neither of us looked away. We came together, shaking, every nerve on fire, every muscle taut with the effort of holding on.


The release felt like transcendence. Not just lust, but the history between us, the heartbreak, the thousand jokes and late-night confidences, the secret games we’d played across smoky kitchens and crowded bars. Savannah wasn’t just a lover, she was the wish I’d never admitted, the alternate ending, the girl I’d needed and never dared to want.


For a long moment, we just lay there, bodies slick and tangled, not talking, not moving, letting the world recede until the city outside was nothing but a muted, faraway hum.

But Savannah wasn’t done. She rolled me onto my back, straddled me again, and guided my cock in without hesitation. This time it was slower, but deeper, her hips learning every angle that made me hiss and grab her harder.

She fucked me until I lost track of time, lost track of everything but the way she tasted, the way her body moved for me, the way her eyes, God, those eyes, held all the secrets we’d spilled tonight and made them holy.

Every time she came, she’d say something new, sometimes soft, sometimes guttural, always in that mix of languages that made her sound like she was being devoured alive. I gave her everything, worshipped her until she collapsed in a pile of tangled limbs and tangled hair.

Even fucked out, Savannah was still the star. She rolled on top, guided me into her pussy again, and rode until we were both dizzy.

That last orgasm hit different. We locked eyes and held it, both of us shuddering together, bodies locked, nothing between us but raw, honest need.

I’d fucked a lot of women. None of it had prepared me for what it felt like to be with her.

When the tension finally broke, we slumped together, arms and legs knotted, her face buried in my neck. Her body was soaked, skin flushed, every inch of her still humming. I kissed every patch of her I could find, shoulder, temple, lips, the sweet hollow at her throat.

She held on, refusing to let go, as if she needed proof this wouldn’t fade with daylight.

After a while, the rush faded to something softer. We lay tangled, the sheets twisted around our hips, the world outside nothing but the sigh of tires and laughter from the street below.

Her fingertips traced endless patterns on my chest.

“You know what’s wild?” she said. “I never thought it would be like this. It’s not just the sex. It’s you—us. All the history. Nothing has ever come close to this feeling.”

I nodded, throat tight.

She propped up on one elbow, hair spilling forward, eyes pure blue fire. “I love you, Jack. Even if you’re an idiot half the time, I love you.”

That’s when I knew I was gone for good.

“I love you, Savvy. I always have.”

She smiled, real and wrecked and more beautiful than Paris itself.

We kissed, slow this time, and let the night have its way with us again.

If there was a word for what we built that night, it wasn’t just love. It was something that burned hotter, lasted longer.

We’d survived the demolition. All that was left was to see what we could make from the rubble.

***

The digital clock glowed angry red from Savannah’s nightstand: 3:17 AM.

Neither of us pretended to sleep. She sprawled across my chest, a tangle of naked limbs and messy hair, her skin cooling where our sweat had started to dry. Outside, Paris hummed at low volume, the occasional car, the thud of footsteps below, the river’s hush threading through it all.

Her thumb made lazy circles around my nipple, a move that was half possessive, half testing to see if I’d twitch. Sometimes she’d tighten her grip, subtle but deliberate, as if anchoring herself against the risk of morning.

The streetlight through the curtains painted Savannah in stripes, a flash of cheekbone, a swirl of dried mascara beneath her eye, the furrow at her brow that only showed when she was actually thinking hard about something.

She didn’t say anything for a long time. Just traced, and watched, her questions unspoken but everywhere.

Finally, she spoke, voice barely there.

“If we’d gotten together in college… do you think we’d still be together now?”

She didn’t look at me. Just kept drawing circles, patterns flickering like blueprints gone off-grid.

The question hit harder than anything that had come before.

I stared at the ceiling, counted the cracks in the paint, felt my thoughts twist and knot up like rebar bent by a rookie.

The easy answer was “yes.” But nothing about us had ever been easy.

I thought back to those nights, house parties, the taste of cheap beer, the ache in my chest every time I saw her with someone else. I remembered the jealousy, the mess, the way Savannah used charm as both shield and sword.

Would we have made it?

I didn’t know. But I owed her the real answer.

I curled my arm tighter around her shoulders, forcing myself to find words.

“I think about it sometimes,” I admitted, voice rough. “Part of me wishes we had. I would have loved you then, same way I do now. But… we were kids. We both needed to get knocked around a little. Figure out who we were, not just who we pretended to be.”

She nodded, hair brushing against my chin.

“I’d have torpedoed it,” Savannah said. “Gone wild, gotten scared, picked a fight just to see if you’d chase me.”

That landed like a punch. I remembered every time she’d tested me, every dare, every late-night text begging me to step up.

“I’d have chased you,” I said, meaning every word. “But if I’m honest? I would have blown it, too. I wasn’t ready to let anyone see the real me, not even you.”

Outside, a scooter zipped past, leaving a scratch of laughter echoing up the wall.

Savannah propped herself up on her elbow, blue eyes deep and searching.

“So are we ready now?” she asked.

The streetlight made her look fragile, all the edges gone soft. Even naked, even post-orgasm, Savannah had never looked more beautiful. Or more dangerous.

“Yeah,” I said, not even faking it. “I’m ready if you are.”

A slow smile crept across her lips. “You sure? I’m a handful.”

“You’re worth it.”

She laughed, soft and real, and nestled back into my side.

We lay like that for a long time, letting the new blueprint settle.

I understood something, then, maybe for the first time. Nothing about us made sense on paper. But in the dark, in the hush after the city stopped performing, we were the only thing that mattered.

I stroked her back, memorizing every line.

The night went on and on, but this didn’t feel like the end. It felt like the start of something savage and beautiful and totally ours.

Whatever came next, we’d finally earned it.

And it would be impossible to let go.


Chapter five
Forever Bond


It was the kind of morning you’d see in a movie, except I was awake in real time, every sense flipping switches as the day broke over us.

Savannah was already watching. Her eyes were open, vivid blue, locked straight onto mine before I even managed a full breath. There was zero awkwardness, just a lazy, territorial smile that telegraphed everything she wanted without saying a word.

She was sprawled half on, half across me, sheets twisted down around her hips. Sunlight from the gigantic old Paris window was relentless, a gold flood that caught the arch of her bare back and turned her skin into something mythical. The linen was tousled and cool, but her body was a furnace. Heat radiated off every inch of her, especially where her thigh caged my hip and her tit pressed into my ribs.

Outside the apartment, Paris was already up to its old tricks. Distant car horns, the steady whoosh of tires, and somewhere, the muffled bawl of an espresso machine starting up. The air itself had a baked sweetness, sugar from the boulangerie on the corner, backed by a phantom trace of last night’s cigarettes. It all filtered in, layering with the deeper undertow of Savannah herself, sweat, sex, and the perfume that never quite disappeared.

She didn’t say anything at first, just let her gaze run slow over my face, down my chest, then back up. There was no self-consciousness in the way she moved. She wore her nakedness the way other women wore diamonds.

A pulse of want went straight to my cock, but this morning was different. The wild edge from last night had faded, replaced with something molten and confident. I traced her shoulder, watching her shiver, and let my palm drift down her spine until I hit the small of her back and the deep, flexed curve of her ass.

Her body was a study in contradiction, soft everywhere you wanted soft, but beneath, every muscle snapped tight and ready. I slid my hand over her hip, thumb digging into the groove above her thigh. She flexed for me, showing off, the movement so subtle it was almost secret. Her skin was smooth as silk, but the power underneath was unreal.

Savannah propped herself up on one elbow, breasts hanging heavy and perfect, nipples flushed and begging for attention. The sunlight caught them just right, painting her torso in highlights and making her look like some decadent sculpture.

She let her leg drift higher, dragging the ridge of her quad up my thigh. The movement was deliberate as hell. I could feel her arousal. She was already wet, heat radiating off her lower belly even before I touched her.

She grazed my stubble with her fingertips. “You look like you want to eat me alive,” she murmured, voice barely above a whisper.

“Not hungry for breakfast yet,” I said, tilting my face so I could taste the skin at her throat.

She grinned, pleased. “I like you better unsupervised. Paris looks good on you, Bennett.”

Instead of arguing, I just pulled her closer, burying my nose in the hair at the base of her neck. She smelled like midnight and maybe a hint of the Merlot we’d drained before things got crazy.

I kissed along her collarbone, slow, letting my lips chart the dip and rise toward her breast. Her fingers tangled in my hair, not controlling, just making sure I didn’t float away. She arched, presenting, and the shift pressed her tit tight to my mouth.

I drew a circle around her nipple with my tongue, then sucked it in. The response was instant. Savannah shuddered against me, her nails dragging lazy lines down my back while her hips started to move, grinding against my thigh in a rhythm older than language.

She made a sound, low and pleased, and shifted her weight so she straddled my leg. Her pussy was slick, pressing velvet-wet against my skin as she rocked, not in any hurry. Every movement was calculated to build, not blow, the fuse.

I palmed her other breast, squeezing gently, thumb stroking until the nipple peaked. She rolled her hips in time, little circles that sent shockwaves up my thigh and straight to my brain.

For a while, we just lingered like that, letting the morning drag out. There was no rush. No phones, no schedules, nothing but the slow, rising heat and the city humming beneath us.

Savannah leaned in, kissing me hard. Her hair, wild from sleep and sex, draped over both our faces. It made the moment feel secret, like we’d built a tent out of light and sweat and nothing could touch us.

She bit my lower lip, tugged, then released with a satisfied purr. “God, you’re impossible,” she said, hips pressing even harder.

I reached down, fingers sliding between her legs. She was soaked, the lips of her pussy already swollen and greedy. I played her slowly, no teasing, just honest pressure where she needed it.

Her breath caught. She answered by reaching between us and wrapping her hand around my cock, which was already straining against her thigh.

She stroked me, firm and direct, letting the tip brush against her clit with every upward grind. The friction was insane. I could feel her pulse, fast and desperate, through her slickness.

When she finally shifted up, I guided my cock to her entrance. She took me inside in a single, deliberate slide, burying my length so deep it was as if her body had been designed just for this. She gasped, shoulders bowing, then settled back down, letting the pressure and stretch roll through her.

The heat was unreal. Her pussy gripped my cock, tight but yielding, every thrust a perfect match of need and satisfaction.

She moved, slow at first, rolling her hips so I hit every angle inside her. The sunlight made her sweat glow, little beads gathering at the hollow of her throat and running down the valley between her breasts.

I braced my hands on her ass, using the leverage to grind up into her. Every time she came down, she clenched, milking me, making my senses threaten to short-circuit.

She bent, kissing me again, hard enough I could taste her hunger. Our tongues battled, hot and intimate, refusing to let go.

We set a steady, perfect rhythm. No words needed. Just the slap of hips, the wet smolder where our bodies met, and Savannah’s moans, spiraling higher each time I pushed in.

Her abs rippled every time I bottomed out, the carved muscles tensing and relaxing as she rode me. I couldn’t get enough of the sight: her body painted in sunlight, sweat glistening, every movement an act of pure confidence.

She braced herself, hands on my shoulders, and picked up the pace. I met her, thrust for thrust, never losing contact with her eyes. The look there was dangerous, a challenge, a dare to keep up.

It was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

“Fuck, you feel incredible,” I managed, voice shaky.

She grinned, wild and in control. “You’re not so bad yourself. Don’t hold back, Jack. I want all of you.”

I gave her exactly what she asked for, driving up into her while pulling her down so her clit raked against my pelvic bone. The pressure built, relentless, until she started shaking, her breath coming faster, hands clutching at my arms.

The moment felt suspended. The whole world was just the two of us, bodies locked and tuned, no space for anything else.

She started bucking harder, almost slamming down now. I could feel her getting there, the way her pussy fluttered around my cock, the way her nipples went impossibly hard against my chest.

“God, Jack—” Her voice cracked, high and urgent.

My hand curved into the small of her back, fingers splayed wide as I drew her down, anchoring us together. She was trembling, every muscle in her body snap-tight with arousal, her thighs clamped to my sides like she couldn't trust herself to stay upright without me holding her there. I bucked my hips up, driving deep, and the effect was instantaneous, a staccato gasp burst out of her, lips parted and eyes squeezed shut as she hit the edge.


She didn’t break; she detonated. Her whole body jerked against mine, hips grinding and rolling in wild, helpless little circles as the orgasm tore through her, every hard squeeze of her pussy milking me with ruthless precision. Her nails dug half-moons into my shoulders, and she bowed back, head thrown so far it nearly brushed the wall. The sound she made was raw, ragged, nothing like the calculated moans from before. This was the real deal, primal and unfiltered, ripped straight from somewhere behind her ribs.


I felt the pressure building in me, the slow burn that had been winding up all morning finally snapping taut. The second she clenched down, her walls spasming around my cock, it sent me over too. My world tunneled to a pinprick: just the heat, the wet, the feeling of her absolutely owning me from the inside out. I shuddered and emptied into her, pulse after pulse, every contraction making my vision pop with static and black at the edges.


But it didn’t stop there. She kept riding the aftershocks, little shocks rippling through her for what felt like minutes, pussy never letting up, squeezing again and again until I was sure I’d lost the ability to think or move. Our bodies stuck together, sweat welding us in place, the connection so deep it felt like a permanent transfer of energy.


She slumped forward, collapsing against my chest, but even then, our hips kept moving, instinct driving us to drag out every last drop of sensation. I could feel her heartbeat, frantic and out of sync with my own, and the tight, rhythmic spasms of her pussy as she squeezed every drop from me.


We didn’t talk. We didn’t have to. The only sounds were our combined ragged breathing and the distant, indifferent hum of Paris waking up outside the window. My hand stroked lazy lines up and down her spine, feeling the sweat and the tremble, the slickness of her skin against mine. Her lips ghosted over my collarbone, a soft, almost absentminded gesture, as if she needed to remind herself I was real and here and not some hallucination.


I was still inside her, and she seemed determined to keep it that way, locking her ankles around my hips and refusing to let go. Every now and then, she’d flex around me, a tiny aftershock, and I’d twitch in response, my own little signal flare that I was still alive and possibly never coming back all the way down.


Eventually, her breathing slowed, her body softened, and the pressure eased, but the connection didn’t break. She just laid there, cheek pressed to my chest, hair damp and glowing in the sunlight, while I drew circles on her bare back and memorized every last detail of the moment.


For a long, blissed-out moment, we just stayed there. Savannah collapsed onto my chest, both of us slick with sweat and spent in the best possible way.

Outside, the city kept moving. But here, nothing existed except the weight of her body on mine, the slow, mutual race of our heartbeats, and the sunlight painting us both in gold.

If Paris was a dream, I never wanted to wake up.

***

Savannah splayed across my chest like she was claiming territory.

For a while, neither of us needed words. The aftershocks rolled through us, slower now, just a mutual hum of breath and the subtle twitch of her fingertips tracing the blueprints of my ribs. Sunlight was everywhere, washing us clean, while the city outside went through its own morning routine. You could almost taste the next round of pastries baking on the breeze.

I rested my palm low on her back, breathing in the heat and sweat and whatever magic hovered in the air. Her hair was a mess, a lion’s mane of gold thrown across my shoulder, but I would’ve taken a thousand more sunrises just like this. There was no safer place on earth.

I knew what I wanted to say. The words buzzed in my chest, too big to swallow back. So I just said it.

“You’re never going to be just another girl in my harem, Savvy. Not in a million years.” My hand circled her spine, up and down, memorizing every dip and curve. “You’re the one who gets all of me. The one I’d cross an ocean for.”

She made a tiny, startled sound, but didn’t pull away.

I kept going. Screw subtlety.

“I love the way you tuck your hair behind your ear when you’re thinking hard, like if you don’t pin it down you’ll lose your train of thought. I know you always taste your coffee black, even though you’re just going to add sugar after the first sip. And you hum under your breath when you’re truly happy, not for anyone else, just for you.” There was more, always more. “You run your thumb over your lip when you’re about to lie. You always check a room for the nearest exit, even if it’s just a party with friends. You put everyone else at ease, but I’ve seen the way you light up when someone finally makes you feel safe.”

Savannah was motionless, her fingers still pressed to my chest, almost like she was bracing herself against the force of it.

I didn’t stop. “This thing between us doesn’t have an expiration date. It’s a forever bond. I don’t care if the whole world melts down, I’m yours.”

The silence that landed was electric. For a second, I half-worried I’d gone too far, but Savannah just propped herself up on her elbows, her face inches from mine.

Her eyes were wet, not sad, but so full it threatened to overflow.

Then she straddled me, urgent and sure, her sweat-streaked thighs caging my hips, and for a split second, the sunlight made her look carved from gold.

“I’m so in love with you, Jack,” she whispered. “I can’t even express it with words alone. So I won’t.”

She took my cock in her hand, not breaking eye contact. With a slow, practiced motion, she lowered herself onto me, taking me to the hilt in one move that made both of us gasp.

We both froze, just breathing, letting the feeling burn through. Her pussy was hot, impossibly tight, slick with all the want left over from round one.

She started to ride, slow as sunrise, planting her palms on my chest and rolling her hips in deliberate, perfect circles. She made me feel every inch of her, every muscle tensing and flexing as she moved.

The sensation was next-level. Every time I bottomed out, her walls clenched, milking me, and a pulse of heat zinged up my spine. We didn’t blink. The whole world was distilled into the look in her eyes and the sweat sliding down her neck, pooling between her tits.

Her hands went shaky. She grabbed my wrists and pinned them to the mattress, holding me while she fucked herself down harder.

Every time her hips met mine, her breath hitched. She was trembling, not from weakness, but from the intensity that ripped all the masks away.

The rhythm was perfect. She bounced, grinded, then leaned forward to mash her tits against my chest. Our sweat mixed, bodies slapping as she used me like the world’s best toy.

She moaned my name, and it was music. Pure, filthy, honest music.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I didn’t want to miss a second. This was everything we’d never said, all the years of longing turned into motion and vibration and the sticky air between us.

She rode me faster, chasing the edge, and I matched her pace, thrusting up to meet every downstroke.

The tension was a live wire now. Her nails dug into my wrists, hips stuttering as her orgasm ripped through her.

“Oh, fuck… Jack—” She went rigid, head thrown back, pussy spasming in rolling pulses that forced the air from my lungs.

That opened the floodgates. I slammed up into her, filling her with everything I had left. The orgasm blurred my vision, sent lightning through every muscle. It was the kind of finish that left no questions, just raw truth burned into the space between us.

Savannah collapsed on top of me, shaking and laughing and crying all at once. My arms locked around her, refusing to let go.

For a long, breathless minute, we just clung together, breathing each other in, the world stripped down to sweat and sunlight and the pulse of something permanent.

That was the moment I knew nothing would ever shake her from the center of my orbit.

We stayed like that, tangled and sticky, until the city finally caught up and the next chapter of us waited just beyond the bedroom door.

***

Savannah’s Paris kitchen was all sunlight and chaos, exactly my speed.

She was already up, humming some pop song as she padded barefoot across battered tile. She wore nothing but a Cubs tee and a pair of panties that could have doubled as a Parisian secret. The space was pure Savannah, half Logan Square, half discounted French chic. Dented French press on the counter, mismatched mugs jammed onto a shelf, and a spice rack lined with ambition and at least two jars labeled in marker because she washed off the original print.

The air was thick with the smell of coffee and something sweet, maybe cinnamon rolls from the bakery downstairs or just Savannah’s hair, which was going wild this morning and didn’t care who noticed.

The window by her tiny table caught the city in full swing: scooters roaring somewhere below, a kid yelling in French, every block dripping with noise and color. I stood there for a minute, just soaking it all in.

She caught me lurking and winked, then motioned me over.

“I know you want coffee, baby, but if you want me, you have to play by Paris rules,” she teased. “No half-assed drip. This is French press or bust.”

“I trust you with my life,” I deadpanned. “Just don’t poison me before noon.”

Savannah snorted, measuring grounds with the precision of a bomb tech. “Don’t tempt me. If we survive this, I’m making you breakfast.”

I dropped onto a barstool, content to watch her work. The city was already alive outside, but everything that mattered was right here: Savannah’s ass flexing as she reached for the kettle, the faint line of pink peeking over her waistband, the way she moved like every step was its own seduction.

“Nice to see you dressed up for the occasion,” I said.

She did a spin, braless, Cubs tee riding high. “You know I save the best looks for you.”

She let the coffee steep, then leaned against the counter and fixed me with a conspirator’s grin.

“Let’s play a game,” Savannah said. “Worst missed hookup story from college. Go.”

I didn’t even have to think. “Halloween, junior year. You wore the world’s shortest nurse costume and spent half the night on my lap. I almost kissed you, totally would’ve, if Jake hadn’t thrown up on the porch and needed backup.”

She howled, hands flying to her face. “I remember that! I thought you just weren’t into me.”

“Are you kidding? I couldn’t stand up for half an hour after you left.”

She poured coffee, snorting as she handed me a mug. “Your poker face sucks. My turn. The time you invited me to that study group and we ended up alone in the library. You offered to help with econ, but all I could think about was climbing over the table and seeing if you’d let me ride you quiet enough not to get caught.”

I damn near choked on my coffee. “So you’re telling me—”

“Jack, I was practically feral. But then your roommate showed up and started stress-eating a bag of Doritos. Thanks, universe.”

We traded more stories, laughing harder than the Paris traffic outside. Every tale was another tiny regret, but also proof we’d been circling each other for nearly a decade, just waiting for the timing to click.

Savannah refilled our mugs, then settled onto my lap, straddling me without hesitation. Her bare thighs were warm against mine, and she nuzzled my jaw, the coffee between us a distant second.

After a beat, her tone shifted. Serious, but not heavy.

“Okay. You and me, we’re solid. But I want to know how this works back home. Tell me about Lily. What makes her special to you? And Anna. I want the real version, not the Instagram caption.”

She rolled her hips for punctuation, but her eyes were laser-focused.

I let out a breath. “Lily… she’s sunshine. She’s the one who makes the house feel like home, makes sure nobody ever feels left out. Even when it gets weird, or tense, she finds a way to make everyone laugh it off instead of making it a fight. She’s got this knack for knowing what people need before they say it.”

Savannah nodded, absorbing.

“And she’s bold,” I said, a grin creeping in. “She’ll say whatever everyone else is thinking. Some days, that means she’ll tease you to death. Other days, she’ll just lay it out: ‘Hey, I want you tonight.’ Zero shame, all heart. She keeps things moving, keeps people honest.”

It was hard not to smile, thinking of Lily’s version of negotiation, always playful, never mean, but impossible to ignore when she wanted something.

Savannah’s smile widened. “She sounds like trouble. Why doesn’t that surprise me?.”

I moved to Anna. “Anna’s different. She’s quieter, but nothing slips past her. No bullshit, no games. She’ll spot drama before it starts and usually fix it before it blows. Where Lily is the heart, Anna is the backbone. She’s smart as hell, strategic, but also really kind. People think she’s tough, but she’s actually easy to talk to, just takes a while to crack the shell.”

Savannah sipped her coffee, processing.

“She watches over people. If you’re hurting, Anna knows, even if you’re hiding it. She’s the one who reminds me to slow down, actually talk about shit instead of just plowing through with more work or sex. When we’re together, it’s like time stretches, no pressure, no performance. Just… real.”

For a second, Savannah didn’t say anything. She traced a line down my chest, thoughtful.

“Do they ever get jealous?” she asked.

“Sometimes,” I said. “But they talk about it. Or, if that fails, they’ll punish me later and then laugh about it together. Lily’s gotten Anna to loosen up a ton. Anna keeps Lily from getting too wild. It’s weird, but it works.”

Savannah seemed impressed. “I always thought harems were more catfight, less group therapy.”

I shrugged. “Believe me, it’s not all harmony. Sometimes it blows up. But at the end of the night, everyone wants to come home. That’s what makes it worth it.”

She pulled my face down and kissed me. Soft, but with a beat behind it.

“That’s hot,” she whispered. “I can’t wait to experience this dynamic for myself.”

She stretched, grabbed more coffee, and started rooting through the fridge. "You think this changes things between me and the girls?"

I shook my head, considering the strange new territory. "You three have been friends for years. It's just... different context now."

Savannah laughed, then opened a drawer and brandished a knife like she had during countless dinner parties with Lily and Anna. "Remember that tailgate senior year when Anna walked up right as I was about to kiss you? God, I was so close. My hand was literally on your chest when she appeared with that cooler and asked if we were planning to block the beer all night."

"Another near me. And now here we are," I said, unable to hide my smile.

She diced strawberries, prepping breakfast with the kind of focus that belonged in a design studio. Every movement was a production: sprinkle of sugar, toss of fruit, a wipe of her hands on my bare thigh as if that was the obvious towel.

The kitchen carried the marks of effort, failed recipes scrawled on post-it notes, a pile of tiny croissants that looked more like pastry experiments. I couldn’t help but love every inch of the mess.

“You ever think we’ll all fit in the same room?” she asked, stacking plates. “Lily, Anna, whoever else is in the mix?”

“Yeah,” I said, with more certainty than I felt. “You don’t make sense on paper. None of us do. But when it’s right, you just…fit. And I love you, so I already know it’s gonna work.”

She grinned, shaking her head. “You’re such a sap sometimes.”

I poured more coffee, watching as she set breakfast on the table. We ate together, sharing bites and more stories. Savannah probed for details: favorite memories, worst blowups, what turned me on most about each woman. I gave honest answers and let her laugh at the dumb stuff I’d done.

By the time we cleared the dishes, the morning had officially turned electric. Savannah leaned back against the counter, mug in hand, and sized up the future.

She set her mug down with a decisive click. "You know what?" she said, eyes sparking. "I'm ready. I want to see what happens when I walk back into brunch with Lily and Anna, but this time as yours too. Not just their friend from college who visits twice a year." She traced a finger along my collarbone. "I've already got the dirt on most of your girls except Natalie. But this is different. This is me stepping up, claiming my spot. Not as a guest star. As a headliner."

She stepped in close, pressed her forehead to mine, and just held there.

The world outside was still going wild. But in Savannah’s kitchen, our Paris kitchen, maybe, if I played this right, everything had narrowed to just us and the promise of what was coming next.

It felt right. Not just a fling, not just Paris, but the start of something I didn’t even have words for yet.

We stood there, tangled in coffee and hope, and let the city do its thing while we figured out our own blueprint for forever.


Chapter six
Officially Offical


Photoshoots weren’t new to me, but this one felt like walking into a fever dream. The converted atelier was half art gallery, half war zone. Huge floor-to-ceiling windows threw slashes of sunlight across concrete floors, but most of it was drowned out by LED rigs and oversized reflectors. Every surface was covered: racks sagged with couture, makeup kits exploded across battered tables, and the air carried a chemical punch of perfume layered over hot lights and aggressive espresso.

Savannah didn’t even pause at the door. She shed her coat for a stylist without breaking stride, her hair exploding in gold around her shoulders and her energy going nuclear. In Chicago, I’d seen her flirt, tease, and own a party, but this was next level. She snapped into professional mode with a flip of her hair, the “fuck you, I run this set” version of herself that nobody could touch. The crew felt it instantly. A hush followed her, then a new tempo as people tripped over themselves to keep up.

I knew my place. I picked the seat by the furthest wall, trying not to look like the construction guy who’d wandered onto a spaceship. A couple of the local assistants eyed me, probably wondering if I was security or a boyfriend or just a lost tourist with good arms. I didn’t care. My eyes were only for Savannah.

They swarmed her with options. Three different makeup artists, all with clipboards and shrill voices, debated shades as one of them patted powder onto Savannah’s cheekbones. A wardrobe stylist, covered in tattoos and eyeshadow, shoved a silver dress through the gap and demanded to see it “on the bones, not the hanger.” The lighting guy barked in French, rearranging his rigs like cannons, and everyone else just hustled in the background, trying not to get flattened in the blast radius.

Savannah let it all wash over her. She stood calm in the hurricane, sucking down bottled water and rolling her eyes at the chaos. Now and then she’d glance over and catch me staring; her real smile would break free, the one with the dimple and the glint that nobody else ever got.

By the time she hit the cyc wall, Savannah was transformed. The first look, a black strappy number and heels so high I winced for her, turned her into a villainess out of a movie. She sprawled on a white block, chin high, back arched, eyes dangerous. The photographers lost their minds. Every pose was a miniature seduction, sometimes melodrama, sometimes tongue-in-cheek, but always precise. Savannah could make a flick of her wrist look like a promise.

The room pulsed with energy. Shutters clicked, orders flew, and under it all, Savannah set the tempo, modulating every move for maximum effect. I saw both pride and jealousy bloom in the faces around me. Women envied her, men stared like she was a rare animal they desperately wanted to tame. Nobody in that room controlled her, though. She did it all herself.

Every so often, between shots, she’d break from the pack and find me. Sometimes it was a look, half-lidded and electric, more porn than portrait. Other times, she’d drift past on the pretense of fixing a hem or grabbing water, and slip her hand down my back with a stealthy squeeze that nobody could see. Once, she mouthed “help me” over the crowd, then winked when my jaw dropped.

Her performance was hypnotic. When a photographer demanded “attitude, raw, sexy, no filter,” Savannah delivered with a look that would have made Anna blush and Lily start plotting. She hooked her thumbs in the waistband of the micro-skirt, pushed one hip out, and stared down the camera like it was foreplay on the world’s biggest stage.

The effect on the crew was instant. Half the men flushed. A couple of models tried to copy her pose and gave up, grumbling in French about “Chicago energy.” One of the stylists, a woman in leopard print, muttered something about Savannah being “insatiable” and walked away shaking her head.

I wanted to grab Savannah and haul her into the nearest closet. Pride wasn’t even the word for it. Watching her, I knew without a doubt: nobody else could do what she did. But she was still mine. Under every calculated smirk, every power move, she always circled back to me.

Set changes happened at warp speed. The second outfit was a blue suit, tailored sharp, with nothing underneath but Savannah’s skin. She strutted across set, hands in pockets, flashing the hint of bare breast with each stride. The photographer whistled audibly; the crew ate it up. The way Savannah commandeered the room was pure theater, more CEO than centerfold, but with enough heat to melt the lights overhead.

This time, when she glanced my way, her smile was pure challenge: What are you going to do with me now?

I leaned back and let everyone else sweat. Savannah belonged to the world, for now, but tonight, she was all mine.

Between the frenzied energy of the camera, she’d disappear behind a screen with two or three stylists in tow. I’d sometimes catch fragments of conversation, someone gossiping about Versailles, another voice moaning “Putain!” when Savannah stepped into a new look. No matter how crazy it got, Savannah never lost herself. As soon as the studio went quiet for a wardrobe reset, she’d motion me over.

The first time, I ducked into the makeshift changing booth and found her waiting, arms crossed and little else. She wore a sheer slip that left nothing to the imagination and a pair of boots that could start a war. The moment the curtain dropped, she pressed herself flush to my chest.

“Am I killing it?” She whispered, voice pitched just for me.

“No contest. They’re all watching you like they’re starving.”

She made a pleased noise and dragged her tongue across my jaw. “Let them eat their hearts out.”

Her hand skimmed low, palming my cock through my jeans. The jolt nearly knocked the breath out of me.

“Miss me?” she asked, her fingers applying just the right pressure.

“You have no idea,” I said. “You drive them wild, but I know they’ll never touch you like I do.”

She bit my earlobe, just hard enough to sting, then slipped away as if nothing happened. The stylist blinked like she’d missed an explosion but just started pinning the next dress.

By the third look, a mini-dress that was more suggestion than garment, the whole room vibrated. The photographers lost their cool, climbing ladders, barking for bolder, ever bolder poses. Savannah turned it up to eleven, legs spread, lips parted, one hand braced on hip, the other caressing her inner thigh like a lover’s dare. Even the other models stopped pretending not to stare.

She owned them. Then, inevitably, she’d reset, flit past me, and let her hand drag across my ribs, eyes softening for one split-second like I was the landing pad for all her wild energy.

It was a total mindfuck. Out there, she was untouchable, untamable, an icon. With me, she was real, vulnerable, and somehow more herself than ever.

I noticed the effect on people. Two photographers started sniping at each other about who’d booked her first; a couple of assistants got giggly and dropped a rack of scarves while Savannah passed. The crew whispered about her, but none of it felt gross, not even the men who openly admired her. What Savannah inspired was awe, and a little bit of worship.

They ran the sets until Savannah glowed with sweat, her hair sticking to her collarbone, makeup in need of a full reset. She still never broke character, delivering every look like it was the show’s climax.

During a long changeover, when the main photographer argued with his lighting tech about shooting angles, Savannah made her move. She caught my eye and tilted her head toward a half-open door at the end of the loft. Then she slithered off, hips swaying, and I followed like a man possessed.

The hallway was a dull slice of concrete and brick, maybe a storage nook turned smoking lounge. The second the door shut behind us, Savannah reversed course. She grabbed my forearm and pulled me into the deepest shadow the space allowed.

Her usual bravado was gone. The hand on my arm trembled, actual, no-shit nerves. Her eyes shimmered in the gloom, stripped of all the armor she’d worn on set.

She took a breath, but it shuddered. For a second, I thought she’d lost her nerve.

Instead, she put her palm to my chest, fingers fanned over my heart, and looked up at me like she was building up to a confession.

“I’ve made a decision,” she said softly, voice stripped of her usual edge. “When we get back to Chicago, I want all the way into the harem.”

The words punched straight through my ribcage.

For a split second, I couldn’t even find my tongue. Relief, hope, pure dopamine, everything hit at once. All I could do was grab her wrist, thumbing the pulse under her skin, and let the promise land.

But her expression stopped my engine. Savannah, queen of the room and breaker of men, raised a single finger. Boss mode, but almost shy.

“But I have conditions,” she said, voice threading between serious and playful.

My heart jackhammered. “Name it.”

She sucked in a shaky breath and let her head rest against my chest, like maybe she needed the support.

For a moment, neither of us said anything. The silence in the storeroom felt different, charged, but also delicate, like she’d risked more with that single sentence than with any pose or on-set performance.

I braced my hands around her waist, grounding her (and maybe myself). “You’re serious,” I said, hoping I sounded calm.

She nodded. Her cheek was hot against me, but her hand still trembled where it gripped my arm.

“Dead serious. No more acting like a guest star. I want the real deal, the same as Lily or Anna or any woman you let into your life. If I’m coming home with you, it’s not to be parked in the shadows. I want a seat at the fucking table.”

The way she said it, fierce and vulnerable at once, made me want to throw her over my shoulder and swear fealty right there.

I pressed my forehead to hers, letting the promise of what she’d just said rewrite every worry I’d carried for months.

“Anything you want,” I promised. “Whatever you need, it’s yours. You know that.”

She smiled a little, but the nerves hadn’t quite faded.

“I’m still scared,” Savannah admitted. “I’ve spent years building walls, making sure nobody got close enough to see if I was enough. But if I don’t try now, I never will.”

The urge to fix everything for her, smooth it over, make it easy, almost made me miss what mattered. Savannah was handing me a piece of herself I’d never seen. And I wanted it more than anything.

“I want you in. All the way,” I said, letting the words hang.

Her hand finally stopped shaking. She wrapped both arms around my neck and hugged me hard, pressing her whole body to mine. The tension bled out in a way that was almost violent.

She didn’t cry, not exactly, but her voice cracked when she said, “Don’t let me be an afterthought, okay? If I’m giving up control, it’s got to be worth it.”

I kissed her, slow and grounding, as if I could pour all my promises into her mouth.

“Savvy,” I murmured, “you could never be an afterthought. You’re front and center. Always. I love you.”

She let out a shaky, relieved laugh, then wiped her nose on my shirt, not caring if she left makeup behind.

For a while, we just stood pressed together in the half-dark. Her body was a furnace, her breath hot on my neck, and all I wanted in the world was to carry her home.

But the moment wasn’t finished.

She pulled back, blue eyes glittering, and grinned with the old mischief. “Don’t get too excited. I haven’t finished reading you the fine print yet.”

I arched a brow, knowing I’d take whatever she named.

“Anything,” I said again.

“All right,” she replied, her voice finally steady. “My first condition is that I get to set my own pace. I’m not moving into the Loft until I know I won’t self-destruct. But I want in. Fully. No secrets.”

I nodded, heart pounding. “Done. What else?”

She tapped her lip, thinking. “Second, I want territory. Not just girl-space, actual ownership until I fully move in. One drawer in your room, a shelf in your bathroom, maybe a key to the gym. If I’m building a life with you, I need proof it’s real. That I matter.”

I nearly laughed, the relief was so sharp.

“Deal. I’ll empty half my closet if you want it.”

She snorted. “You need two pairs of jeans and five t-shirts. I’ll start small, keep you on your toes.”

We both laughed then, loud enough to have echoed if the hallway hadn’t swallowed the sound.

She pressed her palm to my face, thumb running the line of my jaw. “You good with all that? No take-backs?”

The answer was obvious. I pulled her in and kissed her again, for real this time, savoring every second.

She melted against me, her earlier nerves forgotten. By the time we broke apart, the only thing left was pure adrenaline and the low bass thump of her heart beating through my shirt.

“I love you,” I said, no shame.

She grinned, wild and wet-eyed. “Good. You’re going to have to say it even more once we get home.”

A crew member poked their head in, calling for “Savannah, on set!” She rolled her eyes, then kissed my cheek, reckless.

“I have to finish the job. Then you’re taking me to dinner, no arguments.”

“Wouldn’t dare argue,” I said. “You’d win anyway.”

She winked, then slipped out, the goddess switch flicking on again as she strode back into the chaos.

For a second, I just leaned against the wall, letting the feeling settle. The way Savannah had always played every angle, every secret, but was finally letting me be her anchor. It felt like a new blueprint, one we’d never dared to put on paper before.

When I wandered back to the studio, the energy was even hotter. Savannah struck each pose like she was auditioning for immortality, but the glances she threw me were softer now, private, loaded, brimming with promise.

This was the version of her nobody else had ever known. Untouchable, unstoppable, and finally, completely mine.

The next round of shots flew by. At one point, Savannah posed with three other models, but she was still the star. She toyed with the hem of her skirt, flashed thigh, and held the camera with a look that made the whole room blush.

The crowd clapped when the photographer called wrap. Savannah bowed, then made a show of walking past every admirer, and threading her hand through mine.

No performance. No hiding.

This was it: our own personal afterparty.

As we ducked into the wings, Savannah squeezed my hand and whispered, “Don’t forget, I have more conditions to name, but you’re not getting them until after coffee.”

I grinned, half-hard just from the day’s insanity. “Try me.”

She shook her head, eyes shining. “You’re impossible. But you’re mine.”

And that time, it was a promise.

***

The break room was pure Parisian chaos, chrome and brushed steel, two espresso machines hissing like angry cats, and a constant churn of models, stylists, and runners swapping gossip in rapid-fire French. Every table was crowded, but Savannah commandeered the tiny corner nook like it was her birthright.

She poured coffee for both of us. No hesitation, no deference, just took charge, then slid across from me, staking her claim on the moment. Her eyes scanned the room before she spoke, as if she was counting exits, measuring the crowd, plotting the most private way to stage a revolution.

The cup between her hands wobbled once, then stilled as she gripped it tighter.

“If I’m doing this,” Savannah said, voice low and unfiltered, “it has to be for real. Not as a side piece, not as the out-of-town bonus. I want what Lily and Anna have. Hell, I want more. I want to know I’m yours, no matter what the rest of the harem looks like.”

I didn’t hesitate. “I know you already shot this down, but move in just like Anna and Lily. Space is nothing. We’ve got bedrooms, spares, everything. I want you in the Loft. No half-measures.”

She nearly choked on her coffee, blue eyes going wide before the familiar glint of mischief returned.

“Easy, cowboy,” she laughed, voice husky with relief. “I’m not ready for the full-immersion dunk. Not yet. I’ve spent years keeping everyone at arm’s length. You think I’m going to manage a crash landing with Lily, Anna, and a rotating guest list and not burn the place down?”

I reached for her hand. She let me have it, fingers cold for once, not their usual furnace.

“You won’t burn it down,” I said. “Trust me. If anyone can handle this crew, it’s you.”

She watched our joined hands, lips pursed in a way that made me want to kiss her and shut down the world for a month.

“Maybe,” she said, softening. “But you have to let me do it my way. I want to spend time with everyone, see how it really fits, not just waltz in and take over. I need to dismantle my own walls, not have you, or anyone, do it for me.”

There was a beat. The crowd’s laughter dropped to a low background hum. The steam from the espresso machine curled like a ghost between us.

“My walls are a defense,” Savannah said, tapping the cup with her nail. “My whole life, I’ve controlled how close people get. I play the game or I get used. That’s how it works in every crowd I’ve ever run with. But you… you get through anyway. Just by being fucking decent.”

Her laugh was shaky, self-deprecating. “It terrifies me. I like being in charge of my image. Now you’re asking for the real thing. I want to give it to you, I really do, but if I’m going to take the risk, I just need to know it’s not going to hurt more than it helps.”

I squeezed her fingers, not flinching. “It’s worth the risk. You are. Whatever the timeline, whatever you want.”

For a second, Savannah let that land. She stared at our hands, then back at me, her guard dropping a little further.

“I know we already talked about this, but let’s plant a flag in it.,” she said, eyes lighting. “One drawer in your bedroom. No negotiating. I want it cleared, ready, and off-limits to everyone but me. Next: shelf space in your bathroom, and not just for a travel toothbrush. I want visible, permanent presence.”

I laughed. “You’re drawing up a settlement like you’re taking over a country, Savvy.”

She grinned, showing teeth. “Territory is everything. If I’m going to be part of your harem, people need to see that you belong to me just as much as Lily or Anna.”

“Done,” I told her. “Drawer’s yours. Take my favorite t-shirt, too, if you want the full boyfriend experience.”

“Oh, I will,” she fired back instantly, “but only if you promise to wear my panties on poker night if you lose a bet.”

She stole a sip from my mug, letting the banter ease the tension.

The rest of the room faded out. It was just us, the promise of homecoming, and the slow, dangerous unwind of everything we’d built here in Paris.

After a moment, Savannah caught her breath and let her words catch up.

“My worst fear is being so extra that nobody wants to deal with me. That I’ll bulldoze the nice girls, or collapse and need you more than you ever signed up for. I don’t want to be the hurricane that ruins everything.”

I leveled my gaze. “I’ve already seen your worst, Savvy. Hell, I’ve seen you try to set fire to your own life just to see who sticks around to watch it burn. And I’m still all in.”

Her shoulders dropped. Something in her melted.

“God, why are you so perfect?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Just want you happy. That’s the only blueprint I care about.”

She rolled her eyes but the compliment hit. “You realize I’ll test you, right? That’s how I know if it’s real. I’ll push every button you have, and if you crack, well, shit, I’ll buy you a drink and start over.”

I smirked. “Good. I like a challenge.”

She nuzzled her cup, thinking. “Who do you think will react worse when I move in for real? Lily or Anna?”

“Lily will throw a party. Anna will play it cool but probably want to quiz you alone over bourbon.”

She smiled. “You know them so well. That’s what makes you dangerous.”

I leaned in, letting my voice drop. “And you, are you dangerous, Savvy?”

Her laugh was all promise. “You’ll find out. If this blows up, it’ll be in the best possible way.”

We sipped our coffee, hands still joined under the table, and plotted our future one shelf and one secret at a time.

Savannah licked the foam off her lip, eyes dancing. “Should we make it official, then? My claim on you?”

“I was ready the minute you walked into that shoot.”

She finished her espresso in one shot. “Good. Because the second we hit Chicago, I’m coming for my drawer, and not the day after we get home. I’m spending the night with you on night one just so Anna and Lily know. And I expect a toothbrush, too. Preferably electric. Girl has standards.”

I laughed, letting the relief wash over me. “Remind me to clear out the lotion and the backup razor. Don’t need to scare you off with my tragic lineup of man-products.”

Her touch was softer now. “You could never scare me off. Even if you tried.”

Around us, the break room hummed with life, but inside the perimeter of her hand in mine, it was silent, almost sacred.

We sat there, sipping slow, while the rest of the day waited for us to finish.

When the cups were dry, Savannah held my gaze and didn’t blink.

“Home stretch,” she said. “You ready?”

I squeezed her hand, full of brand new plans.

“Bring it on.”

***

Dinner was a fucking work of art.

The restaurant sat perched above the Seine, all curved glass and vintage brass, with windows wide enough to swallow the city in a single breath. Outside, the lights glittered along the river, and inside, the crowd looked like a fashion week afterparty had crashed a billionaire’s wedding. Every woman in the room oozed pedigree, draped in couture, hair sculpted, lips painted like they wanted to wound someone.

None of them had a prayer against Savannah.

She wore a black dress that barely touched her skin, the kind of thing only women with zero body fat and infinite confidence could pull off without looking desperate. Her hair tumbled easy over one shoulder, makeup minimalist, but those eyes? They cut through glass. She owned the night before she even hit the first table.

Me? I felt like the plus-one who’d wandered in from a hardware convention. My shirt was pressed, my boots shined, but in this room, I was as subtle as a sledgehammer.

Savannah made sure I felt like a fucking king anyway.

She worked the crowd, every move choreographed, yet somehow effortless. It started with the host, who nearly fumbled our menus when Savannah flashed her smile. At the table, she launched into French, tossed out a story about last summer’s campaign, and then pivoted mid-breath to introduce me as “Jack Bennett, the brains behind Chicago’s hottest new spaces.”

That landed. Suddenly people had questions.

I shook hands with designers from Milan, nodded to a Russian woman who sold “bespoke leather fantasies” (her words, not mine), and endured a grilling from two editors for a high-end magazine, one of whom eyed Savannah with naked jealousy, the other with open hunger. Savannah never let the attention tilt from me for long. Even when she was in the middle of a perfectly pronounced French anecdote, she’d find my hand under the table or flick her gaze to mine, letting me know I wasn’t invisible.

The food was the kind of thing you photographed instead of eat: tiny piles of caviar, jewel-toned sauces, steak so pink it still shivered. We picked at it between bites of gossip and war stories, Savannah doing most of the talking as I played the silent, dangerous American at her side. It worked. The crowd seemed to think I was either her bodyguard or her future husband, maybe both.

A few models rotated through, lingering with kisses to both cheeks and lingering glances for me. Savannah played it cool, introducing me with “Jack, meet Elise, she says you’d make Chicago worth visiting,” or “This is Mireille, she thinks your hands are wasted on construction.” Each time, she’d place her hand on my thigh, thumb tracing shapes nobody else could see.

I tried to keep my jaw from unhinging. Every move she made was a reminder: Sure, the room could look all they wanted, but she’d be going home with me.

We moved to drinks near the bar, amber lights pouring over plush velvet seats, the low hum of money making its own language. Savannah gripped my elbow as we wound through the crowd, the real-world anchor in a sea of too-bright, too-loud perfection.

Then Claude materialized, a bourbon in one hand, the other tucked into the pocket of a suit that probably cost more than my car.

He didn’t bother with small talk. Just gave me the once-over, then raised his glass in an offhand salute.

“She’s different with you,” he said, voice pitched low for my ears alone. “All these years, Savannah worked hard to be what everyone else wanted. But tonight? She was herself. The kind of magic you can’t fake for a lens.”

He held my gaze, dead serious.

“She’s done her best work with you here,” he added, swirling the bourbon. “Don’t break her heart, Jack Bennett. There aren’t many like her.”

With that, he tipped his glass and vanished, probably off to seduce a model or two before midnight.

I stood there, letting the compliment hang, suddenly seeing the night through a new lens.

If Savannah was performing, it wasn’t for the room. Every time she laughed, every time she threw her head back or flashed her legs crossing them at the table, it was for me.

I watched her at the far end of the room surrounded by three photographers, a designer, and two models, all jostling for her attention. She fielded every question with a smile, but even in the chaos, her gaze landed back on me like I was the only man in the building.

That look she gave me? Pure voltage. It shot straight through my chest and set my pulse hammering, wild and undeniable. And that was the moment it truly landed. She loved me. She’d said the words before, sure, but the way her eyes lit up, the glow that bloomed across her face, that was the real deal. No mask, no shield, just raw truth. There was no faking that.

I vowed then and there to covet that love as the priceless and precious commodity it was. Years of buildup had led us to this moment in time, and I wouldn’t blow it. I would never hurt her.

The rest of the evening blurred, but in the best way.

Savannah never let up. One moment, she was discussing Milan Fashion Week with a coterie of Italian editors. The next, she was making a waiter blush with a joke about American appetites. She flitted from table to table, always dragging me along, introducing me as her “partner in crime,” her “Chicago muscle,” her “personal architect of good times.”

People tried to out-charm her, but nobody had a chance. Even the other models gave up, focusing on the food and the view. A couple of guys tried to probe for gossip, wanting to know what it was like to date Savannah, but she sidestepped, never letting them get a foothold. Her attention always snapped back to me.

Every time she touched my hand, every time she brushed my shoulder, it was like rewiring my brain: Savannah wasn’t just the headliner, she was the main event.

At some point, Elise slinked up beside us with a pair of minis and bold red lipstick. She offered one to Savannah and handed the other to me.

“To your happiness,” she toasted, her accent thick enough to turn the phrase into foreplay.

Savannah clinked her glass to mine, then whispered, “She’s probably picturing us naked right now.”

“I’d pay good money to see that,” I said under my breath, and Savannah nearly choked laughing.

We downed the shots, and the edge went even softer. All that pressure, the judgment, the lurking threat of being outclassed? Gone. Savannah’s hand sought mine under the table, lacing our fingers like the city outside didn’t even exist.

Eventually, the food faded, the stories wound down, and Savannah guided us to the riverside patio for a final drink. The night air was sharp on her bare skin. She curled into my side, letting the world see her with her guard down for the first time. There was no performance. Just us, city lights, and the river rolling black under the window.

In the quiet, she exhaled a shaky laugh, like a survivor after a marathon.

“Was it too much?” she asked. “All that noise. I know you hate these things.”

I shook my head, honest for once. “It’s not my scene, but with you, I’d walk into traffic if it meant we did it together.”

She rolled her eyes, but her hand curled over my heart.

“I like having you here,” she said. “All those people, and nobody’s ever made me feel as seen as you do. It feels like bringing home with me wherever I go.”

I kissed her temple, letting the moment settle.

We lingered, the city going soft around us. At other tables, people talked business and fashion, but none of it reached us here.

Just before we left, Claude caught my eye again from the bar. He raised a glass in silent salute. For a split second, I saw Savannah the way he did: more herself, unguarded, hungry for something only I could give her.

It was fucking intoxicating.

We slipped out into the night, shoes echoing over old stones, Savannah folded into my side as if she belonged there. The city tried its best to match her, but nothing could touch the high of knowing she’d chosen me, in front of everyone.

As we hit the street, she paused at the curb and spun, letting her hair catch the wind.

“You looked so out of place in there,” she teased, voice full of warmth. “But you looked even hotter for it.”

I smacked her ass, just light enough for her to laugh, and the two of us vanished into the Paris night, the afterglow of the evening still humming between our hands.

The party was over, but the real celebration had just begun.

***

Savannah’s apartment was half home, half museum of a life about to end. The closet doors banged open, clothes flying onto the bed in a series of quick, precise piles. She folded with military efficiency, every blouse and skirt crisp as origami, never missing a beat even as she ordered me to “roll, don’t fold" my shirts if I wanted to avoid creases.

I played along, cramming jeans and socks into my case, but my focus kept snagging on the little stuff, the lipstick tubes corralled near her mirror, the collection of perfume samples she never let out of the bathroom, the pile of tangled jewelry on her nightstand like evidence of wilder nights. Even the air felt thick, memory and anticipation duking it out for control.

Outside, the city did its thing, horns, footsteps, the distant thump of a bakery cart racing sunrise. But inside, time seemed to move in slow motion, every small noise amplified. The slap of suitcase latches. The crinkle of tissue paper. Savannah’s humming, a nervous refrain that kept looping through “American Woman” any time she forgot I was within earshot.

She darted around barefoot, wearing my t-shirt and a pair of boyshorts that should have been illegal. Every time she bent over to snag another handful of hangers, her ass flexed, and my brain promptly shut down.

“See something you like?” she teased, never looking up.

“Hard not to, when you parade it around like that,” I fired back.

She smirked, but there was a flush at her throat that spoke to a deeper kind of intimacy. All the masks she wore for Paris, the boss bitch, the ice queen, the untouchable party monster, gone. This was just Savannah, tired and raw, but more herself than I’d ever seen.

I gathered up her bathroom arsenal, lining up cleanser, serum, enough hair products to fortify a fortress. She watched me from the doorway, arms folded, expression soft.

“You really going to haul all that through customs?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I’m not leaving my good stuff behind. Chicago’s hard on skin, babe. Besides, you need it more than I do.” She winked, but I caught the small tremor in her hands as she twisted the lid on her favorite lotion.

We circled each other like that, packing up the room until the walls felt empty and the future pressed in from both sides.

Then I found the photo.

It was tucked behind a stack of books on her shelf, half-concealed like a secret: Savannah in the center, arms flung around a trio of Parisian friends, fellow models, probably, wild and flushed and happy. The background was a blur, but even in a still frame, she looked untouchable, some perfect version of Savvy that only existed here.

I held it up, unsure if I was asking for permission or just stalling against what came next.

She froze mid-fold, silk blouse dangling from her hand.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked, voice catching. “About all of it, Chicago, moving in, doing the harem thing with people who’ve never seen this side of you?”

There was no banter this time.

Savannah crossed the room barefoot, blouse trailing after like a forgotten flag. She took the frame from my hand and set it on the desk. Gently, she cupped my face, thumbs sweeping the stubble, her eyes boring into mine as if she could write her answer on my bones.

“I’ve never been more certain about anything,” she said, voice clear and low. “You want to know the truth? For years, I watched my own life from the outside. Never really jumped in. Maybe I thought if I kept my distance, nothing could touch me.”

Her gaze flicked to the photo, then to the stacks of clothing, the bare walls slowly losing the color of her presence.

“But that’s not living, Jack. That’s just watching everyone else do it better. I don’t want that anymore. I want to be right in the thick of it, with you. With everything. If I have to risk looking stupid, or being too much, or messing up, at least I’m actually in the game now.”

Her words left me speechless. My hands found her hips, pulled her flush, and for a moment, we just breathed together, caught on the edge of something that made Paris seem small by comparison.

“You know I want you,” I murmured. “Not just the version you put on for parties. All of it. The mess, the drama, the mornings when you won’t get out of bed unless I bribe you with croissants.”

She grinned, eyes glossed with tears but sharp as always.

“You’re getting the real deal,” she promised. “I won’t run. Not this time.”

We stood like that, fused in the early dusk. Her fingers dug into my hair, gentle but demanding, and I kissed her, slow, honest, no heat needed, just the fusion of two people finally choosing to stop pretending.

After a while, we went back to packing. Quieter now, working in lockstep, as if every T-shirt and necklace tucked away was another brick mortared into our new life.

She caught me watching her as she zipped the main suitcase.

“What are you thinking?” Savannah asked, eyebrows arched.

“Just…hoping the rest of the world keeps up. Because I finally feel like we’re leading.”

She blew out a breath, relieved. “If there’s a learning curve, at least we’ll have each other to blame when it blows up.”

I collapsed onto the bed, dragging her after me until she straddled my lap, legs caging me in.

For a long beat, we just held there, her hair curtaining my face, her pulse racing where our chests met. All the nerves and doubts bled out, leaving only what we could build from here on out.

“Ready to go home?” I whispered, voice thick.

She nodded, pressing her forehead to mine. “As long as you’re there, it’ll be home to me.”

The vibe was so loaded I almost wanted to cry. Instead, I kissed her, hard and unhurried, until the empty apartment melted around us.

We finished packing after that, a little drunk on hope, a lot high on each other. By the time the suitcases lined up at the door, it felt like we’d shed every old version of ourselves and built a new blueprint, brick by fucking brick.

If tomorrow was a new beginning, we were already halfway there.

***

The morning after always felt like the start of a heist. We hit Charles de Gaulle pre-dawn, suitcases in tow, and Savannah in pure travel mode, yoga pants, designer sneaks, Cubs tee peeking from beneath a collapsible trench. Her hair was up, but nothing could hide that face. Even sleep-deprived, she drew stares from every direction. Some guys gawked, a couple women snapped stealth pics. Savannah never even blinked.

I let her handle the French, which she did with lethal confidence. Border control fell apart when she flashed her smile. At security, she stole my belt and wore it as a trophy until I threatened to pin her to the nearest wall. She goaded me through the duty-free shops, grabbing impulse chocolates and a mini bottle of bourbon for the flight. By the time we hit our gate, she’d already made friends with the gate agent and scored us priority boarding.

Every move, every step, felt like progress: out of Paris, on to something bigger. Nobody jostled us. Nobody dared to cut in line.

Once on board, Savannah wasted zero time. She dropped into the wide, buttery leather seat, kicked off her shoes, and draped her legs across my lap. The cabin crew swarmed, but she just winked at them and asked, “Two mimosas, and your best breakfast. He’s earned it.”

“They’re going to think we’re newlyweds,” I muttered, squeezing her calf.

She grinned, then curled her hand into mine, fingers laced so tight it felt permanent. “Let them wonder.”

Takeoff was a blur. The plane rumbled, the sky went blue, and Paris started shrinking into toy-scale beneath us. I watched the Eiffel Tower flicker in the rear window, smaller by the second, and for a beat, felt all the shit we left behind in those streets: secrets, regrets, years of almost-but-not-quite.

Savannah rested her head on my shoulder, nuzzling my jaw so soft it nearly undid me. The thrum of the jet engines faded to background, drowned out by her voice, low, so nobody else on the plane could hear.

“I love you, Jack Bennett,” she whispered. “I always have.”

For a second, I didn’t breathe.

Then I kissed the top of her head, letting everything I’d never dared to say seep into her skin.

“I love you, too, Savvy. I always will.”

We held like that, hands locked, until the sky swallowed the city and the next chapter began.

There was no blueprint for what came next. But for the first time, I didn’t need one.

Whatever happened back in Chicago, the game was already changed.

And together, we were fucking unstoppable.


Chapter seven
Welcome Home, Queen


There was nothing quite like a Chicago summer, late afternoon sun so sharp it cut the shadows from the concrete and painted everything with a blue-white haze. I idled at the curb outside Savannah’s building, engine ticking, heart racing like it was the start of a drug deal and not just a homecoming.

Savannah sat in the passenger seat, all long legs and airport fatigue, but somehow more alive than ever. She wore a Cubs tee knotted over her abs, gold hair in a messy bun, and zero makeup. A look that would turn heads on any runway but felt just for me.

She didn’t reach for her bags yet. She stared up at her building with a look part nostalgia, part calculation. The moment stretched. Either she’d sprint for the finish line or pull me up the stairs and refuse to let go.

Instead, she twisted in her seat and nailed me with those blue eyes. The confidence was still there, but softer, like maybe underneath it all, she was actually nervous.

“You really think they’re ready for this?” she asked. “Or are you just hoping Lily will be so distracted she doesn’t notice me stealing her closet space?”

I grinned, letting my gaze drift down her legs. “I’m more worried about what happens if you and Anna start plotting against me. That’s how revolutions start.”

She laughed, the sound wild and unfiltered. “If anyone gets guillotined, it’s not going to be me.”

It was impossible not to love her. So I didn’t bother resisting.

I leaned over and kissed her, not a peck, but a slow, lingering thing. My hand drifted to the small of her back, palm pressing the heat of her skin through the thin cotton of her tee. She melted into it. For a second, the city outside went silent.

When we broke apart, she nipped my jaw, then whispered, “You’re stalling. What’s the real plan?”

“Real plan? You waltz in with your stuff at seven, and we make it official. I want everyone to see you’re not just a guest star anymore. You’re headliner, Savvy.”

She liked that. You could see her gears spinning, already plotting how to make a proper entrance.

“Should I wear something scandalous, or just bring a show-and-tell for my new shelf?” she teased. “Maybe both?”

“Dealer’s choice. But you better bring enough for an encore.”

She arched her brow. “Don’t worry, Bennett. I travel with a full arsenal. You’ll clear out that drawer for me, right?”

I laughed. “You’ve got more real estate than I do at this point.”

On the street, a neighbor jogged past with a dog. I didn’t care. For a second, all I wanted was to haul Savannah upstairs and claim the future we’d built in Paris before anyone else got to.

Instead, I just drank her in, every detail. The way her hand rested on my thigh, possessive. The little freckle on her jaw I’d never noticed in a hundred previous nights. The way her lips bruised red when she was genuinely nervous, not just play-acting for a camera.

She popped the door and hopped out easy, grabbing her duffel from the back without breaking stride. Even with jet lag and a week’s worth of model shit weighing her down, she looked in control.

On the sidewalk, she paused. I followed her around the car, unable to keep my hands to myself. She tossed the duffel over one shoulder and let her other hand thread through mine. She fit there, perfectly. A fact that felt so obvious now it almost hurt.

We held there, at the bottom of her stoop, traffic humming and the city doing its best to ignore us.

“You sure you want this?” I asked, just for her.

She squeezed my hand. “I’ve never wanted anything more. Lily and Anna are the best. I’m not scared of competition, if that’s what you’re worried about. Just don’t let them talk you into a schedule you can’t handle.”

She said it with a wink, but there was a flash of something vulnerable beneath, an echo of every late-night in Paris, every raw confession we’d managed to survive.

“Promise me you’ll be there at seven,” I said. “Bring whatever you want. Bring everything.”

She studied my face, then nodded.

“Including the French press and the black negligee?” she asked, voice dipping lower.

“Especially those.”

Savannah chewed her lip, then leaned in for one last kiss. This one was less show, more emotion.

Her arms looped around my neck. The duffel thunked to the step. She ran her hands up the back of my shirt, staking her claim. Her body pressed tight, and for a moment, I considered hauling her straight back to the car and blowing off every meeting, every expectation.

But she broke away, breathless, like she was reading my mind.

“You should go,” she said. “If you’re late, Lily will start a riot. And tell Anna she owes me a rematch on poker night.”

I grinned. “Will do.”

She bent to grab her bag, then paused and looked up at me. All the armor was down.

“Hey,” she said, voice suddenly serious. “Thanks for not making me an afterthought. When I walk into your place tonight, I want to own every second of it. Not for show. For real.”

The words hit home. I caught her hand, fingers interlaced.

“You’re not an afterthought, Savannah. You’re the main event.”

She blushed, but didn’t look away. “Good. See you at seven, on the dot. And Bennett? Clear extra space. I’m bringing reinforcements.”

I arched a brow. “Dare I ask?”

She just smirked and flounced up the steps.

At her door, she did a little spin, then vanished inside.

I stood there, sunlight blasting the sidewalk, letting the moment settle. My pulse was so loud I could barely hear myself think.

Back at my car, I leaned on the hood, played through every possible scenario. Lily would be all fireworks and hugs, no question. Anna’s poker face would hold until she felt safe, then she’d probably grill Savannah on her intentions and maybe mine. Either way, we were beyond the point of no return.

As I slid into the driver’s seat, I let the excitement flood in. Not just the sex, not just the fantasy of three unreal women willing to share a king bed and a future.

It was the belonging. The fact that for once, I could lay claim to a woman, or three, and not feel like I was stealing time or borrowing days from someone else’s story.

The drive back was a blur. The city whirred by: food trucks, dog walkers, some guy yelling at a passing bus. But in my head, it was all Savannah’s voice, and the way she said my name like it mattered.

By the time I reached Logan Square, I knew I couldn’t hide how much I wanted this. The harem, the drama, the wild, loud mess—all of it.

Tonight would be the proving ground. Sink or swim.

I parked behind the Loft, engine still running, and let myself sit in the silence another minute.

My whole body buzzed. Nervous? Absolutely. But never more sure of what I wanted.

I took one last breath, steadied myself on the wheel, and pictured Savannah at my door, duffel, lingerie, espresso maker, and all.

Let the games begin.

***

The second I stepped inside my building, I knew the girls had heard the elevator.

The living room was bathed in that late-summer haze, gold shafts through bare brick, the smell of lemon cleaner and, weirdly, a hint of cinnamon rolls. On the couch, Anna had her legs curled beneath her, phone in hand, scrolling but not paying attention. Lily was nowhere in sight, which meant she was waiting to pounce.

I didn’t even make it to the kitchen before Lily exploded around the corner.

She hit me at full speed, arms around my neck, legs coiling around my waist like a gymnast with a mission. The scent of her shampoo, lemon and something wild, hit me first, followed by a barrage of kisses. Lips to my cheeks, nose, mouth, jaw, everywhere.

“Oh my god, you’re home! I missed you so much, Jack!” she squealed. “This place was so boring without you!”

I staggered back with the impact, hands catching her thighs, dead weight and all, but I didn’t care. She wriggled against me, giggling in my ear, every inch of her molten excitement.

Anna waited, watching. She let Lily have her moment, then set her phone aside and crossed the room with the kind of grace that always left me slightly off-balance. Her approach was way quieter, but somehow the hunger in her eyes was louder than Lily’s whole greeting.

When she got close, she framed my jaw in both hands, then pulled me down for a kiss that was nothing like Lily’s. This one was deliberate, slow, loaded with meaning. Her lips caught mine in a way that bypassed words and drove straight to the pulse of what we were.

There was something about the contrast, Lily wild and all-in, Anna calculated and deep, that hit me like a one-two punch.

All the nerves I’d schlepped from Paris melted into pure hope.

I set Lily down, but she clung to me a second longer, feet dangling.

She finally let go, but not before one more smacking kiss for the road.

Anna let her arm wind around my waist, face tipped up for another taste. Her kisses landed different: less noise, more impact.

“Welcome home,” she whispered. “We missed you.”

I let out a breath, heart rattling my ribs. “I missed both of you. Paris was insane, but all I could think about was home.”

Lily bounced onto the couch, tucking herself into the corner and patting the cushion beside her.

“Did you bring us presents? You’re not allowed to come back from Paris without at least chocolate or lingerie. It’s an international law.”

I grinned, sitting between them, Anna folding in on my left, Lily draping herself over my right thigh as if the most sensible seat was on me.

“Okay,” I said. “You want the real story? You’re getting the whole thing.”

They leaned in, practically glowing. If I could have bottled that kind of attention, I’d have ruled the world.

I took a breath and started from the top.

“Savannah is coming by tonight,” I said. “She’s bringing her stuff, like, for real. Clothes, makeup, even her French press. She wants to claim a drawer, some shelf space, and…a seat at the table. Not a side thing. She wants to be part of this, openly.”

Both of them froze, but not in the way I’d feared.

Lily’s eyes went wide, then she let out a delighted squeal that could have popped the windows.

“YES! Oh my god, I knew it!” She literally bounced, hair flying, tits jiggling under her tank top. “I said if you went to Paris you’d bang her senseless and fall in love. Pay up, Anna! I win the bet!”

Anna just smiled, slow and real, dimples flashing. “I wasn’t betting against it. I was just waiting for Jack to admit it.”

They’d seen right through me, a humbling, but not unfamiliar, experience.

For a moment, I couldn’t even get my brain to reboot.

Lily launched off the couch and did a victory lap.

“Can we go get her now? Like, right now? Do you know how much fun it’ll be with all three of us in the same place again? I’m dying. Jack, text her! Tell her to pack everything and move in TODAY.”

Anna held up a hand, ever the voice of reason.

“I support this, but can we please not blow through the logistics? Where is Savannah sleeping? Does she get her own bathroom shelf, or is she sharing with you and Lily? Also, what does a ‘seat at the table’ actually mean? Rotating nights, spontaneous, what?”

She was smiling the whole time, not a hint of hesitation.

The relief nearly undid me. For a second, all I could do was sit there and take in how these women, smarter and braver than I’d ever be, didn’t see Savannah as a threat. They saw her as an upgrade.

Maybe even a missing piece.

I tried to lay it all out, no filters.

“Savannah wants in. Not on the edges. She wants the real relationship, same as both of you. She wants to hang out, have breakfast, work out, go out on dates, sleep over. I told her the drawer was hers. Hell, she demanded it.”

Anna snorted, clearly amused. “That’s very her.”

Lily clapped her hands, delighted. “Yay! We need to switch out the sheets and make it nice for her. And I have special bath bombs. We can do a spa night. Can I make her a welcome sign, Jack? She’ll die.”

For once, I felt like the hero in the rom-com, the guy who actually pulls off the impossible.

Anna shifted closer, her hand resting on my thigh, thumb tracing lazy circles. “Are you happy?” she asked. “You look weirdly tense for someone with three beautiful women about to climb all over him.”

I blew out a breath. The truth was, I wasn’t tense. I was overwhelmed.

I’d spent the last month thinking the harem thing would always be a balancing act, always on the verge of collapse. But here they were, plotting Savannah’s arrival like it was winning the lottery.

It was everything I’d never dared to want.

“Honestly?” I said. “I’m floored. I thought there’d be at least a little drama. Maybe one or two jealous scenes?”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Please. Anna and I have been waiting for you to get your act together. Every time Savannah visits, it’s like a party anyway. With all three of us, it’ll be legendary.”

She folded in beside me, sandwiching me between her and Anna, hugging my arm like a trophy.

“I just want to know, do we have to call her queen, or can we stick with Savvy?”

Anna nodded, suddenly sly. “Seconded. Also, who manages the calendar now? Because if I give up Thursday nights, I want something in writing.”

Their banter made my chest ache, in the best way.

“I can build a spreadsheet,” I deadpanned.

Lily wrinkled her nose. “No spreadsheets. That’s cheating. Let’s just…see what happens? We all like each other. We’ve done this before. Remember that spring break in Miami?”

Everyone laughed, even Anna.

I reached for both their hands, needing to anchor myself.

“You guys are nuts,” I said. “But I love you for it.”

Anna kissed my jaw, soft and assured. Lily nuzzled my shoulder, humming happily.

“We’re the luckiest girls in Chicago,” Lily said. “Everyone else gets boring boyfriends who play video games until midnight. We get you, and Savannah, and the best view in the city.”

Anna smirked. “We also get drama, noise complaints, and probably a monthly internet celebrity moment. But I’ll take it.”

They traded a look, and in that split second, I got it. The harem wasn’t just about me and my wants. It was about their friendship, the bond they’d built years ago, the comfort of sisterhood mixed with the charge of being wanted.

“You know, you’re not the only glue here,” I said, voicing what I’d just realized. “You two are the reason this even works.”

Lily blushed, but she was clearly proud.

“Duh. Where do you think you learned all your moves?”

Anna grinned, then pulled me back for another kiss. This one was slower, more thoughtful.

It was Lily who broke the moment, bouncing up with renewed energy.

“I’m texting Savannah. She needs to pack sexy pajamas and toothbrushes and maybe a bottle of wine for a midnight toast.”

Anna rolled her eyes, but even she couldn’t hide her excitement.

“Do we have to wait until seven?” Lily whined. “I want her here now.”

I just shrugged, loving every second.

“Countdown is on,” I said. “But in the meantime, can I get a full welcome home?”

They didn’t hesitate. Both women tumbled into my lap, tangling limbs and laughter, mouths finding whatever skin was closest. It was a wild, affectionate tangle, Lily’s kisses sweet and rapid-fire, Anna’s slow and methodical.

For a while, we just lingered in the murmur of Chicago summer, the hum of the city bleeding in through the windows, three bodies knotted together on the biggest couch I’d ever owned.

I’d built a lot of things in my life: spaces, businesses, bank accounts.

Nothing compared to building this.

Whatever storms were still coming, tonight we would face them together. On our terms.

And if Savannah wanted a seat at the table, well, we had the best damn table in town.

***

Savannah never did anything halfway.

She showed up on the dot, a shade before seven, wrestling a canvas tote so massive it could double as a body bag. The wind off Milwaukee Avenue whipped her hair across her face, but she powered through, boots clacking, hauling her new life up to the front door like she was moving into the governor’s mansion.

For a second, she paused on the threshold. The hallway lighting cut hard shadows across her cheekbones, but her eyes were softer than I’d ever seen: nervous, hopeful, maybe even a little scared.

She hesitated. For all her bravado, this was still a step into the unknown.

She didn’t even get her fist to the door.

Lily flung it open and threw herself on Savannah with a shriek that would have made any bouncer flinch.

“Oh my god, you’re really here! You’re moving in!” Lily screamed, hugging her so hard Savannah nearly dropped her tote.

Savannah half-laughed, half-groaned. “Babe, if you knock me over, you’re carrying me upstairs.”

Anna appeared behind Lily, her smile wide, the analytic MBA dropped in favor of genuine affection.

“Lily, let her breathe. Savannah, you look fabulous. Seriously. Paris agrees with you.”

Savannah beamed, finally relaxing. “I brought gifts from the motherland,” she joked, gesturing at her bag.

Lily snatched it away from her instantly.

“First, show me the French skincare. Second, why are you not leading with the gossip? Spill.”

The girls swept Savannah inside, laughter echoing down the hall before I even made it off the elevator.

By the time I caught up, Savannah was already perched on the edge of the kitchen counter, arms around both women, all three grinning like bandits who’d just pulled the world’s classiest heist.

I couldn’t help but stare.

For most of my early twenties, this trio had been my white whale, always close, never quite attainable. Now, it was happening: friendships, rivalries, lust, actual sisterhood, all tangled together with more harmony than I’d ever managed on a work site.

They were halfway through the tote, pulling out treasures.

Lily immediately modeled a silk scarf, twirling, while Anna pounced on the perfume. Savannah laughed and started unpacking everything else: stacks of lacy lingerie, two pairs of clean sneakers, hair-straightener, enough makeup to bankrupt a Kardashian, and a Ziploc full of protein bars for “emergencies.”

“Is that all you brought?” I teased from the doorway.

Savannah turned, her blue eyes playful. “Don’t tempt me, Bennett. There’s a suitcase in the car with my designer stuff, but I thought I’d let you warm up first.”

Lily giggled. “This is nothing. Wait until Anna shows you her home spa collection. You’ll need to buy another shelf.”

Anna just shrugged. “Jack’s the harem king, he should plan for expansion.”

That was my cue to actually help.

I hauled the tote to my room, with the girls right behind me. The second they walked in, the energy of the place shifted: three women, high anticipation, the scent of perfume and hope. Even the city outside seemed to hush.

Lily opened my dresser and gasped.

“Oh my god, you actually cleared a drawer! It’s empty! Anna, look at this, he did it!”

Savannah pressed a hand over her heart, feigning swoon. “Be still, my beating vagina. Is this the romance I was promised?”

Anna snickered, but there was a flash of honest appreciation in her eyes.

“Top drawer or bottom?” Savannah asked, faking a manager’s tone.

Lily pointed. “Top. Always. It’s the first one you open in a crisis. Girl logic.”

They giggled as Savannah started sorting her treasures: stacks of lacy underwear, perfectly folded tees, makeup bag, a flagship bottle of perfume. She slid it all into the drawer, then took a step back, hands on hips.

“Jack, you’re officially sheltering a fugitive from ordinary relationships. How do you feel?”

I tried to play it cool, but watching Savannah slide her most personal things into my dresser? It hit different.

“I feel like I should be thanking you,” I said. “You’re leveling up the whole place.”

Lily poked me in the ribs. “He’s such a boyfriend. Wait until he gets sentimental over your toothbrush.”

Anna changed gears, opening the closet and shifting my hoodies around.

“We can fit her hangers here,” she declared. “Unless Savannah wants to commandeer the whole bar.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Savannah said, but she was grinning at the sight of her stuff lined up beside mine.

Lily dashed out, then returned waving a new toothbrush, still in the box.

“It’s pink. It matches the new towels. Here, Jack, present it to her, inaugural toothbrush moment!”

The laughter was relentless, honest, never mean.

I played along, giving Savannah the toothbrush with as much ceremony as possible.

She bowed. “Thank you, my liege. I accept this sacred artifact.”

Anna rolled her eyes, but the smile never faded. “You’ll want a bath caddy. If you don’t have one, Lily will fill the shelves with hair stuff, and you’ll never see your serum again.”

Savannah wagged a finger. “Noted. Bathroom storage wars start at midnight.”

The banter rolled on as we moved her things into the bathroom, stashing makeup and perfume on the shelf I’d cleared. The women riffed the whole way, recalling every time Lily had crashed at Savannah’s old place, or the night Anna had used Savannah’s straightener to try and “out-glam” her for a sorority fundraiser.

Every story triggered a new inside joke.

“Remember the blackout at Beta house?” Lily said, trying not to laugh. “We slept three across in that IKEA bed, and Savannah kept stealing the covers and making out with, oh god, who was it, Kevin the DJ?”

Savannah faked offense. “At least I wasn’t the one who broke the frame. That was all you, sunshine.”

Anna tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and delivered the punch. “Statistically, more beds have died under Lily than any other woman on campus.”

“Don’t shame my legacy!” Lily fired back. “I’m proud.”

It wasn’t just talk. It was a living, breathing bond older than half the furniture I’d ever refurbished.

They helped Savannah arrange every item into its place, fussing over display like they were dressing a VIP suite. The commentary was merciless.

“Why is Jack’s deodorant floating in the middle? It’s like a lone wolf,” Savannah deadpanned.

“Because men have no aesthetic sense,” Anna replied, already repositioning bottles for symmetry.

Lily just snickered. “He’s lucky we love him.”

I watched from the doorway, letting their banter wash over me.

For the first time, the three of them looked like something unbreakable. Sure, there’d be friction and competitiveness, but there was no daylight between them now. Savannah wasn’t an outsider; she’d completed the triangle.

We migrated to the living room next, and the commentary followed.

Lily perched on the back of the couch, bare legs swinging, while Anna and Savannah sprawled out on the cushions. Every time I tried to sit, one of them pulled me into the fray, bodies tangling, sighs and laughter rolling over.

At one point, Savannah locked eyes with me, blue and bottomless.

“Only Jack Bennett,” she said, holding up a mock beer like she was making a toast, “could turn his college crushes into a full-blown harem. Cheers to you, sir. You are truly America’s Top Boyfriend.”

They all lost it. Even Anna cackled, which was rare.

Lily snuck in with the kicker. “We should get him a crown and make him wear it for the next girls’ night. King of Logan Square. You in?”

Savannah looked thoughtful. “As long as I get a tiara. No way am I playing second banana to anyone.”

Anna nodded. “We’ll need a group photo. Otherwise, nobody will believe the arrangement is real.”

It wasn’t about sex, not exactly. It was about comfort, banter, the kind of closeness you only get after years of surviving each other’s worst days.

Watching them lounge together, trading stories, I felt it anchor for real.

This wasn’t a revolution. This was destiny, finally getting out of its own way.

For the next hour, we did unpacking, tour guiding (“Savannah, check out the upgrades to the rooftop!”), and more hazing, poking fun at my food choices, my gym towel, my tragic backup razor. Every task doubled as another excuse to touch: hand on arm, knee pressed to thigh, hair tousled just for fun.

If belonging was a drug, I was absolutely blitzed.

As the sun dipped past the old windowpanes, all three women sprawled together, legs tangled, laughter easing to contentment.

Savannah caught my gaze, her smile soft and a little amazed.

“You know, I thought I’d feel like the new kid. But this… It feels like coming home.”

Lily reached out, squeezing her hand.

“It’s because you belong here, Savvy. You’re family.”

Even Anna, the most reserved of us, let her head rest on Savannah’s shoulder.

From the kitchen, I heard the click of the wine cooler and the promise of what came next.

This was it. The new blueprint, finally in three dimensions.

And it was perfect.

***

The city had never looked more alive.

From the rooftop, all of Logan Square was laid out in twinkle and chrome, the skyline flexing to the south, the hum of restaurant patios and late night traffic drifting up like it was part of the playlist. The four of us sprawled around a battered wood table, bottles of wine lined up like soldiers, every glass full.

Lily propped her feet in my lap, her sundress bunched high enough to scandalize the neighbors if they cared to look. Anna lounged to my left, nursing her Pinot and watching the world with her usual calm intensity. Savannah, newly official, took the head of the table, one arm slung over the chair, eyes bright in the city glow.

We’d cracked open the first bottle without even pretending to be modest. The air buzzed with the kind of reckless hope that only happens when you know the moment you’re living will actually matter years from now.

Lily started, naturally.

“I have a proposal,” she announced. “Savannah, skip the trial run. Move in full-time. It’s way more fun with all of us here. Jack can’t cook to save his life, so we need someone to keep him from dying of scurvy.”

I laughed, but Savannah just smirked.

“Is this a recruitment pitch or a threat?”

Anna sipped her wine, steady as ever. “Ignore Lily. But she’s not wrong. It’s better when you’re around. But I need to know: is this just a fun thing, or are you really moving in? Because I like you, Savvy, but if you monopolize Jack, I’ll absolutely take you to arbitration.”

Savannah let that land, chin in her palm, thinking.

The wind picked up. From three stories up, Chicago’s night was electric, city lights spinning off the water towers and razor-thin clouds. Even the air tasted different, distant pizza, rain on concrete, the edge of August heat.

Savannah tapped the table.

“Let’s be real. I’m in love with him. But that doesn’t mean I want to bulldoze the dynamic that already works. I’m not here to steal, or dominate, or turn this into a competition. Not unless you want one.” Her eyes went sly, but the undertone was honest. “I want a spot in this life, but I’m not erasing anybody. If anything, I want to fit.”

Anna nodded, a half-smile now. “Good answer.”

Lily bounced her knee, grinning. “So can we plan joint dates? Spa nights? Pajama parties? I want it all.”

Savannah grinned. “Absolutely. I just need to get my stuff out of storage and we’re set. Unless Jack wants to help haul the suitcase?”

I shrugged. “I’ll bring a dolly.”

Anna sipped, eyes on the skyline. “But really, Savannah. You’re intense. I respect it. But some of us have schedules to juggle. If you go full vampire and keep Jack up all night, please let the rest of us at least get brunch.”

Savannah raised her glass in salute. “Deal. No monopolies, only syndicates. I’ll play fair.”

Lily curled into my side, kissing my neck. “I’m so excited. This is basically the best summer ever.”

Anna rolled her eyes, but she was smiling now, all pretense dropped. “Can we please document the first week? I want to see Jack try to keep up. He’ll be begging for mercy by September.”

Lily nuzzled me harder, her lips brushing my cheek.

“I think our boyfriend’s pretty sturdy, actually.”

Anna met my gaze, level and warm. “He can take it. I have faith.”

Savannah leaned in, her smile something wild.

“Do I get to test the limits tonight?” she asked, voice soft around the edges.

For a second, nobody spoke. The city pressed in on all sides, the wine took hold, and the pulse of possibility beat between us.

I drew a breath, letting the feeling settle.

It was Lily who shattered the tension. She planted a kiss on me, sweet and silly, hands bracing my face as if she wanted everyone to see who I belonged to.

“Welcome back, Jack. We missed you like crazy.”

She kissed me again, lips soft, then giggled, clearly satisfied.

Not to be outdone, Anna set down her glass and cupped my chin. Her kiss was deeper, measured, not for show but to lay claim. Her mouth moved slow, tongue teasing, just enough to make me forget there was a city around us at all.

When she pulled away, her eyes were dark with intent. “We’re not letting you sleep alone tonight. No chance.”

Savannah watched, pleased. “God, you two are relentless. No wonder Jack always looks so tired.”

Lily’s hand slid up my thigh, possessive. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

Savannah set her wine down and moved in. Her kiss hit different, hungry, confident, designed to burn through the last of my resistance. She tasted like summer berries and trouble. Her fingers tangled in my hair, owning the moment.

When we broke, she let her lips hover at my jaw.

"So the only real question,” Savannah said, “is whether we’re making this official. Do we do the whole king bed debut and put Jack through the ringer? Or do we negotiate a play-by-play for maximum drama?”

Lily clapped, delighted. “Group debut! I want to see what happens when we’re all in bed together.”

Anna shrugged, but I saw the excitement lurking. “Efficiency. Very practical.”

Savannah purred, pleased. “Then I call dibs on the left side. I want to see if the sheets look as good on you two as they do on Jack.”

I let out a breath, my pulse straining the seams of my shirt.

This was really happening, and everyone at the table was on board.

The girls topped up the wine, laughing, toasting, slipping jokes into every gap between nerves and want. The contact grew casual but more intimate: Lily resting her hand in my lap, Savannah running her toes up Anna’s calf, Anna murmuring dry commentary that only made everyone laugh harder.

Somewhere in the middle, the skyline blurred. The only thing sharp anymore was the promise in the air, the intent in every look.

Savannah caught my gaze, voice husky.

“When you said you wanted all of me, Jack, I hope you meant it. Because tonight, I’m not holding anything back.”

Lily practically vibrated with excitement, her hands everywhere, her kisses frantic and sweet.

Anna played it cool, but slipped her tongue into my mouth, deliberate and electric.

Savannah finished the round, lips hot and insistent, her body flush to mine.

Behind us, the city blazed, but the real heat was right here, four bodies tangled in wine and anticipation.

Savannah held up her glass, a toast for the ages.

“Here’s to breaking the ice. And making Jack Bennett the happiest man in Chicago.”

The girls cheered, laughter and lust all mixed up, and I knew: if there was a heaven, it was built on a rooftop, with my name on the lease and these women by my side.

We drained the bottles. Above us, the stars swirled and the air came alive.

If harmony had a flavor, it tasted like this.

This was not a dress rehearsal.

I took their hands, led them down the stairs, and let the night do its worst.

***

We barely made it to the bedroom before things came untethered.

Lily was first through the door, tugging me by the wrist. She skidded to a stop by the foot of the bed, her sundress already slipping off one shoulder, and whirled into my arms. Her laughter was pure adrenaline, hot on the heels of anticipation.

Anna closed the distance in three strides, eyes locked on mine, her fingers already unbuttoning her top. She never wasted a move.

Savannah... Savannah just stood there in the doorway, taking in the king bed, the low lighting, the faces flushed and eager. She looked so at home it was almost criminal.

Her gaze landed on Lily. “Want to show them how it’s done?” she challenged, voice velvet and steel.

Lily bounced and spun, ass flashing as she yanked her sundress overhead. She wore nothing but a baby-pink thong, which clung to her high, perfect ass and did nothing to hide the heat between her thighs.

Anna’s shirt dropped to the floor, joined by her jeans, leaving her in a lacy black bra and panties that cut sharp against her olive skin.

Savannah took her time, peeling off her tee to reveal bare skin, flat abs, and, god help me, lace so sheer it looked painted on. She shrugged into the moment, hips cocked, the top of her g-string peeking above her waistband.

Me? I was out of my shirt, my cock already pulsing hard enough to be painful, and the air thick with sweat, perfume, and want.

Somewhere, the city kept pulsing. Down here, the rhythm was all us.

Lily leapt onto the bed, dragging Savannah with her. They tumbled, giggling, hair everywhere, legs tangled and bodies rolling in a dance that looked more like a celebration than a contest.

I barely made it onto the mattress before Anna straddled my lap. She planted a slow, deliberate kiss, a move that said, I see you, and you’re not going anywhere. Her nails raked my scalp, pure confidence.

She glanced down, then grinned. “Looks like someone’s eager.”

“Are you surprised?” I fired back, hands catching her hips.

She ground down, heat and friction, forcing all the blood in my body to migrate south. Her breath ghosted over my ear.

“Tonight, let’s see what happens when you don’t hold back.”

I didn’t get a chance to answer.

Across the bed, Savannah and Lily were all over each other. Savannah rolled on top, pinning Lily’s wrists to the memory foam as she kissed her deep, hungry, insistent, no mercy.

Lily writhed under her, moaning into Savannah’s mouth, legs hitching around Savannah’s waist.

Anna twisted to watch, eyes dark and hungry. A different kind of desire sparked in her, curious, calculated, about to be reckless.

“You two have done this before,” Anna said, almost a dare.

Lily broke the kiss just long enough to confirm it, gasping. “Sorority life was wild, babe. Savvy taught me everything.”

Savannah smirked, lips stained from the kiss. “That’s right. And tonight, I’m teaching you, too.”

She reached out and snagged Anna’s hand, pulling her in. For a second, the tableau froze: three women strung together by nerves, want, and the challenge of something brand new.

I braced myself, knowing I’d never see anything hotter.

Savannah kissed Anna, slow at first, testing boundaries. Anna held on, letting it build, then deepened the kiss, hands fisting in Savannah’s hair, their bodies flush.

Lily slithered to my left and kissed up my neck, her hand dipping between my legs, squeezing the outline of my cock through my jeans.

“Don’t think I’m ignoring you, baby,” she purred, tongue flicking my ear.

Savannah and Anna broke apart, both breathing ragged, a thread of spit between their swollen lips. Anna’s cheeks were high color; she looked truly alive.

Savannah turned her attention to me. She stalked across the bed, crawling feline, every move dialed to eleven.

She pushed Lily aside, straddled my waist, and kissed me hard. Her tongue was battle-ready, her nails a dare on my chest as she ground down on my cock.

“God, you feel so good,” she whispered, rolling her hips.

Anna slipped behind, kissing my shoulders, her hands exploring my chest, tracing every line as if reading blueprints.

I could barely keep up. Every flicker of sensation built on the last: Lily teasing my cock through my pants, Anna’s warm breath on my nape, Savannah’s hungry lips.

We stripped fast. My jeans and boxers were gone in a heartbeat, leaving me naked and fully hard, the air cool on my skin.

Lily knelt between my legs and took my cock in her hand. She started with tiny kitten licks, circling the head, savoring every twitch. When she slipped me into her mouth, she moaned with delight, as if this was dessert at the end of a perfect meal.

Savannah shifted so she could watch. Her hand tangled in Lily’s hair, guiding her with gentle confidence.

Anna kissed down my chest, nails dragging, always keeping her face close enough that I could see the heat in her eyes.

I wasn’t the only one getting attention.

Savannah slid off my lap, shimmied out of her panties, and sprawled back, legs wide, inviting Anna in. Anna followed, almost shy, but once she settled between Savannah’s thighs, her tongue was anything but hesitant.

Savannah let out a sound, half purr, half command, and arched her back, hands tangled in Anna’s hair as her body snapped tight.

Lily never quit her rhythm. She sucked me deep, taking me to the back of her throat, using her hand to stroke the base in perfect time. Every so often, she’d glance up, eyes full of pure mischief.

It was chaos, the best kind. Neither the women nor I wanted to control it. We wanted to see how wild it could get before it all collapsed.

Anna had Savannah trembling, her fingers and tongue working in tandem. Savannah lost her cool first, hips jerking, nails digging, a cry spilling from her lips as she came hard with Anna’s mouth on her.

Lily milked my cock, never letting the pressure slip, her own moans syncing with each pulse from Savannah.

In that moment, I knew I could die happy.

But the party wasn’t over. Far from it.

Savannah, still shuddering, grabbed Lily by the arm and hauled her up for a filthy, hungry kiss. She dragged Lily into her lap, their bodies meeting, and guided Lily’s hand between her own legs.

Lily took instruction, letting Savannah teach her every move.

I reached for Anna, pulling her flush against my side. She was slick with Savannah’s taste, lips swollen, eyes wild.

“Want me to fuck you?” I asked, voice rough.

Anna didn’t hesitate. “Yeah. Hard.”

I bent her over the edge of the bed, bracing her hips, and lined my cock up with her entrance. She was already soaked. I pushed deep, burying myself, and she gasped, clutching the sheets.

I set a pace, strong, deliberate, every thrust synced to the roll of her hips. She glanced back, eyes burning with challenge. She wanted to see if I could make her break.

I gave it everything.

Her breath caught, then stuttered, her body locking up as she came, hard. The heat and pressure were otherworldly. I held on, letting her ride it out, then eased back, not ready to finish yet.

Behind me, Lily and Savannah wrestled playfully. Savannah pinned Lily’s hands behind her back and took her nipple into her mouth, biting gently, then soothing with her tongue.

Lily squirmed, giggling, but the pleasure was obvious.

I rolled Anna onto her back and kissed her slow, savoring the chemistry. Her hand wrapped around my cock, guiding me back inside, but this time she set the rhythm, controlling every thrust.

She squeezed tight, her muscles velvet and fire, and when I played her clit with my thumb, she bucked against me, desperate for more.

Across the bed, Savannah slipped two fingers into Lily and set a relentless pace. Lily’s moans went up an octave. She arched, clamped around Savannah’s hand, and let herself go, body wracked with a shuddering climax.

Savannah grinned, triumphant, and licked her fingers clean.

“I warned you,” she said, “I don’t play fair.”

Anna rolled on top of me, riding my cock, using me for her pleasure. I watched the way her tits bounced, the flush of her cheeks, the way her breath went ragged as she closed in on another orgasm. She ground down, clit to my pelvis, and let herself explode again, shuddering, her nails raking my chest.

After, she slumped to the side, breathless, blissed, but still watching.

Savannah beckoned me over, patting the space between her legs.

“Come finish what Anna started,” she purred.

I slipped in, buried deep, and immediately the world shrank to just the grip of her pussy and the look in her eyes.

She wrapped her legs around my back, ankles locking me in. She set the tempo, guiding my hips, rolling up to meet every thrust.

Every so often, she’d steal a kiss from Lily, or reach over to squeeze Anna’s breast. It wasn’t just about her; she wanted everyone included.

“Is this what you wanted?” she whispered.

I couldn’t answer coherently. All I could do was fuck her deeper, harder, matching her pace, determined to see what it would take to push her over the edge.

She clenched around me, every muscle coiling, sweat running down her sides. When she came, it was more than a body-shaking jolt, it was a chain reaction, her nails digging into my back, her thighs locking me in, her head thrown back with an unfiltered shout that split the air and sent a tremor through all of us. In that moment, her pussy gripped me in seismic pulses, drawing my orgasm out from the base of my spine whether I was ready or not. It was surrender, it was combustion, it was Savannah claiming her place in the bed and in my life with a single, shattering release.


And it was like being set on fire. I felt every contraction, every aftershock, all of it amplified by the sounds around us. Lily’s gasp as she watched, the soft, helpless moan Anna let slip from where she sprawled, glazed and limp, on the ruined sheets. And Savannah’s triumphant, throaty laugh, the noise of victory and desire and something that felt dangerously close to love. I exploded inside her, my body yanked taut like a live wire, my voice ripped out of my chest and lost in the chorus of pleasure. The world shrank: the heat, the scent, the wet slide of skin on skin, the staccato slap of Savannah’s hips as she rode out every last ripple.


She didn’t stop when I did. She kept rolling her hips, milking every last pulse, her nails leaving little crescent moons on my shoulders. My cock throbbed, hypersensitive, yet she drew out every drop, every shudder, every afterglow. My head spun, vision a smear of color and movement, Lily straddling Anna’s lap, their arms wrapped around each other, hair tangled and faces flushed, Anna’s thumb tracing lazy circles on Lily’s thigh as they watched us finish. The room felt small, airless, thick with the scent of sex and sweat and the sweet, mineral tang of skin. None of us said a word, but nothing about the moment was silent.


The city outside faded, narrowed to the pant and hush of bodies coming down from orbit. Savannah’s hands finally gentled. She caught my face between her palms, steadying me, her forehead pressed against mine. My heart hammered against my ribs, a percussion to her rhythm. I let her hold me, let myself collapse into the honesty of her embrace, because for the first time in hours, it felt like there was nothing left to prove.

After, she held me, letting my heartbeat slow under hers.

None of the women had faded.

Lily pulled me in for a kiss, this one playful, sweet, the kind of reward that made my brain go soft and slow.

Anna slipped in on the other side, her kiss deep, her tongue patient, savoring.

When I turned back, Savannah claimed me, a kiss so confident, so full of promise it nearly started the whole thing over.

Somewhere in there, we collapsed, the sheets a sweaty mess, bodies sticky, breaths short.

The laughter bubbled up, Lily giggling about “team building exercises,” Anna deadpanning that the entire block could hear us, Savannah promising next time she’d bring her handcuffs just to spice things up.

But what stood out, more than the sex or the banter, was the lack of awkwardness.

No jealousy, no edge, just raw, unfiltered connection.

We tangled together, flesh and hair and heat, and let the night run wild.

When I finally came down, Lily curled into my chest, Anna tucked close to my side, Savannah draping a possessive leg over mine.

I held them all. I didn’t feel merely wanted, I felt whole.

We’d rewritten the rulebook, and it was only just beginning.

***

At some point, the night ran out of fuel and the four of us just…stopped.

We sprawled across my king bed in a knot of limbs, bodies still humming, sheets wrecked beyond saving. The city outside kept beating, horns and sirens and all-night bars, but in here? Nothing existed but the soft, slow rhythm of breath and skin and the afterglow that only comes from doing everything right.

Lily got first dibs, tucking her cheek over my heart and winding both arms around my ribs like she was claiming a prize. She was slick with sweat, hair stuck to her neck, her thigh draped across my abs. She hummed under her breath, a lullaby, or maybe just happiness without words.

Anna pressed along my left, her spine curved into mine, one leg slid between my calves. She never completely shut down; even as her eyes fluttered, her hand tangled with mine, fingers stroking slow patterns on my wrist. It was all the conversation she needed.

Savannah played the long game, half on, half above us, propped on one elbow. She ran her foot up and down my shin, lazy and teasing, and let her hand curl around Anna’s bare hip. She was wide awake, eyes scanning the room and the mess we’d made, wearing a smile you couldn’t buy.

For a while, nobody spoke. The language was touch, Lily’s tiny clings, Anna’s way of inching closer with every breath, Savannah’s grip, always confident, always in control.

Eventually, the whispers started.

“God, I’m starving,” Lily mumbled. “Anna, will you make pancakes in the morning? Jack’s are always lumpy.”

Anna snorted, lazy but pleased. “Only if we get real butter. Not that weird spread Jack buys.”

Savannah purred, “I brought my French press. The Chicago coffee scene is tragic compared to Paris.” She snuggled her face into my neck, all heat and homecoming.

Lily giggled. “Can we walk to the bakery in pajamas? Please? We’ll go totally incognito.”

“Fake mustaches and all,” Savannah fired back, without missing a beat.

Anna deadpanned, “Can you three even make it out of bed before noon?”

Lily kicked lightly at her, all antics. “I can if there’s chocolate croissants.”

Savannah winked at Anna across my chest. “I bet you a cinnamon roll I’m first to the shower, too.”

“Bet accepted,” Anna said, eyes sparkling.

The banter rolled, soft and snarky, each woman winding down in her own style. Lily played with my chest, humming some pop hit off the radio. Anna’s hand kept tracing my palm, methodical but soothing. Savannah occasionally planted a lazy bite on my shoulder, just to make sure I noticed who she was.

I was supposed to be the glue, the thing holding this together. Truth was, the real glue was the history between these three, their late-night talks, sorority disasters, hangovers, heartbreaks, a thousand little moments I’d only ever been allowed to glimpse until now. They didn’t orbit me. We revolved around each other, the center shifting every time someone laughed or whispered a new secret.

It felt like everything finally made sense.

Lily nudged Savannah, all smiles. “Remember that time in Miami you two got kicked out of the pool for skinny dipping?”

Savannah mock-groaned. “Only because you threw my bikini on the roof, you maniac.”

Anna’s laugh was low and real. “Correction: Lily threw all our bikinis on the roof. I had to bribe hotel security to get them back.”

“You’re welcome,” Lily chirped, face smug against my chest.

I just laid there, soaking it in. Even sated, my heart felt like it could burst.

“Hey.” Savannah’s voice turned soft. She glanced over the pile of girls and met my eyes. “You good with all this?”

I kissed the crown of Lily’s head, then Anna’s temple, then caught Savannah’s fingers and squeezed.

“I’ve never been better,” I said. “I love the chaos.”

Anna nodded, eyes already half-closed. “You thrive on it, Jack. Admit it.”

“Fine,” I said. “Maybe I like seeing what you’ll do next.”

Lily clung tighter. “I vote we never let him escape again. He’s ours.”

Savannah purred, “He was always ours, babe. I’m just happy to make it official.”

Anna yawned, content. “Once you set up the French press, you’re truly initiated.”

The peace that settled between us was something new, not just a lack of worry, but a real, grounded contentment. Like somehow, on that wrecked bed, we’d finally hammered the foundation deep enough to hold up whatever came next.

The girl talk drifted, blending plans for tomorrow with old memories and new promises. I let it happen, knowing I didn’t have to control any of it. My only job was to keep loving these women and stay out of the way when they built something beautiful among themselves.

Lily drifted first, her breath soft and regular. Anna went next, her hand still gripping mine. Savannah lasted longest, her eyes never quite losing their mischievous glint. She watched me, head propped up on her arm.

“Sweet dreams, Bennett,” she whispered.

“Don’t plan on sleeping much.”

She laughed, low and throaty, then settled in.

With all three pressed to me, three different energies, three different flavors of love, I felt held in a way I’d never known.

Tomorrow would be another riot.

Tonight, we’d earned this peace.

I let myself fall, letting their warmth anchor me, knowing I’d never have to go it alone again.

It wasn’t just enough, it was everything.


Chapter eight
Back to the Grind


Ididn’t even have to swipe my keycard. The moment I hit the hallway, I could hear the clang of metal and the distant grunts of someone already chasing their demons.

The gym looked exactly like I’d left it, but after Paris, the space felt brighter, sharper, like it’d been scrubbed with sunlight instead of industrial cleaner. The exposed steel beams glowed in the early morning, concrete floors shining cool under the banks of mirrored wall. The old dock windows at the back tossed bright patches of gold over the racks of weights, and for a few seconds, I just stood there, letting the jet lag and memories of last night’s harem melee catch up to me.

Jordan was posted by the free weights, already into her own set. She wore charcoal leggings and a tank that clung to every muscle, that wild, movie-star hair pulled tight and high. Even backed by the mirror wall, she looked like she owned the space, maybe the whole damn building. The other regulars (guys who worked on a couple of our project sites) haunted the far corner, two guys in retrofit Cubs tees doing their best to not glance our way. Otherwise, it was deserted.

She spotted me in an instant, gaze laser-sharp as she eyed my posture, the bags under my eyes, and probably the limp in my step. There was no hiding from her. She smirked like she’d been counting down the seconds for this ambush.

“Someone got lucky in the City of Love,” Jordan called out, voice carrying across the gym floor. She didn’t stop her set even as her eyes stayed glued to mine. “Too much croissant, or did you actually work out while you were gone?”

I snorted, forcing myself into a half-decent warm-up stretch. “Depends what you count as cardio.”

She gave me a look, knowing, a little dangerous. “If you’re bragging, you’d better back it up.”

Jordan always liked control, but today, it was dialed up to eleven. She stalked over, her movements pure efficiency, hips rolling in that way you’d only notice if you’d had her before. I had. And I’d never forgotten.

She circled me, like a shark in Lululemon, and not in a playful way.

“You look sleep-deprived, but there’s still some fight in you,” she said, voice low enough only I could hear. “Let’s see how much Paris actually softened you up.”

Before I could answer, she’d already lined up a circuit on the turf: kettlebells, plyo box, mat, and a pair of monstrous-looking battle ropes that hadn’t even featured in my last round here.

“Today’s menu is simple,” she declared. “Forty seconds kettlebell swings. Box jumps, thirty reps, full extension, no baby hops. Then burpees. Fifty. Finish with ropes, or you forfeit bragging rights for the week.”

My balls just shrank at the thought, but I grinned like an idiot anyway. “You trying to humble me, Coach?”

She leaned in, her breath sweet with something citrus, and for a second, I wanted to forget the workout entirely. “I don’t have to try,” she said. “I just need to remind you how good it feels to sweat for real.”

She demonstrated the first move, exaggerated enough to be a tease: back flat, ass perfect, swinging the kettlebell with deliberate control. Her D-cups barely budged thanks to her gear, but there was still a show every time she flexed. I’d seen her naked, but somehow this just wound me up more.

I fell into her rhythm, swings first. The weight pulled at my shoulders in a way Paris never did, and every motion made the haze of travel and sex and jet lag burn off a little more. I could feel Jordan’s gaze on my form, tracking every slip or pause. After the first round, my grip was already starting to go.

She closed in, hands ready for adjustment.

“Keep your core tight,” she said, hands bracing my hips from behind. Her fingers dug in, not gentle but thorough, holding me right where she wanted. “Otherwise you’ll throw out your back. Can’t have you benched when you’re supposedly juggling three girlfriends.”

She said it soft, but the line hit harder than the kettlebell.

My pulse ratcheted up. I barked a laugh, not trusting myself to answer.

She watched me finish the set, then hustled me straight into box jumps. “No breaks. You want results, Bennett, you earn them.”

I tried to keep up. The wood was solid and rough under my sneakers, and every leap sent shockwaves up my thighs. I remembered Paris rooftops, Savannah straddling me in sunlight, but here, the only fantasy allowed was survival.

Jordan’s voice snapped me out of it.

“Last set, your knees caved in. Don’t cheat. Land like you mean it.”

She was standing so close, her shadow overlapped mine in the stark overhead light. She blocked out the mirrors, like she could erase every other distraction by just being the focal point.

I powered through the jumps, but my legs felt like they’d been replaced with water pipes.

She didn’t let up. Next came burpees, fifty of them. Even with the entire harem licking their wounds at home, nothing sent my heart into autopilot like Jordan’s merciless pacing.

She counted every rep. “Down. Up. Touch the bar. Faster, Bennett.”

After twenty, I was gassed. Sweat ran down my face, stung my eyes, made my grip go sloppy. Jordan watched, arms folded, a half-smile on her lips like she loved seeing me struggle.

Finally, a mercy break.

She handed me a towel, but instead of passing it off, she wiped the sweat herself, slow, deliberate, fingers grazing my jaw and lingering at the corner of my mouth.

“Look at you,” she said, voice pitched intimate. “All that Paris glamour, and you still look hottest after a real workout.”

I swallowed, not trusting any comeback. She could probably see the effect she had on me.

Jordan let her hand linger on my shoulder, squeezing just a second longer than she used to. Then her expression shifted, analytical, almost distant.

“So how was it, really? Paris. The trip. Savannah’s shoot.” Her gaze didn’t budge, even as my breathing struggled to even out.

I shrugged, toweling off. “It was wild. Full throttle every day. She nailed the gig. She was a real force of nature, but the real win was bringing Savannah home.” I paused, then added, “She’s moving into the Loft, for real. Not just as a guest. She’s staking her claim.”

Jordan’s eyes narrowed, the first real crack in her pro mask all morning. For a beat, I thought she’d say something sharp, but she reined it in.

“So the model’s joining your little arrangement?” she asked, tone neutral but with a hammer underneath. “That makes three official girlfriends under one roof, right? Lily, Anna, and Savannah?”

Her hands settled on my hips as she corrected my standing posture, but this time there was nothing clinical about the touch. Her fingers applied direct, steady pressure, adjusting me into ideal form even as her question hung in the air between us.

I caught her gaze in the mirror. She didn’t look away.

I let the news land, not pretending it was anything but the truth.

“Yeah,” I said. “Three and counting, I guess.”

She held my eyes, her mouth a line, but her breathing was just a tick faster.

Jordan’s touch dropped, and for a split second, the air between us changed.

She tossed the towel over my shoulder and moved just a half-step closer, her body heat a wall behind me.

“Good thing you’re training,” she said, her voice almost playful but the edge was back. “You’ll need a hell of an engine to keep up with that roster.”

I realized I was half-hard, sweat sticking the shorts to my ass, every nerve tuned to her next move. But she backed off, cool and in control, guiding me toward the ropes station.

For the next ten minutes, she ground me down, every set more punishing than the last. Every time I sagged, she was there, hands at my waist, correcting, encouraging, sometimes just holding me steady while the world spun a little too fast.

We didn’t talk about Paris again. We didn’t have to. The chemistry was its own running commentary.

When the timer finally sounded, I was on the verge of collapse. Chest heaving, shirt soaked, arms trembling.

Jordan handed me a fresh towel, her fingers lingering as they brushed mine.

“Next time, maybe we’ll see what happens when you really want something,” she said, eyes glinting.

She left me there, leaning against the rack, totally off my game.

The room was already emptying, the other regulars long gone, but the pulse of Jordan’s presence was impossible to shake.

Whatever happened in Paris, whatever blueprint I’d built for the harem, the foundation under it had just shifted.

And Jordan? She’d made damn sure I knew it.

***

The last round was pure hell.

Jordan hadn’t eased up. If anything, she’d doubled down, watching me sweat bullets and push through the kind of fatigue that would make a grown man tap out. My lungs were on fire, legs leaden. The only thing sharper than the pain was the sensation of her eyes, tracking every tremor, every unsteady breath, like she was collecting data for a lab experiment.

The battle ropes were the final crucible. She stood over me, arms crossed, green eyes slicing through every weak rep. I gave it everything, the slap of rope on rubber floor drowning out the thudding in my ears. Sweat poured off me, stinging my eyes, but I didn’t let up, not with Jordan watching, not with the unspoken dare in every second.

Finally, mercifully, the timer shrieked.

I dropped to my knees, lungs dragging as I fought for air. My shirt clung to my body, sweat-soaked and heavy. Every muscle twitched, either from exhaustion or the charge that lingered between us.

Jordan approached, moving slow, almost predatory. She knelt beside me, towel in hand, but instead of tossing it, she dabbed the sweat herself, starting at my jaw, then along my collarbone, letting her fingers trace the edge of my beard stubble as if she was sizing me up for something more than a workout.

“You know what fascinates me about you, Bennett?” she said, her voice low and intimate. “You’ve somehow convinced these accomplished women to share you.”

Our eyes met. She didn’t flinch, didn’t play it off as a joke. Instead, her lips curled, amused but also hungry.

She pressed the towel into my hand, holding it there as our fingers overlapped, her grip firm, deliberate, making damn sure I felt her heat.

“But I wonder if you’ve considered what happens when they start wanting more than you can give,” she continued, barely above a whisper.

The words hit harder than any round of box jumps. For a second, I forgot the rest of the gym even existed. From across the room, you’d think this was just a trainer talking shop, but up close, every cell in my body knew the truth. Jordan’s gaze was all-in, dissecting, evaluating, daring me to answer with something real.

I wiped my face, the towel scratchy and soaked, but her scent, fresh sweat, maybe a hint of coconut from her conditioner, clung to every inhale. My head spun, half from exertion, half from the sudden tilt in our dynamic.

Jordan stood, then reached down, offering me a hand. “Come on. You’re not dead yet.”

Her fingers wrapped tight around mine, hauling me up in one smooth motion. When I straightened, she didn’t let go right away. She stood inside my space, chests inches apart, her eyes running the length of my body as if reassessing the specs on a brand-new machine.

I could see the shift play out in real time: the mask slipping, her expression softening, then going sharp again as she cataloged her feelings and mine.

“You play it cool,” she murmured, “but you crave the hard stuff. Chaos, competition, the feeling of being pushed past your comfort zone.”

I nodded, wiped the back of my hand over my brow, but didn’t step away. “Maybe I just like knowing I can survive it.”

Jordan grinned, but there was nothing friendly about it. “You survive more than most.”

For a beat, we held there, the noise of the world reduced to the thump of blood in my ears and the friction of her body just barely not touching mine.

Across the room, one of the regulars grunted through his last bench press, then vanished toward the locker room, leaving us, effectively, alone.

Jordan exhaled, slow and measured. “Let me ask you something. You ever worry about what happens when you can’t keep up? When they want more than even you can supply?”

I shrugged, though my pulse told a different story. “I’ll cross that bridge when it shows up.”

Her hands went to my hips, steadying me as she corrected my posture. This time, not because I needed it, but because she wanted to. They lingered, fingers splayed, her thumbs pressing in just above the waistband.

“Sure you will,” she said. “But the view from the top is different, isn’t it? You see things nobody else does.”

The innuendo wasn’t subtle, and neither was the look she gave me right after, a flare of open interest, bold enough to erase any boundary that might’ve existed before.

I caught my breath, the charge between us now more than just professional. It was a question, an invitation, maybe a challenge.

She ran her hand down my side, then patted my lower back. “Locker room’s empty. Go rinse off. You don’t want the girls at home smelling fear.”

I barked a tired laugh, the words landing somewhere between threat and flirt.

Then, as she let go, she brushed her palm over my ass, not quite a slap but definitely a statement.

“Go on, Bennett,” she tossed over her shoulder as she turned away. “Your harem’s not the only game in town.”

She left me standing there, spent but jacked up, adrenaline humming, and the certainty that we’d just crossed a line we wouldn’t un-cross.

The next move was mine.

***

The locker room was all tile and echo, the kind of place where smells never quite die, sweat, soap, the metallic bite of disinfectant. I let my gym shorts puddle on the floor, then stepped into the farthest shower, hoping to rinse off the last of Paris, the last of Jordan’s lingering challenge.

For a minute, it was just me and the roar of water.

The cold hit first, shock to the system, but then the heat took over and steam filled the stall. Muscles loosened, the fire in my lungs faded, replaced by the slow pulse of what had just gone down in the gym. Under the spray, I caught glimpses of everything: the way Savannah looked in my bed at sunrise, the sound of Anna coming apart in my hands, Lily’s arms wrapped around my chest like she could keep me from floating off.

But it was Jordan’s voice that wouldn’t leave, her words, the dare, the question with no answer.

I scrubbed my hair, eyes closed, letting the heat undo the knots in my back. I would’ve stayed for a half hour, but the door slammed open, hard enough that I heard it over the hiss.

Footsteps, deliberate. No mistaking the stride. Jordan had always moved with a purpose, no flinch, no hesitation.

I twisted off the water, grabbed my towel. Didn’t bother to hide. Jordan had seen every inch of me before, and today, her gaze was anything but shy.

She leaned against the wall by the lockers, arms crossed, watching every drip run down my abs. Her shirt clung to her chest, edges darkened with sweat, leggings painted on from the effort she’d put in. Her ponytail was messier now, a shock of black against her sculpted jaw.

“I’ve been waiting to see how far you’d take this before it all falls apart,” she said, voice pitched low enough that it vibrated in my chest.

She didn’t look away, not even for a blink.

I braced the towel around my waist but didn’t move. The air was swamp thick, and the heat pulsed between us.

Jordan uncrossed her arms and stalked forward, stopping just shy of contact. She was shorter than me but not by much, built for intimidation and endurance, and she radiated the kind of energy that turned rivals into addicts.

“Want to know the problem with being the guy everyone wants?” she asked. Her lips barely moved, but the message was clear. “Sooner or later, you have to deliver. And there’s always someone watching to see if you’ll crack.”

She reached out and plucked the towel from my grip, clean, efficient. She started at my shoulder, dragging the cloth down my chest, slow and thorough, soaking up water and sweat in long, proprietary strokes.

Her face was close enough that I could feel her breath, warm and even.

“But maybe I’ve been asking the wrong question,” she continued, voice all open throttle now. “I thought I’d watch you run yourself ragged, juggling all those women. Wait for you to fuck it up. But what if that’s not what I want?”

The towel slipped lower, tracing my abs. Her palm followed, callused from years of training, that touch so familiar from the gym but now mapped into something a hell of a lot more personal.

Jordan held my gaze, steady as iron. Her eyes flicked to my lips, then back up.

“Maybe the real question is whether I want to watch from the sidelines... or get in the game myself.”

She laid the towel across my shoulders, almost gentle now. For a heartbeat, neither of us breathed.

Then she leaned in and kissed my chin, a single press, not foreplay, but a declaration.

She stepped back, but not before her hand caught my bare ass with a slap that echoed off the tiles.

Her eyes sparkled as she delivered the finisher: “Think about what you really want, Jack. Because sooner or later, you’re going to have to choose.”

Jordan turned on her heel and stalked out of the locker room, her stride louder than any heartbeat I’d ever measured. The door slammed behind her, leaving steam and space and me, standing dripping and dazed, towel hanging limp.

For a long moment, I didn’t move.

All the rules I’d thought I was playing by? Gone.

Jordan wasn’t content to be a spectator, not anymore. Whatever we’d called our professional boundary, it was shredded, beyond repair, and honestly, I didn’t want to fix it.

Savannah, Anna, Lily… Each of them took their place in my orbit, but now Jordan was in the mix, and it felt inevitable.

My reflection in the locker mirror looked back, beaten but not defeated, the imprint of her hand still tingling on my ass.

This wasn’t a question of if.

It was a question of when.

And how badly I was going to want it when the moment finally came.


Chapter nine
Dining Out


Chez Laurent looked like it had been built to seduce Chicago’s power players. Polished brass door pulls, floor-to-ceiling glass like a spaceship, white tablecloths so crisp you could cut your finger on the edge. The maître d’ sized me up as I stepped in, boots, dark jeans, the workman’s edge that never quite scrubbed off, no matter how I tried. But when I gave Quinn’s name, his demeanor flipped. He led me in like I belonged.

Quinn had already claimed the best corner in the room, the one with a Prussian-blue velvet banquette and a panoramic view of our half-renovated site across the street. She was impossible to miss, all lines and presence in a tailored charcoal suit. Her hair was artfully pinned but with a few deliberate wisps at her cheekbone, like she’d just woken up perfectly composed. She had a glass of Sancerre in hand, a laptop bag at her feet, and three rolled blueprints dominating the white linen in front of her.

When she saw me, her smile flashed warm, almost soft, if you knew where to look, but her eyes were pure business.

“You’re early,” Quinn said, voice pitched low, meant just for me. “Points for punctuality. I was betting you’d be a minute late, construction calls and all that.”

I shrugged out of my jacket, sliding into the banquette beside her. “You know me. I live to surprise. Besides, I wasn’t about to make you wait in hostile territory.”

She snorted. “If this is hostile, I’d hate to see what you call a real battlefield.”

I let my gaze drift out the window. From here, you could see every scar and promise in the building we were trying to resurrect. Tarps whipped in the wind, steel beams caught the sun, and our own company banner was staked on temporary fencing like a flag of intent.

I looked back at the table and whistled. “You brought the full arsenal.”

Quinn’s lips twitched. “Nothing but my best for you, Bennett. Shall we?”

She unfurled the first blueprint, smoothing it over the table with careful, practiced hands.

Our conversation snapped straight into gear. Material lead times, fixture placement, and the never-ending nightmare of city permits. Her voice was precise, but every so often, she’d smirk at my dumb jokes or jab me about the time I’d accidentally ordered the wrong color grout. Back and forth, a rhythm older than the building itself.

We double-checked a flooring sample, fingers brushing as we both reached for the herringbone walnut. Static jumped between our hands, small, but real.

Neither of us acknowledged it.

Instead, the banter rolled on.

“I still say the pivot wall between the open kitchen and living is too thin,” I said. “If someone throws a party, you’ll hear every detail.”

Quinn cocked an eyebrow. “You’re assuming the new owners won’t be the ones throwing the party.”

“You’ve seen Logan Square,” I replied. “Everyone thinks they’re hosting the next Michelin event. Until someone’s blender explodes at midnight.”

She leaned in, and her perfume, lilac and a hint of something woodsy, hit me straight in the dopamine centers.

“I could solve it with acoustic paneling,” she suggested, eyes dancing. “But you just like giving me a hard time.”

I let the moment hang. “Only when you make it this easy.”

We paused to order. Her, the beet salad and duck confit; me, steak and whatever side looked least likely to embarrass myself in public. Quinn kept the wine coming, pouring with a steady hand as we dug into version after version of the floor plans.

Under the table, our knees found each other. At first, it was just space—coincidence. But as the evening ticked along, neither of us shifted. Her leg pressed into mine, warm, a steady drumbeat under the scatter of design jargon.

I told myself it was nothing.

I lied.

We finished the third blueprint, the last potential layout for the penthouse, and that’s when Quinn hit pause. She rolled the plans tight, set them aside with a care that bordered on performative, then rotated her wine glass so the stem lined up perfectly with the crease in her napkin.

Her voice softened, shedding the professional armor.

“Can we not talk about work for a minute?”

I glanced up, caught off guard by the undercurrent.

She locked eyes with me, and for once, her expression wasn’t a schematic I could just read and walk away from. There was actual uncertainty in it, a stress fracture from the usual confidence.

“I’ve been thinking about us,” Quinn said. Her thumb drifted slowly along the rim of her glass, back and forth. “About…what happened before you left for Paris.”

I almost coughed. The flashback was instant: her mouth, her bare skin, the way she'd leaned across the couch during movie night, her fingers trailing up my arm while Lily and Anna exchanged knowing glances. How she'd whispered she was falling love with me after we had sex, and I told her the same thing back. I’d promised her a weekend away, and I meant to keep that promise. Life had just been very busy since then.

“Me too,” I said, honest. “It wasn’t exactly forgettable.”

Her eyes flicked away, then back. She bit her lip, hesitation creeping in.

“I can’t stop replaying it, actually. It’s distracting. Like running a new render over and over, trying to see what went wrong or if there’s a way to optimize the outcome.”

The analogy made me grin. Even here, she couldn’t help herself.

I wanted to reach for her hand, but the space between us was crowded by expectation and all the things we hadn’t said yet.

Instead, I topped off her glass, buying a second to organize my brain.

Decided to rip the bandaid off.

“There’s something I should tell you,” I said. “Savannah, she’s back in Chicago for real. Moved in, actually. Not a guest star anymore. She’s…part of things.”

I watched Quinn the way you’d watch an unexploded grenade: careful, ready for fallout.

But she didn’t explode.

She gave a tiny nod, absorbing.

“So now you have three women officially in your harem,” she said, voice clinical but not cold. “Lily, Anna, and Savannah.”

“Yeah,” I said, my pulse pounding through the surface calm. “It’s not a contest, but they’re all officially in.”

Quinn gave a slow, almost affectionate laugh. “You realize that would terrify most men.”

I shrugged. “I’ve never been good at staying in my lane.”

Now a different kind of silence. The professional pretense had burned off, replaced by something both analytical and deeply personal. She traced the rim of her glass again, slow, like she was drawing circles around a problem that refused to solve itself.

Her gaze locked on mine.

“So where does that leave me?” she asked, voice soft but deliberate. “I’m not living in your building, I’m not sleeping over every night. But I’m also not ready to just call this a one-time thing and walk away.”

There it was. The real ask.

My heart beat a little faster, the air thick with confession and want.

I let my hand rest on the table, palm up, a small surrender. She hesitated, then set her fingers atop mine, cool, delicate, but with purpose.

Her eyes had lost none of their sharpness, but now the shield was down. For the first time, she let it show.

“You’re building something with them,” Quinn said, “but you and I, we’re different. This thing we have doesn’t have to fit the same pattern.”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

Under the table, her knee pressed harder into mine, like she needed that anchor.

“I want to keep seeing you,” Quinn continued, her thumb stroking a tiny arc over my knuckle. “I want more of what happened before. But I don’t do drama, and I don’t want to get caught up in the rest of it. If you’re honest with me, always, I’ll take you as you are. Complications and all.”

She squeezed my hand, her mouth quirking in that way that told me she’d already mapped all the exits and still decided to stay.

“Fair enough?” she asked.

I laughed, tension breaking. “That’s more than fair. It’s better than I deserve.”

Quinn grinned, then glanced at the renovation site across the street. Outside, the crews were gone for the day, but the scaffolding caught the sunset like a promise.

“What are you thinking?” she asked, voice suddenly shy.

I squeezed her hand back. “Just that you never do anything halfway.”

Now her cheeks colored, a rare tell.

“I don’t make time for things that don’t matter,” Quinn admitted.

The server arrived with food, plates laid like a gallery show, but for a while, neither of us moved. Her hand lingered in mine, her wine forgotten.

Finally, she pulled back, rolling her shoulders as if shedding tension.

She held my gaze as she said it, a final challenge to the universe:

“So now that you have three women officially in your life, Jack, where exactly do I fit in this blueprint of yours?”

The question landed like a power tool at midnight, loud, impossible to ignore.

I let the moment stretch, knowing the blueprint metaphor was more than just a cute line.

With women like these, there was no easy answer.

But for once, I was ready for the work.

***

I barely had time to let Quinn’s question settle before the universe, as always, played its hand.

A shadow crossed the table, followed by a cologne cloud that could knock out a small city. Harold Winters, legendary blowhard, serial renovator, and one of our more lucrative prospective clients, materialized, grinning wide like he’d just won the lottery.

“Bennett!” he boomed, shaking my hand with enough force to dislodge a shoulder. “And this must be your designer, the famous Miss Quinn. I saw you both through the window. Decided I didn’t have time to wait for a damn appointment. Hope that’s not a problem.”

Quinn didn’t miss a beat. Her smile snapped into professional alignment, cool and dazzling. She half-stood to greet him, every inch the arch-competitor.

“Not at all, Mr. Winters. We always have time for our favorite patrons,” she said, sinking the line like a three-point shot.

He beamed, already pulling up a chair. The restaurant staff tried to intervene, but Harold waved them off, too busy launching into his pitch about his “next big thing.” A bleak, outdated office tower on Wabash, prime for an overhaul if you had the vision, and the brass, to make it more than another sea of cubicles.

Quinn and I glanced at each other, instantly in sync. She reached for the topmost blueprint, one of our better redesigns. I flicked on the charm, nodding at the right places, playing along as Harold described “real wood, none of that laminate crap,” and spaces where “the view of the river does most of the talking.”

Even as Harold rattled off specs and anecdotes (his granddaughter, his golf swing, how he nearly got scammed by an “influencer designer” last year), I felt Quinn’s leg press against mine beneath the table. This time, it wasn’t just friendly contact. Her foot drifted along my shin, then braced, firm, directing, a live wire under the dull hum of client-speak.

My cock twitched, but I kept my face blank, nodding like I was focused on Harold’s description of “bold fixtures and real Chicago steel.”

Quinn was even smoother. She annotated the plans, took rapid-fire notes, tossed in references to “honest materials” and “mid-century elegance.” But every time Harold stopped to take a swig of his overpriced whiskey, she’d steal a glance my way, blue eyes dancing with mischief.

I wondered if Harold could see my heart beating through my shirt.

Harold finished his sales pitch and shifted to the real reason he was here. “My last contractor tried to gouge me. All talk, no follow-through. Benny, you’re not going to screw me on price, are you?”

“Not a chance,” I said, deadpan. “I run a tight shop.”

Quinn chimed in, layering on the confidence. “We’re transparent on budget, flexible on scheduling, and we stand by every finish we recommend. That’s why our last three projects came in either on time or ahead.”

Winters looked impressed. “That’s what I like to hear. I’ll send specs over in the morning. If you can swing by for a walkthrough Friday, we’ll hammer out the rest.”

“Happy to,” I said.

He shook hands again, this time splitting his attention between me and Quinn, a man who would flirt with a fire hydrant if it wore a skirt. But Quinn met his gaze with such easy, professional poise that he backed down, grinning with real respect.

“Good talent’s hard to find, Bennett. She’s a keeper,” Winters said, a line that could’ve been dicey anywhere else. Here, it was just the closing line to a million-dollar sales pitch.

He vanished, already on the phone, barking instructions to his fleet of assistants.

The restaurant exhaled. Quinn and I were alone again, sort of.

The second Winters cleared the blast radius, Quinn’s posture changed. She relaxed, rolling her shoulders, then let out a deadpan sigh.

“Men like that always act like the table’s theirs,” she murmured, voice low and tight. “You handle it well.”

“Oh, I’ve had practice,” I said. “You should see how Lily works a client dinner. She could sell sand in the desert.”

Quinn’s foot was still braced against my leg, now a steady bass line under the returning quiet.

She tipped her head, letting her hair slip loose around her face. The wine caught the light, and for a second, the urge to say fuck it and drag her out of there almost overrode professional sense.

But Quinn took control, as always.

She scooted even closer, her perfume, sandalwood and the edge of something floral, cutting through the restaurant noise. She let her hand slide over mine, tracing absent, deliberate circles.

“I meant what I said,” she said, “about not wanting to move in. The whole harem-in-one-house approach? Not really me.”

I met her gaze. She was measuring not just my answer, but what she’d do with it.

“But I’m not walking away, either. I want…” Her lips quirked, searching for the right words. “I want to keep building things with you. Real things. Professional and otherwise.”

She drummed her fingers down to the webbing between mine, every touch a silent demand.

“But I don’t do drama. I don’t want to be the headline on Lily’s group chat. I want what we started, no apologies, no hiding, but only if we can be honest. If you’re fucking someone else, tell me. If you need me, call. And when I want you, I want to know you’ll say yes.”

The effect was immediate. My entire body felt wired, every nerve zeroed in on the warmth of her palm and the ferocity in her words.

“You want it all?” I asked, grinning.

Quinn snorted. “I want the parts that count. I want the days where we obliterate a project, then end up so tangled in your sheets that I can’t think straight. I want the in-between moments, the stolen lunches, the site visits when nobody else is looking. But no fake fronts. No pretending I’m anyone but me.”

I nodded, fucking awed. “That’s perfect. I’m tired of pretending, too.”

She smiled, relief visible, almost a tremor.

“Good. Because I already have to act at home. Can’t do it here.”

She looked at her plate for the first time, then back at me. “Your move, Bennett. Does my plan work for you?”

I squeezed her hand, anchor point.

“It’s the best plan I’ve heard all week. Speaking of plans,” I said, the idea already sparking in the back of my mind, “last time we got together I promised a weekend away, just us. Does that still sound good?”

Her laugh ripped from her like uncorked champagne, wild and bubbling over with anticipation. “After my little monologue just now? You know I’m in. Give me a date but the answer is yes.”

Saugatuck, Michigan. The memory of a project I’d done at cost after college, sweat and sun on my skin, flashed through me. The owner of the lake cottage owed me, and I still had the favor in my pocket. “How does a weekend at the lake grab you? Two weeks from now?”

Quinn’s eyes went bright, her smile blooming. I felt her hand find mine, her fingers weaving into my grip, warm and sure. “You’ve got yourself a date, Mr. Bennett,” she said, the words a promise lingering in the air between us.

The food cooled on the table.

We didn’t care.

Quinn leaned in, tucking her chin on her hand, eyes locked on mine.

“I hope you know what you’re signing up for,” she said.

I grinned, voice dropping. “If the last time was any indicator, I absolutely do.”

Her cheeks flushed, but she didn’t look away.

“Good. Because I’m not planning to play nice if you ever flake on me.”

Her foot pressed harder, a final wordless promise.

Above us, the lights glimmered, making the glass shimmer. The city watched through the window, but inside our little world, it was Quinn and me against the timeline.

Her thumb resumed its slow, possessive pattern on my skin.

I let myself enjoy it, no guilt, no game. Actual connection, right there for the taking.

For once, the blueprint was simple. I wanted more of her. Whenever she’d give it.

The only real question now was how far she’d let this thing go.

Judging by the glint in her eye, the answer was: all the way.

***

Somewhere between wine refills, time stopped mattering. The leftover heat from Quinn’s hand on mine made everything sharper. The kitchen staff had started prepping for the late dinner crowd, but to me, the air was thick with nothing but the scent of Quinn’s perfume and the weight of what we’d just negotiated.

She glanced around, then leaned in.

“I’m not the only one who gets you, you know.”

My heart ticked faster. “Yeah?”

She smirked, pleased. “Natalie? Name ring a bell?”

She was joking, of course. Natalie and I had a habit of not being able to keep our hands off each other despite the fact that she was Ryan’s ex.

Quinn’s eyes glinted, analytic and dangerous at once. “We’ve been spending time together. Mutual due diligence, you might say. Turns out, your brother is a real icebreaker when it comes to bonding women, even after his relationship with Natalie went sideways.”

I barked a laugh. It was so perfectly Ryan, accidentally building alliances where he’d meant to keep boundaries.

Quinn swirled her wine, the movement impossibly smooth. “Jenny likes to pretend she’s Switzerland, but honestly? She’s rooting for Natalie and me on the project. Maybe even off the clock.”

“Wait,” I said, connecting dots. “You and Natalie have been…?”

She cut me off with a look. “Not like that. Not yet anyway. We’re waiting for our third but he’s been out of the country lately. Paris I think.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “But there have been plenty of drinks, a little harmless shop talk, and some honest curiosity about sharing.”

There was a pulse in my throat. My jeans grew tighter under the table.

She dropped her voice, intimate now. “What she wants, what I want, and what you want? Those Venn diagrams are converging. You see where this is going?”

My mouth went dry.

“Not complaining.”

She grinned, a little wicked. “Wasn’t worried.”

She looked out the window, as if gauging the lay of the land. The renovation site glowed in the last of the day’s gold, alive with possibility.

“So that’s my update. Natalie and I both like you. A lot. I think it’s high time we schedule something. I’ll let you know how and when.”

Her hand squeezed mine, decisive.

“We’ll handle the details. You just show up ready.”

The food was long forgotten. The only flavor was anticipation. I couldn’t believe the luck, three women at home, a fourth who’d never been subtle about her interest, and now, the prospect of two more coming together for no other reason than it felt right.

Harem negotiation? Try harem power play.

We called for the check, Quinn handling the tip and signature with surgeon’s precision. The restaurant’s hum grew but it felt irrelevant. My world was the banquette, the press of her thigh, and the promise behind her lips.

She packed up the blueprints, stacking each with her signature brand of order: careful, silent, preparing for the next phase before the present one had even closed.

We slid from the table, and she snagged my wrist, leading me through the storm of coats and conversations to the front door.

Outside, the air had cooled, steam rising off the manhole covers like the city’s secret exhale. Cars gunned up and down the block but all the focus belonged to Quinn. She leaned against the facade, the neon catching in her hair, and looked at me like she might just devour me on the spot.

She stepped in, close enough that her perfume went straight to my head.

Her lips brushed mine, not businesslike but intent, hungry. A real kiss, not a placeholder.

When she pulled away, there was a hint of lipstick at my mouth, her signature now officially stamped.

“See you back at the office, Bennett,” Quinn whispered, her words a dare.

She let her palm drift down my chest, then turned and headed down the block, hips swaying in the kind of slow-motion power move that made my knees weak.

I just stood there, letting the moment echo.

Nothing would ever be the same.

Watching her go, it hit me. The women weren’t just satellites in my orbit. They’d formed their own council, a parliament of desire and backchannel strategy with me as both prize and participant.

Lily and Anna had always run their own game, but now Savannah, Quinn, and Natalie were in the mix. Jordan was making her own play. The balance was shifting. I was as much the subject as the boss.

The thought was electric.

And humbling.

Whatever blueprints I’d drawn up for my love life, these women were drafting the addenda. Layer by layer, they were building something new, wild, maybe even permanent.

As I walked to my truck, the last traces of Quinn’s perfume clung to my collar. I caught my reflection in the window and almost didn’t recognize the guy staring back, a man outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and, for the first time, absolutely ready for whatever came next.

The game wasn’t just on.

It was already won.

But if I wanted to stay in the lead, I’d need a whole new set of tools.

Maybe that was the best part.

I started the engine, already plotting.

If Quinn and Natalie were serious about their offer, and I was betting the house they were, I’d be ready.

Let the harem expansion begin.


Chapter ten
Golden Girl


The elevator chimed just once, doors spilling me into the hush of my own hallway. No music, no thrum of wine-fueled laughter. If not for the scent of Lily’s favorite candle (something citrusy, a little sweet), the loft would’ve felt abandoned.

Instead, the living room was soaked in amber lamplight. Lily sat dead center on the couch, cross-legged and tiny, her blonde hair all messy halo and split ends, like she hadn’t bothered to brush it after her last shower. She was swaddled in my old hoodie, three sizes too big, frayed at the cuffs, sleeves drowning her hands.

The coffee table was ground zero for nostalgia. Polaroids, curling at the edges, spilled everywhere. Ticket stubs fanned out in rainbow chaos. A couple faded wristbands from Lollapalooza, a menu scribbled with inside jokes in sharpie, and a half-crushed envelope that looked suspiciously like the one I’d given her after graduation. In the spaces between, our history: birthday cards, a pair of shot glasses, even the tiny, grinning skull she’d stolen from a Halloween bar crawl our first year after college.

She didn’t look up at first, just kept flipping through the album on her lap like it was the last defense against the world.

Only when I dropped my keys did she blink, startled, eyes wet but not crying. Just big, blue, and softer than usual.

“Hey, stranger,” Lily said, voice a touch raw. “You’re up late.”

I eased out of my boots, letting them thunk against the entryway tile for the hell of it. After the night I’d had, Quinn in full tactical mode, Harold Winters drilling me for pricing, a sales pitch that felt more like verbal jujitsu, I was ready for a taste of home.

This wasn’t what I’d pictured.

But the feeling in the room was more real than anything I’d left behind at Chez Laurent.

I drifted over, hands in my pockets, surveying the archive she’d built out of our past.

Lily gestured at the chaos with a half-smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I know it’s silly,” she said, voice soft now, “but I needed to remind myself how we started. Before all the…everything.”

She flipped the album around and handed it to me. First page: our freshman spring, me with a buzzcut and zero fashion sense, her in a tie-dye crop-top and white shorts, cups clutched in both fists and tongue out like she was bombing a sorority house party. Our arms were wrapped around each other, both soaked in cheap beer and hope.

I huffed a laugh. “You look about twelve. And drunk off your ass.”

Lily shrugged, the movement lost inside the hoodie. “Technically, both were true. You had braces, I had ambitions.”

She swiped to the next, and we fell into the rhythm. Memory after memory, each one distilled into a rectangle of matte print or a torn scrap of paper.

There was the infamous road trip to Lake Michigan, the one where my car died ten miles from the water and we’d camped in the backseat, drinking warm sodas and pretending the world would wait for us to grow up. I remembered the way she’d thrown her arms wide in the sunrise, yelling at the empty beach like she could bend the world with her joy.

Then the ticket from an improv comedy club, the first real date we’d risked, months before any of our friends could guess we weren’t just “hanging out.” The nights we’d sprawled on cheap mattresses, streaming bad TV and eating takeout, pretending we weren’t half in love already.

I pointed at a snap of us huddled together, snow in our hair, cheeks blotched red from winter wind.

“Remember that storm?” I said. “We got locked out. And you convinced the pizza guy to let us crash in his van while he finished his deliveries.”

Lily’s laugh was brittle, but honest. “He gave us the extra garlic knots. We nearly froze to death, but you still let me steal your gloves.”

She leaned into my side, letting the album rest on both our knees.

Her thumb brushed a slip of paper, the receipt from our first brunch as a couple, the one where Lily had blushed so hard from my flirting, she’d hidden behind her mimosa until I promised to never call her ‘sunshine’ in public again.

The walkthrough of our history wasn’t casual. Every memory was a brick in the wall we’d built together.

I felt her body tense, just a hair, as she grazed the edges of a photo I remembered all too well.

It was the night we’d first kissed, nearly two years ago. Graduation eve, the city humming outside our window, nerves running higher than either of us could handle. She’d been dressed up for the afterparty, hair curled and lips glossed, but I’d never seen her look more nervous.

We’d sat on a stoop, knees knocking, trading confessions until someone finally had the courage to lean in.

The picture caught us mid-laugh, right before everything changed.

Her hand lingered there, thumb trembling against the glossy finish.

A heavy beat of silence.

Lily stared at the photo, shoulders hunched. For a second, I thought she’d bail on the moment. But she drew a breath, shaky.

“Savannah’s coming back, and I know I was all fireworks and party about it earlier. But the truth is, I couldn’t sleep tonight. So I pulled out all this…the evidence, I guess. I just needed to see that it was real, what we have. Because if I don’t hang on to it, I’m scared I’ll lose the best part of my life.”

Her words tumbled out, too fast at first, then slowing as she let it land.

“She’s always been the center of gravity, Jack. Savannah comes into a room and everyone just…tilts toward her. Even you, sometimes. And now she’s not just visiting, she’s moving in. She’s not just some side quest. She’s a real, permanent part of our world.”

Lily’s gaze dropped to the coffee table, fingers picking at the fraying corner of a Polaroid.

“She’s the golden girl, you know? And I’m worried I’ll get caught in her shadow. I don’t want to sound dramatic, but the idea of going back to being invisible, the supportive friend who makes the jokes and keeps the peace, while someone else gets the spotlight… I don’t know if I can do that again.”

The confession hit like a gut punch. I’d always seen Lily as pure sunshine, a girl who could brighten a room just by showing up.

But in this light, stripped of her usual armor, she just looked scared.

I reached for her hand. It was cold, her nails painted a chipped pink that made her seem even younger. I held on, thumb tracing the pulse at her wrist until she finally glanced up.

Lily forced a watery smile. “You probably think I’m nuts.”

“Not even close,” I said, my voice low. “You want to know something? I’ve never met anyone in my life who makes me feel more…anchored than you do. With you, it’s not a performance. It’s just real.”

She pressed her lips together, blinking back the shine. For a second, neither of us moved.

She scooted closer, knees bumping mine.

“Promise you won’t laugh?” she whispered.

“Try me,” I said.

Lily gathered her courage, then let it spill.

“She’s competition. Not for your love. I know that’s different, and I know you love me. But for your time. Your attention. I know you’ll never leave me in the cold, but what if I just…fade into the background? What if I’m not enough anymore?”

Her words dropped into the quiet, landing with all the weight of the past two years.

She looked at the graduation photo again, the tremor in her fingers betraying the storm inside.

I wanted to fix it, to build a shelter right there on the couch, but the only thing that mattered was making sure she heard the truth.

The photos told a story, page by page, but tonight, it was my job to lay a new foundation. For both of us.

***

I wrapped both hands around Lily’s. Her fingers were ice cold, trembling with the effort of holding her fear inside. I didn’t let go. I just cradled them, letting her feel my calluses, the unpretty proof of everything I’d built for us. When she wouldn’t meet my eyes, I tipped her chin up with a gentle nudge.

“Listen to me,” I said, my voice barely more than a growl in the hush. “You’re not just another girl in this house. You’re my fucking blueprint, Lily. You were here before Savannah, before Anna, hell, before I had anything worth offering.”

She tried to laugh, but her lips quivered.

Without breaking contact, I tugged her a few inches closer on the couch, so our knees touched, her bare feet tucking under my thigh.

“You want proof?” I paused to let it land. “You’re the first person I think of when the alarm goes off. The last face I see at night. Remember my first apartment, barely big enough to fit one bed, with the leaky faucet that drove you nuts at three in the morning?”

She nodded, a ghost of a smile surfacing. “We had to stack books under the headboard to keep it from knocking.”

I squeezed her fingers. “Exactly. Nobody else remembers that. Nobody else ever will.”

I let the words work through the cracks, then doubled down.

“Remember the pancakes? You always hum when you cook, even though you’re off-key as hell. My favorite mornings of all time start with you in the kitchen, booty shorts and that old Cubs tee, wiggling your hips with a spatula like you’re headlining the forties lounge.”

That got a real laugh, soft and embarrassed. “You always peeked around the corner and watched.”

“Yeah, because it was paradise. And if you burned them, you’d curse so sweet the neighbors probably got diabetes.”

She snorted, then bit her lip, trying to hold back emotion.

Another memory surfaced, so clear it nearly choked me.

“Every dessert, you always save one last bite. ‘For tomorrow,’ you say, but half the time you just want to see if I’ll find it in the fridge and leave it for you.”

She ducked her head, cheeks going high color. “You always do.”

“Damn right. Because I know what matters to you.”

The warmth seeped back into her voice, her hand curling tighter around mine.

I gave her the finisher.

“The week before my first big pitch, everyone bailed after midnight. You stayed up. Made coffee, ran questions with me, even ironed my shirt because you said I was hopeless. Without you, I would’ve crashed and burned.”

She blinked, tears finally spilling, but she didn’t look away.

I stroked her hair back, gentle as I could. “You’re not replaceable, Lily. You’re my world. Without you, I’m a shell.”

She let out a shaky breath, and the whole act she wore for everyone else, the sunshine, the jokes, just dropped away.

When she spoke, her voice was small, the real her, the one she never showed crowds.

“My whole life, people looked at me and just saw…pretty. Or fun. Never the person who got straight A’s, or the girl who worked after class to afford homecoming, or the one who kept everyone together when shit fell apart.” She wiped her cheek, frustrated at the emotion. “I guess I learned if I wasn’t decorative, I wasn’t needed.”

Every damn word made me want to go to war for her.

I didn’t let the silence stretch. I cupped her jaw, made her face me.

“Lily, what makes you irresistible isn’t just the body. It’s the way you care. The way you always know what each of us needs. What I need. Nobody else sees the world like you do. And you’ve always been smarter than anyone in the room, including me. I see that, and you are nobody’s wallflower, especially mine.”

She smiled, watery. “You’re just saying that.”

“Not even. Remember, I can’t lie to you. You see through every excuse. If I say you’re the best thing that ever happened to me, it’s because it’s the only answer that measures up.”

Her lips parted, surprise flickering in her eyes.

There was no more pretending.

I kissed her, slow and deep. The kind of kiss that said: I remember every version of you. Her mouth was soft, familiar, hungry for reassurance. She melted, the tension in her body draining as she leaned in, letting the old photo album tumble to the floor.

My hands slipped to her waist, and she clung back, fingers digging into my shoulders. I kept kissing her until her breath turned wild and her thighs squeezed around me, urging me closer.

When I broke away, her eyes were glazed, cheeks flushed with real need.

I didn’t let go. Instead, I scooped her up in my arms, bridal-style, and stood. Lily gasped, laughing breathlessly as her arms looped around my neck.

“You’re going to blow out your back,” she teased.

“Worth it,” I said, and she believed me.

She turned and wrapped her legs tight around my waist, holding on as I carried her down the hallway.

The bedroom was cool and neat, rumpled only by the imprint of our combined lives, her pink nightstand, the lamp with the broken shade, my work boots stacked by the door. For a second, we just hung there in the doorway, Lily’s body pressed to mine, her skin alive under the hoodie.

I set her on the edge of the bed, but she didn’t let go.

Her lips found mine, this time frantic, almost desperate. The vulnerability from before flickered, but now it was paired with hunger.

She shucked the hoodie, leaving her completely bare beneath.

All smooth skin, trim waist, D-cup breasts that spilled into my hands as if they’d been waiting for this. Her nipples flushed pink, begging for my tongue.

I went slow, because tonight, that was the only thing that made sense.

I kissed her mouth, then her neck, then down to her collarbone. She arched into me, gasping every time I let my tongue flick her skin.

She whispered, “Jack, I need you to make it real. I need to feel you.”

I didn’t answer. I obeyed.

My hands ran the length of her body, mapping every inch, her flat stomach, her high, tight ass, the perfect triangle of her thighs. Her legs came open for me, an invitation, and I knelt, worshipping her with every touch.

She tasted sweet, already wet, her pussy soft and pink and slick from want.

I started with slow licks, feeling her tremble against my tongue. She threaded her hands through my hair, holding me in place, whispering encouragement as I teased her clit with lips and gentle flicks. Every time I backed off, she begged in broken gasps.

“Oh god, babe—please—don’t stop—”

I worked her until she was arching off the bed, hips grinding up to meet every swirl of my tongue. The way she moaned, the little hiccup of breath before she came, the wild clutch of her thighs, nobody else in the world had ever made those sounds but me.

Her orgasm started as a shiver and built to a wave, her fingers twisting tight as she let out a helpless, wordless cry.

I didn’t stop until she begged, pulling me up to crash her mouth onto mine.

She tasted herself on my lips, and her hands found my cock, stroking me through my jeans, greedy for more.

We kissed, rolling onto the bed, tangled in each other.

I stripped fast, skin to skin now, my cock hard and throbbing, desperate for her.

She reached between her legs, guiding me home. The slide was perfect, heat and silk and the squeeze that only Lily had ever mastered.

I sank inside her slow, letting her feel every inch.

She gazed up at me, her hair a golden mess on the pillow, eyes shining with pure devotion.

“I love you, Jack,” she whispered, every syllable trembling.

“I love you, Lily. All of you. You’re my forever.”

We found a rhythm that was less about the mechanics of pleasure and more about the choreography of belonging, one body seeking another, then finding itself more whole for having done so. The slow roll of hips, the press of skin, the slick heat of her cunt gripping me, she never broke eye contact, not once, as if blinking would make me disappear.


It didn’t matter how many times we’d fucked, or how many times we’d said I love you (in bed, on the phone, sometimes just with a look from across the crowded kitchen at a party): each time, she made it feel like a first and a last, the spike and the echo. Like she was testing the foundation to see if it would really hold.


She kissed me with her whole mouth, soft but dangerous, her tongue tracing the edge of my teeth as I thrust deeper, slow enough to draw frustrated whimpers from her throat. She bit my lip, not hard enough to hurt, but enough to remind me how alive I was in her arms.


“Oh god, babe,” she gasped, gripping my hair and pulling me in for more. “You feel so good. You always—fuck—it’s like you were made for me.”


Her hands mapped the lines of my back, nails etching promises, until she found that groove at my waist and locked on. She knew my body almost better than I did, where to squeeze, where to scratch, where to knead until I shuddered.


She’d hooked her ankles together behind my back, heels digging into me, and every time I pushed forward, she met it with a sharp little grind of her hips, rolling her clit against the base of my cock. She was playing herself like an instrument, using me as the bow, and every note she played was a different flavor of need.


I trailed kisses down her throat, let my tongue linger in the hollow where her pulse went crazy. Her skin was flushed, glittering with sweat, and when I palmed her breast and flicked my thumb over her nipple, she arched up so hard we nearly toppled off the bed.


She laughed, a wild, breathless noise, and pulled me even closer. “Don’t you dare stop,” she warned.


“Wasn’t planning on it,” I growled back, and bent to suck her nipple between my lips, gentle at first, then harder as she made those needy, fluttering noises only I ever got to hear.


She yanked my head up and kissed me like she wanted to crawl inside, her hand snaking down my stomach to grip my ass. She was strong, stronger than people guessed, and she used it to set the pace, forcing our bodies together until there was nothing left but the friction and the heat and the music of her breathing.


She was close, I could feel it, her pussy got tighter, wetter, the little involuntary spasms letting me know she was a few seconds away from melting down. I didn’t want to rush her, but I couldn’t slow down, either, not when she was clinging to me like this was the last time we’d ever touch.


“Jack—” she managed, voice breaking. “Please—just—hold me—”


I slid a hand behind her shoulder blades and cradled her whole body, lifting her half off the bed so she was flush against my chest, our hearts as close as they could be. With every deep, deliberate stroke, I told her the only truth that mattered: that she was wanted, needed, chosen. That I’d never let her go.


She lost it then, a full-body shudder that started at her toes and ended with her arms locked around my neck. Her pussy clamped down in pulses, milking me, and the sound she made, somewhere between a sob and a scream, tipped me over, too.


I came with a force that blanked out everything but her. The smell of her, the taste of her sweat on my lips, the feel of her skin against mine. I emptied inside her and she took all of it, holding me so tight it almost hurt.


The aftershocks went on forever, our bodies stuck together in a mess of heat and ache and the kind of happiness that was too raw to name. We stayed like that for a long time, neither of us talking, just breathing through each other’s mouths like we were trying to share the same air.


Eventually, she loosened her grip and I rolled onto my side, taking her with me, so we were tangled up on the sheets. Her hair was wild, her cheeks still bright with color, and she looked at me with that old Lily mischief, the one that made me want to do it all over again.


She laughed, a soft, secret sound. “You always know how to break me.”


“I’d rather put you back together,” I said, brushing a damp strand of hair off her forehead.


“Maybe you already did.”

We lingered in that moment, trembling and spent, sweat cooling on our skin, the world beyond the bed forgotten.

When I finally caught my breath, she brushed her lips against my ear, soft as a prayer.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For loving me. For seeing me. For making me yours, every single day.”

I held her, tight, vowing to never let her slip into the background. Not even a single time.

For as long as there was breath in my body, Lily Parker would be my first and last.

And tonight, we’d nailed it into bedrock.

***

The post-coital quiet felt different tonight: not just satisfied, but settled, like we’d finally hammered the last bolt into the frame of our love.

Lily sprawled half on top of me, her hair everywhere, the gold of it tickling my bare shoulder and chest. Her fingers traced lazy, looping designs across my pecs, circling a nipple, then shifting to sketch lines along my ribs. Every now and then, she’d press her palm flat, like she was making sure I was real.

The light from the hallway made a faint border on the wall, but otherwise the room was deep shadow, heat lingering in the sheets.

We just breathed together, heartbeats syncing. I could almost believe that nothing bad could ever happen, not in this bed.

Lily had gone quiet, but the silence wasn’t heavy, it was charged, almost scheming.

Eventually, she broke it.

“I want to help Savannah feel as secure with you as I do,” Lily said, her voice steady, eyes fixed on the slow dance of her fingertip on my skin.

The words caught me off guard.

I cupped the back of her head, fingers threading the silk of her hair. “You already do that, Lily. You’re the glue for all of us.”

She shook her head, serious now.

“That’s sweet, but it’s not the point. You know what most people get wrong about relationships?” She rolled, propping herself up so that her cheek was pillowed on my chest. “They think security means being the only one. Or that you can out-compete everyone else for scraps of love. But that’s not it. True security is knowing your place is unshakeable, even when new people show up. That nothing and nobody can wedge you out.”

Her eyes glinted with passion now. The sun-shy version of Lily had vanished, replaced by the alpha, the one who’d once convinced her entire sorority to throw a joint formal with their rivals, just because she wanted the best DJ.

She pushed herself upright, the sheet tumbling to her waist, breasts bare, unselfconscious. In the spill of city light from outside, she looked mythic, mouth quirked, hair wild.

“What if we formalize this?” Lily said, tone suddenly conspiratorial. “Not marriage, not with rings or judges or anything. But a real commitment ceremony. Something where we all stand up and say, ‘This is who we are. This is who belongs.’”

The idea hit me like a sucker punch.

She was on a roll now, hands moving, eyes sparking.

“Think about it, Jack. We’ve done the wild part, the sneaking around and the figuring out how to take turns. We’ve ridden out jealousy, drama, hell, we even survived three women sharing your bathroom. But what does it look like if we stop acting like it’s just a joke? If we say, out loud, that this is our chosen family and we’re in, no matter what?”

She let that settle, watching my face.

“If we’re really building something here, it needs a foundation stronger than just good sex and logistics. We need something that’ll keep us standing even when everybody else thinks we’re nuts.”

I stared at her, brain caught between awe and fear.

It was the boldest thing I’d ever heard from her, and maybe the most beautiful.

“You really think the others would want that?” My voice shook, just a little, at the edges.

Lily’s smile was all challenge now, eyes shining. She scooted forward until she was straddling my hips, hair falling into her face like a curtain.

“There’s only one way to find out,” she said, voice full of promise.

She pressed her palm to my heart, sealing it.

And in that moment, I knew: if anyone could turn “impossible” into blueprint reality, it was the woman on top of me.

The next chapter had just been drafted.


Chapter eleven
The Architect


If there was a blueprint for reliving old memories, Anna had chosen the template. We hit the sidewalk outside Le Péridot, our little bistro in Wicker Park, just as dusk put the city in soft focus. The sign hadn't changed since college: gold script, a little chipped, promising the same candlelit corners and the best steak-frites west of the Loop.

Anna stood beside me, a study in contrasts. Heels, fitted navy dress, hair down and flawless, but the way she tucked her hand into my arm wasn't showy. It was just Anna, quietly claiming home field advantage.

We slid inside and were met by a wall of warm: the scent of baking bread, a murmur of conversation, and lighting like something out of a Post-it note daydream. Wooden beams overhead, banquettes worn smooth by years of elbows and secrets. The hostess spotted us and grinned that all-knowing you’re-back look, then led us straight to the booth, the booth. Tucked back behind a wine rack, half-shielded from the rest of the house, it was the same table where Anna and I had first realized maybe we were more than rival valedictorians.

She slipped into the corner seat, crossed her legs, and fixed me with a gaze equal parts affection and strategic focus.

“Wine?” she asked, already scanning the menu like a chessboard.

“Of course,” I said, settling in across from her, letting my hands relax on the battered wood. “You choose.”

A minute later, glasses were poured, and the first wave of nostalgia rolled in. I let my gaze drift, dim sconces, the thrum of date night energy floating from the bar, the way Anna shifted closer so her knee brushed mine under the table.

She let the preamble hang just long enough to make me twitch.

Then, with a flick of her pen (where had she even pulled a pen from?), she skated it across the napkin, drew a bold dot in the center, labeled it Jack.

“Let’s skip the foreplay,” she said, mouth quirking at her own phrasing. “Lily told me about her commitment ceremony pitch. I love it, but if we’re building something sustainable, we need architecture, not just feelings.”

The napkin filled up fast.

She drew circles. My name, then Lily’s (sun and orbit), then Anna herself, then Savannah, her circle extra bold, almost a challenge. Quinn, Jordan, and Natalie appeared like satellites. Arrows, dotted lines, squiggles. By the time our waiter dropped off truffle fries and brie, the napkin looked like the miracle child of a science fair and a gossip blog.

I watched her work, caught between amusement and awe.

“We’re not just a love triangle anymore,” Anna explained, her voice dropping so only I could hear. “We’re running a network. Every node has unique ties. Every tie needs maintenance. Otherwise, the whole structure collapses.”

She tapped the napkin, satisfaction in her eyes.

I stared, floored. “You’ve been thinking about this.”

She snorted. “You think Lily’s the only one who can strategize? I’ve been researching polyamorous structures. Relationship anarchy, kitchen table models, parallel partnerships. Turns out, there’s a whole world out there beyond sitcom drama and secret affairs.”

Her eyes flicked up, that razor-sharp confidence softening just a hair. “I talked to Savannah. She had real integration concerns, believe it or not. She doesn’t want to bulldoze anyone. And I had coffee with Jordan, just to get a read on her intentions.”

That one hit like a slap shot. “Jordan?”

Anna nodded, proud. “She’s a lot less closed-off than you’d guess. Most people bore her, but she’s genuinely curious about what would happen if she joined a group dynamic. She’s just not built for drama.”

My jaw may have actually dropped. The vision in my head, Anna and Jordan, sipping espresso in a booth like this, plotting the future of my love life, was oddly arousing.

Anna’s pen danced, connecting dots. “If we don’t plan, this gets messy,” she said. “But if we do it right, if everyone communicates and feels heard, we could have something that outlasts the honeymoon phase. That’s the dream, isn’t it?”

The appetizers barely made a dent. The real feast was the ideas uncorked between us.

Anna leaned closer, her perfume subtle, her hand resting on my knee now.

“Look, Jack. It’s not just about you anymore. You’re important, obviously, but you’re not the center of every orbit. The women are building ties with each other, too. You’re not running a pyramid scheme. You’re laying the first bricks of a network.”

She slid the napkin diagram to me, a literal blueprint of what we were becoming.

I studied it, letting the magnitude settle. “Jesus,” I breathed, “You’ve been the architect all along.”

She gave a slow smile, pleased but a little bashful. “I prefer lead designer. But architect has a nice ring.”

For a beat, neither of us spoke.

Her hand found mine on the table, fingers threading through. The candlelight caught the gold in her eyes, and for the first time since I’d walked in, I saw not just Anna the friend or Anna the girlfriend, this was Anna the innovator, the real engine under our combined chaos.

I squeezed her hand.

“You’re kind of terrifying,” I admitted, deadpan.

She laughed, low and smooth. “Only when someone tries to paper over problems. You should know, I’ve already started researching conflict resolution protocols, too.”

I grinned, loving her more every second.

“Don’t let Lily hear you one-upped her,” I said.

Anna winked, lifting her glass. “It’s not about beating anyone. It’s about future-proofing. If you want a harem that lasts past pumpkin spice season, you need actual infrastructure. The rest, sex, romance, surprise, those are the upgrades.”

We toasted, wine clinking.

On the napkin, the web of relationships hummed with possibility.

But across the booth, there was no question who had just leveled up the entire game.

Anna Brooks: Architect, partner, and the one woman in Chicago who could build a family out of this beautiful mess.

I didn’t want to hide from any of it. I wanted to see how far she’d take us.

***

The main courses hit the table, all sizzle and steam, but conversation didn’t go back to safe territory. If anything, Anna’s mask started to slip the minute the plates touched down.

She let her fork chase a line of sauce, but it was the way her eyes darted, her lips a tight line, that told the real story.

For once, Anna Brooks looked nervous.

She started, almost too casual: “Lily’s your emotional center. You two have this gravity I’ve never even tried to compete with. Savannah’s your perfect match on paper. Gorgeous, ambitious, the kind of energy that keeps up with you, maybe even outruns you sometimes.”

A pause, her fingers fidgeting with the stem of her wine glass, spinning it so fast the candlelight flared against the bowl.

I waited, patient.

She met my eyes. “I’m…”

She trailed off. Didn’t bother finishing.

That kind of honesty? It takes the air right out of a room.

I reached across the table, catching her hand in both of mine. Her skin was cool but not cold; tension vibrated under the surface.

“You’re the foundation,” I said, not giving her an out. “Without you, none of this works. Not the girls, not the business, not me. You hold the whole blueprint together, Anna. I don’t know if I’ve said it enough, but it’s the truth.”

Her eyes widened, and for a second, her whole body seemed to recalibrate, like she’d been waiting years to hear someone say it out loud.

A hint of tears, blinked away before they had a chance.

She squeezed back, finding her bearings.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “Seriously, Jack. I’m not the best at this emotional stuff, but I want this to work. I want us to work. So I’ve been thinking.” She drew a breath, calmed her voice, and resumed her role as captain of logic.

“We need structure, not just hope,” Anna said. “Transparent communication protocols. Scheduled nights for different configurations, one-on-one, group, small clusters. Boundaries about what goes public, especially with neighbors or at industry events. And the money stuff: if anyone from the group cohabitates, we need a plan for expenses. Don’t even get me started on the legal stuff if someone gets sick or loses a job.”

I grinned. “So, a relationship Constitution?”

She shot me a dry look, but the spark was back. “Rules, not law books. We don’t want to kill the romance or spontaneity, but if six women are going to keep sleeping with you, and each other, frankly, we need rules that respect everyone’s autonomy.”

She leaned in, voice dropping to a confidential rumble.

“No one wants to be micromanaged, but everyone needs to know the ground rules. Where does privacy end and group transparency begin? Who’s in charge of inviting new people, if that ever comes up? And birthdays, Jack. We need a system. Otherwise Savannah will throw a coup and Lily will bring cupcakes to a knife fight.”

I snorted my wine. “Hell of a way to go.”

She smiled, tension broken.

Her thumb traced lazy circles on my palm, no hint of fidgeting now.

“You don’t have to manage it all yourself,” Anna added, softer. “Every relationship here is a two-way street. The women? We’re already building ties. If you ever feel overloaded, just tell us. No one expects you to carry the entire weight. I’ll head up the logistics, Lily does the feelings, and Savannah handles the PR.”

I let the image sink in: six beautiful maniacs, all playing their roles, Anna quietly at the helm.

“Have you pitched this to the other women yet?” I asked.

She nodded. “Pieces. Savannah’s on board, as long as her boundaries are respected. Lily is more interested in family than hierarchy, so that’s an alignment. I’ve floated some of it to Jordan, too. She’s not anti-group, just wary of drama. Quinn and Natalie might be wildcards, but I think they’ll come around if you’re up front.”

The logistics sounded insane, but in Anna’s hands, it was a problem set, not an emergency.

We ate, but neither of us paid much attention to the food.

Instead, our hands stayed locked, sometimes moving to scribble new concepts on a fresh napkin. The little ideas, private chats, emergency safe words for emotional blowups, a digital calendar, bloomed into something almost elegant.

A modern network of love, held together by rules and trust.

As the wine faded, the candle burned lower. Our heads were so close I could feel Anna’s breath on my cheek.

“I really admire how you’re handling all this,” I said.

She snorted. “You want to know the truth? I’m winging most of it. But when I see you happy, and the girls happy, I realize maybe we’re the ones writing the next chapter. Not just for us, but for anyone who figures out that loving one person doesn’t mean you have to shrink yourself.”

Her words lingered, sharp and honest.

We finished the wine with slow sips, no rush, hands entangled like even gravity couldn’t pry us apart.

If Anna had ever doubted her place, I was dead set on erasing it.

She was my anchor, the only person I trusted to look out for everyone, not just herself.

On the napkin between us, the new rules glimmered in candlelight, promises written in ink and hope.

And on the other side of the table, Anna’s eyes locked on mine, more certain than ever.

If we were building the future one conversation at a time, we’d just poured the first footer of bedrock.

Nothing and no one was going to shake it.

***

We strolled through Wicker Park like we owned it, Anna’s arm hooked through mine, every step a little lighter thanks to the wine and the relief of a conversation actually going someplace. The sidewalks hummed with Friday night life: laughter spilling from cafe patios, bikes rattling over cobblestones, the sweet/sour tang of weed and ambition bleeding from every corner.

But as Wabansia gave way to Milwaukee and the city’s day-shift crowd was replaced by the night, Anna’s stride got more purposeful.

I clocked it instantly: she had a plan, one she hadn’t bothered to preview at dinner.

We veered off the main drag and cut down a half-lit alley. At the far end, an iron fence boxed in the outline of my latest project, a five-story shell destined to become the Bennett Brothers’ new landmark. The place had haunted my dreams for months: foundation poured, steel skeleton up, but nothing inside but open air and promise.

Temporary LED work lights threw hard angles on the exposed beams. From a distance, it looked like a cathedral under construction, all shadows and gravity and hope.

Anna typed in my access code without even asking. She tugged me through the unlocked gate, her laugh the only sound as the metal clicked shut behind us.

Inside the lot, everything changed.

Noise from the street faded out. The only soundtrack was our footfalls on plywood walkways, the crunch of stray gravel, and the low hum of electrical panels still fighting for dominance over the night.

Anna led the way, heels clacking impossibly loud, her skirt riding higher with every step she climbed. I trailed her up the temporary staircase, my mind half on the site’s punch list and half on the curve of her legs as she disappeared into the second floor.

We reached the platform that would become the heart of the new build: open air under a patchwork roof, beams criss-crossed above like the bones of some mythic beast.

The city pulsed just beyond the blank window frames, Chicago’s lights a mile-long invitation.

Anna turned, her eyes molten in the mix of work lights and moonlight.

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” she said, voice husky.

“Never seen anything like it,” I admitted, meaning her as much as the view.

For a second, she just looked at me, reading every layer.

Then she shoved me, hard, against the nearest support column.

A jolt of adrenaline shot through me.

She pinned my chest with both hands, her mouth crashing to mine with a force that bordered on violence.

I kissed her back, hungry, unfiltered, zero pretense.

Her hands went straight for my shirt, untucking it, fingers gliding over my abs as she worked her way up. I wrestled her hips forward, feeling the heat through her dress. She moaned as my hands went to her ass, kneading, lifting, making her arch into me like a woman possessed.

She hiked her skirt high, wrapped her thighs around my waist, and cinched her ankles at the small of my back. All elegance gone. Just raw want and the way she ground against me, seeking friction.

The concrete under my boots was cold, the support beam rough against my spine, but the fire in Anna’s body erased everything else.

I fumbled blindly for her panties. She’d chosen a ruthless little scrap of black lace, easy to slide aside. My probing fingers found her soaked, slick, so ready I almost came from the anticipation alone.

She bit my jaw, teeth grazing, voice breaking as she grabbed my cock through my jeans.

“Show me, Jack. Now.”

She didn’t wait for me to do the honors.

She reached between us, unzipped my fly, and freed my cock with a speed that would have made a sex addict proud.

I guided myself to her entrance, the angle tricky but perfect in the half-light, and pushed inside in one hungry thrust.

Anna cried out, not caring who heard.

Her pussy clamped around my cock, hot and velvet, taking every inch like it was her right.

I braced her weight against the column, arms locked around her, and started to fuck her in deep, rough surges. Every motion made the unfinished space echo, our breathing, the rhythmic slap of bodies, the soft sound of wetness as her cunt sucked me in again and again.

Anna angled her hips for maximum contact, every muscle working to milk more out of me. Her hands knotted in my hair, pulling me into savage kisses, tongues battling, lips bitten raw.

I rocked her hard against the beam, letting the edge of pain amplify the pleasure. Her moans grew sharper, needier, until she was gasping my name with every thrust.

“Fuck, Jack, don’t stop, don’t you fucking dare—”

She came first, nails scoring my neck, her body convulsing in ripples so intense I had to fight to keep my rhythm.

But she wanted more.

As her orgasm washed through her, she tightened her grip with her legs, forcing me impossibly deep. My balls slapped the curve of her ass, the sound lost in the drone of city traffic far below.

I didn't even try to hold back. In the wild pulley of her thighs and the burning press of Anna’s hips, my control snapped like a cable under tension, the kind of mechanical failure that feels like fate. I slammed her against that cold steel column, concrete rattling at my feet, the force of each thrust ricocheting through my spine and out my teeth, blunt and animal.


Anna’s nails dug into my shoulders, clawed divots through the fabric, scraping skin, the pain only ratcheting my need higher. I pinned her, legs locked around me, and drove into her with every ounce of pent-up want I’d stockpiled since college. Every time I’d said no for the sake of being noble, every time I’d imagined her as more than a friend, hiding the truth underneath a joke or a project or a deadline, all of it fired through me now, as raw as the wind howling through unfinished walls.


She bit down on my throat, not enough to draw blood but enough to mark me for the morning. She liked to leave marks. Her lips found my ear, her breath a fevered stutter against the shell: “You’re mine, Jack. Ours. Don’t ever forget that.”


The words detonated something in my head, a voltage spike that left everything white-hot and ringing, like the first second after a lightning strike. I grabbed her ass and jacked her up higher, angle perfect, and pounded her until I felt her whole body lock up in a single, impossible shudder, a full-body seizure of pleasure.


Anna came hard, a sound half-caught between a gasp and a sob, and for a moment she was weightless in my arms, running on nothing but nerves and willpower and the conviction that she could outlast me. But I wasn’t built to win this round. Her slick heat milked every last ounce of control from me, and I felt myself tip over the edge, a split-second paralyzed in the freefall before I came, hard, into her, my cock throbbing like it had its own heartbeat.


I swear I could feel every spasm of her cunt, every pulse of her own orgasm, surging around me, flickering down my spine and detonating at the base of my skull. It should have been cold, there in the half-built mausoleum, but I was burning up, sweat slicking my brow, the taste of Anna’s lipstick on my tongue and the iron edge of blood from where she’d bitten my lip.


She clung to me, arms quaking with aftershocks, face pressed into my neck, breath hot and ragged. For a minute, for an hour, for a lifetime, we just hung there, caught in that perfect, suspended moment. The whole city spun around us: trucks rumbling far below, sirens Dopplering against the river, traffic lights blinking like distant signals from another planet.


I lowered her gently, legs shaky as hell, Anna’s body boneless but clinging tight as if gravity alone might tear us apart. She didn’t let go, not even when her feet found plywood, not even when I tried to take a step back to catch my own breath. She just pressed her face to my chest, breathing through my shirt, her arms searing lines across my back.


“I fucking love you,” she said, and it wasn’t a whisper, it wasn’t shy or tentative, it was the kind of statement that could have echoed through the whole property if it wasn’t so fiercely private.


I laughed, not because it was funny, but because it was the only thing I could do to keep from losing it completely. I pressed my lips to the top of her head, inhaled the scent of sweat and vanilla and something unmistakably Anna. “I love you too. You’re the only woman who’s ever scared me,” I said, honest as a prayer.


She looked up, eyes glassy but sharp, all the edges back, except this time they were turned outward, not inward.


“Good,” she said. “Because you’re the only man I’ve ever let all the way in.”


We stood there, propped against the beam, catching our breath and each other, a tangle of sticky bodies and bitten lips and the slow creep of reality settling back in.


I fished the crumpled napkin from my pocket, the one she’d drafted our new world order on, and smoothed it with trembling hands. Anna watched, a one-sided smile tugging at her lips.


“You know, this is going to be a hell of a story someday,” I said. “Our first board meeting, conducted mid-coitus on a job site.”


She snorted, the sound pure relief. “Can’t wait to see how you log it on the timesheet.”


We laughed until the wind stole the sound away. I tucked myself back in, Anna wriggled her skirt down, and we just stood, side by side, staring out at the black river of Milwaukee Avenue and the lights of Logan Square blinking through the unfinished windows.

“That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever done,” she said, voice still hoarse.

“I’m not about to argue.”

She leaned against the beam, gathering herself. For once, the power between us wasn’t contested, it was distributed, perfectly balanced.

That’s when Anna broke the new story wide open.

“I’ve been talking to the other women,” she said. “Not just Jordan. Natalie. Quinn, too. You have no idea how interested they actually are.”

I blinked, my brain taking a second to switch gears. “You’re kidding.”

“Not even close. There’s a new group chat, women only. We support each other, compare notes, talk logistics, feelings, what works, what needs fixing. Sometimes we joke about you, sometimes we strategize.” She caught my eyes, serious. “We’re not competing, Jack. We’re collaborating. That’s the difference between what every other guy chases and what we’re building.”

It shouldn’t have shocked me, but it did. I’d always assumed rivalry and drama were the default. But Anna, Anna had built an engine of cohesion where most people expected flames.

She drew me to the edge of the skeleton, where the city opened up in pure light.

The night was cool, the breeze sharp. Up here, we had a front-row seat to every hope I’d ever dared to blueprint.

Anna looked over the skyline, then back at me, her face luminous in the garish glow.

“The question isn’t whether you can handle all of us, Jack. It’s whether you’re ready to let go of control and let this become what it wants to be. Something bigger than the sum of seven people, a living thing. A network. An ecosystem.”

I stared at the grid of city lights, letting it wash over me.

For the first time, I saw what Anna had been building all along.

Not a harem. Not a hierarchy.

A web.

Every connection amplified the next, every power move supported by a counterbalance.

I wasn’t the center so much as the anchor, the node lucky enough to have the best connections in town.

Anna’s hand found mine, her grip strong as steel.

“If you want to keep up, you’re going to have to let go, too,” she said, voice low and full of promise.

I nodded, no more resistance.

“At this point, I’d follow your blueprints anywhere.”

She grinned, then kissed me, slow and savoring.

The city watched. The building trembled. The next chapter was already under construction.

And I wouldn’t have put money on any other crew.


Chapter twelve
Under the Lights


Vaughn Lighting had a way of making you feel like you’d just walked into the future. The heavy exterior door was unmarked, no sign, no hint, just a steel handle that hummed with the promise of something exclusive. The moment Ryan and I stepped inside, the light swallowed us whole.

Hundreds of fixtures glowed: some sharp as surgical instruments, others throwing moody halos that splashed the brick walls in gold. Pendants, sconces, and table lamps did a synchronized dance overhead, painting the floor with shadows and soft, dappled auras. The air was charged, ionized, with the scent of hot metal, solder, and honey-warm beeswax, layered over the undercurrent of glass, oil, and the faint whiff of woman’s perfume.

I spotted Natalie instantly, and so did Ryan. She stood by a centerpiece chandelier that looked like the bones of a star exploded and soldered back together, the light bending around her, making her hair shimmer and her honey-blonde waves catch every gleam.

If you wanted a lesson in “showstopper,” this was it.

She wore a fitted blouse in pale blue that clung to her tits and shoulders like a second skin, tucked into tailored slacks that hugged her hips and showed off her high, athletic ass. Her heels popped her calves and put her just an inch from eye level with me, which meant when she smiled, it hit dead center of the strike zone.

But it wasn’t just the outfit. Natalie radiated confidence, cheeks flushed, eyes sharp and glinting with a happiness I’d never seen from her, not even when she was Ryan’s number one, back before the breakup.

“Gentlemen,” Natalie said, striding forward, her movement all business on the outside but pure sex just below the paint. “Right on time. I took the liberty of firing up the new grid so you can see what the space will really look like.”

Ryan whistled, low and admiring. “Gotta hand it to you, Nat. Every time I come in here, you’ve managed to outdo yourself. Are you sure you’re not hiding a secret staff of genies in the back?”

Natalie shot him a smile, her voice purring a little. “No genies. Just hard work, sleepless nights, and a caffeine addiction that’s approaching terminal velocity.”

She leaned in and pecked him on the cheek, a professional greeting, technically, but I didn’t miss the way Ryan straightened his shirt and snuck a glance at her ass as she passed.

If he noticed my look, he didn’t show it.

Instead, he was already doing a lap around the featured displays, poking at fixtures and squinting at the wiring like a man on a treasure hunt.

Natalie fell in at my side and, for just a half-second, her hand brushed my wrist. Not enough to see, but plenty to feel. Heat shot up my forearm and made itself at home right behind my zipper.

“Good to see you, Jack,” she murmured, eyes flicking up. We made contact. It was a backroom secret, lived in the wild space between her smile and mine.

“Yeah,” I said, letting it hang. “Place looks even better than it did last time. You’ve really gone all out.”

Before she could answer, Ryan called over, “Check this out, Jackie. She’s running a dual-circuit on these track lights, one for mood, one for task. It’s…damn, it’s genius.”

Natalie grinned, walking us toward the wall where an entire row of fixtures looked like war medals, every one a different style, every one just a little more memorable than the last.

She reached for the control panel and dimmed the lights, shifting the room from gallery-bright to cocktail lounge sexy in under three seconds.

“See what I mean?” Ryan crowed. “You keep this up, you’ll own the whole block.”

I studied Natalie’s profile, the way her lips parted in a half-smile.

“Somebody’s having a good week,” Ryan teased, crossing his arms and giving her a look. “You’re glowing. New skincare, or you got a secret you want to spill?”

Natalie didn’t miss a beat. She shot me a look that lasted all of half a heartbeat, enough to spark an entire firestorm. Her mouth curled, sly.

“No comment on skincare, but you’re right about the secret. There might be someone special in the picture.”

Her fingers lingered at the edge of her blazer, twisting the fabric just so her tits pressed together, drawing my gaze like gravity.

Ryan laughed, but there was a sour note underneath. The old jealousy, the memory of him and Natalie curled up post-work, planning a future that never made it past the demo phase.

“Well, good for him, or her, or whoever. Anyone worth your time is probably out of my league anyway.” He played it off, but I could see him cataloging every detail, measuring the new version of Natalie against the one he’d tried to marry.

She shrugged, casual on the surface. Inside, she was humming.

“Just keeping life interesting,” Natalie said, voice like a well-aged bourbon. “Now let’s see if we can make your project a little sexier, too.”

We dove into the technical stuff: wire gauge, mounting depths, the pros and cons of switching to a new line of LEDs she’d commissioned from a German supplier. Every few minutes, Ryan would grab a fixture and start picking it apart, checking the seams, running his thumb along the backplate with the focused air of a guy who’s seen a million “innovations” that turned out to be garbage.

While he did his thing, Natalie made sure to keep me close. Sometimes it was just a look, the kind that said we’d have plenty to talk about once we were alone. Sometimes, when she gestured to a complex custom sconce, her hand would brush my knuckles. Once, when Ryan ducked down to fiddle with the base of a table lamp, Natalie reached behind a delicate blown-glass pendant, caught my wrist, and squeezed hard.

I nearly groaned, the touch so deliberate I almost didn’t care if Ryan saw.

“Jackie,” Ryan barked, head still in the lamp. “You see how this one’s got a double bracket? Nobody’s done this outside commercial jobs. Smart as hell.”

Natalie arched an eyebrow, her hand still on me. It was a challenge, an unapologetic dare.

I leaned in, voice pitched low. “You keep doing that, we’re gonna end up making headlines.”

She smirked, voice all satin sheets. “Maybe that’s the plan.”

Every time we moved to a new section, Natalie gave me a new taste of what was waiting. In the corridor where industrial pendants lined the ceiling, she’d walk hip-to-hip, letting her curves brush mine. In the shadowy nook with the blacked-out prototype cages, she caught my hand and traced her thumb over my palm, slow and electric. Out of sight of the main floor, she went so far as to pull me against a shelving display, lips ghosting my ear: “You have no idea what I’m planning for you.”

Ryan, oblivious or just determined not to look, kept up the work talk.

He started grilling Natalie about the new color temperatures, the Kelvin ratings, the projected market. He kept tossing in little jokes at her expense—“You always were a lighting snob, Vaughn”, but he never once took his eyes off her for more than a second.

Which is why he missed the moment when Natalie grabbed my tie (yes, I wore a fucking tie for this meeting, per Anna’s suggestion. It was supposed to close the deal) and pulled me into the shadowed gap between displays. She barely had time to soft-kiss me, fast and hot, before Ryan’s footfalls echoed up the back corridor.

I wiped the grin off my face just in time. Natalie adjusted her blouse, buttoned so tight her nipples left faint shadows on the fabric.

We reconvened at the main table, a horseshoe of reclaimed timber stacked with samples and LED drivers.

Ryan was fired up about cutting costs on one line item, but Natalie had him by the balls on the specs. They volleyed back and forth, rapid-fire, revising the punch list. Every so often, Ryan’s phone would buzz, and he’d dive into his email. Those were the moments when Natalie’s hand slipped under the table, fingers searching for mine.

The game went on. Cat and mouse, but with three players and a thousand watts humming overhead.

Finally, Ryan called a timeout to answer a client call. He shot us both a look, the old Ryan, the contractor who’d never let a job go over budget, but who also remembered every woman who ever broke his heart.

“Gotta take this,” he said. “It’s the Greystone people. Be back in a minute.”

He shot Natalie a last, lingering look, maybe hoping for a reason to linger.

She just smiled. “Take your time, Ryan. Jack and I need to walk through a side project in the lab. Don’t wait up.”

He snorted like he didn’t care, but the ghost of jealousy flared and vanished as he stepped out, already barking into his phone.

The second the door clicked shut, Natalie turned, all pretenses gone.

She seized my hand, her grip strong, and pulled me fast toward the back of the showroom, past the rows of shadow-dancing lamps and into the forbidden territory of the fabrication lab.

The air changed, cooler, tinged with ozone and the sharp bite of machinery.

She didn’t slow down. At the door, she fumbled the lock with the desperation only pent-up need could produce.

She shut it behind us, then turned and attacked my mouth with hers, the kiss so wild it erased every last trace of professional decorum.

“I told you,” Natalie whispered. “I can’t wait anymore.”

The meeting was officially adjourned.

But what happened next would blow the fuse box of anything we’d ever done before.

***

The second the lab door clicked shut, Natalie went nuclear.

She grabbed my collar and crushed her lips to mine, all raw need and zero patience. Her tongue slipped into my mouth, demanding, not asking, and her hands went straight to my shirt, buttons pinging loose as she tried to undress me and keep kissing me at the same time.

For a woman who lived to control every variable, she’d cranked up the chaos.

“Jesus, Nat,” I managed, my breath already wrecked. “I think you broke a button—”

“I’ll buy you a new shirt,” she shot back, lips hot on my jaw, her hands raking over my chest. “Just get me naked. Now. I can’t wait.”

Her perfume, subtle in the showroom, hit me full force in the tight heat of the lab. Sandalwood, citrus, and the undercurrent of pure female arousal. My cock went hard, the kind of upsurge that made zippers dangerous.

I tried to talk sense into her.

“Ryan’s right outside—”

“Let him wait,” Natalie panted, her eyes wild. “You think I care? I haven’t seen you in two weeks. I thought about you every goddamn day.”

We’d kept in touch, of course. Our voices tangled over phone calls, sometimes face to face on flickering screens, sometimes just the intimacy of audio, the rawness of late night confessions. Texts flew back and forth, ten a day, maybe more, each one a thread refusing to let go. But she was right. None of it came close to the way we connected before Paris, the real connection, the kind that lived in the air between our bodies. All those digital pulses felt shallow, painted shadows of what we both needed like oxygen; the craving for her, for what we’d missed, only sharpened as the days stretched on.

She worked my shirt off my shoulders while I fumbled her blouse open, my knuckles grazing the smooth curve of her tits. No bra. Her nipples flushed pink, rigid, almost bruised with want.

I lost it then, palming her breasts, thumbs circling the peaks, drawing out a shuddering gasp that made her knees buckle.

“Fuck, Jack,” she hissed, grabbing my hand and shoving it between her legs. Her slacks were soaked, the heat of her cunt burning my palm through the thin fabric. “I need it. Please.”

We pinballed across the lab: shoving past racks of wire spools, knocking into bins of glass shades, every step a minor demolition. Natalie’s fingers found my belt, whipped it loose, and popped my fly.

“Up,” she ordered, voice all boss. She swept a dozen lamp prototypes and a soldering iron to the floor, sending glass and wire skittering. “Get on the table, now.”

I obeyed, because there was no saying no.

The workbench was cold as hell, but the view made up for it. Natalie yanked my pants down, then wrapped her hand around my cock, squeezing so hard my brain shorted out.

“If you come in my mouth, you’re buying me lunch,” she said, grinning like she’d just won a bet.

“And if Ryan walks in?”

“Let him watch,” Natalie shot back, climbing onto the table with a graze of thigh and a bounce of those perfect tits. “You’re mine right now.”

She knelt, face level with my cock, and licked her lips as if prepping for a five-star meal. The first kiss to my head sent sparks down my spine. She didn’t tease, didn’t build slow, she engulfed me, cheeks hollowing, tongue swirling around every inch.

“God, you taste so—” She broke off to swallow me deep, nose buried, gagging just enough to make my balls draw up.

The hum of the workbenches, the smell of hot iron, the way her fingers dug into my thighs, it all sent me half-crazy. I clenched the tabletop, trying to keep quiet, but Natalie was relentless.

She came up for air, eyes watering, spit running down her chin.

“Miss me?” she whispered.

“I’m gonna lose it if you keep this up,” I managed, voice raw.

Natalie grinned and stroked my shaft, slow, keeping eye contact the whole way.

“Maybe I want you desperate,” she said. “But mostly I just wanted a taste. I dreamed about this. About you. I was so fucking lonely after you left for Paris.”

She slid me into her mouth again, sucking, tongue working the underside, her fingers massaging my balls as if she owned every muscle I had.

I glanced at the lab door, paranoia spiking.

“Natalie… What if—fuck—what if he comes back?”

She pulled off with a pop, lips swollen and face flushed. “Then we’ll give him a show, baby,” she said, but even as her voice trembled with need, she swung a leg over me, planting those perfect tits right in my line of sight. The scent of her arousal drowned out everything else.

She reached down, lined me up, and slid the tip of my cock through the slick folds of her pussy. “You’re right. We don’t have much time. I want you inside me. Now.”

She dropped her weight, impaling herself in one perfect move. The heat, the friction, the way she clenched around me, it was enough to make me see stars.

“Oh my god,” she moaned, hips rocking. “I forgot how fucking good you feel.”

I wrapped my hands around her waist, steadying her as she started to ride, her nails digging into my forearms. Every time she dropped down, the workbench creaked and shivered under us. Tools rolled. I half-expected the ceiling fixtures to cheer us on.

Natalie arched her back, tits bouncing, hair wild over her shoulders.

I was still terrified of getting caught, but the risk only made it hotter. The lab was chaos: wires dangling, LEDs glowing, the scent of sex mixing with solder and oil.

She leaned forward, planted her hands on my chest, and slammed down, hard, her voice rising with every bounce.

“God, yes—don’t stop—fuck me, Jack, please—”

I braced my feet on the table and drove up into her, matching her rhythm, our bodies slamming together hard enough to bruise.

She came fast, in a hiss and a shudder, her pussy locking down on my cock, milking me. The first orgasm only made her hungry. She clawed at my chest, lips finding mine for a frantic, open-mouthed kiss.

“I’m not done,” she rasped.

I grinned, all ego. “Good. Because I’m nowhere near finished.”

She started again, faster now, sweat gleaming on her forehead, thighs streaked with arousal. Her nipples were soaked with sweat, pink and perfect, begging for my mouth.

I palmed her tits, thumbed her nipples, making her buck and curse, each word wilder than the last.

She came again, body convulsing, breath hitching, a soft “oh god” spilling from her lips. She never stopped moving, rode the aftershocks straight into another build, using my cock as the engine.

Outside the door, I thought I heard footsteps, but Natalie just doubled down, grinding her clit against my pelvis.

“Don’t you dare,” she hissed, “don’t you fucking stop—”

She came again and this time her whole body seized up. She wrapped both arms around the back of my neck, nails digging in, forehead pressed hard against mine so I could feel her ragged breaths, shuddering and uneven. Every muscle in her legs tensed and flexed as she bounced, the wet clutch of her pussy milking my cock in spasming waves. I almost didn't recognize the sound that ripped from her throat, a high, desperate whine that sounded more animal than woman, as if the pleasure was so intense she couldn't physically process it without letting the rest of the world know.


My own control was shot to hell. I felt the pressure growing bottom-up, the way it always threatened to wipe my consciousness clean before it crashed through my body. She jerked her hips, grinding down in tight little circles, and I felt the first involuntary twitch in my cock, the warning shot. Her eyes met mine, wild and glassy and dazed.


"Fuck, Natalie—I'm gonna—"


She didn't break eye contact, didn't slow, just slammed down on me all the way, her ass pressed hard to my thighs, and I came with a jolt that rattled my bones. Every pulse of my orgasm seemed to send another aftershock through her; she rode it, milking me, her face twisted in rapture and her voice a choked gasp.


I emptied myself in her, hips bucking once, twice, and then I slumped, all the strength gone out of me. Natalie collapsed, her full weight pouring over me, sweaty tits flattened to my chest and arms still locked around my neck like she was terrified I'd disappear if she let go.


We lay there, both of us panting, my cock still twitching inside her as little aftershocks rippled through us. I could feel her heartbeat through the press of our bodies, the frantic hammering of it slowly winding down. Sweat dripped down her back, pooling where our skin stuck together. My own body was slick with it, the workbench underneath us cold and unforgiving, but I wouldn't have moved for a million bucks.


For a while, neither of us spoke. Her hair was plastered to her forehead and stuck to my cheek, and every breath she took let out this little quiver that said she'd been holding herself together for weeks and finally didn't have to anymore.


She didn't lift her face, just nosed along my jawline until she found my mouth, and we kissed again, slow this time, messy and wet and unhurried. She sank her teeth into my lower lip, not hard but enough to say don't you dare let this end, and I kissed her back until the taste of her sweat and spit and perfume was the only thing in my head.


We stayed tangled up like that, her still straddling me, neither of us eager to break the spell. My hands wandered, mapping every inch of her back, the curve of her ass, the slick line along her spine to the small of her back, where she trembled at the gentlest touch.


Finally she peeled herself off my chest, supporting her weight with shaking arms. Her eyes were glassy and a little unfocused, the kind of stare that comes after mind-altering sex or the best sleep of your life. She looked down between us, then back at me, and for a second we both just grinned like idiots.


She let out a laugh, half gasp, half sob and collapsed on top of me again, this time with her cheek pressed to my neck. Her voice was muffled, but I caught every word.


"Goddamn it, Jack. I missed you so much." She squeezed tighter, as if to fuse our bodies right there on the table. "You can't go away like that anymore. I turn into a fucking animal."


Her cunt still gripped me, and I felt the lazy roll of afterglow in her hips as she wriggled, drawing out every last drop.


I wiped a streak of sweat from her brow. "If I'd known this was waiting, I'd have come back from Paris sooner."


She snorted, kissed my neck, then finally slid off of me, her thighs trembling as she swung to sit on the edge of the workbench. She looked down at herself, her nipples swollen, her skin blotched with bite marks and finger bruises, and then at the storm of mess we'd made. Our clothes were scattered, glass fragments and bulbs rolled under the table, and the faintest shimmer of lube and cum slicked the inside of her thighs.


She looked proud.


She reached over, took my hand, and drew it to her mouth, lips brushing my knuckles as she caught her breath. The room felt suddenly smaller, more intimate now that the adrenaline had faded and all that was left was the warmth between us.

For a second, nothing moved but the sweat cooling on my skin and the hum of lights overhead.

Then came the rattle at the doorknob, followed by Ryan’s muffled voice: “You two in there? Unlock it. Gotta sign the manifest before we go.”

Natalie snapped upright, panic and triumph fighting for space in her eyes.

We scrambled for clothes, shirts buttoned wrong, pants half-zipped, Natalie barely managing to wipe the cum off her thigh with a spare shop rag. I’d never moved so fast in my life.

She snatched the key, twisted the lock, and swung the door open, her face flushed and hair wild.

Ryan took one look and raised an eyebrow, smirking.

“Everything good?” he asked, with a raise of the brow that could have drilled concrete.

Natalie didn’t blink. She tossed her hair, feigning exasperation. “Jack’s a brute, that’s all. Needed his muscle to move some heavy boxes so I could get at Jenny’s new lamp order. We nearly broke our backs.” She forced a laugh, but it sounded almost giddy.

Ryan eyed the mess, lamp prototypes askew, a chair nearly knocked over, my shirt missing a button.

“You sure you’re not moonlighting as demolition experts?” he asked, a smirk finally breaking through.

I shrugged, playing it cool. “You know how it is. Sometimes the old-fashioned approach is the only way to get things done.”

Ryan snorted, half amused, half still piecing together the evidence.

“I’ll tell Jenny her lamp’s on its way,” he said, “but if you two break anything, I’m charging you both overtime.” His phone buzzed, the custom ringtone unmistakable. His wife was calling, probably with a list of groceries and a lecture on punctuality.

“Shit,” he muttered, turning away. “It’s Jenny. Jack, meet me out at the truck, would you? I need two minutes, tops.”

He rolled off, already talking to Jenny as he exited.

The second the coast was clear, Natalie grabbed me, hard, and yanked me into her arms.

She kissed me like she’d die if she let go, tongue hot and possessive, lips bruising mine with the force of her need. Her fingers dug into my scalp, weaving through my hair, holding me exactly where she wanted as she devoured every last aftertaste of my mouth.

When she broke it, her eyes burned bright, so full of want it made my knees go weak.

She pressed her body close, letting me feel the tremors still running through her. “I’m serious, Jack,” she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper. “This isn’t nearly enough. I want more. I want you. All of you.”

Her breath ghosted my ear, fingers dragging nails across the back of my neck.

“Next time, no holding back. You’re staying the whole night.”

Then she smoothed her blouse, pulled her hair into place, and shot me a look over her shoulder that said everything she didn’t dare say in front of witnesses.

“Go be a good boy for Ryan. I’ll call you later.”

She vanished into the showroom, hips swaying, the queen of her domain.

I followed, still reeling.

Ryan watched from the sidewalk, tapping his phone, all impatience and unfinished business. He barely glanced at Natalie as she strode past.

But even as I crossed the threshold back into daylight, I caught the scent of beeswax and sex and the raw, incendiary memory of Natalie’s cunt still clenching me, three orgasms deep and hungry for more.

I slid into the truck next to Ryan. I couldn’t stop grinning, but he was too busy answering Jenny’s texts to notice.

Beneath the veneer of business as usual, my pulse still crashed with every step.

Vaughn Lighting had never been so fucking electric.

And somewhere beyond the rearview mirror, Natalie Vaughn was already plotting her next move.

I couldn’t wait to see her try to outdo herself.


Chapter thirteen
My Girls


The second I stepped into the kitchen, I knew I’d walked into something way better than any Food Network finale, or hell, even a Paris bistro. The air was thick with the kind of scents that hit like a freight train: herbs wilting in hot butter, crushed garlic, the blast of lemon zest when Savannah grazed a microplane over her cutting board. My stomach growled just from breathing in.

Savannah stood at the island, knife in hand, her moves pure runway but with a practiced edge that meant business. She wore a deep blue blouse tucked into jeans that looked custom-fit, her hair twisted up out of her face in a loose knot that practically dared you to undo it. Her focus was all blades and basil, but the way she swiveled at the hips, rolling her shoulders as she diced, made even the act of peeling a carrot look like foreplay.

Anna had taken over the dining zone, spacing plates just so, her fingers never leaving a fingerprint, every placement deliberate. She’d even folded the napkins into these crisp, triangular sails, lining up the silverware like chess pieces at attention. Her eyes tracked every motion in the kitchen, but she never tried to dominate; instead, she let Savannah run the show, handing off salt, olive oil, or, when the moment called for it, the big chef’s knife, like it was her privilege to do so.

Lily did what Lily did best: she brought the party. Her giggle was the first sound you heard, high and a little mischievous, the kind of laugh that promised things would get out of hand eventually. She perched on her favorite stool, barefoot, the hem of her yellow sundress peeking out from beneath my old hoodie. With every new story she poured herself a fresh inch of wine, using the open bottle as her personal microphone.

I didn’t dare interrupt. Instead, I kept my elbows on the breakfast bar, soaking it in.

The kitchen worked like a live circuit.

Savannah’s chef moves were no bullshit. She hammered out a brunoise so perfect it would make Gordon Ramsay weep, then swept the cubes of red pepper into a skillet already sputtering with melted butter and shallots.

She explained every step, barely looking away from the board. “You want the vegetables cut small, so they melt down and flavor the sauce without overwhelming it. Learned that from a real chef in the Marais. Guy spent half his twenties working in Michelin-star places. Said if you screw up the basics, you’ve got no business moving to the main course.”

Anna whistled, impressed. “I like a woman with strong opinions about seasoning.”

Savannah grinned over her shoulder, flashing those white teeth. “Darling, I have strong opinions about everything.”

Lily topped off Anna’s glass, then raised it in salute. “To strong opinions. And to not burning down the house.”

I watched the colors: the neon of the peppers, the deep green gleam of fresh tarragon, the way Savannah’s hands made it all look effortless. Every now and then her forearm flexed, pulling attention to the delicate gold watch at her wrist, a little Paris souvenir, maybe, or a trophy from some other conquest.

Anna brushed past, trailing a trace of subtle perfume, vanilla, clean linen, and checked the flatware angle with a quick glance. She stopped behind Savannah, hand on her hip.

“Need the new blade?” Anna asked.

Savannah turned, catching Anna’s eyes, and for a second, all the heat in the room had nothing to do with the sauce.

“Wouldn’t say no,” Savannah replied. She held out her palm, expectant.

Anna grabbed the knife from its magnetic strip, held it up as if to check the weight, then passed it over, handle first.

They didn’t break eye contact.

The handoff was pure dance, respect, trust, and maybe just a touch of performance for my benefit.

The moment lingered just long enough to make me wish I had popcorn.

“Thank you, gorgeous,” Savannah said, not missing a beat as she spun back to her work.

Lily leaned into the bar, elbows squishing her tits together. “If you two are going to make out, let me know so I can get my phone ready.”

Anna rolled her eyes, but the smile on her lips was real. “You’d need a slow-mo filter to catch Savannah. She moves faster than light.”

Savannah shot a look back. “Chérie, in Paris, I learned to savor every course. Nothing worth having should be rushed. Unless it’s dessert…”

The line hung in the air, thick as béchamel.

My cock twitched, but I just grinned, peeling a chunk of baguette from the bread basket.

Anna caught the movement and dropped a scrap napkin in front of me, as if she’d anticipated me making a mess.

“Good catch,” I said, raising my eyebrow.

She shrugged, cool as you please. “I’ve seen how you eat.”

Lily snorted. “He’s all construction at the table, too. Did you know he used to make ‘breakfast towers’ when he lived with Jake? Pancakes, bacon, eggs, all stacked, just to see if it would stay upright.”

Savannah’s eyes glimmered, all knowing mischief. “That’s…actually hot. I love a man who’s confident in his engineering.”

Anna’s hand drifted to my shoulder, squeezing just enough to let me know she agreed.

Meanwhile, the kitchen was starting to smell like a five-star brasserie. Butter, wine, and something citrusy, maybe lemon or even a little verjus, straight out of a masterclass.

Savannah lined up chicken breasts, patted them dry, then seasoned them with a dusting of herbs. Her delivery was a masterclass in itself.

“Salt early. Not too much. Let it sit, then hit it with fresh herbs at the very end. Otherwise the delicate stuff just burns.” She shot me a look, eyebrow arched. “Not unlike dating men in this city.”

Anna barked a laugh. “You let it sit, or you burn the whole project down?”

Savannah winked. “Depends if I’m hungry.”

I couldn’t stop staring at the line of mugs next to the coffee machine.

It used to be just two: Anna’s plain white, then Lily’s (the one with the rainbow hearts). Now, a third, brand-new, sky-blue with a cheeky Paris skyline decal, sat right between them.

Savannah’s.

Territory, marked.

Nobody said a word about it, but Anna had even moved the other mugs over to make space.

The details were piling up, subtle as powerlines: Savannah’s phone docked next to the recipe printout, her ring of keys on the decorative tray by the back door, even the way she’d lined up her favorite hot sauce with Anna’s spice rack. The invisible woman was making herself impossible to miss.

But nothing slammed the point home like the next move.

Lily reached for the bread basket, a little too eager, and her wrist clipped the base of her wine glass. Red spilled everywhere, pinot dripping like slow-motion blood.

All three women lunged for the paper napkins at once.

The choreography was obscene: Lily dabbed at her own lap, Anna swept the tablecloth, and Savannah, nimble as always, slid around the island to blot the offending wine before it hit the finish on the wood.

For a second, the house just…paused.

I watched, transfixed, as three different energies snapped into the same wavelength. It wasn’t just teamwork. It was evolution.

They looked up, then burst into laughter, the tension popping like a bubble.

Lily was first. “Show-offs!”

Savannah grinned. “We aim to please.”

Anna just shrugged, picking at the spatter with clinical efficiency. “You trained us too well, Lily. Clearly a group effort.”

For a moment, I was lost in the novelty. The kitchen wasn’t mine anymore. It was ours, and Savannah had slotted right into place like she was born for the gig.

I tried to help, but they shooed me off, so I just plopped at the bar and admired the show.

The conversation went nuclear from there.

Lily kicked off a story about their sorority’s “Naked Chef Night,” something that sounded like a fever dream but was apparently a legit fundraiser.

“Oh, god,” Anna groaned, covering her face. “You promised to never speak of that again.”

Savannah was gleeful. “You ran the silent auction, Anna. In a bra and panties.”

Anna shot her a warning look, but Savannah just kept going.

“And Lily, you—what was it, nude apron and cowboy boots?”

Lily howled, slapping the bar. “Don’t forget the chef hat. I wore nothing else, and almost started a fire—twice.”

The laughter hit me sideways.

I could picture it so clearly: the three of them, twenty, half-drunk, plotting world domination with nothing but bravado and poor wardrobe choices.

Anna, not to be outdone, volleyed back.

“Well, Savannah neglected to mention her specialty was ‘elevated Jell-O shots.’ I swear you spent more time giggling in the pantry than actually helping.”

Savannah took a dramatic bow, waving her wooden spoon. “I was practicing for this moment. All harem queens must train.”

The memories rolled, and so did the stories.

For every embarrassing reveal, another layer peeled away. The night Anna got stuck in the dorm kitchen fridge, Savannah’s one-date-only disaster with a grad student who tried to quote Sartre during sex (Savannah’s verdict: “Utterly unimpressive cock, philosophically and otherwise”). Lily’s sabotage of rival houses with “forever glitter” bombs hidden in invitation envelopes.

Every punchline made the kitchen warmer, the laughter more intimate.

Even the way they finished each other’s stories felt practiced, as if every night since Savannah’s return was just rehearsal for this dinner.

Savannah deglazed the pan with white wine, the sizzle and steam adding pure theater. She didn’t just teach; she seduced.

“When I worked under Chef Bastien, he used to say, ‘You must cook with all your senses at once. If you don’t hear it, smell it, feel it, you lose the right to taste it.’ That’s why I never use timers. I go by instinct.” She turned to me, hips cocked. “What about you, Mr. Construction, gut or schedule?”

I couldn’t help but play along. “From the blueprints to the finish coat, it’s all about the senses. If you can’t hear the sander change pitch, you’re about to ruin the floor.”

Anna’s eyes sparkled. “I rest my case. Two artisans, one playbook.”

Lily raised her glass. “To instincts.”

This time, everyone joined in.

A few minutes later, Savannah plated each dish with a flourish, adding a final sprinkle of microgreens.

Anna, already at the table, whisked the plates to each setting herself, then Lily, then a dramatic pause for Savannah’s own.

No debate or posturing, just the smooth handoff of roles: Anna poured the water, Lily dragged out the chairs, and Savannah delivered the main course.

I caught the glance that passed between Anna and Savannah, the tiniest nod, the kind you’d miss if you hadn’t been watching. Both proud, both satisfied, neither needing to one-up the other. Savannah slipped right into the open seat, like she’d been eating at this table forever.

But it might have been the lineup of mugs that hit hardest. They looked like three little flags on the kitchen counter, no negotiation needed.

Savannah’s spot was officially marked.

I settled in for dinner, heart pounding not just from hunger, but from the sudden, seismic realization that this was it: the future, full-color, wild, and irrevocable.

The building hadn’t just gained another resident.

It had found another puzzle piece custom made to fit perfectly.

The kitchen, the home, the whole damn harem felt as natural as breathing.

And the only thing left was to see what happened next after the plates were clean.

***

You’d think with food this good, the room would go quiet, everyone too busy shoveling in mouthfuls to bother with talk. But with these women? Dinner was the opening act.

Savannah’s chicken was juicy as hell, the sauce so complex I couldn’t pick out every herb, but the real flavor came from the way the three of them fell into conversation, not missing a beat. The Paris techniques, the perfect handoff of bread and wine, even the plates themselves, all designed for sharing.

Lily claimed the seat next to mine, practically curling into my side, her hand drawing lazy, deliberate patterns across my forearm. Every now and then she’d sneak a bite of my food, eyes daring me to object.

Anna watched us, but not with jealousy, more like she was pleased to see her relationship architecture in action.

Lily was the one who broke the surface tension.

“So, I have a pitch,” she said, her voice so bright it cut through the candlelight. “And don’t laugh, but I really want to talk about a commitment ceremony. Not a regular wedding, but something real and lasting, for all of us.”

All my attention zeroed in, heat prickling behind my ears.

Lily didn’t miss a beat. “I want something memorable, kind of like a marriage but without the judge or the rings or the parts that never fit us anyway.” She glanced around the table, inviting backup. “We’ve built something amazing here. I want to honor it.”

She kept tracing those patterns, never letting go of my arm.

Anna flagged the moment with a soft hmm. She set her fork down, then began rearranging her cutlery and wine glass into a pattern on the tablecloth. There was math to it: six pieces, six points, an obvious center surrounded by orbiting satellites.

“Here’s how I see it,” Anna said, voice dropping a notch. “If we’re going to call ourselves a family, we need more than good intentions. We need structure. Clear ground rules, defined roles, and a little bit of ritual to tie it all together. Otherwise, we’re just playing house.”

She flicked her eyes toward Savannah, then Lily, then me, making sure we were following.

“Actual polyamorous networks don’t run on hope. They run on communication and boundaries. You want something to last, you blueprint it. That’s the only way this goes the distance.”

Savannah had gone quiet, but not checked out. If anything, she was sharper, chin braced on her fist, blue eyes cataloging every word.

“I love the ceremony idea,” Savannah said, “but I think we need to figure out where everyone fits. Not just us, but Jordan, Natalie, and Quinn too. It wouldn’t feel complete if anyone was left out, or like we drew boundaries around the in-crowd and made the others watch from the sidelines.”

She sipped her wine, then set it down with intent.

“We don’t want anyone feeling excluded,” Savannah said, locking eyes with Lily.

Lily nodded, squeezing my arm tighter. “Exactly. The whole point is making the people we care about feel secure, not boxed out.”

Anna gestured at her silverware diagram, spinning it so all six points faced me. “If we do this, it’s all or nothing. No half-steps, no secret handshakes. I’d rather wait and do it right.”

Savannah smiled, almost soft now, her competitive edge dialed back. “I’d rather be the last one to join the table than the first to bring it down.”

For a moment, all three women sat, hands in different places, Lily’s locked to my forearm, Anna’s drumming the diagram, Savannah’s elegantly folded, wine glass forgotten, all focused in the same direction. It was more unified than any dinner meeting I’d ever run.

That’s when it landed.

They’d talked about this before. Maybe not every detail, but I was walking into the closing arguments, not the opening pitch. Every point built on the last, no fighting, just a perfect mesh of wants and logistics.

I looked at the three of them and saw something brand new: actual consensus. No rivalry, no side-eye, just shared intent.

Under the table, Lily used her bare foot to give my calf a reassuring nudge.

“Is this too much?” she asked, eyes bright. “Because I want to make our family official. But not if it pressures anyone. I want everyone to feel celebrated, you especially.”

I shook my head, unable to hide my smile. “I love the idea. Hell, I love you. All of you. I just don’t want anyone to feel like they have to move at my pace. Whatever honors what we’ve built is good by me.”

Anna relaxed, her shoulders sinking, the tension leaking out all at once.

“Then we wait,” she said. “Until the whole team is ready.”

Savannah nodded, decisive. “And when it happens, it’s going to be legendary.”

The three looked at each other, grins blooming like city lights at dusk.

What started as a wild pitch over dinner ended as a full-on mission statement.

I bit back a laugh. For a minute, I felt like I was the prize in a high-stakes auction, except these women intended to win by working together, not against each other.

So we ate, and we drank, and every so often, Savannah or Anna or Lily would finish the other’s sentence, looping the conversation back until it felt like we were drafting a new constitution.

By the time Anna cleared the dishes, the commitment blueprint was set.

It was just a matter of time.

And if I was honest, I’d never wanted something more.

We refilled the wine, wiped down the table, and drifted toward the living room.

But the feeling in the air? It wasn’t just hope.

It was inevitability.

The harem was plotting its forever, and for once, I was more than happy to let them lead.

***

We barely had plates off the table before the women ferried me into the living room, dessert already in play. I flopped onto the couch, figuring I’d earned a breather. Not a chance.

Lily curled herself against my side, pillowing her cheek on my shoulder, honey-blonde hair a curtain that brushed my bicep with every move. Anna perched on the armrest, her hand sliding into my hair, fingers tracing lazy patterns along my scalp with unsettling authority. Savannah flanked me, cross-legged on the coffee table, posture straight but relaxed, wine glass dangling from her fingers like a conductor’s baton.

The air was sweeter here, tinged with strawberry from the tart and the cinnamon undertone of Savannah’s perfume. The women formed a triangle around me, but there was no question they were on the same side.

A minute of casual banter, then Savannah flicked her gaze at Anna and Lily. The game faces came on.

She set her glass down with purpose.

“We need to talk about boundaries,” Savannah said, her voice softer than normal but laced with steel.

Lily tensed, but didn’t flinch. Anna leaned in, bracing her arm across my shoulders.

“This isn’t just about you,” Savannah continued. “It’s about all of us. We’ve done the work, and we want to make sure the family we’re building doesn’t get diluted or hurt, not by anyone, not even us.”

Anna picked it up without a pause. “We know you love us, Jack. But this is our family too. We want to protect it.”

She let the words hang, then squeezed my shoulder.

Lily chimed in, voice gentle but unwavering. “None of us want to watch our sisters get hurt. Not ever. That means no surprises, no new girlfriends, no random hookups on the side.”

Savannah waited a beat, then delivered the hammer with a wry smile. “We’ve talked. All six of us, or at least the ones who matter most. The rule is: no more add-ons unless everyone agrees. No one-night stands. If someone’s going to join the crew, it has to be us who makes the call, not you solo.”

The message was clear as blueprint lines: I was the center of the web, but they were the ones keeping it from snapping.

For a second, I just stared. Not shocked, not even challenged. Just floored by how much intention they’d packed into the pitch.

I found Lily’s hand, squeezed it until she looked up. “I swear, I don’t want anyone else. You’re my wiring, my foundation, all of it. There’s nothing missing. You’re my family, exactly as you are.”

Anna let out a long breath, relief uncoiling across her face. “Thank you. That’s all we wanted to hear.”

Savannah grinned, the tension melting out. “We knew you’d say that, but it needed to be on the record.”

She reached under the coffee table, fished out something pink and folded, origami, or maybe a leftover from Lily’s last craft binge.

Savannah popped the crown open and planted it on my head, careful not to mess up my hair too much.

“Long may you reign, Harem King,” she teased.

Anna and Lily burst out laughing, the sound ricocheting off the brick and steel of the loft.

Anna corrected the crown, making it sit dead-center, then pressed a kiss to my temple. “You wear it well, Bennett.”

Lily nuzzled closer, her body soft against mine, and added, “We only get one king. You’d better make it count.”

Savannah lifted her glass, toasting my humiliation.

“Welcome to the next phase, your majesty,” she purred.

I tried to look dignified, but with three beautiful women laughing around me and a paper crown barely hanging on, I probably looked like a complete idiot.

And I loved every second of it.

The rules were clear, the boundaries set, and if anyone tried to break them, I pitied the fool.

We finished the tart, polished off the wine, and let the laughter run wild. For once, the future didn’t feel like a guessing game. It felt solid. Real.

Chapter locked and loaded.

Tonight, the harem crowned its leader.

Tomorrow, we’d see what kind of kingdom we could build together.


Chapter fourteen
Workout Buddy


The first rule of the employee gym? If you weren’t ready to sweat, you’d better fake it like a pro.

The sunlight poured in through those wall-height windows, striping the rubber flooring and catching every speck of chalk dust in the air. It was early, not “just rolled out of bed” early, but “the city is still chilling under last night’s leftover fog” early. I’d showered, maybe even shaved, and still the real wakeup call was what waited behind the loading-dock-turned-gym door.

Concrete, cold and honest. Black pipes across the ceiling, the matting underfoot ready to eat any impact you could throw at it. Most mornings, the gym felt like a monument to unfinished business, unfinished reps, unfinished renovations, unfinished plans.

But today, Jordan had already claimed the prime real estate near the mirror wall. She wore a black crop top and slate gray leggings that looked painted on, her hair slicked back in a high, no-nonsense ponytail. Water bottle at her feet, towel tossed over one shoulder, tablet already open with what looked like an entire week’s worth of pain.

She spotted me, and her mouth twitched, not exactly a smile, more like a pro sizing up her favorite project.

“Right on time,” Jordan said, eyes narrow and bright. “I was betting you’d try to negotiate a start delay. You surprise me, Bennett.”

I dropped my duffel by the lockers and squared up, arms crossed just to flex a little. “I hear you’ve been prepping a new torture protocol. Figured I’d rather take my chances with you than risk Anna’s omelet again after leg day.”

She didn’t laugh. Instead, her lips curved in this predator-caught-the-rabbit way.

“That’s good,” Jordan said, voice calm as ever, but there was an edge to it. “We’re pushing capacity today. New routines, new records. I should warn you, you may hate me by the end of this.”

I shrugged, giving her my best “bring it on” face. “You know I can handle it. Unless you’re scared I’ll outlast you.”

Now she did smile, a flash of white in the industrial gloom.

“In your dreams. Untie your ego; we’re starting with warmups.”

She made a lazy point of stretching, arms overhead, the move pulling her top tight across her abs. My brain did the math: she was strong enough to snap me in half, and soft enough in the right places to make me want to risk it.

I mirrored her, chasing the burn down my lats, and stole a glance in the glass. Jordan’s focus never wavered. She shadowed my movements, correcting my posture with a word or a nudge: “Engage your core. Don’t cheat the range. Good.”

Warmup was only the opening act.

Jordan kicked it straight into partner circuits, deadlifts, cable rotations, planks where she hovered over me, counting out reps while her thighs bracketed my arms. She used hands-on corrections liberally, palms pressing into my lower back, guiding my shoulders, fingers digging into my hips to reset my angle.

Each time her skin met mine, my pulse went off like the gym had its own heartbeat.

She paired every correction with a verbal jab.

“Don’t lock out,” she said, fingers holding my elbow. “You’re not building cheap furniture here. Precision, always.”

I grinned, pushing through the set. “Didn’t know you cared about cheap furniture, Hale. Maybe I’ll have to take you shopping after you survive the next burn.”

She held my gaze, green eyes sharp through the sweat. “If you want to impress me, finish the circuit without gasping for air.”

Game on.

By the third round, we were sweat-soaked and moving in sync. She dialed up the intensity, swapping solo movements for ones where our bodies lined up, medicine ball handoffs, resisted lunges, plank switches where her abs hovered inches from my own. Every time I lagged, even a half-second, she closed the distance, lips near my ear as she corrected my form.

“You’re slowing, Bennett. Getting tired, or just distracted by the view?”

I stole a glance, caught the bead of sweat rolling down her jaw, the flush rising up her throat, and decided to lean in.

“Honestly? I’d rather run sprints with you than listen to you talk about my glutes. Unless you’re saying you can keep up.”

She snorted. “You couldn’t handle me for five minutes, let alone a mile.”

She was right, but no way in hell was I conceding.

“I’ll go as long and hard as you can,” I said, dropping my voice just for her. “Maybe longer.”

Her hands braced my shoulders, as if steadying me, but her grip lingered. “Big promises, Bennett. Let’s see if you deliver.”

If these were the old rules, this was the point where I’d crack a construction joke and back off. But Jordan was baiting me every set, pushing harder, getting closer.

“She likes to win,” I thought, and so did I.

We blitzed through split squats, her leading, me matching pace, always one rep behind and catching up. Her glutes flexed in those leggings, the play of muscle hypnotic, and when she demonstrated a new lunge variation, her high, full chest bounced just enough to make my mouth dry.

She caught me looking.

Jordan didn’t smirk, didn’t chide, just said, “Eyes on the movement, not the scenery. Or do you want a penalty set?”

I leveled up, not even pretending to look away.

“I think the scenery is the only thing keeping me alive,” I shot back, breath ragged. “And for the record, you’re the hottest personal trainer in Logan Square. Maybe the whole city.”

She didn’t flinch. In fact, something in her expression tightened, approval, maybe, or hunger. It didn’t really matter.

“Compliments count for zero,” Jordan said. “Performance counts for everything.”

I squared off for the next exercise, already buzzed from adrenaline and the way sweat glued my shirt to my skin. She had me pin a resistance band under the arch of her foot, while she faced me, less than a foot away.

“Ready?” she said.

“I was born ready.”

We started the movement, band pulls, slow and grinding. The tension forced us closer. Her voice dropped: “That’s it. Control on the negative. Don’t lose tension. Just like that.”

Her hand landed high on my thigh, just above the knee, a little too intimate for “just business,” but neither of us called the foul.

The set dragged on, sweat pouring off both of us. I saw her chest rising and falling, the striations in her shoulders, and remembered how she looked naked, body lit by the same sun flooding the gym now.

She tilted her head, catching my stare.

“Focus, Bennett,” she said, “unless you’re trying to imagine me somewhere else.”

I held her gaze. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

A beat. That was the crack in her armor, a tiny, flickering smile.

She finished the set, released the band, and let her hand slide down my leg as she reset.

“Good effort,” Jordan said, “but you’re not topping the leaderboard just yet.”

She circled behind, planting her hands on my hips, the grip firm, guiding me into a wall squat so deep my quads caught fire.

“Stay. Don’t bail until I say.”

I shook with effort, sweat running down my back.

She leaned in, her breath hot at my ear. “You’re shaking. Weakness or anticipation?”

I barely managed a laugh. “If I say anticipation, do I get a prize?”

Jordan pressed her body flush to my back, hands locked on my hips. “Maybe. But only if you last another minute.”

Time stretched. Every muscle in my legs screamed, but the heat of her against my spine made it easy to hold on.

“Ten seconds,” she whispered, and her hands dug tighter. “Don’t fail me now.”

I made it. Collapsed forward, dragging her with me, and we both ended up braced against the wall, catching our breath in tandem.

She didn’t let go, not right away. Her hands stayed on my waist, her chest pressed into my back, and our sweat mingled on the exposed skin of my arms.

“Not bad,” Jordan finally said. “You almost impressed me.”

My voice was gone, but I managed, “What’ll it take to get a real compliment out of you?”

Jordan stepped around, positioning herself between me and the mirror. She was flushed, her ponytail dark with sweat, the skin along her collarbone gleaming. “Maybe if you last through the next round.”

She cued up the last monster: pushup circuit, but with a twist. She straddled my hips as I lowered to the mat, pushing me down with her palms, then making me plank with her weight as resistance.

Every rep, her body pressed closer. The heat of her pussy hovered over my lower back, the friction unmistakable.

She made a point of adjusting her position. “Don’t sag. You’ll never keep a woman satisfied if that’s your best form.”

I barked a laugh, even through the burn. “Didn’t hear you complaining last time. Just don’t fall in love, alright?”

She ground her hips just once, reward and punishment in one. “If you can’t leave me breathless, you’re not trying hard enough.”

We see-sawed through the set, trading insults and dares until my arms nearly gave out.

She collapsed next to me, both of us lying flat on the rubber floor, staring at the ceiling like we’d just survived something epic.

Jordan rolled to her side, propped on one elbow.

“You did better than I thought,” she admitted, voice low.

I rolled to face her, not giving up the last word. “I could go another round.”

She arched a brow, green eyes glinting. “Talk is cheap, Bennett. Put your money where your mouth is.”

I started to get up, and she caught my wrist. “Don’t run off. We’re not done.”

A standoff. We were both drenched, hearts going double-time, the sweat sheen on her arms making every muscle pop. For a second, all I saw was the curve of her tits, still rising and falling with each inhale, the glisten of her skin, and the way her expression had shifted from clinical to hungry.

If there was ever a boundary, it was dust now.

She closed the space, her face inches from mine.

“Shower,” she ordered, the word a challenge.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I peeled myself off the mat, watching her watch me. She trailed me to the glass-walled door, hips swaying with no pretense, and I felt her stare on my back even as I stripped down.

The line between work and want? It was long gone.

And the best part? We both knew exactly what was coming next.

***

I didn’t waste time with the shower, just spun the handle to max and let the hot water roar. Frosted glass, floor-to-ceiling, boxed in the space. With all that steam curling off the slate tile, it looked more like a nightclub VIP suite than anything you’d find next to a gym.

The water hit my back, hammering out the last of the muscle burn. I had maybe thirty seconds to breathe before I heard the lock click.

The door drifted open and Jordan stepped through, completely naked.

No towel, no hesitation, just the controlled strut of an apex athlete who had nothing to hide.

She was fucking electric.

The steam made her skin gleam, every muscle sculpted and flawless, shoulders, arms, even her calves tight and cut from years of discipline. And then there were her tits: full, round, high on her chest with nipples dark and angry, already stiff and begging for attention. Her waist was tight, hips flared, thighs like machinery, all power and promise.

She looked at me, not even blinking, then closed the door behind her.

The silence said everything.

Jordan stepped in so close her breath fogged up my vision. She stared me down, then crashed her mouth to mine, no warmup, no testing the waters, just raw, open-mouthed hunger.

We hit the tile wall hard enough to rattle the glass.

Her hands dug into my hair, nails scraping my scalp, while mine found her ass, both cheeks, the springy give more than perfect. I squeezed, lifted, drawing a gasp from her that vibrated down my tongue.

Jordan was all over me, hands, teeth, tits flattened to my chest, one thigh grinding up between my legs. She wanted a battle, or maybe a surrender, and I didn’t care which.

I grabbed her by the hips, spun to pin her to the wet wall. The water hammered us both, her hair slicked back, droplets racing across her skin, down her breasts, over her tight stomach.

She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and jumped, legs snapping around my waist with zero hesitation. The heat of her pussy rode my cock, the friction mind-bending.

She bit my lip, hard.

“I wanted this since you left for Paris,” she growled, voice gone ragged.

“Next time don’t bother waiting,” I shot back, lining my cock up with her entrance.

She squeezed my shoulders, chin tilted up, eyes locked on mine.

“I won’t.”

The tip breached her, and she was wet already, slick and clutching, the velvet squeeze of her cunt swallowing me inch by inch.

We both groaned, the sound echoing off glass and tile.

I drove up, impaling her. Jordan’s head hit the wall. She liked the rough, and so did I.

Her thighs braced me tight, locking me in. The strength in her body almost matched the intensity in her stare.

She raked my back, nails leaving trails. “Fuck yes, Jack—don’t hold back—”

I didn’t.

I hammered into her, hips pistoning, the slap of skin and water and pure need. The spray ran down her tits, making every bounce hypnotic, nipples rock hard and begging to be sucked.

She wanted eye contact. I gave it to her, holding her gaze while I fucked her, raw and deep, her pussy melting around my cock.

The sound of it was obscene, wet, insistent, desperate.

She started to shake, little tremors that told me she was already close.

“God, you’re fucking amazing,” she moaned, fucking herself down on my cock, chasing every thrust. “I can’t—don’t stop—”

I pressed her harder into the wall, hands under her ass, lifting her higher, opening her up.

I pumped faster, deeper, every move making her gasp.

“Jack—oh fuck—right there—don’t you dare—”

She clenched, cunt rippling. Then she shattered, her voice echoing loud as thunder. Her body seized, thighs crushing my hips, every muscle locked in climax.

I didn’t slow down, just drove through it, letting her orgasm milk my cock. The look on her face, wild, unfiltered, eyes half-gone, was pure satisfaction.

But I wasn’t finished.

Jordan rode the aftershocks, then caught her breath and tugged me in for a savage, biting kiss.

She grinned, chest heaving. “Again.”

I obliged.

I should have been spent, totally rung out, but the second she whispered “again,” my body found this bottomless reserve, the kind I never tapped in a workout, not even under Ryan’s worst mercenary circuits. There was no hesitation, no lull between the animal and the need. I adjusted my grip, anchoring her under the thighs, relishing the way her calves flexed against my lower back as I pressed her into the shower wall. Water blurred everything to a fevered rush, her hair plastered dark and wild to her temples, the glazed focus in her eyes, the wet flush climbing her throat.


Jordan set the tempo this time, hips rolling in slow, greedy circles, dragging every inch of me through her soaking wet pussy. Her forehead tipped against mine, and every little breath she took vibrated in both our chests. The heat was unreal, and the way we fit just clicked, like two pieces engineered to lock under pressure. She hooked her arms behind my neck, nails raking up my scalp, and the only thing that kept us from falling to the tile was the wall and the adrenaline.


She was less rough now, more deliberate, each grind more about drawing out the pleasure than the punishing pace of the first go. She’d fuck me slow, then clench down, milking me until I gasped, then let up just enough to drive me nuts. We kissed, but not like before. This time, it was open, searching, tongues lazy and tasting, like neither of us was in a hurry to stop. The steam made everything slicker, and Jordan’s skin, always flawless, now glowed with this almost iridescent sheen.


I was so deep inside her I could feel the pulse of her heartbeat match my own. Every time she shuddered, I’d throb in response. The room narrowed until it was just her, the hot water, and the low, wet sound of our bodies moving together. She started whispering these barely audible curses, voice thick and breaking, then she’d just bite my ear or suck my tongue and ride me harder. The harder I tried to keep control, the more she unravelled me.


Her tits were mashed to my chest, their perfect fullness overlaid by the hard points of her nipples, which raked my pecs each time I thrust up. She had her nails sunk into my shoulders now, and any pain just fed the rawness between us. I wanted to devour her, but she wouldn’t let me take over, wouldn’t let me back her off the wall. Every time I tried to switch it up, she locked me down, laughing into my mouth, like she’d made up her mind and I was just along for the ride.


The tension ratcheted up with every slow, grinding slide. I could feel her getting close, the way her breath caught and her hips lost their rhythm, the way her whole body went rigid then shook loose again. Her head rolled back, eyes closed, lips parted and pink. I watched the way her throat bobbed as she swallowed a moan, and I wanted to stay in that exact moment forever.


She came second, but not by much. I felt her lock around me, a full-body vice that squeezed my cock so hard I almost blacked out. She made this sound, half-laugh, half-growl, that vibrated through my spine. I slammed in deep, holding her so fucking tight, and then the world went white. It wasn’t a spasm, it was a complete loss of control; I emptied into her, pulse after pulse, and I could feel the heat of it even through the water crashing over us.


We didn’t move after. We just hung there, shivering against each other, her legs still wrapped around me, my hands clutching the small of her back like if I let go, I’d lose gravity entirely. The aftershocks were insane, her pussy still fluttering around me; I’d never felt anything like it. My forehead was pressed to her neck, and my heart pounded so loud that it drowned out the hiss of the shower.

Her hands mapped my body, slow, almost gentle. She caught my eyes, and for the first time all morning, there was no guard, just her, raw and real.

Whatever wall we’d had? It was gone, washed away with the sweat and the steam.

Jordan planted one more kiss on my mouth, hard, before releasing me and finding her feet on the wet tile.

She eyed my cock, still twitching, and licked her lips as if she already missed it.

“Not bad for a warmup,” she murmured, voice silky.

She grabbed a towel, tossed me one, then padded out, ass swaying, never looking back.

I stayed behind, catching my breath, barely able to process what the hell had just happened.

If the gym session was high-voltage, the shower was the breaker that tripped everything to overload.

Jordan had just made her point, clear as day.

And I was more than ready to see what she had planned next.

***

We made the move from shower to bedroom like it was choreographed. Both of us still dripping, muscles loose, skin hot from more than just the water.

My bedroom wasn’t fancy, just king bed, shades half-drawn, and the scattered artifacts of a guy who never expected to be living with a rotating cast of beautiful women. But in that moment, it might as well have been the honeymoon suite at the Four Seasons.

Jordan wasted no time stripping me of my towel, using hers to squeegee the water right out of my hair.

She started at the top, brisk strokes across my shoulders, then slowed as she hit my chest and abs, her gaze tracking every pass of the terry. She did a double pass over my dick, making sure to cup my balls with the towel, totally casual yet totally intentional.

I almost choked.

She grinned, eyes glinting. “Didn’t want you catching a chill.”

“Professional courtesy?” I asked.

She shrugged, her towel working down my legs. “Consider it personal. I like my men dry and responsive.”

I took her hint, spinning her so I could map every inch of her with my own towel. Jordan’s body was a fucking masterclass in contradiction: tight, ripped abs but breasts that put most pinups to shame. Every curve perfectly impossible. Her nipples were still hard, her skin splotched pink from the shower heat, and her thighs flexed with every shift of weight.

I dragged the towel over her tits, slow enough to earn a raised eyebrow, then knelt to dry her calves, making a big show of it.

She didn’t flinch. Instead, she planted a foot on the bed, spreading her legs wider, like she was daring me to find a spot she’d missed.

The bedroom was silent except for our breathing, and then, just as I stood, she broke the quiet.

“Lily, Anna, Savannah, they’re relentless, you know that?” Jordan’s tone had changed. Gone was the drill sergeant; this was more like a friend letting you in on a secret. “They’ve been pitching me hard on this poly thing. The group dynamic. The support, the energy, the…” She paused, searching for the right word. “The satisfaction of having a family without all the drama I used to see in my parents’ mess.”

She snagged a clean sports bra from her bag and pulled it on, tits bouncing before she snapped the band into place.

“They’re making some convincing arguments for this poly life of yours,” Jordan said, voice softer now.

I tossed my towel aside, cocky as hell. “Tell you what, Hale. You give me a chance, and I’ll make sure you never look back. Money-back guarantee.”

That earned a real laugh. She yanked up her leggings, wriggling her ass as she shimmied them into place. “Promises, promises,” she said, mouth quirking.

She faced me, all business again, hands on hips.

“You can try to convince me when you take me out on a date this Friday.” She didn’t ask; she stated. Floor manager at the ready. “Show up, seven o’clock. I expect to be impressed. No weak sauce.”

I saluted. “Your wish is my command. You want a preview, or do I keep you guessing?”

She considered, then fixed me with a look that could have stopped a city bus. “I want to see what you’ve got. If you play it safe, I’ll know.”

Tension snapped tight. All at once, she was in my space again, clean, fresh, still buzzing from orgasm and victory.

Jordan closed the gap and planted a kiss that would have made the entire Bulls roster jealous. Tongue hungry, hands framing my jaw, she sucked the air right out of my lungs.

When she pulled away, her eyes burned even brighter. “Consider this your warning. If you disappoint, I’m putting you back on burpees until you cry uncle.”

I barked a laugh. “No pressure.”

Jordan grinned, snatched her bag, then slapped my ass on the way out.

“See you Friday, Bennett. Unless you chicken out.”

She vanished, leaving a shockwave of anticipation in her wake.

I slumped onto the bed, mind already racing.

It wasn’t just about the next date, or the next round of sex, or whatever insane challenge she’d throw at me in the gym.

Jordan had said the quiet part out loud: This was her tryout to join our world. The women had laid the groundwork. Now it was on me to build the rest.

Game fucking on.


Chapter fifteen
Clubbing


The text from Natalie popped up just after 9 pm, right as I was scrubbing the last traces of Jordan’s perfume off my neck and wondering if I had the energy left for anything more ambitious than passing out.

Her message was a bullet:

Lexi & Fiona want to test your stamina @ Luna Lounge. 10 sharp. Wear something worth taking off later.

If that didn’t cut through the noise, nothing would.

I didn’t bother hiding the invite. Savannah was curled up on the couch, phone in hand, legs draped over Anna’s lap while Lily worked her magic in the kitchen. I cleared my throat, read the text out loud, and waited for the verdict.

Anna didn’t hesitate. “You absolutely go. If you can’t recruit Natalie tonight, you’re off the starting rotation.”

Savannah just grinned, eyes glinting. “I expect a full report. Pictures optional, details mandatory.”

Lily flounced out of the kitchen, socked feet skidding on the wood. “Tell her we all voted. She’s not allowed to play hard to get anymore. You have permission to use whatever means necessary.”

“Anything?” I asked, deadpan.

Savannah stretched, arching her back so her tits practically spilled out of her tank. “Anything. If she tries to resist, call for backup.”

Anna wore her plotting face, the one I always imagined she used on high-level client pitches. “Go win her over, Jack. And if you chicken out, we’ll know.”

Talk about pressure.

I ducked into the bedroom, swapped my usual uniform for something that might pass inspection: dark jeans, a v-neck tee that hugged the right muscles, and boots that could stomp through spilled drinks and worse. From the approving catcalls at the door, I guessed I’d hit the mark.

Savannah did a final check, fingers flattening my hair, mouth lingering by my ear. Her voice was low and honeyed. “She’s smart, and she’s a freak for details. Remember, baby, play to her strengths. Make her feel like she runs the place.”

Lily looped my arm, eyes bright. “She wants to feel special. You’re her prize, not the other way around.”

Anna just smirked. “Don’t fuck it up.”

With that, I hit the street, the city buzzing enough to make the adrenaline feel like a second skin.

Luna Lounge sat just off Milwaukee Ave, squeezed between a vape shop and a tattoo parlor. From two blocks out, you could hear the bass line, a low pulse that made your bones vibrate.

Inside, the air was pure energy, sweat, spilled vodka, the ozone of neon tubes burning out years of midnight secrets. The crowd was young, but not naive. You could smell ambition, desperation, regular old horniness riding the back of every heartbeat.

Natalie found me before I found her.

She wore a sequined slip dress that caught every strobe and bent it into pure lust. Her hair was down, falling in soft, surfer-girl waves, but her eyes were pure CEO, cold blue, assessing, never missing a thing.

She stepped in and hooked one arm behind my neck, pressing her body close. Her lips brushed the corner of my mouth, then landed a real kiss that sent a hard jolt straight to my cock.

“Missed you,” she whispered, letting the words skate across my skin. Then she drew back, gaze sharp. “You clean up nice.”

I took in the view. Her dress clung to every curve, the low dip at her back, the peek of toned thigh when she shifted her weight. Fuck, she looked better than any club lighting had a right to allow.

“You’re the showstopper tonight,” I said, letting my hand settle at the small of her back. The sequins scratched, but in a way that just made me want to peel it off her, inch by inch.

She laughed, but there was an edge to it. “Wait til you see the other two.”

As if summoned, Lexi and Fiona swept in from the bar.

Lexi was pint-sized fury, rocking a tailored black blazer over a mesh top that did nothing to hide her nipples. Tiny but commanding, she zeroed in on me with eyes that could’ve cross-examined a crime boss.

“Bennett,” Lexi said, voice all business. “Glad you could join us. We were just debating whether you’d flake.”

Fiona snorted and slid right up to my side. She wore a blood-red wrap dress, cleavage sharp enough to slice bread. Her hair was down and wild, green eyes lit with mischief. She checked me from head to toe, then elbowed Natalie.

Fiona's gaze swept over me with the comfortable familiarity of someone who's seen you both sober and stupid. "Still rocking that same shirt from the rooftop party," she said, lips quirking. "At least it works for you."

Lexi sipped her gin, mouth twitching. "Remember when he fixed Anna's broken speaker with just his pocket knife on the Fourth? Those hands are useful for something."

Natalie rolled her eyes. "You promised to be nice."

"I promised to be interesting," Lexi said, nudging me with her elbow like we were already in on the same joke. "So far, we're off to a good start."

Natalie wasted no time leading the way through the crush of bodies to a high-top table near the dance floor. The four of us crammed in, drinks arriving like magic. Someone had already preordered. The cocktails were fluorescent and strong enough that the first sip nearly blew my eyebrows off.

Lexi made a production of clinking glasses. “To new friends, old drama, and the pursuit of better parties.”

Fiona leaned in, voice pitched low. “Seriously, Jack, what’s it like keeping all your women so happy? We’ve got bets running you’ll tap out before the end of summer.”

I shrugged, keeping it casual. “I build for longevity. If you rush, shit collapses.”

Lexi waggled her eyebrows. “Rumor is the only thing that collapses around you is self-control. That true, Natalie?”

Natalie didn’t shy. She held my gaze, lips curving. “I’ll report back in the morning.”

Fiona let out a wolf whistle. “That’s the energy we like to see.”

The music shifted gears, house morphing into something deeper, raunchier. Natalie grabbed my wrist and pulled me onto the dance floor, sequins reflecting every color under the LEDs.

From the first beat, she matched me step for step.

She danced like she’d been born in four-inch heels, hip to hip, ass rolling against my crotch, arms draped behind my neck. Every brush of skin set off shockwaves. Sometimes the touch was just a casual bump, a spark of heat in the darkness; sometimes, her hand would slip lower, fingers pressing into my waistband, a promise of more.

Lexi and Fiona were right behind us, working the crowd, their vibe somewhere between hype squad and mischief inciters.

Lexi was a menace, darting in to trade partners, stealing drinks and delivering zingers. She’d plant her tiny frame between us, then stage-whisper insults into my ear. “She’s crazy for you, you idiot. Even I can see it, and I’m dead inside.”

Fiona played the opposite game, slow grinds, hands on my shoulders, her perfume heavy and inviting. She’d press herself in, just enough to make Natalie glare, then laugh and spin away.

They ran a perfect two-woman hustle: Lexi with the acid commentary, Fiona with the slow-burn seduction.

But even when they tried to shake things up, all routes led straight back to Natalie.

Every time, she gravitated to me, marking her territory with a palm to my chest or a soft graze at my jaw.

After a blistering three-song run, we staggered back to the table. Natalie was flushed, lips parted. Sweat beaded at her temples, making her dewy.

Fiona studied her, then me, eyes dancing. “This is the best show I’ve seen in weeks. Can we get a repeat in the parking lot?”

Lexi raised her glass. “Here’s my analysis: you two should just fuck, already, and spare the rest of us the torture.”

Natalie gave her a look. “Keep talking and I’ll hook you up with the club DJ again.”

“God, no,” Lexi said, feigning horror. “That man owns more hair gel than a Bravo reunion special.”

I couldn’t stop grinning. Every word from these women was an uppercut, but instead of getting battered, I just felt more alive.

Natalie slid her hand onto my thigh, her nails tracing lazy lines up and down. “Ignore them. They’re just jealous.”

I leaned in, lips grazing her ear. “If this is your recruitment team, they deserve a raise.”

She shivered, but her grip on my leg tightened. “You have no idea.”

We hit the floor again, bodies packed together. This time, Natalie turned so her back was pressed to my chest, her ass grinding into my crotch like she wanted to leave a mark for the morning.

I wrapped my arms around her waist, keeping her pinned. Above the music, her laugh was low and dirty.

Between songs, Lexi and Fiona would orbit, sometimes inserting themselves, sometimes just watching from the edge, heads together and whispering like ringleaders calling the next play.

Three drinks in, the lines between playful and hungry started to blur.

Fiona sandwiched Natalie from behind, her hands on Natalie’s hips, pushing her tighter against my cock. The move was so shameless, even the woman at the next table whistled approval.

Lexi used the distraction to slide up my front and whisper, “You better give her what she needs, Bennett. She’s been working her ass off for months. If you don’t, I’ll find someone who can.”

“You volunteering?” I shot back.

She grinned, eyes feral. “In your dreams, king.”

Natalie broke away, spun to face me, eyes electric. “She’s in rare form tonight. I’m not sure if she wants to kill you or fuck you.”

“Why not both?” Lexi called, raising her drink.

Fiona just hooted. “If you two don’t fuck tonight, there’s no hope for anyone.”

The music swelled, some remix of an old-school Madonna track, but with more bass and less innocence.

Natalie and I lost ourselves in the rhythm. Her body melted into mine, hair wild, lips a soft tease every time she leaned in. Sometimes she’d just rest her forehead to mine, eyes closed, letting the world vanish around us. Sometimes, her hand would cup my jaw and force a kiss, deep and tongue-heavy, like we weren’t even in public.

By now, half the club had caught on. More than a few randoms shot us jealous looks. One guy even tried to cut in, only for Fiona to block him with a stare so cold, I thought he might piss himself.

Lexi and Fiona started to drift. You could see it in the way their conversation slowed, how they dialed back the chaos and let the focus tighten on me and Natalie.

During a lull, Lexi set down her empty glass, fixed Natalie with a conspiratorial look, then leaned into my shoulder.

“We’re calling it,” Lexi announced, all corporate command. “This is clearly a two-body problem best solved in private.”

Fiona landed a loud, smacking kiss on Natalie’s cheek, then looped her arm around Lexi. “Try not to break him,” she told Natalie. “Or do, and call me if you need a replacement.”

Lexi slid her business card into my back pocket, no joke, she really did, then spun off, heels tapping a victory march past the line of waiting guests.

“Good luck, Bennett,” she called. “You’ll need it.”

Just like that, the air snapped into focus.

Crowded club, yes. Lights still spinning, the music loud enough to make your teeth shake.

But now it was just me and Natalie, the heat between us banking from ember to five-alarm.

She breathed out, shaky. “They’re insufferable, but they have a point.”

I smoothed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Which part?”

Natalie bit her lip, holding my stare. “That I need you. And I’m done pretending otherwise.”

Our bodies drifted closer, the crowd left in our dust. On the dance floor, with the world on mute, I wrapped her up and let her lead, hips rolling together as if we’d already claimed the night.

It felt like the start of something that couldn’t be stopped.

And if the family back home was hoping for a win, tonight, we’d just scored the opening goal.

***

We barely cleared the club exit before Natalie curved her arm through mine and steered us straight down Milwaukee, past a bodega and a half-lit vape shop, to the all-night Greystone Diner. She didn’t even hesitate. Just marched us through the door, eyes on the prize.

The space was classic Chicago dive: battered chrome, floors sticky enough that every step threatened to claim your shoe, and a cracked counter where a guy in a Blackhawks hat nursed a mug and glared at the clock. Nothing but the low hum of late-night regrets and the hiss of fryers from the kitchen.

Natalie bypassed the back booths, picking one right in the window. Vinyl seats, bright red but patched in places, and a table that wobbled if you so much as breathed on it.

She slid in, sequins flashing, then patted the spot next to her. “Sit here. I need you close enough to warm me up.”

I bantered, but my heart was still going double-time from the club. “You cold, or just using that as an excuse?”

Her laugh was soft, rough at the edges. “Why can’t it be both?”

She pressed herself to my side, leg to leg, and suddenly we were in our own little time capsule. City noise outside, the chaos of Luna Lounge traded for the clink of ceramic mugs and the sizzle of bacon.

The waitress landed water, coffee, and menus with a look that said she’d seen every permutation of post-midnight hookup. If she noticed the way Natalie’s hand settled on my thigh under the table, or the way her lipstick was already smudged, she didn’t comment.

We ordered burgers, fries, and a strawberry milkshake the size of a soup can. Then we just sat, letting the lull spool out. For the first time all night, the tension wasn’t about who might be watching. It was about what might happen if neither of us blinked.

Natalie broke first. Her thumb traced little shapes on my jeans. “You remember the last time we saw each other in public? At my studio?”

I nodded, and the memory was pure voltage: the way she’d pulled me into the back, the flash of hunger in her eyes, the desperate way she’d kissed me before Ryan almost walked in. It hadn’t been safe. It hadn’t felt like a choice.

“We were so close to getting caught,” she said, shivering a little. “Part of me wanted that. To force it out into the open.”

I let my hand cover hers. “You know, the only reason I ever hold back is him. Ryan. But the idea of not seeing you? That’s worse. That’s what I can’t stand.”

Natalie’s gaze softened, but there was a battle behind her eyes. She chewed her lip for a second. Then she went all-in.

“I should probably tell you-I’ve had a crush on you since the first day we met. Even when I was still with Ryan.” Her voice was a whisper, but the words hit like a head-on collision.

She didn’t let me interrupt. “I never told you because, honestly, I didn’t want to come between you two. You’re brothers. And even if I did, I figured you… I don’t know. Wouldn’t look at me that way.”

My brain short-circuited. I actually had no retort, no one-liner, nothing. Just pure shock.

I shifted, making sure she saw my face. “How could you ever think I wouldn’t want you, Natalie? I mean—look at you. You’re brilliant, you’re gorgeous, you’re the most ambitious woman I’ve ever met. If anything, I always figured you were out of my league.”

She barked out a laugh, rough and a little wounded. “You really thought that?”

I nodded, letting my fingers trace the line of her wrist. “I never thought I had a shot. Not with you and Ryan. Not after you took over Vaughn Lighting and went full-on boss mode.”

She looked at her water glass, condensation dotting the formica in random patterns. “God. All this time, I had it backwards. I torched my relationship because I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Every time you came by the studio, you’d have this look… Like you actually cared about what I said. Not just my body, not just the specs. No one else has ever made me feel that way.”

I shook my head. “You have no idea. If people knew the shit I’d do just to get an extra five minutes with you, they’d probably stage an intervention.”

The line landed. Something in her posture eased. She rested her head on my shoulder, the sequined strap of her dress digging into my collarbone.

The streetlight made a little halo over her hair as she leaned into me.

“I had this plan, you know,” she murmured. “After I broke up with Ryan, I’d move on. Get busy with work. Prove I could do it on my own. No distractions. Then I saw you again, at that club with Anna and Jordan, and it was like a switch flipped. All I wanted was to be in your world, even if it was just for a night.”

I remembered that night. The heat, the chemistry, the look in her eyes when all four of us ended up tangled in her bed. It hadn’t been a drunken mistake. It had been fate, waiting to pounce.

I cupped her chin, turned her face to meet mine. “You never have to settle for second place with me. Just say what you want, and it’s yours.”

Her smile was small, almost shy. “You really mean that.”

I let my fingers trail her jaw, mapping every inch. “Fuck yes, I mean it. There’s not a day I’m not thinking about you. Not just the sex. You. The way your mind works, how you talk about your business, the way you obsess over something until it’s perfect. It’s impossible not to get hooked.”

For a second, she looked like she might cry. But she didn’t. Instead, she closed her eyes and kissed me, soft as a confession.

When she spoke, her voice was cracked but determined. “You know what I thought when I saw you dancing with Anna and Jordan that night? I thought, ‘That should be me. I want that. All of it.’”

The food arrived, classic diner spread, burgers stacked high, fries glistening, shake dripping over the rim of its cheesy glass. The waitress winked, but vanished fast.

We ignored the food, too caught up in the conversation to care about cholesterol.

Natalie ran her fingertip over my knuckles. “Promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“Even if it’s fucked up, you’ll tell me if this gets too messy. I don’t want to be the reason something explodes with your family. I just—can’t pretend anymore that I don’t want you.”

My pulse hammered. I squeezed her hand. “I promise. But just know: you’re not pulling me away from anyone. You’re part of this. All in. Hell, Anna, Lily, and Savannah practically begged me to bring you back to the loft tonight.”

Her body relaxed. The tension that had knotted her since Luna Lounge finally let up. She smiled, teeth sinking into her lower lip in a way that was pure, wicked Natalie.

“Good. Because I want you tonight. Every way I can have you.”

We dug into the burgers, but the real meal was the words we’d been starving for.

For the first time, I realized the truth: Natalie Vaughn wasn’t just a prize. She was another perfect puzzle piece. The one who cloud slot into our crew without missing a beat.

A single night in a diner had rewritten years of wishful thinking.

And we weren’t even close to done.

***

The fries were scorched and the burgers tasted like they’d been fried in nostalgia, but neither of us cared.

Natalie stole a fry, then another, her side pressed tight to mine. Even in the after-hours glare, she was still the best-lit woman in the room.

If there was ever a time to slow-walk a confession, she didn’t take it.

“I should probably warn you,” Natalie said, her voice dropping to the kind of confidential hush reserved for backroom deals and bedroom confessions. “Another reason I ended it with Ryan? I never saw myself in a regular marriage. Never wanted the ring and the house and the endless routine.”

She watched the droplets race down her water glass, finger chasing them in absent circles.

“What I wanted…what I still want…is something more alive. More real. I hated the thought of being boxed in, or boxed out.”

I reached under the table, found her knee, and squeezed until she looked at me.

“Nothing about you could ever be caged,” I said. “Honestly, that’s half the appeal.”

She laughed, but it died quick. “You want to know the truth? When I ran into you at Avenue after the conference, and you were with Anna and Jordan? Knowing you were with both women, that you’d take them both home? I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Screw the jealousy. I was turned on for days.”

She let that hang, eyes burning into mine.

I grinned. “Why didn’t you just say so?”

She shrugged, restless. “It’s not exactly the kind of thing you drop at a work meeting.”

I leaned in so our foreheads nearly touched. “Maybe not. But you should know: everyone in the group wants to meet you halfway.”

Her brow lifted. “You mean, like…test drive being part of the family?”

“I mean exactly that. Spend time with us. See if it fits.”

While she chewed on that, her phone buzzed, two short pings. She glanced at the lock screen, then set it down like it was radioactive.

I caught the glow: Anna, Lily, Savannah, and the rest of the team all in a thread titled “Sisters and Sinners.”

Natalie caught my look and snorted. “Okay, fine. I’m on the harem group chat. Anna added me three weeks ago, and I never left.” Her eyes sparkled, the relief at saying it out loud pure oxygen.

“You have no idea what it’s like. Every time my phone lights up and it’s one of them, Anna, Quinn, Jordan, Savannah, even Lily, I get this jolt. Like if I’m not careful, it’ll take over my whole life.”

I let her stew in the admission. Then I played my ace.

“If that’s addiction, maybe you should let it happen,” I said. “Nobody’s keeping score. There’s no right or wrong here, just what works for you.”

She hesitated, toe tracing the seam in my jeans. “You say that now. But this thing with Ryan, I never want to hurt him. He was good to me, you know? Not perfect, but he deserved a happy ending.”

“And he’s happily married with a three-year old daughter. Missions accomplished.” But I understood. The guilt was real, a muscle flexing just beneath the surface. But so was the hunger.

I squeezed her hand, as solid as I could make it. “We don’t have to solve it tonight. Just know this: you’re wanted. Maybe more than anyone else who’s ever sat beside me.”

She let out a shaky breath, shoulders finally dropping as the last of her resistance drained away.

“Then you should know something, too,” she said, voice barely a whisper.

“What’s that?”

“I want tonight. With you. But I don’t want to wake up in your loft, not yet. If I see Anna and Savannah and Lily, I’ll never escape, and what’s more, I won’t want to. Let’s go to my place. Just us. For now.”

The honesty was so raw it made me ache.

I tossed cash on the table, pulled her close, and pressed my mouth to her ear.

“Lead the way, Vaughn. But fair warning, if you get addicted, I’m not bailing you out.”

She laughed, bold and bright for the first time since Luna Lounge. “I don’t want to be bailed out, Jack. I want to be ruined.”

She snatched my hand, burgers forgotten, and led us out through the night.

The city was still buzzing, but we were already in our own orbit.

If she was hooked, the only thing left was to see how hard she’d fall.

***

Natalie’s building was a glass-and-steel fortress on a quiet edge of Logan Square, the kind of place you’d walk past a dozen times and never guess what was inside. But her apartment? It was all her: clean lines, polished surfaces, the warm scent of sandalwood and something floral I couldn’t name.

She locked the door behind us, then turned with something like a smirk.

“You good?” she asked, voice barely above a hum.

I didn’t answer. I just cupped her jaw and kissed her, slow and deliberate, letting her feel every ounce of want that had been building since Luna Lounge.

Her arms slid around my waist, anchoring me. For a long minute we just stood, pressed together, breathing the same air.

Eventually, she broke away, her hands skimming up under my shirt. “I want to see you,” she whispered. “All of you. No rush.”

I let her undress me, piece by piece, like she was unwrapping a present she’d waited months for. The shirt hit the floor, followed by the boots, then jeans. She trailed her nails down my chest, mapping every scar and every line, cataloging what was hers now.

“Your turn,” I said, and slid the straps off her shoulders. The sequined dress pooled at her feet, a puddle of starlight on the hardwood.

Natalie stood before me in nothing but her panties, skin golden in the glow of those perfect, designer lamps. Her body was all smooth contrast: high, tight tits, toned arms, curve of waist and hips built for sin.

She didn’t cover up. She just stepped closer, pulled my hand to her breast, and let out a sigh.

The bedroom was a masterclass in lighting. The fixtures, her own design, I was sure, bathed everything in soft gold and gentle shadow. Her skin looked flawless, every dip and swell highlighted like she was carved from light, not flesh and bone.

I scooped her up and carried her to the bed, letting her fall back into the sheets. She hooked her ankles around my thighs, dragging me closer until our bodies lined up, chest to chest, heart to heart.

We kissed, long and unhurried, tongues tangling. I ran a palm over her breast, thumb flicking her nipple until it tightened and flushed hot pink.

“God, Jack,” she breathed, arching into my touch. “You have no idea what that does to me.”

I didn’t let up. I took my time, kissing down her collarbone, tasting her pulse right at the hollow of her throat. Every time my lips brushed her skin, she shivered, her hands clutching at my back, nails digging in just enough to claim me.

She was a symphony of restraint and surrender. When I teased her ribs and abs, she clenched with anticipation. When I slid two fingers into her panties and found her soaking wet, she let out a moan that seemed to echo off every surface in the room.

I wanted to take her slow, memorize every inch, but when she stripped off her panties and sprawled for me, legs open, pussy blushing and already needy, I nearly lost control.

She caught my hand, yanked me up for another kiss.

“We have all night,” Natalie whispered, eyes locked to mine. “Don’t rush.”

I obeyed. I mapped her with mouth and hands, working down her body: breasts, stomach, the delicate line of her hip bone, then down to the wet heat between her thighs.

She was beautiful everywhere, but her pussy was almost unreal, delicate folds, flushed and glistening, the little nub of her clit peeking from beneath its hood, begging for attention like it was designed for pleasure and nothing else.

I started slow, flicking my tongue over her clit, letting it swell under the rhythm. She writhed, heels digging into my shoulders, hands fisted in my hair.

“Oh, fuck, right there—” she gasped, voice ragged but desperate for more.

I circled her clit, then drew it between my lips and sucked, hard enough to make her whole body arch off the bed.

She came in a rush, thighs crushing my ears, the sound of her pleasure raw and unfiltered.

But she didn’t let me up. She dragged me back to her mouth and kissed me, frantic for more.

This time, when I lined up at her entrance, she reached down and guided me inside.

The slide was perfect, velvet and heat, her cunt clutching me so tight it felt like the first time.

We moved together, neither of us in a hurry to finish. The connection wasn’t just bodies, it was eye contact, hands tangled, the slow dance of two people who’d been waiting years to finally get this right.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me in so close I could feel her heart pounding against my chest.

“This is what I wanted,” Natalie whispered, barely a breath. “Always you.”

I slammed my cock into her, slow at first, then harder, the headboard thumping the wall with every deliberate stroke. Sweat beaded on my shoulders; hers glistened in the perfect bedroom light.

She never broke eye contact. Even when her pleasure peaked and she started trembling, she just stared into me, letting me see how much she was feeling.

“Jack, holy fuck, don’t stop, don’t you dare—”

I slammed into her, harder and deeper, the base of my cock grinding her clit with each piston stroke. The friction was electric, a raw, ragged edge of pleasure that threatened to tear us both apart. Natalie’s thighs curled around my hips, locking me in, and she rasped my name, desperate and wild.


“Jack—Jack—oh my god, yes—”


Her pussy clamped down, velvet-fisted and wet enough to drown a man. I felt her nails rake over my ass, leaving crescents that would sting for hours, and the sight of her, head thrown back, mouth open and keening, nearly undid me.


But I wanted to see her break. Wanted to see her lose herself, truly, to whatever this was between us.


I slowed, just to the edge of teasing, holding her eyes with mine. She stared back, blue irises blown out and shining, and when I rolled my hips, circling like a boxer, she bucked up to meet me. The base of my cock mashed her clit even as I thrust, and she sobbed out a curse, fists clutching the sheets.


I kept the rhythm, relentless and slow, and she started to tremble. Her whole body went taut, muscles seizing, then she let go in a long, spiraling gasp.


She came like she’d been waiting her entire life for this, the orgasm pulsing through her in waves, every nerve set aflame. Her hands clawed at my shoulders, nails leaving tracks, and she dug in, pulling me deeper, begging for more.


“Fuck, Natalie,” I groaned, the sensation of her milking me almost too much.


But she wasn’t done. She wrapped a leg around my back, using leverage to grind up at me, and every time our hips met, her clit trapped perfectly between us, another shock ran through her.


“Don’t stop—please—don’t you fucking dare—”


I didn’t. I gave it to her, hard and slow, like she wanted, and with every thrust she came again, little aftershocks that tore more cries from her lips. Sweat dripped down my spine, slicked our bodies together, and the room smelled like sex and longing and raw need.


Her eyes stayed locked to mine, even as she unraveled, like she wanted me to watch every second of her coming undone.


I was right there with her, the pressure building, cresting, every part of me focused on the heat and pull of her. The sight of her, wild and perfect, hair tangled and cheeks flushed, pushed me over the edge.


I slammed forward, burying myself to the hilt, and the orgasm ripped through me, sharp and bright and absolute. Every muscle in my body went rigid, cock pulsing inside her, filling her with everything I had. She arched up, crying out in time with my own shout, and for a long, suspended moment, we just hovered there, locked together, the aftershocks echoing through us like ripples in a pond.


When I finally collapsed, it was on top of her, my chest heaving, her arms still wrapped around my neck. We were sweat-soaked and tangled, hearts pounding in sync, her breath ghosting over my ear in shaky bursts.


We lay like that for a while, neither saying a word.


I traced lazy patterns down her side, memorizing the feel of her, and she stroked my shoulders, fingers gentle where once they had been claws.


The city was a distant hum, muffled by the fortress of her apartment and the thrum of our own blood in our ears.

Finally, she eased her grip, and I rolled onto my side, taking her with me. She draped herself across my chest, hair wild, body still humming from the afterglow.

Her head nuzzled under my chin. I ran lazy fingers down her back.

For a while, there was just this: the sound of our breathing and the gentle glow of lamps that could have only belonged to her.

When she finally spoke, it was so soft I almost missed it.

“I haven’t just fallen for you, Jack.” She traced a slow spiral on my chest, then another. “I fell for you a long time ago. Years, probably.”

My throat went tight.

I kissed her temple, drew her in tighter. “I know the feeling. It snuck up on me, too. But I’m glad it did.”

She smiled, almost bashful. The need for control was gone; all that was left was the woman who wanted to be seen, wanted to be held.

“Will you stay?” she whispered, voice barely there. “Don’t leave before I wake up. Promise?”

I cradled her, all resolve. “Count on it. We’ll make breakfast. You can teach me how to work your fancy espresso machine.”

She laughed, relief and joy mixing in the sound. The tension of a hundred past regrets finally let go.

Long after the city went dark, she kept drawing patterns on my chest, her body melting into mine, her breath smoothing out as she drifted toward sleep.

It felt right on a cellular level like we were both exactly where we belonged.

And when the dawn came, I’d still be there, her blueprint for forever, poured in concrete and steel.


Chapter sixteen
River Excursion


The last time I tried to impress a woman with a date, I ended up with a sprained ankle and two mystery stains on my best shirt. Tonight, though? Tonight was a brand-new playbook, drawn up special for Jordan Hale.

The plan had gone through three major overhauls. Axe throwing? Too basic. Private chef dinner? Too intimate, plus the memory of Savannah’s kitchen Olympics was still fresh. But a two-person kayak, river at sunset, just us and the city’s steel bones burning in the afterglow of Friday? That hit the mark.

I pulled up outside Jordan’s place ten minutes early, nerves pinging like I was about to pitch an investor, not woo a woman I’d already fucked in a shower. She answered before I even texted, stepping out in black leggings, a fitted slate-blue windbreaker, and deck sneakers that looked custom-fit to her calves. Her ponytail was tight, no-nonsense, but the smile on her lips was pure mischief.

“You’re punctual,” she said, giving me a side-eye as she settled into the passenger seat.

“I’m not risking burpees for showing up late.”

She snorted. “Good. I had three penalty circuits on standby.”

Her eyes flicked to the gear in back, blanket, thermos, and a dry-bag with backup clothes, just in case.

“Where are we headed?” she asked, but there was a hunch in her voice. She liked puzzles.

“You’ll see.”

Fifteen minutes later, we hit the dock near the North Branch, just as the last of the sunlight set the city on fire. The kayak was a beast: bright yellow, tandem, with carbon-fiber paddles and enough buoyancy to float a high-rise’s worth of ego.

Jordan eyed the setup, then shot me a look so approving it made my pulse double.

“Seriously?” Her lips twitched, almost smiling. “This is—actually perfect.”

I grinned, even as my hands shook loading the extra life vest. “Glad you like it.”

We suited up, strolled down the dock to the launch. The water’s edge was still, but you could feel the city’s energy bleeding down from overhead, the buzz of traffic, laughter from the riverside bars, the pulse of the Blue Line somewhere far above.

The moment I steadied the kayak, Jordan didn’t flinch. She crouched, one fluid move, and slid in bow seat first, hips swaying. I followed, and we pushed off together, the gentle splash echoing off concrete and glass.

The first few strokes were all business. Jordan set a steady rhythm, her arms slicing the paddle through the river as if she’d been born to row.

Chicago unspooled around us, giant slabs of brutalist architecture, curtain walls glassed in sunset, the old smokestacks and new towers arm-wrestling for bragging rights. The water colored by the sky, streaked pink and burnt orange, with the skyline a jagged silhouette overhead.

Jordan took it all in, her breathing calm, but her posture gradually loosening with every foot we covered.

“You’ve done this before,” I said, watching how her biceps flexed with each pull.

She glanced back over her shoulder, ponytail swinging. “We had kayaks at my parents’ place, out near the Fox River. My dad used to drag me out before breakfast, every weekend. Said it built character.”

“Did it?”

She smirked. “Depends who you ask.”

The silence was perfect, not awkward. Just the sound of water bumping the hull, the city’s distant pulse, the shared effort of slicing through the evening.

I stole a glance at her face, and for a split second, she looked almost vulnerable.

Jordan didn’t do small talk, not when something real was on her mind.

After a few blocks drifting under the shadow of the Merchandise Mart, she broke the quiet.

“I should probably give you the heads-up… I don’t do well with messes.”

She let the words float, then dug in.

“My parents, their marriage was a train wreck,” she said, voice even. “Mom was the classic caretaker, always fixing problems. Dad was bright, but lazy, and he needed her for everything. By the time I was twelve, I could tell you exactly how codependency worked. I swore I’d never end up like them. Never.”

I resisted the urge to fill the silence. Sometimes people just needed space to drop the heavy stuff.

She kept her gaze forward as we paddled, city lights flickering to life all around.

“When I started my own business, my first client got a little too…involved.” She flexed her grip on the paddle. “He was older, rich, and persistent. I wasn’t stupid. I told myself I could handle it. But boundaries went to hell. Everything spilled over. When it blew up, I lost both a boyfriend and my best client in under a month.”

She let out a breath, shoulders finally dropping.

“So yeah, the poly thing? I get why it works for some people. I just don’t know if I can buy into that level of trust, or keep it from fucking up my business, my body, or my sanity.”

We glided under a rusted iron bridge, the sounds of the city muting for a few seconds.

I took a shot at honesty.

“Honestly? I don’t blame you. If I watched my folks implode like that, or lost everything because someone couldn’t handle boundaries, I’d be on high alert, too.”

Jordan’s back straightened, almost surprised that I didn’t argue.

I kept it going.

“The only way my stuff works is through raw, brutal communication. No games. No secrets. Nothing left to rot under the surface, because if you don’t fix the cracks, the foundation gives out no matter how pretty the finish looks.”

I paused, letting the river’s rhythm talk for a second.

“Honestly, that’s been the hardest part for me. I love fixing things with my hands, but relationships? You can’t just patch and paint. You have to do demo. Sometimes you have to expose the wiring, even if it’s ugly as hell.”

Jordan’s paddle slowed. Her abs flexed under the thin windbreaker, like she was physically absorbing the truth.

For a long time, neither of us talked. We just moved out into the open, skyline framing us on both sides.

The river was pure silver, every ripple reflecting neon and dusk. Above, the city’s crown glowed, Willis Tower, the old corn-cob towers, the sparkle of streetlights threading through the deepening blue.

Jordan finally twisted around, eyes sharp but softer now.

“So, you’re saying total honesty is non-negotiable.”

I nodded. “It’s the only reason we’re not at war every single day. Anna, Savannah, Lily, even Quinn and Nat to an extent. They don’t compromise on the big stuff. If someone’s pissed, they say so. Out loud. In the open.”

She considered, lips pursed, gaze cataloging every word.

“And if you fuck up?”

I grinned, remembering the chaos that sometimes ripped through the kitchen. “They roast me. Nobody’s above the law, especially not the guy at the center. If you catch me bullshitting, you’re required to call me on it.”

Jordan barked a laugh, the sound raw and honest.

“I like that. I hate phony happy endings, or pretending things are perfect when they’re not.”

We paddled on. The river narrowed, and the wind turned cooler, threading through the towers in sheets. The kayak cut a wake through gentle chop, every move coordinated, every pause a small test.

She let her guard down another inch.

“You’re not like my last guy,” she said, voice quieter. “He wanted to own me. Couldn’t handle that I ran my business better than he did. Or that I didn’t need his money. The power stuff, it got so toxic that I barely recognized myself.”

I didn't jump in, just dipped my paddle to steady us and leaned forward slightly, my breath warming the space between her shoulder blades. A silent invitation to keep going.

“I like that you don’t try to fix me,” Jordan continued. “You stand your ground, but you’re not threatened by challenge.”

I smiled, letting the compliment land.

“Competition is how I know I’m alive,” I said. “If you beat me, I get better. If we work together, nobody can touch us.”

Jordan relaxed, leaning back so her shoulders rolled against the seat. Her whole posture melted from cautious to, almost, content.

Damn, it felt good to see that transformation.

The sun had slipped almost entirely below the skyline, but the world was still streaked in gold. The last warmth of the day radiated off stone, and the air above the water was just cool enough to wake the senses.

We coasted in silence for a while, letting the current drag us toward the next bridge.

Jordan’s breathing synced to the river, deep and even. She reached back once, steadying herself, and her hand brushed my knee. Not a calculated move. Just instinct, connection.

I let my palm cover hers, and for a few strokes, we paddled together one-handed, laughing at how ridiculous it looked.

She glanced back, eyes teasing. “Careful, or you’ll tip us and ruin your tough-guy image.”

I waggled my brows. “If we capsize, you’ll just have to save me. Obviously.”

She shook her head, but she was grinning now. “Fine. But you’re buying dinner if I have to haul you out.”

As the river bent back toward the city center, the skyscrapers reflected orange and violet, the lights popping on all at once. Up above, apartment dwellers and after-work crews leaned on railings, watching the parade of boats below.

I clocked a hundred moments where I thought I should go for a kiss, or confess I was still nervous as hell, but every time, I decided it was better to let her set the pace.

Jordan kept talking, softer now, voice so private that only the river got to hear.

“I’m not scared of risk, Jack. I just don’t want to wake up ten years from now and realize I’ve built my life on someone else’s terms. Or that I’m an accessory in my own story.”

I shook my head, never more certain.

“Not a chance. If you ever feel like you’re losing yourself, you call it. I’ll help you build a better plan, or get the fuck out of your way.”

She regarded me a long moment.

I thought she might challenge the promise, but instead, she just nodded.

“That’s fair,” she said, her voice final.

We paddled the rest of the stretch in comfortable silence.

Her strokes were measured now, not attacking the current but savoring it.

The kayak drifted past the last bridge, the lights of the city glowing like a freshly wired circuit. At one point she set her paddle down and just watched the sky, the stars winking on behind the glass towers.

The moment felt electric, a little fragile, but real as hell.

I almost hated to turn around, but the night wasn’t over yet.

We docked as the last light faded, the sky painted in stripes of navy, orange, and bruised purple. Jordan stepped out first, graceful as always, then reached to steady me, accepting my hand like it was the most natural thing in the world.

We pulled the kayak out, racked it, and stowed the paddles.

For a second, we just stood on the dock, the city humming all around but the river’s hush still fresh on our skin.

She didn’t let go of my hand.

If there was any wall left between us, it had turned to vapor on the water.

“So what’s next, Bennett?” Jordan asked, her voice half dare, half anticipation.

I let the city air fill my lungs and gave her my best confident smirk.

“Hope you’re hungry. I’ve got a surprise that’ll blow tonight’s calorie count straight to hell.”

She squeezed my hand, eyes lighting up. “Good. I like a man with a plan.”

We headed off into the night, and for the first time, I realized something had shifted.

I wasn’t just hoping to impress Jordan.

I wanted to keep her, exactly as she was.

And the next round would be the one to seal the deal.

***

The second we cut away from the river, Logan Square’s Friday night energy punched us square in the face.

The market was at full blast, food trucks lined up along the curb with their neon chalkboards and pop-up canopies. String lights zigzagged overhead, casting everyone in gold and rose. The air was thick with the holy trinity of Chicago street food: lime, charred meat, and the sugar hit of fried churros melting somewhere in the distance.

I squeezed Jordan’s hand, weaving her through the clusters of hipsters, parents, packs of single guys trying to look casual for their Tinder dates. She stayed close, never letting go. When the crowd thickened near the taco truck, she actually wrapped both hands around mine, her grip so strong it almost hurt.

I was not complaining.

We found our spot behind a trio of college kids arguing over hot sauce. The menu was scrawled in marker, the options ruthlessly simple.

When it was my turn, I tried my best:

“Cuatro tacos, por favor. Dos al pastor, dos carnitas.” My accent was probably an abomination.

The vendor, a guy with thick forearms and a grin like he’d heard every love story in the city, gave me a thumb’s up and rattled a rapid-fire reply in Spanish. I caught maybe one in ten words, but I laughed and nodded like I understood.

Jordan’s eyes went wide. “Impressive,” she said. “I didn’t know you spoke Spanish.”

That was my cue to play the reveal.

“Confession: I don’t. I came by last week and asked him to teach me just enough to impress my girlfriend.”

I let the word hang, baiting her.

Jordan cocked an eyebrow. “Girlfriend, huh?”

“Only if you want to be,” I said, keeping it casual. “Otherwise, I guess I’m just a linguistics poser.”

The vendor, clearly listening in, handed over our tacos with a sly wink. “Muy guapa,” he said, nodding at Jordan. “Take care of her. She’s a keeper.”

She barked a laugh, the sound unfiltered and real. “Thank you,” she told him, genuine, before dragging me to the nearest picnic table.

The bench was battered, scarred by a thousand meals, the old wood sticky under our elbows. We tucked in, shoulders bumping, and I felt the last of my nerves fade. Jordan devoured her first taco in two bites, then paused for air.

“So, tell me,” she said. “How did you start doing… all this? The construction. The buildings. Was it a family thing?”

I wiped a dot of salsa off my knuckle and shrugged. “Yeah, you could say that. My grandfather put us to work summers, starting at twelve. He’d drop a toolbox in my lap and make me rip out drywall or lay tile, all without losing my fingers. Ryan caught on first. He was always the guy with the vision. I just tried to keep up.”

Jordan listened, picking cilantro off her taco with surgical precision.

“College was more of the same,” I said. “Civil engineering for me, business for Ryan. When I graduated, we pooled the cash, bought a duplex no sane buyer wanted, and rebuilt it from the studs out. We lived in half and flipped the other half. Kept trading up, got a little lucky, then started taking on client gigs.”

She smirked. “I bet you build the best gym spaces.”

“Only for coaches who run a tight ship,” I shot back.

She held my gaze, lips slick with chili oil and a dare.

“You know, I always figured construction guys were all about shortcuts and bravado, but you’re, like… actually professional. It’s hot.”

I nearly choked on my taco, but played it cool.

“Good to know. I’ll have to put it in the brochure.”

She slouched into my side, eating slower now, clearly savoring the whole thing.

Music drifted down from somewhere, maybe someone’s Bluetooth speaker echoing Roy Ayers, maybe just the energy of people chasing the last hours of Friday.

Jordan finished her food, licked a streak of sauce off her wrist, and eyeballed me with a challenge.

“We doing dessert, or is that off-limits for fitness professionals?”

I nodded to the churro stand, already plotting my move.

“Only if we split one. I hear they’re dangerous in bulk.”

She popped upright, tugging my arm until we joined the line again. The crowd was thicker now, but she stayed glued to my side, hip to hip, her body language open. There was zero tension, just the hum of excitement I remembered from my best dates, but amplified. Like she was really seeing me, no filters or second-guessing.

We grabbed our churro, drifting away from the main drag to a strip of curb by the park. Jordan tore into it, cinnamon sugar dusting her cheeks. I wiped it away with my thumb, and she caught my hand, holding it a second longer than necessary.

If anyone looked at us, they’d think we were already together. It felt that natural.

We looped the square, hand in hand, sometimes stealing bites from each other, sometimes just walking, taking in the way the city changed at night. The traffic wasn’t as loud as I’d expected; the real music was the laughter, conversation, and the pulse of energy rolling out of every bar and sidewalk table.

Jordan kept pace, matching my stride with the easy confidence of someone who could probably run circles around me if she wanted. Her kayaking form earlier had been just as effortless—the kind of athletic grace that came naturally to her, no matter what she tried.

The temperature had dropped, but the bustle of people made it feel ten degrees warmer.

For a while, we didn’t talk, just wandered, connected at the fingers, letting the city set the tempo.

Eventually, we turned onto a quieter street framed by old trees and brownstones, the sky still glowing from the residue of sunset.

Jordan stopped, pulling me to a halt.

This is the best night I've had in years," she said, voice husky. "You actually planned something I enjoyed."

I squeezed her hand. "Alas, that was kind of it. I'm out of tricks other than spending as much time with you as possible."

Jordan looked at me for a beat, then smiled, a real one that reached her eyes. "My place is just around the corner. I have a bottle of cab I've been saving for something worth opening."

She said it casually, but her fingers tightened around mine, and the invitation hung between us, unmistakable.

"Lead the way," I said, my heart suddenly hammering against my ribs.

As we turned toward her street, I felt the weight of something shifting, something with foundations.

***

Her building was tucked off a side street just east of the square, three floors of polished concrete and big warehouse windows. We glided up the stairs, shoulders brushing, and by the time Jordan fished her keys out, I was half-convinced I’d take her on the landing if I didn’t get inside quick.

She didn’t waste time. The door clicked open, and the soft light of her space wrapped around us: sleek, minimal, a few plants thriving on the windowsill, and the faintest scent of eucalyptus and coffee, like she’d just reset her entire world for this moment.

Jordan locked the door with a flick of her wrist. She turned, eyes dark and hungry, and gave me a smirk that promised trouble.

I loved that look on Jordan. The corner of her mouth curled, eyes glimmering with challenge and want. For a minute, neither of us moved. The charge in the air was so thick, you could’ve cut it with a drywall saw.


Jordan stepped in close, her body heat sinking straight through my clothes. She let her fingers trail down my forearm, almost teasing, then slipped away to the kitchen. I peeled off my jacket and followed, pulse pounding like I’d just sprinted a mile.


She grabbed a bottle of red from a wall rack, twisted it open with quick, practiced hands, and poured two heavy glasses. The scent of black cherry and oak hit instantly, mixing with the background buzz of her apartment.


She flicked her phone and music pulsed from the speakers, low and sultry: lo-fi trip-hop, all heavy bass and midnight mood. Jordan turned and pressed a glass into my hand, her nails grazing my palm.


“Cab okay?” she asked.


“Perfect.”


She leaned a hip to the counter, wine swirling in her glass, eyes flicking up to catch mine. For a beat, we didn’t fill the silence. There was too much to say, and neither of us wanted to fuck up the landing.


I watched her sip, tongue tracing a drop off her lip. She nodded toward the couch.


“Let’s get comfortable,” she said, already padding barefoot across the smooth wood floor.


I followed, settling next to her. The couch was wide and soft—a surprise, given how hard-edged the rest of her vibe was. Jordan curled her legs under, sitting close enough that her thigh pressed against mine. The wine and the music blurred the edges of the room, making everything slow down and sharpen all at once.


She broke the ice with a heavy exhale.


“Tonight was…pretty much perfect. I’m not used to that,” she said, voice low. “I mean, hookups are easy. I know how to handle them. No one gets too close, no one gets hurt.” She stared into her glass. “But you—I don’t know. It’s more with you. That’s what scares me.”


She glanced over, and I saw something rare: real vulnerability, naked and unfiltered.


I reached for her hand, lacing our fingers together. “It’s more for me, too. I never saw you as a hookup, Jordan. Not even close. I get why you want to protect yourself… but I’m not here to burn you.”


Her grip tightened. “I want to believe that.”


“You don’t have to believe it all at once. We can go slow. We can set our own pace,” I said, thumb tracing circles over the back of her hand. “Nobody’s keeping score. I’d rather have you for real than pretend like this is something less than it is.”


For a second, I thought she might freeze up. Instead, Jordan let out this soft, relieved laugh. She set her glass down and pulled me in, her mouth finding mine before either of us could overthink it.


God, the taste of her, wine-warm and hungry, lips parting under mine. I cupped her jaw, dragging her closer, savoring the way her body melted into me, all heat and hunger and the kind of tension that made my cock ache even before her tongue slipped past my lips.


Neither of us held back as we dove in headfirst, wearing our lust on our sleeves. She kissed me like she meant to drown us both, her hips grinding my thigh, her hands everywhere at once. She palmed my chest, fingers digging in as if to claim her territory, then slid them down, slow, mapping my abs before she untucked my shirt with a practiced flick.


She didn’t bother with the buttons. She just went for it, tugging the fabric up and over my head, leaving me bare-chested and hungry for her touch. I pulled her in, pressing her body flush to mine, relishing the feel of her tits mashed to my pecs, nipples hard even through her top.


Jordan pulled back, eyes glassy, lips parted, breath hot on my cheek.


“I want you,” she said, voice all grit and promise. “Bedroom’s this way.”

She led me down the hall, hips swinging despite the exhaustion of the day. The bedroom was pure Jordan: queen bed, crisp white linens, and a steel pull-up bar mounted above the door like a challenge.

She didn’t give a tour. She pulled me in and pressed me into the mattress, her mouth locked on mine, urgent but with a slow-burn control that made my whole body coil tight.

I let her have the lead.

Her hands mapped my chest, fingers splaying over bare skin like she was memorizing every ridge and valley of muscle. She dragged her nails across my abs, leaving faint red trails that made my breath catch, her eyes drinking in what she'd already unveiled in the living room as if seeing it again for the first time under the bedroom light.

She knelt up on the mattress, the moonlight from the window painting her in silver. For a moment, she just looked at me, breathing shallow, lips parted.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” Jordan said, low and a little stunned, like the words slipped out before she could catch them.

I grinned, never more certain of myself. “Say that again for the record?”

She rolled her eyes and gave my shoulder a shove. “Get over yourself. If you repeat it, I’ll deny everything.”

Her hands traced the lines of my torso, palms searching, sometimes gentle, sometimes rough. The moonlight turned every cut and dip on my body into sculpture, and I felt her cataloging the details the way only a trainer could.

She bent down, tongue flicking a line up my sternum, then nipped at my collarbone. The feel of her lips, the heat of her breath, sent my cock to full attention in record time.

Jordan’s hands slipped to my belt. She popped the buckle, yanked my jeans open, and stripped me bare in one swift move. My cock sprang free, and she took a long, hungry look.

“Not bad for a construction guy,” she said, that tease back in her voice.

I caught her jaw and pulled her in for a deep kiss, letting her know exactly how much I wanted her.

But Jordan was just getting started.

She raked her nails down my chest, then gave my cock a slow, deliberate stroke, starting at the base and dragging her thumb up the ridge of my shaft. She lingered at the tip, swirling her finger over the bead of pre-cum, before licking it off like dessert.

The sensation was off the charts.

She planted both hands on my thighs and knelt between my legs, hair slicked back so nothing blocked her view. The moon threw silver stripes across her bare arms and sharp, hungry face.

Then she went all in.

Her lips wrapped around the head of my cock, tongue darting under the ridge, and she sank down, taking me inch by inch until the head hit the back of her throat. Her cheeks hollowed, the suction intense as hell.

I groaned, grabbing the edge of the mattress.

She worked me with perfect, greedy rhythm: deep strokes, then slow, teasing flicks. Her hands squeezed my thighs, bracing herself, and every time she pulled up, her eyes locked to mine, dark with intent.

She didn’t talk, didn’t play games. She just wanted to taste me, to own the moment.

It had a fucking effect. My balls drew tight, and I had to grit my teeth to keep from blowing in her mouth right there.

Jordan eased off, catching her breath, then swirled her tongue around the head while stroking me with both hands.

She knew exactly what she was doing.

I tried to warn her. “If you keep that up—”

She cut me off, voice gone rough. “Not yet. I want to feel you inside me.”

She crawled up, straddled my hips, and worked off her windbreaker.

Underneath, her sports bra was black, minimalist, barely holding in a chest that could have graced any fitness mag, full, springy, high and perfect, the skin flushed and tight.

She shimmied out of the bra. Her tits bounced free, big as they looked in her tops, but even better, perky, round, topped with small, dark nipples hard as bullets. They moved with her, mesmerizing, every breath making them quiver.

Her leggings came next, peeled off slow to reveal the long, sculpted thighs, the deep hip dents, and a perfect, heart-shaped ass that begged to be worshipped. I ran a hand over the curve, couldn’t help but squeeze. The muscle gave way to softness at just the right spots.

She watched me watching her, and she smiled, a real one, wide and self-assured.

“You like?”

I grunted, all self-control gone. “You’re unreal, Jordan.”

She planted a hand on my chest, and lined herself up, the heat of her pussy burning even before she moved.

She pumped my cock with her slick fist, then hovered, tip at her entrance, the wet folds gliding over my head.

She let the tease last for barely a second, then pushed down, swallowing my cock in one smooth grind.

The sensation was a body blow. Her cunt was hot and tight, gripping me with perfect pressure, like she’d tuned every muscle in her body for this moment.

Jordan bit her lip, head thrown back, hair spilling down her spine.

“Oh, fuck, that’s perfect,” she rasped, settling her weight and circling her hips in tight, greedy rolls.

She started slow, dragging every inch of me through her slick heat, then building a punishing rhythm, riding me the way she’d rowed the river, controlled, relentless.

Her tits bounced with every grind, and I couldn’t help but grab her waist, fingers digging into the flex of her abs and hips.

She put her hands on my chest, nails scoring lines, and rode me harder, ass smacking down and up in a pace that was all power and hunger.

The moonlight danced over her body, painting silver along her tits, her sweat-glazed belly, and the perfect round seams of her ass.

She was a warrior, and I was happy as hell to be conquered.

She held my eyes the entire time, refusing to break contact, her stare a challenge and a confession. In that moment, the world constricted down to just the two of us, her locked over me, sweat beading at the line of her hair, every fine muscle in her neck and arms quivering with the force of what we were doing. There was no pretense, not even the barest shred of performative seduction. Jordan fucked me with her soul naked, every moan and gasp surrendered without apology or careful calculation.


I’d never been split open by another person like this. I’d certainly never let anyone see how close I was to the edge, how quickly she’d dismantled my defenses and left my body thrumming, hands trembling on her hips as I strained to keep myself contained.


But that was the thing about Jordan: she didn’t want your mask. She wanted your blood, your marrow, the part of you that screamed for freedom and came alive only when someone made you work for it.


She rode me like she was breaking in a wild horse, hips slamming, thighs flexed to vise grip against my flanks. Her hands dug into my chest, nails drawing half-moon ridges along my pecs, leaving stinging echo-marks that made me want her all the more. Every impact was a dare, every bounce a fuck-you to the idea that she’d ever be passive or submissive just because that’s what the world expected from a woman built like a goddess and sharper than a scalpel.


The room blurred at the edges, all sense of time and space obliterated by the slap and squelch of our bodies in collision. The windows rattled with the wind, but the only thing I heard was the relentless, obscene wet percussion of skin on skin, the little animal whimpers she tried and failed to muffle, the way she’d clench around my cock at the peak of every thrust and then bear down on me, milking all the fight out of my body.


Her eyes stayed locked to mine, pupils blown huge, irises glinting with a mix of hunger and satisfaction. She was in her element and she knew it, and I was awe-struck by the power she wielded not just over my body but over every atom of my will.


She started to come apart in stages. First, her breath lost its rhythm, coming in broken hiccups and whines, hips stuttering for a split second before she regained control. Then she started to shiver, the tremors running through her body in slow, visible waves, her toes curling and her calves knotting against my thighs. I could feel it building inside her, see it in the wax and wane of her determination as she tried to drag it out, not wanting to surrender first.


But orgasm is the oldest, meanest game of chicken, and when she finally gave in, when her jaw slackened, her head dropped, and she let loose this raw, unfiltered howl that had to be the single hottest sound I’d ever heard, it nearly took me with her.


Still, she hung on, grinding through the aftershocks, digging in just to see if she could drag me out past the point of no return. She made me beg for it. I’m not even ashamed. I think I said her name, or maybe just a string of desperate vowels, but the moment her pussy started to clamp down in those fluttering, greedy spasms, I was gone.


I bucked up, hands locked around her waist, and fucked her from underneath as hard as I could. The wet slap of our collision reached a fever pitch, obscene and primal, echoing off the walls and through my skull like the drumline at a stadium.


She gasped, “Harder,” voice gone hoarse and thin, and I obliged, hammering up into her, letting go of every scrap of gentleness or restraint. She wanted the truth of me, and I gave it, every pulse and spasm and groan.


At the end, she drove herself down and held me there, hips squirming, her hands bracing on my chest as she threw her head back and just let herself feel everything. Her cunt wrung me dry with a final, squeezing tidal wave of heat.


The orgasm ripped through me, a whiteout detonation that left my vision strobing, my lungs burning for air, my whole body shuddering as I emptied myself inside her.


Jordan came again at the same instant, choking out my name, her entire body racked by tremors as she collapsed forward, tits mashed to my chest, her face buried in my neck. Her hair fell across my mouth, smelling of salt and river wind and shampoo, and I breathed her in, dazed and shaking, hands still locked around her.


Neither of us moved for a long minute. The only sound was the scattered, ragged breathing and the whir of blood in my ears.


Slowly, she raised her head, strands of hair clinging to her cheek, mouth slack and red and so fucking beautiful I could barely process it. She looked down at me with a kind of wonder, like she was re-mapping the world after an earthquake.


“Jesus,” she whispered, voice threadbare, lips brushing my jaw. “That was—”


“Yeah,” I managed, still pinned to the mattress, still inside her, drained and whole at the same time.


She smiled, slow and wicked, then dropped her head to my shoulder, both of us shivering, skin cooling in the night air.

I wrapped her up, trailing my palm down her spine, cupping her perfect ass as it quaked in my hands.

For a long time, the only sound was the labored breathing and the distant siren song of the city outside.

Jordan rolled onto her side, but kept one leg draped across my waist, her head nestled on my chest. She drew little circles over my skin, voice muffled but deliberate.

For a long, lingering moment, she just stared at me, her gaze searching my face, as if weighing whether to trust me with the truth or keep it buried inside. The silence stretched on, heavy and taut, until it felt like the whole room was holding its breath. Finally, she spoke.

“If I let myself fall for you… don’t break my heart. Promise?”

I kissed the top of her head, pulling her in closer.

“I can’t promise we won’t fight,” I said. “But I swear, I’ll never lie to you. I’ll love you the way you deserve, every day. No manipulation. No mind games.”

She melted against me. For a long moment, that was enough.

Then she lifted her head, eyes searching my face.

“I want to see how I fit with the rest of your crew. I mean, Anna, Savannah, Lily… the whole dynamic.”

I grinned, picturing the chaos.

“Let’s set it up. All four of us, one night. Guarantee you’ll have the time of your life.”

Jordan barked a tired laugh, the sound full of hope.

“Good. Because I don’t want half-measures. If we’re doing this, I’m all in.”

She didn’t wait for a reply. She just climbed back on top, cock already stirring back to life.

This time, there was no hesitation.

She settled onto me, heat swallowing my length, and rode slow, deliberate, every grind punctuated by the slap of her ass. Her tits shivered over my face, and I sucked a nipple into my mouth, earning a hiss from her lips.

We moved together, unhurried, savoring every thrust. It wasn’t about dominance, just two bodies perfectly tuned, wringing out every last drop of connection.

Jordan came first, this time softer, her pussy milking me in gentle ripples.

I followed, groaning as I emptied again, her body wringing me dry until I couldn’t move.

We crashed together, sweaty and sticky and utterly spent.

The moonlight faded, replaced by the soft glow of city lights through the window.

Jordan tucked me tight to her chest, fingers never stopping their gentle orbit.

“I’m serious, Jack. If you screw me over, you’ll never work out in this neighborhood again,” she teased.

I snorted, the happiness rolling off me like a fresh coat of paint.

“Deal. But I’m betting you’ll never let me go.”

She just squeezed tighter, humming with satisfaction.

If anyone had asked me how the night would end, I’d have never guessed we’d find ourselves right here: a hard-won trust, a new promise, and the start of something that might go the distance.

I drifted off with her heartbeat in my ear, already plotting the blueprints for our next round.

If this was what dawned after midnight, I was all in.


Chapter seventeen
Getaway


The drive to Saugatuck was three hours of open highway, a handful of coffee stops, and the kind of low-key banter you get when a beautiful woman’s riding shotgun and the rest of the world is somewhere back in the rearview. Quinn dozed off around Benton Harbor, bare feet up on the dash, her phone abandoned in the cupholder for the first time all week. I watched her shoulders relax with every mile, the tension of both city and family melting away somewhere between the Welcome to Pure Michigan sign and our exit toward the water.

When we hit the tree-lined road that hugged Sand Lake, Quinn blinked awake and grinned, hair wild from her nap, eyes already scanning the horizon for whatever I was dying to show her.

“Is this it?” she asked, sitting up, instantly in design mode.

“You’ll know it when you see it,” I said, slowing the truck as we rounded a bend.

And there it was: the cabin that started as a crumbling disaster, now standing proud with new cedar siding, black-trimmed windows, and a wraparound porch that begged you to kick back with a cold beer and pretend you had nothing to do but count the stars.

Quinn’s jaw dropped, and I felt that jolt of pride I always got showing off a finished project.

“You built this?” she said, voice pitched high with disbelief. She was already leaning out the window, hair catching every stray breeze.

“Restored it. I’ll give you the full tour.”

I killed the engine and jumped out, rounding the truck just as Quinn swung her door open. She stretched her arms overhead, arching her back, and for a solid two seconds I forgot every punch list and detail I wanted to recite. Her ass looked spectacular in curve-hugging jeans, and the way she glued herself to my side as we headed up the steps didn’t leave much room for mystery.

The porch creaked under our feet, solid and true, every board hand-laid by yours truly.

Quinn traced her fingers over the railing, eyes hungry for every story.

“I love how you kept the old wood,” she said, voice awed. “You can feel the history under the finish. And those are hand-forged nails, right? The heads aren’t even perfectly round.”

I tried to play it cool, but she was reading it like an art critic.

“You notice everything.” I grinned. “I recycled the door hardware, too. Original from the 1940s. Cleaned it up, kept the patina, just oiled the hinges.”

Quinn turned, pinning me with a look of pure admiration.

“If I’d known you could do this with a rundown cabin, I would’ve let you renovate my entire apartment.”

I shrugged. “You just say the word.”

She reached for my hand, fingers lacing through in one fluid motion, and tugged me inside.

The air smelled like cedar, lemon cleaner, and a hint of lake water. Light poured in through the bank of windows, gold, spilling over the open kitchen, reclaimed farm table, and the showpiece: a lofted living room with a massive stone fireplace I’d rebuilt one painstaking river rock at a time. Every surface told a story, refinished oak floors, beams sanded so smooth they caught the light, even the custom built-in bookcases Quinn drifted toward like they were magnetic.

She ran her palm across the edge, trailing the grain.

“It’s… gorgeous,” she said, a little breathless. “I mean, you see cabins online, but there’s always something off, too mass-produced, too fake. This feels like a real home.”

My pulse thumped. I’m not sure she knew what that meant to me.

I gave her the grand tour: the kitchen with open shelving (floating, no brackets showing), the tiny half-bath cleverly tucked behind a barn door, the back deck with its raw view straight out onto the lake. She soaked in every detail, asking questions, sometimes going quiet as if saving up the best compliments for later.

The highlight was the main bedroom, tucked under the open beams, with a king bed that took up half the footprint and heavy linen drapes you could pull to shut out the morning sun.

Quinn stepped to the window and peered out over the water.

“It’s insane,” she whispered, awed. “I feel like if I just stay here long enough, the rest of the world will forget I owe them emails.”

She spun, grabbed my shirt, and yanked me in for a kiss, no warm-up, no lead-in. Just heat and need and the salt of her morning breath mixing with coffee and the lake air.

I wrapped her up, hands finding the sweet spot just above her ass, and for a second, the need to impress faded. All I wanted was to pin her to the window and see if Saugatuck was ready for a show.

But she laughed, pushing me back, eyes bright with mischief.

“Easy, tiger. If we don’t hit the water soon, I’m going to combust.”

She ducked out, grabbed the gear bags, and tossed a windbreaker my way.

“Sun’s coming up. You promised me a sunrise tour.”

She could’ve told me to paddle to Canada and I’d have packed a lunch.

We hustled down to the little dock, morning fog still ghosting over the lake surface. The kayak gleamed yellow against the muted blue, a two-seater I’d brought up the summer the cabin job wrapped.

Quinn eyed it, sizing up both seats. “Who’s driving?”

We both knew it was her.

I steadied the kayak while she took her place up front, then slid in behind her, arms and knees bracketing her frame. She wiggled back a little, settling her ass directly between my thighs, and the contact was instant heat.

“Comfortable?” I asked, voice close to her ear.

She leaned back, all confidence. “If you paddle as well as you build, we’ll be back in record time.”

We pushed off, the boat gliding into the glassy calm.

For a few minutes, it was just the hush of water, the tiny sound of birds waking up along the shoreline, and the easy rhythm of our paddles working in sync. The city felt light-years away. Even my own thoughts barely made it above the breeze.

Quinn set a steady pace, breath steady, hair loose from its ponytail.

Every now and then she’d shift, her back pressing into my chest, her hand reaching back to squeeze my thigh or just rest there, wordless. Sometimes I’d lean in and press a kiss to her neck, letting my lips linger until she shivered.

We rounded the bend, caught the full sunrise, gold and orange streaking across the water, the cabin itself catching fire in the first blast of light.

Quinn gasped, all pretense dropped.

“This is—” she started, but nothing else came out.

I let her have her moment, just paddled slow enough to keep us drifting. When I reached around her to adjust the course, my arm curled across her belly, and she held it there, trapping me in place.

We hugged the shoreline, spying deer and a few brave ducks. At one point, Quinn pointed out a snapping turtle sunning itself on a log and made a joke about Chicago’s dating pool. I almost tipped us both with how hard I laughed.

By the time we made it back to the dock, the morning chill had given way to real sun, baking the exposed boards and making every surface feel alive.

We dragged the kayak up, then sprawled on the end of the dock, legs dangling over the edge.

Quinn propped herself on her elbows, hair falling into her face.

“I get why you come here,” she said, voice quiet. “You can actually see the results of your work. It’s not buried under emails, or meetings, or someone else’s approval.”

She poked my ribs, not unkind. "You should charge double for this experience."

I grinned, totally at peace. "I just got lucky. Mike's dad said I could use it anytime after the renovation. I think he was hoping I'd notice if anything needed fixing."

We lazed a while, then headed up to the house to dry off, grab coffee, and plan phase two of the “outdoorsy harem date.”

Inside, the sunlight hit Quinn just right, turning her hair into this wild gold halo. She padded barefoot into the kitchen and started rummaging for mugs.

“I vote pancakes,” she declared. “If you’re going to seduce me with rustic charm, you have to earn it.”

I got the griddle going while she set the table, dropping in commentary about my technique (“Spatula work: A+. Topping game: needs improvement.”)

She perched on a barstool, letting one knee press to my hip as I dropped the first batch on the plate. When I leaned in to offer her a taste, she took it from my fingers, sucking syrup off with a slow, deliberate lick.

I could’ve ended the day right there, called the whole thing a win.

But Quinn wasn’t letting up.

After breakfast, we swapped out for boots and a hoodie and hit the trails out back, winding through the woods that rimmed the cabin’s lot. The sky was so blue it hurt, and the ground was carpeted with leaves, all the best shades of orange, ochre, and brown.

Every hill was a new excuse to hold hands, every muddy patch a reason to grab Quinn’s waist and steady her.

She played it up, sometimes “slipping” into me, other times stopping dead to point out a birch tree or a wildflower with the confidence of someone who’d spent half her life on outdoor tours.

“You realize this is the most wholesome date I’ve ever been on?” she teased, her fingers locked in mine. “If my friends saw us, they’d think we were filming a Hallmark movie.”

“Do you want to go back to the city and hit a club? We can start a bar fight for realism.”

“No way,” she said. “Here, you’re king.”

I should’ve asked if she meant it, but the curve of her smile felt answer enough.

The trail looped back to the road, the woods giving way to rows of tucked-away cabins, then the edge of downtown. Saugatuck was peak tourist-bait: artisan shops, galleries, and the kind of clothing boutiques that only pretended to be laid-back.

Quinn went full design nerd in every single one. She picked up glassware, hand-thrown pottery, even a little wooden sculpture of a kayak that looked suspiciously like ours.

She flipped it in her palm. “We have to buy this, right? It’s destiny.”

I shrugged. “Every great renovation needs a mascot.”

The shop owner rang us up, but her eyes never really left Quinn. I got it. Quinn pulled focus even in sweats and sneakers, her beauty a kind of gravity.

We drifted into the next spot: a local bakery doing a roaring trade in fresh-baked bread and cinnamon buns. Quinn pilfered a sample, chewed thoughtfully, then offered me a bite straight from her fingers.

I made extra effort to lick her finger clean, just to see her cheeks flush.

She smacked my arm, “You’re impossible,” but she didn’t pull away.

We strolled the main drag, stopping for coffee number two, then wandered down the riverwalk, lingering on any patch of sun we could find. Sometimes we’d pause and kiss, sometimes just walk silent, hand-in-hand, the world fuzzed down to a gentle hum.

It was too easy, honestly. For all the history Quinn and I shared through family and work, this private time felt like a negative space, a clean, blank canvas where nobody was keeping score.

By the time afternoon hit, it was time for round three: hiking the dunes just north of town. The sand was warm, deceptively soft, and the climb nearly killed me, but Quinn tackled it with the pure confidence of a mountain goat.

Every time she got ahead, she’d turn, reach back, and haul my ass up the next incline.

“Work smarter, not harder,” she said, breathless from laughing.

When we reached the summit, the view floored us both: lake to the left, forest to the right, nothing but horizon between.

Quinn plunked herself onto the sand, yanking me down with her.

She curled into my side, head on my shoulder, and for a while we just watched the world spin.

“You know,” she said, soft, “I never thought I’d get this. A weekend in a place this beautiful with a guy who made it happen. I usually think about my own worth in terms of what I can accomplish. What people see. Sometimes it’s nice to just…be.”

She twisted, met my gaze.

“With you, I can do that.”

The words hit harder than I’d expected.

I brushed her hair back, pressed my lips to her temple, and let her settle in against my chest.

The way her body fit there, all lean muscle and subtle curves, was the best argument for not moving until the next ice age.

But eventually, the wind picked up, turning her nose pink, and we trundled down to the car, shoes filled with sand and hands never once letting go.

Back at the cabin, we shook out our gear, took quick showers (separately, but with plenty of innuendo), and plotted dinner.

Saugatuck’s main strip ran the usual tourist playbook: bistro, upscale steakhouse, greasy spoon with hand-cut fries and a chalkboard menu loaded with comfort food.

We hit the café. The staff knew me from the renovation crew’s off-hours, so we snagged a window booth without waiting.

The waitress did a double take at Quinn, then gave me that knowing “nice pull” look that men never want to admit noticing.

Quinn never missed a beat.

She tucked her hand around mine across the table, her foot finding mine beneath.

We ordered burgers, local beer, and the kind of overloaded salad you eat just to pretend you’re being healthy.

The entire dinner was one long flirtation: inside jokes about the kitchen’s new tile work, Quinn dunking her fries in my ketchup and daring me to make a move, and conversations that danced right up to the edge of “are we just dating or is something finally happening here?”

She told me about her dream design projects, about the clients who made her life hell, about what she saw in my restoration work that she wished she could capture for herself.

I told her the truth: that nothing made me happier than seeing her walk through the doors of a place I’d built and call it home.

The food was delicious, but it took forever to finish because every bite was interrupted by another touch, another laugh, another secret traded beneath the rim of a glass.

After dinner, we took our sweet time walking the riverfront, watching dusk settle over the water. The sky went indigo, the first stars blinking into view.

Quinn squeezed my hand, voice dropping to a confidential hush.

“Best date I’ve ever had. And not just because of the scenery, though the scenery is a solid ten.”

I shot her a look.

“Glad you brought your own.”

She blushed, then grabbed my shirt and kissed me under a getaway-town streetlamp, making it clear to anyone passing that we were not holding back.

We lingered, keeping the moment alive as long as we could, then headed back to the cabin, where the porch light was the only thing burning for a quarter mile.

The world was gone, just us and the wind and the hush of lake water lapping the shore.

Quinn wrapped her arms around me on the steps, her hair cool from the evening air, her lips never far from my neck.

We stood like that, breathing each other in, until the urge to talk again took over.

If there was ever a blueprint for a perfect day, this was it: sweat, sunshine, wood smoke, and the gradual, relentless way two people could fuse into a single wavelength without ever saying the words.

Somewhere inside, wine was waiting and the night was just getting started.

And so were we.

***

The stars were the kind you never get in Chicago: hard, cold diamonds scattered across a sky so black it looked painted fresh every hour. The only sound was water licking the dock and the distant drone of some neighbor’s radio, so far off it faded right out of memory.

Quinn and I holed up on the cabin’s back porch, two deep Adirondack chairs angled to face the lake. She wore my old hoodie and nothing else but sleep shorts, knees drawn to her chest, glass of red wine balanced perfectly on her thigh. I’d built the porch myself, end to end, but in that moment she was the only thing worth looking at.

She caught me staring and grinned, tucking a wisp of hair behind her ear. For a beat, everything was just hush, the kind of peaceful that dared you to ruin it with a secret.

I finally caved.

“Penny for your thoughts?”

Quinn shot me a knowing look, a half-smile curving at the edge of her lips before she slid out of her chair and settled into my lap. She brought her wine glass along, legs draped easily across me, her arm hooking around my shoulders.

She took a slow sip, swirling the dark red liquid, her gaze drifting out over the water. “Honestly? I’ve been thinking about your situation back home. The harem. If we’re being totally upfront.”

I wrapped my arm tight around her waist, my hand gliding down until it sprawled over the swell of her ass. Perfectly round. Firm under my touch. I squeezed, fingers digging in just enough to savor the give, and held her there, claiming every inch.

“Go on.”

She laughed, a little self-conscious. “It’s wild, Jack. Most people can’t even juggle one girlfriend. You’ve got six. And they’re all… well, they’re all incredible. But the thought of it?” She shivered, but not from the air. “It excites me. The idea of being wanted, being part of something that’s completely ours. A family, but one that makes its own rules.”

I just watched her, letting her talk it out.

She set her glass down, then reached for my hand. She liked the reassurance, fingers interlocked, skin warm from the wine and the good kind of nerves.

“I’m not stupid,” Quinn said. “It’s going to be chaos. Especially with work, and my family, and, I don’t know, trying to build something for myself. Sometimes I picture it, and it looks perfect. Other times, it’s a whirlwind, and I worry I’ll get lost in the shuffle.”

She took a breath, steadied herself.

“But the thing that gets me? It’s how you pull it off. How you make every woman feel like she’s the only one in the room.” She looked at me, honest as a floodlight. “That’s what I want. And that’s what scares me.”

The honesty hit like a roundhouse.

She wasn’t done.

“And then there’s Natalie,” she said, voice even softer now. “That’s the one that keeps me up at night. I can’t stop thinking about what it’s like between you two. Maybe because it’s off-limits or forbidden, but probably because the chemistry is so… obvious.”

She shot me a sideways look, like she’d gone too far.

I let it hang, then decided to throw in with her.

“Natalie’s different,” I admitted. “She’s fire and calculation, all at once. Makes you feel seen, but also like you’ll never totally crack her. Sometimes I think she’s the only one who really gets how hard it is to balance legacy and freedom. She’s wired like me, wants to win, wants to be the best, but hates what it costs her.”

Quinn hummed, considering.

“That’s exactly it,” she said, inching her chair closer until the armrests kissed. “You want more, but you don’t want to lose yourself along the way.”

She cuddled in, her legs draped over mine now, the wine all but forgotten.

“The thing that kills me, Jack, is how much I want it. Not just you, but all of it. The challenge, the secrets, the fierce loyalty. It’s so tempting.”

She kissed my shoulder, lips hot against the cotton.

"For the record? I’m ready to try. I want to see how I fit.”

The words made something shift in my chest. Some days, I worried I was just a contractor patching cracks, not building anything real. But here, with Quinn beside me and the lake glazed in moonlight, it felt like the house might stand forever.

We let the silence work for a minute. She traced little circles on the back of my hand, letting her thoughts crowd in.

Quinn sat up, giving me her full attention. Eyes big as the moon, wineglass balanced just out of reach. "You know, Jenny called me after you and Ryan visited Natalie's shop last week. That lighting project for the Westlake development?"

I stiffened, pulse jolting at her words, because I knew exactly which day Natalie meant—the afternoon she’d dragged me into her workshop at the lighting studio, hunger in her eyes, and we’d barely finished before Ryan almost found us. The memory was a live wire inside me, electric and impossible to ignore. “What about Jenny and Ryan?”

"They had this explosive fight that night." Quinn's eyes lit with the thrill of inside information as she uncrossed her legs, leaning across the armrest until her breath ghosted my neck.

“It was the day you and Natalie hooked up at her lighting studio,” she whispered. “Ryan almost walked in on you.”

My heart punched into my throat. I’d kept that detail buried, never uttered to a soul. For all I knew, even Ryan hadn’t pieced it together.

I turned, eyes wide. “You knew?”

She nodded, pleased with herself.

“I know everything, Jack. That’s what happens when you end up on the harem group chat. Every major event gets a play-by-play, then rehashed in the DMs.”

She lowered her voice, like she was sharing state secrets. “Natalie and I got crazy close this summer. She tells me things she won’t even tell you. We talk about you, the other girls, even the stuff that happens at work. She trusts me.”

She sipped her wine, then tucked herself under my arm.

“Anyway, here’s what happened,” Quinn said, her tone pure gossip-queen. “You and Ryan visited Vaughn Lighting for that vendor negotiation. As soon as you left for lunch, Natalie pulled you into her workshop and, well, let’s just say you gave her the best afternoon of her life.”

There was no way to hide my embarrassment. My ears burned from the memory.

Quinn just giggled, delighted. “Ryan must have noticed something different about Natalie that day. He kept saying how she seemed transformed. 'Glowing' was the word he used. He told Jenny that Natalie walked into that meeting with this quiet confidence, practically radiating freshly-fucked joy with every step, smiling like she had the world's best secret. He became obsessed with figuring out who put that look on her face. Started combing through her Instagram for clues, analyzing who commented on her posts. Jenny told him to stop the digital stalking, and that's when the fireworks really started.”

She let me stew, but her hand never left mine.

I had to ask. “How much does Jenny know?”

Quinn’s eyes sparkled in the dark.

“She’s not dumb. She’s watched the way Natalie looks at you. She’s watched you with me, too.” Quinn’s voice dipped, all tease. "She thinks you’re probably the reason Natalie glows like a woman who’s found the love of her life.”

My mouth went dry, but I held her gaze.

Quinn grinned, honest and unashamed.

“I’m not saying you’re busted, but the group chat has entire threads dedicated to you. Sometimes we just swap theories about what you’ll do next.”

She traced my jaw, her touch feather-light.

“To be honest? I hope Jenny’s right. The idea of you and Natalie, or you and me, or all of us together, it’s addictive.”

She kissed my cheek, then my jaw, then my mouth, the porch’s hush making every movement louder, sharper.

“Does that scare you?” she whispered.

I shook my head.

“Nothing about you scares me. I’m just blown away how quickly you fit in.”

She laughed, voice melting into the night. "That's the best part, Jack. You don't have to explain yourself. With your harem, you just have to keep up."

The stars flared brighter, the wine hit harder, and somewhere in the shadows, the second act was waiting to unfold.

We sat like that, tangled and out of time, the world shrunk to two bodies and a secret that just kept getting better.

If there was ever a chance to throw away the rules and rewrite the future, it was now, on a lakeside porch with a woman who had already memorized every line in the script.

***

If there was one dish this porch was built to hold, it was piping hot gossip.

Quinn shifted, tucking her knees against my chest, her body loose and open now that most of the nerves had drained away. She topped off her wine, eyes locked on the shimmer of stars off the lake, then set the glass aside like she was diving in for the long haul.

“So you want to hear the rest of the story about why Ryan and Jenny blew up at each other?”

She didn’t wait for an answer.

“Like I said earlier, Jenny caught Ryan creeping Natalie’s Instagram. Not once, but every morning for a week. He was obsessed, kept zooming in on the captions, looking for clues, even checked who liked her posts. She finally called him on it.”

I stifled a laugh, not sure if I was more amused or horrified.

Quinn shrugged, totally at ease. “Jenny did not take that well,” Quinn went on, her tone pure sisterly scorn. “She wanted to know why he cared. Why it mattered. She basically told him, ‘Be grateful she moved on and stop acting like you’re owed an explanation.’ That escalated fast. Yelling, slammed doors, silent treatment. Ryan crashed on the couch for two nights, and Jenny ignored him until he finally gave up the investigation.”

“So Jenny suspects me,” I said, already knowing the answer.

Quinn’s eyes danced with mischief.

“She absolutely suspects you.” Quinn smirked, brushing her thumb over the inside of my wrist. “She never said it out loud, but she did say there was a ‘vibe’ between you and Natalie at the 4th of July party on your rooftop. Also between you and…well, me.”

She let that hang, waiting to see if I’d take the bait.

I swallowed, the memory coming back in waves: Jenny’s sharp green eyes, the lingering glances, the way she catalogued every handshake and hug at that barbecue like she was running a background check.

Quinn inched closer, lowering her voice.

“She cornered me in the kitchen after the fireworks. Wanted to know if you and I were ‘just friends,’ or if I had plans to join your modern Brady Bunch. I played it cool, but she wouldn’t let go.”

I barked an embarrassed laugh. “She actually said that?”

Quinn nodded, looking thrilled.

“She asked to see the group chat. Wanted the full download, rules, drama, best-of screenshots. It was like she wanted to be inducted by proxy.”

Quinn flicked my earlobe, her breath feathering my jaw. “Don’t worry, I didn’t let her see it.”

“Jenny said, and I’m quoting: ‘Honestly, I kind of hope you do it. Go all in, join the harem. Why let the guys have all the fun?’ Then she winked and said if I needed pointers, she’d share her ‘happily ever after’ secrets.”

“Jesus,” I whispered, equal parts mortified and aroused.

Quinn giggled, delighted at my discomfort.

“She claimed she envied me, wishing she could ‘spice things up’ in her own marriage. That having other women around might actually take the edge off traditional marital stress. Said it was healthier than pretending monogamy worked for people like us.”

“People like us?”

She shifted, straddling my thigh, her knees bracketing my hips with a confidence that pressed close and intimate. Her face hovered only inches from mine, the wine heavy on her breath, a tangible, heady warmth curling between us. “People like me and Jenny. You think my sister doesn’t crave sex just as much as I do?” Her voice dripped mischief, a challenge wrapped in velvet.

The words crashed through me, blood pooling insistently in my cock, a surge of arousal so sharp it threatened to tear me apart. I sucked in a breath, teetering on the edge of that hunger, barely anchored in place.

“I think she actually wants you, Jack. Or at least wants to watch someone else get you.” Quinn’s smile was pure devil. “It’s like she wants to live vicariously through me.”

The confession hit harder than I wanted to admit.

If Jenny was rooting for this, then there was nothing standing between me and Quinn except our own hesitation. Not that I had much left, especially with this goddess looking at me like the answer to every late-night fantasy she’d ever had.

Quinn traced the collar of my shirt, tugging me closer.

“Jenny’s always been the bossy one,” she said. “But this summer, she’s different. Almost reckless. She isn’t threatened by you, or by the harem. She wants to see how far I can push it.”

She perched in my lap, grinding just enough to make the point.

“Does the idea turn you on?” she breathed. “Me, in your bed…with her watching? Or maybe even more.”

I was past rational answers.

Quinn licked her lips, then whispered, “Because the more I think about it, the more I want to make her proud. Imagine her judging your performance. Imagine both of us at your mercy.”

She drew a slow, wet line down my neck with her tongue, then nipped my earlobe for emphasis.

“And the wildest part?” Quinn said, her voice a dare. “I think you want it too. You want to see what Jenny’s like when she drops the act. You want to see her break every rule she’s ever written.”

She ground against me, her body fever-hot and hungry.

For a second, words failed me. My entire lower body was on fire, cock twitching so hard I thought I might tear through my jeans. If there was any doubt where the night was going, Quinn was doing her damnedest to erase it.

She was relentless, eyes shining, hands everywhere at once.

“She said if I joined, it might make both of us happier. She even joked that you’d probably fall for the forbidden flavor fastest.” Quinn’s mouth ghosted my cheek, her breath pure sin. “So…should we test the theory?”

I barely heard the wind anymore. My blood pounded in my ears, my brain hijacked by images of Quinn and Jenny tangled with me, fighting for top spot.

But more than that, I saw Quinn’s whole body light up at the idea of belonging to me. Of belonging, period.

I squeezed her waist, hauling her deeper into my lap. She gasped, then giggled, all helpless and pleased.

“You’re impossible,” she whispered.

I kissed her collarbone, working up her throat to her mouth.

“And you’re dangerous,” I countered. “If Jenny’s scheme was to make me obsessed with you, it’s working.”

Quinn’s eyes glittered, pure satisfaction. “Maybe that’s the plan. Women supporting women.”

She licked my jaw, then sucked my lower lip into her mouth, teeth grazing until I groaned.

Quinn clawed her way up my lap with zero hesitation, all legs and hunger and that signature grin that made her look both innocent and absolutely lethal. She planted herself on my thighs, straddling me, hips grinding slow and relentless until my cock felt like it would bust through denim and start its own negotiation.

She nipped my jaw, then kissed down the line of my neck. Her tongue was wet, clever, and unhurried, dancing over my pulse like she wanted to taste every beat.

“Would you like to fuck me and Jenny at the same time?” she whispered, her lips brushing the shell of my ear. “Or do you want to make us fight for who gets to come first?”

If she was aiming to break me, it was working.

She bucked her hips, grinding harder against my erection. Each movement was more desperate, fueled by the dirty scenarios she whispered straight into my head.

“Picture it,” Quinn breathed, voice gone raspy with want. “Jenny and I, on our knees, side by side. Both of us waiting for your cock, begging you to choose. Do you pick the good girl, me, or the bossy bitch who craves it rough?”

She caught my earlobe between her teeth and sucked, just enough to make pain spark through every nerve.

“I think you’d fuck her first,” Quinn said, her hand sliding under my shirt, nails raking up my abs. “Just to teach me a lesson. You’d pin her down, fuck her until she screamed, then toss her aside and make her watch while you did whatever you wanted to me.”

Her hips never stopped, just rocked faster, the friction so intense I barely remembered where we were.

“Or maybe,” she purred, “you make us compete. Spread us open, side by side, and fuck whoever begs the loudest. Maybe you even want to see us kiss, taste each other, see who can get you off harder.”

She was painting the picture so vividly I could actually see it: Quinn and Jenny, both drop-dead stunning, both desperate and wild, fighting not just for me but for their own secret pleasure.

My cock jerked so hard against my zipper that I had to grit my teeth, the ache so sweet it was almost pain.

Quinn twisted her tongue around my ear, moaning a little, her breath hot. “Would you let us both ride you at once? Take turns bouncing on your cock? Or would you flip us over and fuck us side by side, make us scream your name until the entire lake could hear?”

She palmed my length, then squeezed, her hand confident and hungry.

I couldn’t take it anymore.

I grabbed her by the ass, stood up in one fluid motion, and locked her to my waist. She shrieked, laughing and delighted, legs cinched tight around my hips.

“You’re not wasting any time, are you?” she breathed, kissing my mouth, her hands fisted in my hair.

I slammed through the bedroom door and dropped her onto the mattress. The bounce spilled her pink sleep shorts halfway down her thighs, flashing creamy skin and the edge of her panties.

She giggled, kicking them off the rest of the way.

“God, I love watching you snap,” Quinn teased, sitting up on her elbows.

I yanked her to the edge of the bed and pinned her knees wide apart, just to look.

“You want to tease me with your sister? You want to see how filthy I’d get?” My voice was gone, replaced with pure hunger. “I’ll ruin you for anyone else.”

Quinn shivered, her own arousal soaking through the flimsy cotton of her panties.

I peeled her hoodie over her head. It came away easy, leaving her upper body bare except for the perfectly simple white bra, the mesh already showing her nipples hard and pink through the fabric.

I took my time, running my hands up her ribs, thumbing the soft swell of her breasts until she arched, desperate for more.

Her voice was a whisper now, all bravado gone.

“I’d do anything for you, Jack. Anything.”

“Even let Jenny watch while I fuck you so hard you forget your own name?” I growled, dragging my tongue up her throat to bite her ear.

Quinn bucked, already moaning.

“I’d let her do more than watch,” she panted. “I’d let her touch me. Make me beg for it. I want you to fuck us both.”

I pushed the bra straps down, slow enough to make every inch burn. Her tits spilled out, perfect and perky, the skin warm and golden under my hands.

I kneaded them, working my thumbs over her nipples until she gasped, head thrown back.

“You like it rough?” I asked, gripping her throat just tight enough to make her eyes widen.

She nodded, breathless. “Yes. God, yes.”

I ripped her panties at the hip, baring her pussy, already flushed and slick, the pink folds opening like a promise.

I ran my thumb through her wetness, letting her see how easily I could control her body.

Quinn writhed, her own hand flying up to cup her breast, pinching her nipple in time with the pulse between her legs.

I stripped off my shirt, then my jeans, never breaking eye contact. The look on Quinn’s face, pure hunger, no fear, nearly undid me. My cock throbbed, leaking pre-cum, desperate for her heat.

I knelt at the edge of the bed, hooked her knees over my shoulders, and buried my face in her pussy.

She exploded, instantly, gasping my name, her thighs crushing my ears as I worked her clit with my tongue.

“Fuck—Jack—oh god, don’t stop, don’t ever stop—”

I didn’t.

I tongue-fucked her, slow and deep, then flicked her clit hard, letting her lose control. She was so wet it dripped down my chin, the scent pure sex and satisfaction.

Every time I slowed, she bucked against me, greedy for more.

I let her ride one orgasm through, then backed off just before she came again. She wailed, hands yanking my hair, desperate for release.

I pulled her to the edge and lined my cock up against her entrance, teasing the swollen lips with just the head.

“You want to be my harem queen?” I taunted. “You want to show Jenny what a real slut looks like?”

She nodded, tears streaming, begging with her whole body.

“Then beg for it.”

Her voice was a wrecked whisper.

“Please, Jack. I need it. Fuck me. I want to feel you inside me. Please.”

That’s all it took.

I drove in, slow at first, watching her eyes blow wide with the stretch.

She arched, feet locked behind my thighs, body shaking with every inch.

I pumped into her, building a rhythm, and the wooden bedframe started to creak under the force.

She screamed, nails clawing at my back, her cunt milking my cock from the first thrust.

“Fuck! Oh, god—yes, harder, please don’t stop—”

I gave it to her, slamming in deep, every move deliberate, every piston stroke driving her higher. Her tits bounced, glorious and obscene, sweat already beading at the hollow of her throat.

Quinn’s voice broke, raw and wild.

“God, I want you. I want you to fill me up, show Jenny how much you love me, make me yours—”

I spanked her ass, grabbing both cheeks, the slap echoing off the stone walls.

She came instantly, shuddering so hard I thought she’d break in half.

But I wasn’t done.

I flipped her onto her stomach, knees digging into the mattress, perfect ass arched high and trembling. Her face, half-smothered in a pillow, turned just enough to show one blue eye gone wild and glassy. I ran my hands down the length of her back, feeling her shudder, her skin fever-hot and velvet-smooth, then grabbed her hips and hauled her up, impaling her on my cock in one brutal motion. She yelped, then went limp in surrender, fingers clenching white-knuckled in the sheets while her thighs kicked, already slick with her own wetness.


The cabin filled with the sound of skin on skin, the slap getting louder with every stroke. I pounded into her, using her like she was built for nothing else, my grip on her hips so tight I’d leave bruises. She blurred at the edges, the sharp, clever Quinn gone, replaced by pure animal hunger. The only sounds from her were ragged moans, urgent and half-strangled, with my name at the end of every one. Sweat beaded along her spine, her ass rippling as I fucked her harder, her pussy clutching at me, desperate and greedy.


She started to break apart, hips bucking, voice gone high and thin. I drove deeper, angle brutal, and she screamed into the pillow, her body convulsing around my cock. Her orgasm hit in waves, one after another, until her whole body seized and she was just a shaking, sobbing ruin. I slowed, riding it out, letting her milk every drop of sensation, every high-pitched whimper.


But she was insatiable, even now. As soon as she could breathe again, she pushed back into me, grinding her hips, begging for more without a word. I fisted her ponytail and yanked her head up, forcing her to arch her back, her tits swinging with each thrust. She looked over her shoulder at me, lips swollen, cheeks streaked with tears and sweat, and she smiled, a blissed-out, savage grin that said she wanted every bit of it.


“Harder,” she croaked, voice shredded. “Don’t hold back.”


I didn’t. I slammed into her, each thrust shaking the bed, the headboard battering the wall. Her moans turned to screams, then to broken sobs, but she never told me to stop. Her cunt kept sucking at me, wet and raw and perfect, and I lost myself in it, the line between fucking and fighting gone. I was claiming her, marking her, making sure she’d never forget who she belonged to.


The final push came fast. I gripped her hips with both hands, pulled her back onto me so hard I thought she’d split, and felt my balls tighten, heat rushing up my spine. I buried myself to the hilt and exploded, filling her with shot after shot, every pulse making her clench and cry out again. My vision narrowed, the world a tunnel of sweat and salt and Quinn, and I roared into the sheets as I emptied inside her.


She collapsed onto the mattress, shaking, sweat-slick and wrecked, a perfect mess of hair and flushed skin.

I sank down on top of her, pinning her with my weight, letting her feel every ounce of satisfaction.

She whimpered, clawing at the sheets, her pussy still rippling around my cock.

When I slid out, cum oozed from her, drenching the sheets.

I sprawled beside her, hands in her hair, kissing every inch of her face.

Quinn beamed, dazed and happy.

“You really mean it,” she whispered. “You want me in the family.”

I kissed her forehead. “It was never a question.”

She curled against me, letting me pull her close.

For a while, the only thing I could hear was the wild thumping of both our hearts and the echo of her begging in my ears.

If Jenny ever wanted a front-row seat, she’d get her money’s worth.

But for tonight, it was just me and Quinn, no witnesses, no limits, nothing held back.

And I planned to spend the rest of the night proving it.

***

It should’ve been impossible to want her again so soon, but there’s something about dirty talk and sisterly confessions that resets every rule you thought you knew.

I caught Quinn beneath her arms and flipped her with practiced force, manhandling her onto her back. She landed hard, lips ripe and swollen, breath coming in ragged bursts, her eyes glazed with raw need.

She didn’t so much as twitch in protest. Instead, Quinn smiled up at me, a wicked, hungry smile—as she spread her legs wide, cunt wet and leaking, cum glistening as it oozed from that thoroughly ruined pussy. She looped her arms behind my neck, dragging me close, her mouth insistent on mine as her tongue demanded a deep, filthy kiss.

I obeyed, tracing my knob slowly over her soaking, quivering slit before grazing her lower lip with my teeth—the taste of her mouth still lingering in the air between us. Quinn shuddered, a golden goddess trembling beneath my touch, every tremor in her body translating straight to my spine. I broke the kiss but lingered there, letting her beauty wreck me; those hazy blue eyes never strayed from mine, their trust and hunger so absolute it left me breathless.

“You’re mine,” I murmured, my voice low and rough with need.

The words hit her like a current. Quinn’s lashes fluttered, her gaze clouding even further as she nodded, lips parted and slick with the ghost of our kiss. “I’m yours,” she whispered, the promise raw and real in her voice.

I wanted to see her break. Really break.

I drove in, face to face, hand fisted in her hair, the other pinning her thigh high, opening her wide.

She wrapped her legs around my ass and pulled me deeper, locking us together.

I stared right into her blue eyes as I pumped faster, harder, the angle perfect for grinding her clit with every thrust.

She didn’t look away. Not for a fucking second.

Neither did I.

“Tell me again. You’re mine,” I hissed.

She moaned, almost sobbing with it.

“I’m yours, Jack. All yours—just don’t stop—please, fill me—”

Her words were jet fuel.

I went berserk, slamming her into the mattress, sweat dripping from my back, every muscle burning.

She clawed my arms, begging, her whole body tensed for release.

When I felt her pussy start to flutter, high and desperate, I let the pressure go.

We came together.

She shrieked, back bowing, heels dug into my spine as she milked my cock, every squeeze triggering another pulse of cum until I was spilling so deep inside her you could see it drooling out with every furious thrust.

Her orgasm fed mine, and mine fed hers, a perfect loop of pleasure and surrender.

We were both soaked, panting, utterly undone.

When I finally stopped, she trembled under me, slick and sticky, the sheets ruined with sweat, streaks of my release leaking onto her thighs and the mattress below.

I caught her mouth, kissing her hard, drinking in every last gasp and shiver.

She melted, clutching my shoulders, softer now, happy and exhausted.

We collapsed onto our sides, legs tangled, our bodies refusing to let go.

For a long minute, neither of us could speak.

All I could do was stroke her hair and listen to her breathe, the high-octane energy replaced by a satisfied, humming glow.

If I’d ever doubted whether I was truly building something real here, Quinn had just poured the foundation herself.

We were both messy, spent, and gloriously happy.

And the only thing better than the sex was knowing she wanted to do it again—soon.

***

The bed was still shaking, the sheets heavy with sweat and the proof of what we’d just done, but neither of us bothered to move. Quinn sprawled half across my chest, her skin sticky, her breath slow and satisfied. I dragged my fingers through her hair, winding the golden strands around my knuckles, letting her scent soak into my bones.

For a while, we didn’t even talk. Just lay there, limbs tangled, hearts slamming in sync.

Eventually, I cleared my throat, voice barely a whisper.

“Level with me. Was all that about Jenny true, or just your way of making sure I lost control?”

Quinn propped herself on one elbow, hair wild and face flushed with the aftershock. She beamed at me, eyes wide and honest.

“It’s one hundred percent true,” she said, no hesitation. “Jenny never actually said she wanted to fuck you. But I can see it in her eyes. She’s obsessed with the idea of the harem. She wants to see how far we can push the rules.”

She plucked a bead of sweat from my chest and smeared it on my ribs, grinning.

“Only thing I added was the fantasy of her joining us. Everything else? That’s on her. She’s the one who wanted me to show her the chat, asked how it all worked. She isn’t threatened by us. She’s dying to watch the show.”

I let that hit, then turned her chin so she had to face me.

“For the record? I would never cross the line with Ryan’s wife. Not even if she begged.”

Quinn’s smile softened. She brushed a thumb across my jaw, a gentle, almost solemn gesture.

“I know you wouldn’t. That’s what makes you worth the trouble.” She nuzzled my neck, voice dropping. “But you can think about it. Nobody said you had to be perfect.”

She curled in tighter, her leg draped across mine.

I let her settle, both of us sinking into the kind of afterglow that made every hard moment in the city worth it.

After a while, she broke the hush with a quiet confession.

“You want to hear something wild? Jenny and Ryan have been trying for another baby, but it’s not going well. Months of tracking, pills, stress. She tries to act normal, but sometimes at family dinner, I catch her looking at you with this… hope, I guess.”

The words hit different, a mix of guilt and want burning through my veins.

Quinn noticed, and her grin turned wicked.

“Maybe Uncle Jack can help,” she teased, voice pure mischief. “At the very least, you could show Ryan how it’s done.”

I barked a laugh, even as my mind spun out a dozen filthy possibilities.

“You never give up, do you?”

She shrugged. “I like to win. And if I can’t have you alone, then maybe the fantasy is even better.”

She found my hand and laced our fingers, quiet again.

The wind rattled the windows. Somewhere on the lake, a loon called, mournful and perfect.

We just lay there, the space filled with all the things neither of us needed to say.

The world back home might be complicated as hell, but in that bed, with Quinn’s naked body flush against me and nothing separating us but air, I knew we’d figure it out.

Family. Desire. Secrets. Whatever came next, we’d take it as a team.

And with the way she clung to me, her heartbeat steady and close, I knew there were plenty more blueprints left to draw up.

The night closed in. Quinn drifted off first, snoring a little, hair fanned across my chest.

I smiled, wide enough to hurt, and let the peace soak in.

Tomorrow, maybe we’d run the whole circuit again.

But for now, everything was perfect.


Chapter eighteen
Golden Hour


Walking into the loft that evening was like stepping through a portal to another universe, a better one, where stress didn’t exist and the only thing on the project plan was pleasure.

The sun was in showoff mode, lighting up the old brick and steel beams with that honeyed dusk glow you only got three weeks a year in Chicago. The air inside was warm, humming with the faint thump of a distant playlist and the unmistakable clink of glass on glass.

And there they were, my own personal dream team: Lily and Savannah, all legs and blonde ambition, sprawled across the sectional like they’d already conquered the world and set up their own happy little fiefdom in the corner of our living room.

They might as well have been painted into the scene. The two of them sat hip to hip, bare feet propped on the battered coffee table, knees brushing, bodies angled for maximum intimacy. In one hand, they each brandished a glass of red; in the other, Lily’s phone, glowing with what looked like a steady feed of old photos and incriminating evidence from their college glory days.

They didn’t even see me at first. The conversation rolled over the back of the couch, laughter mixing with the bright, almost musical pitch of Lily’s giggle. Savannah’s voice was lower, sharper, but every word she said had Lily cracking up, shining with the kind of joy you couldn’t fake.

I took a moment to just watch. There was something so fucking perfect about the way their hair caught the light, Lily’s golden waves tangled with the same golden shimmer of Savannah’s, both heads bent over the little blue rectangle like it held the secrets of the world.

This scene? It wasn’t on my punch list when I’d started the day, but damn if it didn’t feel like the reward at the end of a brutal week.

Eventually, Savannah’s radar pinged and she looked up, grinning like she’d just won the Powerball.

“Look who finally made it,” she said, voice pure mischief. “We were starting to think you got lost on a job site.”

Lily glanced up, eyes soft and happy, and patted the open space on the couch. “Right here, mister. I’m keeping your seat warm.”

I dropped my bag by the door, rolled out the knots in my shoulders, and did as I was told. The second I sat down, Lily poured a third glass of wine and handed it over, fingers brushing mine in a static jolt that went straight to the base of my spine.

“Long day?” Lily asked, leaning in so her thigh pressed against mine. The warmth of her was instant, grounding.

“You have no idea,” I said, taking a grateful gulp. “But this—this is the perfect welcome home.”

Savannah’s laugh was velvet and a little wicked. “It’s about to get better. We were just taking a trip down memory lane.”

She tapped Lily’s phone, bringing up a photo so classic it could’ve been the cover of a sorority recruitment flyer: Lily in some ridiculous costume, Savannah at her side, both showing more skin than most swimwear catalogs.

“Lily’s teaching me the secret handshake,” Savannah teased. “Apparently the hardest part of being retired is losing all those juicy secrets.”

Lily rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “You love it. Besides, you had your own legacy going.”

I took another sip, watching the way the evening light made every glass edge glint and dance. The moment was suspended, like we were the only three people in the city.

Savannah threw her arm across the back of the couch, stretching out with the lazy confidence of someone who’d never known a bad hair day. “You know,” she said, her voice softening, “I always knew you two would end up together.”

The words hung in the air, heavier than you’d expect. Lily blinked, caught off guard.

“You did not,” Lily protested, nose crinkling in disbelief.

Savannah waved her off. “Please. You had the kind of chemistry that made the rest of us look like we were running on expired Duracells. Even when we all went out, everyone could see it… It was like, ‘oh, those two? They’re the real deal.’ I won’t lie, I kind of envied it.”

She said it so matter-of-fact that for a second, even Lily went quiet.

I looked from Savannah to Lily, absorbing the weight of the words.

Lily tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, then turned to Savannah, eyes narrowing in playful challenge. “You’re deflecting, Vannah. Should I remind you about the semester you basically stalked Jack at Brew House? What was it, every Tuesday and Thursday at 10:30am?”

Savannah’s lips parted in a mock gasp. “Allegedly. I seem to recall you being there more than a little yourself, sunshine.”

Lily shot back, “That’s because I had a class across the street. You were the one spending seven bucks on oat milk lattes and pretending to study.”

Savannah shrugged, unabashed. “Guilty. He looked hot in those work boots.”

They both turned on me, and suddenly I was the main attraction, a little like being cornered by two very friendly, very mischievous lions.

I grinned, letting my arm settle behind Lily while my free hand found Savannah’s thigh, landing right above the knee. “Wait, so you’re saying you had a thing for my espresso-slinging study habits?”

Savannah held my gaze, her mouth curving into a slow, devastating smile. “Don’t flatter yourself, Bennett. It wasn’t just the coffee. You always made everything look so easy. Even when you were completely out of your league, you had that ‘I can fix this’ energy.”

Lily was eating this up. She clinked her glass to mine, her hip bumping mine with practiced affection. “See, I told you. Irresistible.”

I sipped my wine, feeling the tension shift, still playful, but with a deeper undercurrent of something unspoken. Maybe nostalgia, maybe the strange awe of realizing how the years had re-sorted all our connections.

The three of us drifted into old stories, wild nights, dumb pranks, the time Savannah almost got us banned from a downtown nightclub for smuggling in her own bottle of Prosecco. Lily had the photographic evidence, and every time she swiped, Savannah’s laughter got louder and more unfiltered.

But the real headline wasn’t the memories; it was how easily the two of them had fused, as if they’d always been best friends sharing deep secrets and not just locked together by the chaos of my love life.

After a few minutes, Savannah set down her glass and turned to face us both, legs crossed, body language open but eyes sharp.

“You know what’s wild?” she said, her tone lighter but the words hinting at something else underneath. “I spent years thinking Lily was the only one who’d ever get you. Like, if you two happened, there was no room for anyone else.”

She glanced at Lily, then back at me. “But you could have shared a year ago when you two started fucking. Instead, you just kept it all to yourself. Kind of greedy, Parker.”

Lily’s cheeks went pink, but not from the wine. She shot Savannah a look that was half challenge, half curiosity. “Can you blame me? It’s not every day you get to claim the most eligible guy on campus.”

Savannah laughed, but it was softer this time. “I’m just saying, maybe if you’d invited me to the party, we could’ve avoided a lot of pining.”

The crackle in the air had shifted, less sharp, more longing. Their banter had always been electric, but now it hovered on the edge of real talk. The idea of “sharing” wasn’t just a punchline; it was the actual question.

I leaned in, letting my hand slide up Savannah’s thigh until I felt her shiver. “Better late than never,” I said, my voice low.

Lily’s hand found my knee, squeezing as she looked between us. “Guess we’re all getting a second chance, huh?”

Savannah’s lips parted, just enough to let me see the vulnerable edge behind the bravado. “I hope so,” she said, almost too soft to hear. “Because now that I’m here, I don’t plan on missing out again.”

For a minute, none of us spoke.

The sun slipped lower, painting the city in gold and shadow, and the only sound was the rhythmic thump of Lily’s thumb against her glass, steady as a heartbeat.

Finally, Savannah broke the hush with a half-smile. “In all seriousness, Lily, you never even hinted you’d let someone else in. If it wasn’t for Jack actually saying the words, I’d still be trying to take you down just to get to him.”

Lily’s laugh was music. “You never had to fight, Savvy. You just had to show up.”

Savannah looked at her, really looked, and for the first time, I saw the flash of doubt beneath all that surface confidence. It was gone in a blink, replaced by the familiar, stunning smile.

She leaned forward, noses almost touching. “Well, I’m here now.”

I watched Lily melt. Even after years with her, I’d never get tired of that look. The one she saved for moments when she felt chosen.

She didn’t hesitate. She reached for Savannah’s hand, their fingers locking tight.

They didn’t need me to write the script.

But I was damn glad to be in the scene.

For a while, there was just the sound of old photos flicking past and the low hum of city traffic floating up from the street below.

They talked about the way life had spun them off in different directions, Lily to Jake, Savannah to a parade of almosts and never-quites, but, as Savannah put it, “the universe always reroutes the hot ones.”

They ribbed each other, swapped dirty rumors about Greek Row, and at one point started ranking the worst campus sex scandals like they were picking out paint colors.

But the best part was how every joke, every little dig, had a kernel of real want behind it.

Between rounds of laughter, Savannah circled back to the theme.

“You know, I used to think there was a rulebook for this stuff,” she mused, swirling the last of her wine. “Like, if two girls wanted the same guy, only one could win. But maybe the world’s changed?”

Lily nudged her, eyes sparkling. “You’re damn right it has. I like to think we’re all winning.”

I squeezed their hands, heat simmering low and steady.

Savannah looked at us, her mask down for just a second. “You two are so locked in. It’s wild, because most couples I know would freak out at even the idea of sharing. But here? It feels natural.”

She said it without a hint of apology. Just bold curiosity.

I shrugged, giving her my best you-can-trust-this answer. “Think of it like design. If you find a material that’s strong and beautiful, you don’t hide it in a closet. You showcase it, let everyone appreciate the craftsmanship.”

Lily laughed, but there was pride in it. “Are you comparing us to your countertops now?”

“Only the luxury imports,” I said, deadpan. “You know I have a thing for rare finishes.”

Savannah rolled her eyes, but the compliment hit home.

More photos, more stories, more rounds of “remember when,” but the current between the three of us just kept ratcheting higher.

Eventually, Savannah shifted on the couch so she was facing me straight on, knees tucked up, her gaze candid.

Her voice, though, was all honey.

“For the record, Jack, I never stopped wanting you. But now? I want Lily, too. Maybe more.”

She brought their clasped hands to her lips, kissing Lily’s knuckles soft, slow.

The glow in Lily’s eyes was pure sunlight.

She blinked, a little shaky now, and turned to me. “You okay with that, baby?”

I grinned, not even bothering to play it cool.

“I’m better than okay. I’m just kicking myself for not figuring it out sooner.”

Savannah’s laugh was relief and delight rolled into one.

She leaned in so close they were almost sharing the same breath with Lily.

And in that golden hour, the world finally made sense.

The harem wasn’t just a fantasy; it was real, right there in my living room. Two women who could have been rivals, but chose to rewrite all the rules.

I watched them, gorgeous, clever, wild and wanting, knowing that this was just the blueprint.

The walls would hold.

And the future was limitless.

***

You could feel the shift as soon as the laughs ran out.

A new quiet, heavy and loaded, sat in the space between us, the wine almost gone and the golden light now melting to a softer, duskier glow.

Savannah stared at her empty glass, twirling it by the stem. All that social energy, her armor, her signature, slipped for just a heartbeat, and I saw her as she really was: gorgeous, maybe even a little invincible, but with a crack right down the middle.

She set the glass down, fingertips trembling for half a second. Then she faced us, words tumbling out faster than she could catch them.

“You know, all those years being the center of the party, I thought I’d feel at home anywhere. But… you two? You have history. Anna’s always had her place. Sometimes I worry I’m just, I don’t know, a plus-one. Where do I even belong?”

The last word caught, rough and real. She coughed out a laugh to cover it, but the hurt was written in the way her hands twisted the hem of her silk blouse.

Neither Lily nor I called her on it. We just soaked her in.

Lily didn’t even blink. She reached across the little gulf, caught Savannah’s fidgety hand, and squeezed like she meant to anchor her right there. Her voice was clear and warm and brooked no argument.

“You belong exactly where you are,” Lily said. “With us.”

Savannah’s eyes shone, not teary, just extra bright, like maybe she’d never expected anyone to say it flat out.

I watched the tension leaking from her, her shoulders sagging in relief. For a second, the world shrank to just the two of them, hands locked across the couch, one woman whispering the cure to another’s fear.

Then Lily let go, only so she could scoot closer, knee to knee with Savannah. She reached up and tucked a golden strand behind Savannah’s ear with the gentlest touch I’d ever seen.

Their faces hovered close, breath mingling.

Lily tilted her head just so, caught Savannah’s gaze, and went for it, a slow, tentative kiss, lips barely brushing at first before deepening, finding a rhythm all their own. There was nothing staged about it; this was chemistry that burned low and true, sparked by comfort and yes, need.

Savannah whimpered, her hands sliding up Lily’s arms, hungry for the contact. She kissed back, bolder now, their mouths meeting and parting, then melting together.

I drank in the sight: two golden girls, so different in their energy but so perfectly matched, giving each other what the world had always denied.

Lily took the lead, climbing into Savannah’s lap, straddling her thighs. Their bodies pressed tight, wine-warm and so alive. The kiss heated up, all tongue and wicked promises, Lily’s fingers tangling in Savannah’s hair.

Savannah’s nails raked gentle fire up Lily’s back, dragging her shirt up inch by inch.

They lost themselves in touch, hands moving everywhere, up, down, over curves and skin, mapping new territory with every gasp.

I couldn’t stay back any longer.

I set my glass aside and joined them, bracketing Lily from behind, pressing my chest to her spine while my hands snaked around to cup Savannah’s face. I kissed the curve of Lily’s neck, feeling her shiver, then trailed my fingers down to the open line of her shirt, palming her perfect breast.

She groaned, rolling her hips against Savannah, who met her grind for grind, their bodies a study in contrast: Lily’s softness melting into Savannah’s toned heat, the two of them fitting together like lock and key.

I found Savannah’s wrist and kissed it, letting her know she was the star now, seen, wanted, worshipped.

She bit her lip, eyes closing as she tipped back, sandwiched between the two of us.

The sectional became our playground.

Lily’s shirt was the first to go, tugged overhead and left to flutter off the sofa’s edge. Her little white lace bra barely contained her D-cups, which quivered with each motion before Savannah’s hands claimed them, stroking and squeezing until Lily was gasping.

Savannah’s blouse followed, the silk puddling at her waist, creamy skin revealed beneath. I unbuttoned it slow, giving her time to savor every reveal, and her breath hitched as Lily’s mouth closed over her collarbone, teeth grazing skin.

Soon the three of us were stripped to our essentials, bras and panties for the girls, boxer briefs for me.

The touch kept shifting, a living thing: sometimes Lily’s hands explored Savannah’s abs, sometimes Savannah cupped Lily’s ass, sometimes I was the one pulling them close, letting my hands roam wherever they could reach.

But the focus never left Savannah for long.

She was a vision: lakes of blue in her eyes, blonde hair wild, body flush and hungry, legs parted as Lily’s fingers trailed up her inner thigh.

She reached for me, fingers grazing the waistband of my boxer briefs before sliding up my bare chest, tugging me down until my mouth crashed onto hers. She kissed like she wanted to erase every bad memory, deep, messy, barely stopping for air. I gave it back in kind, palms locked to her hips while her ass rocked against the cushions.

Lily slid lower, nipping a path down Savannah's chest, unhooking the bra with practiced ease. Her generous breasts spilled free, rivaling Lily's own impressive curves, full, heavy, and demanding attention. Lily cupped one in her palm, the weight familiar yet thrillingly different, and drew the flushed pink nipple between her lips. Her other hand claimed its twin, fingers sinking into the soft abundance as she kneaded with appreciative purpose.

Savannah let out a moan so pure, I felt it in my toes.

Not to be left out, I pulled Lily’s bra off, exposing her own magnificent chest. The two women pressed together, soft tit to soft tit, fingers wandering, mouths barely leaving each other for a second. When they did, it was only so I could dive in, licking, biting, devouring both sets of nipples until they peaked and trembled under my tongue.

My cock was steel-hard, leaking already, and from the look in Savannah’s eyes, she hungered for it.

She uncaged me with a practiced hand, fishing my cock free and stroking it slow, thumb teasing the tip.

Lily shimmied out of her panties, then knelt between Savannah’s thighs, spreading her open to reveal a gleaming pink slit, already wet and pulsing. She set to work, tongue flicking fast and mean, lapping at Savannah’s clit until Savannah writhed, fingers clutching the cushions for dear life.

I kissed Savannah as she moaned, tongue plundering her mouth, all while Lily brought her to the edge with every flick and suck.

Savannah’s panties fell away, her legs splayed shamelessly. She rocked against Lily’s face, greedy for every ounce of pleasure.

I couldn’t stand it. I had to be inside Savvy.

With a look, I got consent, then lined up at her entrance, cock slick with want.

She grabbed my ass, dragging me in til the head popped through her soaked folds.

Her body clamped down, velvet heat swallowing me inch by inch.

I pushed, slow and deep, savoring every fuck-hot centimeter as her cunt stretched to fit. Lily watched, face slick with Savannah’s wetness, blue eyes sparkling with pride and hunger.

Savannah’s head rolled back, hair fanned like a halo, and she wailed as my cock bottomed out.

I fucked her deep and slow, each thrust driving her tits up so Lily could feast on them, mouths and hands everywhere, all of us tangled and urgent.

Lily climbed up, straddled Savannah’s face, and suddenly Savannah was eating her out, tongue buried in Lily’s folds while I slammed into her from below.

The sound was obscene: wet, slick, a chorus of moans and curses.

Lily rode Savannah’s mouth with wild abandon, reaching back to squeeze my balls every time I bottomed out in Savannah’s clutching pussy. The sensation was electric.

We fucked like that, two golden goddesses and a man desperate to keep up.

The first true aftershock began with Savannah’s legs trembling, a vibration that started at the knees and took the rest of her, hips, belly, chest, voice, with it. She shuddered, wild and unguarded, the old mask gone as every muscle in her body seized with pleasure. The sound she made was a swallow of laughter and a scream, muffled by Lily’s thighs and then unleashed. Her hands fisted in the cushions, then found Lily’s ass and squeezed, holding on as if she could anchor herself against the coming storm.


I could feel it, too, the way her cunt went from hot and clenching to something impossible, spasming in milking waves around my cock, each ripple a velvet vice. It rippled up my spine, threatened to take me with her, but I held out, watching her come apart, wanting to see the full show before surrendering myself.


Lily gave it to her, too, never missing a beat. She rode Savannah’s mouth with a kind of joyous abandon, hips circling, hands in my hair, face lit up and wild. Her eyes, those summer-sky blues, met mine, and I saw her pride in it, in us, in the fucked-up perfection of this moment. Her moan was sharp, then drawn out, a high clear note that harmonized with Savannah’s howl, and then she shuddered, too, her thighs trembling around Savannah’s head.


The pace became a thousand times more desperate, then slow again, then desperate once more. My hands gripped Savannah’s hips, guiding her against me as I thrust deep, steady, as if I could write our names in her from the inside out. Lily’s hand clawed up my back, nails raking just enough to set every nerve on fire. I bent to kiss her, tasting the salt of her sweat, the sweetness of her mouth, and then drew her down to where Savannah was spread beneath us.


Lily lowered herself, hair a golden curtain, and took Savannah’s nipple between her lips, biting, sucking, soothing, all in the span of a second, and Savannah’s scream pitched higher. Even as Lily rode her face, she lavished attention everywhere, giving and taking in the same breath.


I felt Savannah’s legs come up, locking around my waist, heels digging into my ass, her whole body urging me to finish it. She was gasping, her words a scatter of curses and prayers, the sound so raw I lost control, thrusting harder, deeper, dragging myself over the edge with her.


The orgasm hit, a demolition charge from the base of my cock up through my chest and out my mouth. I felt the first savage pulse, then the next, and the next, shooting into Savannah as she milked every drop with greedy, fluttering spasms. My hands found hers, threading our fingers together as I kept fucking her through it, not letting go until the tremors started to ease.


Lily’s second climax followed a heartbeat later. She ground down on Savannah’s mouth, her face contorting in bliss and surprise, and I watched as she threw her head back, hair whipping, the sound so pretty and ruined at once. Savannah’s tongue lapped at her, desperate, like she couldn’t get enough, and Lily rode it out, shivering, shaking, then finally sagging over us, arms limp.


All three of us were wrecked, sticky, panting, our bodies making a mess of the sectional and each other. I looked down and saw the evidence, Savannah’s cunt leaking my cum, Lily’s thighs shining with her own, their faces flushed and dotted with sweat, their hair hopelessly tangled together.


Savannah laughed, a drunken, glorious sound, and reached up to wipe Lily’s chin with her thumb.


“Jesus,” she said, voice hoarse and ragged. “Did we just demolish the couch?”


Lily flopped sideways, giggling and half out of breath, and collapsed on top of Savannah, who caught her in a hungry, sweaty hug. I joined the pile, wrapping my arms around both of them, feeling the aftershocks in every nerve.


For a minute, none of us spoke. There was only the sound of our breathing, uneven and relieved, and the low hum of the city outside, a reminder that the world still spun beyond this room.


But it didn’t feel like it. It felt, for once, like all the clocks had stopped, and there was only us, hot and tangled and so alive.


For a long minute, none of us could talk.

We just held on, skin to skin, the world outside irrelevant.

Finally, Lily peeled herself off Savannah and curled up at her side, kissing her cheek.

Savannah lay boneless, drunk on pleasure and relief, her head against my chest and her hand still locked in Lily’s.

I wrapped my arms around both, not caring about the mess or the ruined cushions.

In the hush that followed, the three of us just breathed.

We weren’t a power couple, or a pair with an accessory. We were a triangle: three points, no weak sides.

It was everything Savannah had wanted, even if she didn’t know it until now.

And I was right there with her.

***

The aftermath on the sectional was nothing short of art.

Sweat-slick bodies sprawled together, skin gleaming in the hush between sunset and city night. My back pressed into the cushions, Lily curled at one side, Savannah draped across my chest, the gold of their hair tangling together in the hollow of my arm.

The only sound was their breathing, slow and happy, and the hum of a city lighting up beyond our windows.

Savannah traced a lazy infinity loop over my sternum, eyes half-lidded, mouth still wet from the blitz of pleasure we’d just conjured. She watched her own finger move for a while, like she was drawing up the next step.

Then, without warning, she spoke. “You know, I’ve been keeping one foot out the door this entire time.”

Lily frowned, blinking herself awake. “What does that mean?” Her voice was soft, not an accusation, just wanting to understand.

Savannah propped herself on one elbow and met both our stares. The mask was gone, this was the real her, no champagne or banter to hide behind.

“It means I was scared,” Savannah said. “That if I got comfortable, or let myself believe this could last, it would all vanish. I didn’t even change my address. Still paying for an apartment I don’t sleep in. Maybe I thought if I kept my own space, I wouldn’t get hurt.”

My heart hammered, but I made myself hold her gaze.

She smiled, small but real. “But tonight? I want to try something different. I’m selling my place and moving in. Change of address. New keys on the ring. I want all in with you, Lily, Anna, the whole messy harem crew. But especially you two.”

For a second, it didn’t compute.

Then Lily leaped up, a wild burst of sunshine, and hugged Savannah so hard they almost tumbled off the couch.

“Oh my god, YES! Finally!” Lily shrieked, peppering Savannah’s cheek with kisses. “I’m literally putting it on my calendar right now. We’ll pack this weekend and have a moving party. I’ll even carry the heavy boxes!”

Savannah laughed, the sound fizzing with pure relief. “You hate moving.”

“That’s how much I want you here every night!” Lily countered, her arms never loosening. “We need you, Savvy. All of us do.”

It was infectious, the feeling, the promise, the way every word locked the three of us tighter.

Savannah glanced at me, searching for any flicker of doubt. I brushed her hair back, planting a kiss on her temple.

“About damn time,” I said. “We’re not exactly subtle around here. You fit from day one.”

She beamed, then melted back into my arms, Lily wrapped close on her other side.

We sat like that, tangled and easy, watching the city pulse to life through those massive old windows.

For once, I didn’t overthink it.

No construction metaphors, no stress about what came next.

Just three people locked together, the warmth of their bodies against mine, the future already humming through the bones of this building.

Hell, maybe this was the plan all along.

To build something that would finally hold.

Our eyes drifted to the skyline, the three of us silent, each privately marveling at how we’d landed here.

It felt inevitable.

And as the night settled in, with the city glowing like a promise, I knew, with these women at my side, nothing could shake the foundation we’d poured together.

Home.

Right here, right now.

Forever, if we wanted it.


Chapter nineteen
Harem Housewarming


Friday night, city on full tilt. I opened the door and got hit with a wall of home-cooked warmth and the perfume of four women trying to outshine each other.

Inside the loft, it looked like a still from an ad for “found family”, except way, way hotter, and with significantly more cleavage, if you counted what Lily and Savannah’s tops had on display.

Jordan, on the other hand, stood plant-rooted by the fridge, arms crossed, her posture so tense you could’ve used her as the demo model for “introvert at a house party.” She watched the other three move like a unit: Anna chopping peppers at the island with precise, surgeon-like focus; Lily swirling a spatula through something bubbling on the stove, humming to herself; Savannah, phone in one hand and wine glass in the other, mining a cabinet for who-knows-what, ass sticking out and looking like she’d owned the kitchen for years.

The island was already a war zone: cutting boards, open bottles, half-sliced bread, and three wine glasses, all of them lipstick-stained. The fourth glass sat at the end, untouched, like bait for the odd girl out.

“Bennett, you’re late!” Savannah said, not looking up as she resurfaced with a canister of pink Himalayan salt. “We almost started dinner without you, but Anna reminded us you can’t be trusted around sharp objects unsupervised.”

Anna deadpanned, “He’s only allowed the pre-sharpened knives. Liability insurance and all.”

Lily grinned, the reigning queen of mischief. She pivoted instantly, spatula in hand, and winked at Jordan. “He can handle power tools fine, but give him a mandoline slicer and he’ll need stitches. True story.”

They were ramping up for a show, and Jordan was caught somewhere between wanting to bolt and wanting to blend in.

I dropped my keys, strolled in, and gave Jordan a smile just for her. “You’re here early,” I said, pitching it casual.

She shrugged, but her eyes tracked the wine glass like it was a life raft. “Didn’t want to get hazed for being the last one in. But I see I’m still late to the drinking.”

Lily, always the fixer, was already pouring her a glass, then slid it down the counter with a flick. “Catch. House rule—you have to join the first round, no matter what.”

Jordan snagged the glass, no spill, and hung on tight. “That’s a rule I can live with.”

Savannah finally abandoned her cabinet raid and circled back, planting herself almost in my lap before propping herself against the stone countertop. “You see how I’ve organized this place already?” she said, gesturing sweeping with her wine. “All the good stuff goes in the left upper, spices here, snacks in the secret drawer. Not like the system you had, which was, what, ‘put it wherever you drop it’?”

Anna snorted, slicing another bell pepper into surgical strips. “You should see his toolbox. If it wasn’t labeled, he’d never find a thing.”

I shrugged, zero fight left in me. “That’s what I have you guys for. If something’s missing, I wait five minutes and Lily just walks it over.”

Jordan was sipping her wine now, but still hovering, not quite sure when to jump in.

Lily made the move for her. She plucked a chef’s knife off the block and offered it hilt-first. “Help me out? These onions aren’t going to dice themselves, and Anna says I’m not allowed to cry on the food.”

Jordan blinked, surprised. She took the knife and sidled up next to Lily, already in work mode. “Copy that, boss. I did see an extra cutting board over here…”

She pulled it over and went to work. The tension in her neck dropped by half right away. If you gave Jordan a system and a goal, she was home.

Anna leaned in to watch her form. “Nice grip,” she said, approving. “You cook much?”

Jordan grinned. “Mostly for functional reasons, but my mom drilled knife safety into me before I ever held a spatula. It was her ‘girls can be dangerous’ lesson.”

Lily giggled and nudged her shoulder. “I feel safer already.”

The whole thing turned into a controlled demolition of personal space. Every forty seconds, someone would bump hips, reach across a body for the olive oil or the chopped celery, or “accidentally” brush against a hand on the island. Lily was the ringleader. She’d intentionally step right behind me to pass flour to Jordan, making sure we collided, then give a wink like it was all perfectly innocent.

Savannah had made herself wine czar. She topped off Anna’s glass, then used the bottle as a pointer. “Did you ever tell Jordan about the time you tried to bartend that frat party, Jack?”

I shook my head, preemptive regret already setting in. “Absolutely not. Why would I ever give you that ammunition?”

Anna chimed in, not missing a beat. “Because it’s legendary.”

She shot a look at Jordan, whose knife had paused mid-chop.

Savannah launched in: “Picture this, Sigma Chi’s spring formal, five hundred drunk undergrads, and Mr. Man here decides he can out-keg-stand the quarterback. Classic power move. But instantly, he loses all upper body control and face-plants so hard he takes the entire keg down with him.”

Anna added, “It foamed for ten minutes. They had to cancel the next two drink stations because no one could get the foam out of the tap lines.”

I winced, but the pain was worth the laughter rolling around the island.

Jordan barked a laugh, her first real, unguarded sound of the night. “That… is impressive. Did you ever live it down?”

Savannah raised her glass in my direction. “We still call him ‘Keg Bennett’ in some circles. You’ve got to earn a legend, babe.”

I faked a wounded expression. “I’d like to remind everyone I rebuilt my reputation through years of hard labor—”

“And poetry,” Anna cut in, voice sly.

Lily’s eyes lit up. “Wait, what poetry?”

Anna held court, loving it. “Sophomore year, Jack had this thing where he’d sneak poems into my textbooks during finals week. Not, like, high-art poetry. Just… little confessions. Rhyming couplets, doodles. Sometimes dirty, sometimes sappy. But always anonymous.”

Savannah whooped. “That tracks. Guy’s got ‘secret romantic’ energy.”

Even Lily was in awe. “Do you still write them? Because my mailbox is empty, mister.”

Jordan side-eyed me, a new twist in her smile. “Any chance you remember the best one?”

Anna answered for me. “I’ll never forget. ‘If chemistry’s hard and you’re starting to cry, just open this book—your construction guy.’ He even drew a hard hat with hearts around it.”

The laughter nearly blew out the candles Lily had just lit.

For a few long minutes, the group tripped down memory lane, stories piling up: the night Anna had to drive me home because, quote, I couldn’t outdrink Savannah, or when Lily caught me building her a surprise bed frame in the middle of the night and thought I was robbing her apartment.

Jordan listened, smiling, but her chopping slowed with every new story. She wasn’t part of the past yet. Her history with me was all gym benches, mutual respect, sweat, and the unspoken stuff hanging between our bodies. Different universe.

Lily must’ve felt the shift. She set down her whisk, wiped her hands on a dish towel, and pivoted to Jordan.

“Okay, but I want to know, what was your first impression of Jack?” She asked it loud, for everyone to hear it. “When you first started training him at the gym, what did you really think?”

Anna and Savannah both perked up, eager for new material.

Jordan hesitated, then tossed her knife on the board and leaned an elbow on the counter. All eyes on her.

She gave me a wicked once-over before answering.

“Honestly?” She sipped her wine, then set the glass down with intent. “I thought he was a little too perfect. The kind of guy who cleans his weights after every set, never misses a rep, and probably keeps a spreadsheet tracking his macros.”

Savannah rolled her eyes in appreciation. “That is too real. He definitely alphabetizes his screws.”

Jordan doubled down. “But then he started fixing the cable row after hours. Just, you know, ripped the thing open and went to work when everyone else would have called the front desk. That got my attention. Most guys talk game, but he just… did it.”

Anna smiled, suddenly softer. “That’s our Jack. Silently making himself useful.”

I shrugged, owning it. “Somebody’s got to keep the wheels on.”

Jordan leaned in, warming now. “My real first impression was that you didn’t treat me like eye candy. You talked to me like a pro, not a girl with a good squat. That’s rare.”

The words hung in the air. For a half-second, everybody went quiet.

Lily locked eyes with her, pure approval. “Well, we lucked out. I like your standards.”

Anna reached across, tapping Jordan’s hand. “See? You already fit right in.”

Savannah raised her glass, making it a toast. “To smart women, and the men brave enough to try to keep up.”

We all clinked, and just like that, the distance was gone.

The meal came together in a blur, sizzling pans, fresh sourdough, salad shakers, and at least three more “incidents” where Lily or Savannah made sure hips and hands collided, drawing Jordan and me together on purpose.

When it was time to eat, nobody moved toward the dining table. We just circled the island, plates in laps, wine refreshed, the whole group leaning in like conspirators.

Anna took one of the barstools and started divvying up portions, calculating macros because, of course, she’d memorized everyone’s preferences.

Savannah perched on the counter, legs tucked under and hair wild.

Lily hovered over the spread, raving about the fresh basil like it deserved a Nobel.

Jordan took her place at the island’s edge, right up next to me, her knee occasionally bumping mine under the counter.

The food was good, great, even, but the best part was the noise. Laughter, stories, the savage teasing that always followed my worst stories, and the easy way the women started to lean on each other, no hesitation.

Jordan’s voice was louder now, her wit sharper. Every time she zinged me (usually about my organizational systems or the fact that I still hadn’t installed proper under-cabinet lighting), the ladies cheered her on.

At one point, Savannah laid into me with a callback: “You know, you could probably win a keg stand now, if we trained you properly. Ninety-day challenge?”

Jordan nodded, eyes sparkling. “Only if there’s a performance review at the end.”

Anna wiped tears, she was laughing so hard. “Can we score him on form and outcome?”

I threw up my hands. “I’m being heckled in my own kitchen.”

Lily’s voice was soft, but the words had gravity. “You’re being loved in your own kitchen.”

That landed different.

We killed the meal, every bite. And when the last plates were scraped and the wine was nearly gone, I looked around and realized the group had fused into something rare. A team. A harem, maybe. But, mostly, just a home.

And at the center, Jordan, no longer on the outside. Joking, eating, sharing stories, throwing in with the crew.

It was a small miracle.

And the night was just getting started.

***

The instant the dishes hit the sink, Lily was a woman with a mission. She wiped her hands, shot Savannah a look, then dashed for the front closet. A minute later, she emerged with a full-on karaoke machine, microphones, color LEDs, and a binder thick enough to rival the city phone book.

Savannah groaned, head in her hands, but her eyes shone with predatory delight.

“Oh, God. I thought we lost that thing in the move,” she said.

Lily ignored her, already untangling cords with the enthusiasm of a four-year-old on Christmas. “Nope! Anna got it for us. Said every housewarming needed a ‘shared embarrassment ritual.’ Also, she wanted to see you perform in real time, not just on Instagram.”

Anna smirked, perched on the stool with her wine. “I stand by that. The people demand a show.”

Jordan, quietly stacking leftovers in the fridge, eyed the setup with suspicion. “I assumed karaoke was a drinking game, not a talent showcase. Do you all actually do this sober?”

Savannah fired up the songbook. “With enough wine, everyone’s Mariah Carey. Besides, Jack once sang ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’ at a work retreat and it nearly crashed company morale.”

I waved her off, but the girls were already locked and loaded.

Lily flicked through track lists, spun the mic in her hand, and fixed Jordan with a dare. “Come on. Don’t make me duet with the birthday girl. We need a power trio. Jordan, you’re up.”

Jordan tried to retreat, but it was already too late. Savannah rounded the island and latched onto her bicep with both hands.

“Resistance is futile,” Savannah purred. “You’re contractually obligated to humiliate yourself for group cohesion.”

Anna cackled. “She’s right. It’s in the fine print under ‘harem bylaws.’ Subsection 3: Make memories, even if they’re mortifying.”

Jordan scanned the room, saw four sets of eyes locked in, and finally surrendered. She rolled her shoulders, smirked, and took the mic from Lily. “Fine. But if we’re doing this, we do it full send.”

Lily squealed and pulled up the playlist.

They huddled, three heads together, plotting and negotiating. After thirty seconds, they landed on a throwback pop hit: Destiny’s Child, three-part harmony.

The lights dimmed. The intro played, and suddenly I was front row at Girl Group Nationals.

Lily owned the stage with reckless joy. She didn’t hit every note, but she out-smiled the pros and worked the room like a Vegas headliner. Savannah, next to her, channeled runway energy, hip pops, sultry glances, a slow body roll on every chorus. But Jordan? She started off quiet, just blending in, until the first verse hit, and she let it rip.

Her voice cut through the room, pure and raw, not showy but strong as hell. She had that smoky, gym-rat rasp that made pop lyrics sound like a challenge. The women caught on instantly, shifting the spotlight to her in every round.

At the bridge, all three joined in, arms around each other’s waists, their voices colliding in a perfect chaos of harmony and laughter.

Anna clapped louder than the song, nearly knocked over her glass. “Holy shit, Jordan! You have been hiding that talent.”

Savannah pulled her close, mock-bowing. “Seriously, Hale, you’re giving us main-character energy.”

Lily just giggled, not stopping even as she lost the beat altogether. “That was the best! I want a recording.”

Jordan, cheeks still a little pink, handed back the mic. “Next time you need a ringer, you know who to call.”

I thought the fun would die down, but the women were just getting started.

Savannah took over song selection, and within thirty seconds, they had a new routine: The winner of each round picked the next victim.

It didn’t take long before the target was me.

Lily shoved the mic into my hand, her smile pure mischief. “Jack, you’re up. I expect full choreography.”

I scanned the options, but it was rigged. They’d already queued up Backstreet Boys: “I Want It That Way.”

Anna’s face went wide as she started recording on her phone. “Don’t choke.”

Savannah lounged on the couch, supreme judgment in her eyes. “Channel your inner boyband, babe. We’re watching.”

Jordan smirked, her usual calm replaced by a crackling confidence. “No excuses, construction guy. If you need backup, the gym mirrors are always available.”

I played along. I mean, what choice did I have? I put on my best smolder, pointed and gestured like a man caught in a late-90s music video, and sang. My voice was not great. The harmonies were worse. But the girls went wild, doubling over with laughter at every verse.

Anna whistled and banged her glass on the table. “Call Simon Cowell, we found his new nightmare.”

Savannah leaned in, licking her lips. “It’s a brave man who can sing this and still make us want to fuck him.”

Lily just howled, nearly toppling off the ottoman. “Jack! Your moves are better than your pitch, but not by much.”

The deathblow came from Jordan. She let the laughter die, let the silence stretch, then said, “And here I thought your form needed work at the gym.”

The others howled. I bowed in defeat.

We finished with a group number, Anna and Lily on “Wannabe,” Savannah and Jordan doing backup. The grand finale devolved into a dance riot, with Lily spinning me around and Savannah dipping Jordan like two ballroom crashers.

When the music finally shut off, we were breathless, cups empty, the whole mood electric but softer somehow.

Lily was still vibrating. She grabbed the remote, scrolled through a totally random string of perfectly chosen streaming titles, and then settled on an old-school action comedy. “We need something fun. And snacks. And, Jack, you’re not allowed to fall asleep first.”

She patted the couch like a puppy training session. “Jordan, you’re next to Jack. Sectional rules.”

Jordan slid in, not hesitating now. She took my right side, settling her thigh snug against mine. Savannah claimed my left, draping her long legs across the ottoman and wrapping an arm around my shoulder.

Anna and Lily piled onto the other end, Lily pulling a fuzzy blanket over them both. Under the blanket, Anna curled into Lily’s side like they’d rehearsed this move a dozen times. The lights lowered, city view glowing behind frosted glass, and the only sound was the gentle crackle of a movie about to roll.

For the first half hour, the movie was background noise. Most of the action was on the couch: fingers tracing lazy lines over skin, bodies shifting closer with each new beat. Lily snuck a hand under Anna’s hoodie and made a game of counting her ribs. Savannah, ever the troublemaker, whispered sarcastic commentary in my ear, sometimes just close enough to smell my skin.

Jordan started off upright, arms crossed, but as the movie wore on and her muscles cooled, she relaxed. She slouched into my side, letting her head graze my shoulder, her hand occasionally tapping my thigh when she wanted to make a point.

Lily was the first to wilt. She yawned, tucked herself closer to Anna, and conked out. Anna pretended to resist, but she was gone five minutes later, breathing slow and deep.

That left the three of us: me, bracketed by two beautiful, wide-awake women, with only the faint drone of the TV to cover what was happening next.

Savannah twisted to make eye contact with Jordan, a look that was half dare, half secret handshake. The air between them hummed, and I knew exactly where this was going.

But for a while, we just stayed there, snug, tangled, and utterly satisfied as the night deepened around us.

The storm was gathering, and I was more than ready to see what hit next.

***

With Anna and Lily gone to dreamland, the entire temperature shifted.

Savannah was the first to make a move. She trailed her fingers up my forearm, slow and teasing, her nails just scratching the hairs. She watched me, but her real focus was on Jordan, eyes flashing a challenge over my chest.

Jordan didn’t shy away. She shifted closer, letting her hand drop to my thigh, then traced little figure eights through the denim. Her breath quickened, the lines of her jaw gone loose and hungry.

Savannah draped herself across my torso, her hand snaking under my shirt. She planted her palm flat against my abs, then raked her nails upward, slow as honey. When she got to my ribs, she dragged her tongue along my jaw, never breaking eye contact with Jordan.

Then, with no warning, Savannah arched across my body and whispered into Jordan’s ear. Her lips brushed the lobe, and her voice was low, smoky, the kind of dare that made the air go electric.

“You want to take this upstairs?”

Jordan’s laugh was pure relief, a breathy, almost disbelieving sound. “Absolutely.”

In a split second, I was on my feet, both women hauling me off the couch. Savannah led, winding her fingers through mine and tugging me up the stairs; Jordan bracketed the rear, one palm glued to the small of my back, keeping me boxed-in and burning.

The trip to the bedroom was a blur: a stampede of naked want, hips and hands and wild hair everywhere.

We barely made it through the door before Savannah spun me around and pressed me flat to the wall, her mouth claiming mine. She kissed sharp and deep, her hands mapping every inch, shoulders, chest, abs, then straight to my belt buckle.

Beside us, Jordan didn’t hesitate. She pulled my shirt up and over in a single, smooth move, then ran her tongue down my neck to my collarbone, biting just enough to brand me.

Between the two of them, my clothes vanished. Pants down, boxers stripped. I was bare, my cock so hard it ached, balls already so tight it hurt.

For a split second, they both just looked, eyes hungry, hands working together in perfect sync.

Savannah smirked, raking her gaze up and down. “Now that’s how you welcome a man home.”

Jordan’s eyes shivered, her approval raw and unfiltered.

But they weren’t done.

With a silent signal, they pivoted to each other.

Savannah slipped her T-shirt over her head, leaving her in nothing but a neon lace bra and panties, model-perfect, every curve painted gold by the streetlight bleeding through the window. She was a fucking vision: long legs, hips built for sin, and the kind of tits that made entire bars go quiet.

Jordan yanked off her tank and sports bra in one go, her body lean and flawless. Her abs flexed, cut and clean, but the real headline was her chest, round, high, and springy, full D-cups that could anchor any fantasy. Her nipples were already hard, the tips dark and swollen, just begging to be tasted.

They kissed then, Savannah’s hands slipping under Jordan’s waistband to cup the perfect curve of her ass. Jordan moaned, deep in her throat, then bit Savannah’s neck like she owned her.

I watched, transfixed.

Savannah shimmied out of her panties, her pussy already glistening, pink and wet and open for anything. She stripped Jordan next, fingers slow, teasing the waistband down over every cut of muscle until Jordan’s own bare skin gleamed in the city glow.

The contrast was perfect: Savannah’s golden softness against Jordan’s dark hair and athletic flex, both sweating want.

It was my turn.

They pushed me back on the mattress, Savannah on my left, Jordan on my right. They sandwiched me, their bodies slick and hot, tits pressed together over my chest, mouths already fighting for position.

Savannah kissed me deep, tongue plunging, while Jordan moved down my body, her lips trailing from my jaw to my chest, over my abs, then landing at my cock.

She stroked me with both hands, slow at first, then ramping up, her grip sure and hungry. She kissed the tip, then flicked her tongue over the slit, savoring the taste.

Savannah watched with greedy eyes, then dropped beside her. Suddenly, both women were on me, mouths working in tandem, sometimes taking turns, sometimes sharing. The sensation was impossible: four hands, two sets of lips, and a war between heaven and hell for who could make me break first.

Savannah sucked the base, her lips plush and perfect, while Jordan buried my shaft down her throat, swallowing every inch. When one surfaced for air, the other took over, sometimes licking, sometimes pumping with her fist.

At one point, they pressed their tits together, trapping my cock between them, Savannah’s softer, pillowy; Jordan’s tighter, springy, the ridges of her pecs flexing as she squashed me between those perfect mounds.

They smeared pre-cum across their cleavage, giggling, then lapped it off each other, tongues tangling, never breaking rhythm.

I was seconds away from exploding, but the show was too good. I needed to last.

I tugged them up for air, then dragged Savannah up onto the bed, ass high, tits swaying under her.

She braced on all fours, but didn’t stop. She leaned down, planted her mouth straight onto Jordan’s, and kissed her hard, their tongues fighting as they devoured every trace of my taste.

I lined up and drove into Savannah from behind, slow at first, then deep, bottoming out in that velvet grip.

She shrieked, hair flying, hips backing onto me with every thrust.

Jordan spread her own legs, both hands at her tits, but Savannah was greedy. She kept kissing her, sometimes slipping a hand under to rub Jordan’s clit as they writhed together.

I pounded Savannah, the slap of flesh echoing off the walls. Her pussy was slick and hot, milking me, and every motion forced her tits to swing, mashing harder against Jordan’s chest.

Jordan moaned, fingers pinching her own nipples while Savannah tongued her, both women shuddering with every stroke.

When Savannah started to lose it, her body tensing, ass shaking, voice breaking, I leaned over, grabbed her by the hair, and made her watch as I fucked her into oblivion.

Her cunt clamped, hard, wet, shuddering. She screamed, but never let go of Jordan’s tongue.

Jordan came next, her own body convulsing as she ground sweat and want against Savannah’s mouth. Together, they made a sound so dirty it practically detonated my self-control.

I wanted to make it last, though. I pulled out, dragged Jordan closer, and slid between her thighs.

Now it was Jordan’s show.

She arched, eager, the heat of her pussy swallowing me whole. I drove in, hard, and she met every thrust with a champion’s greed, her legs locked around my back, her tits bouncing. Savannah moved down and sucked a nipple into her mouth, pinching the other, driving Jordan crazy.

I lost track of time and everything else as I fucked Jordan, hard, the bedframe clattering against drywall in a fever-dream rhythm. Her body was poetry in reckless motion: abs tight, tits bouncing, neck arched, and every rippling muscle beneath her skin straining for more. Each thrust felt like a dare, the wet heat of her cunt clamping down with an athlete’s tenacity, as if her body’s only mission was to wring me out until I was nothing but raw, helpless need.


She came the first time with a yelp that shattered composure: legs locking around my waist, nails digging crescents into my back. I barely had time to feel her aftershocks before she bucked and demanded more, the words torn between laughter and challenge. I gave her everything, pace brutal, balls slapping against her until the air was an ozone storm of sweat and sex and the animal sounds that made us all honest.


Her second orgasm arrived in a surprise ambush. One moment she was gasping my name, the next she was shuddering, eyes rolling up as her cunt milked me in violent spasms, a wet pulse that threatened to drag me under with her. I held off, gritting my teeth, desperate to see just how far she’d go.


Savannah watched us, sprawled like a golden goddess across the pillows, one hand idly toying with her own clit, the other palming her breast as she cheered us on. When Jordan’s breathing turned ragged and her whole body shivered, Savannah slid in beside her, their lips colliding in a messy, open-mouthed kiss that made them both moan into the space I’d carved between them.


I couldn’t last. The sight of them together, tongues tangling, sweat running down their faces, was too much. I pulled out, the sudden ache of emptiness making Jordan gasp and claw at my hips. But I needed them both, side by side, on display, surrendering to whatever I wanted to leave behind.


I lined them up, Savannah on the left, Jordan on the right, their bodies flush, tits pressed together, faces grinning and expectant. Both of them reached for my cock, hands overlapping, stroking in tandem, squeezing and twisting, not even pretending to compete, just two wild forces in perfect, decadent sync.


I stroked, and the pressure built, the promise of release humming in every nerve ending. Savannah’s lips found my tip, kissing it, while Jordan ran her tongue up the length of my shaft, licking the veins and the ridge below the head with a slow, hungry greed. When I felt my balls tighten, I jerked forward, aiming up, and exploded.


My cum shot across their chests in hot, sticky arcs, painting both sets of breasts and collarbones in messy, perfect streaks that glistened on sweat-shining skin. Both women watched, hypnotized, as the semen pooled and trickled, then started to smear it across each other, giggling, using their fingers, swirling it together like abstract artists with a palette of pure pleasure.


They rubbed each other's nipples, smearing cum from one slick peak to the next, Savannah laughing as she painted a line across Jordan’s pecs, Jordan returning fire by drawing a delicate spiral on Savannah’s breast. Then, without breaking eye contact with me, they started licking each other clean, tongues lapping up every creamy drop, hands still roaming, squeezing, pinching, refusing to let the moment fade.


I was spent, every muscle in my body humming with aftershocks, but I couldn't look away. Savannah, sticky and glowing, pulled Jordan into a deep kiss, breathless and wild. Jordan, flushed and radiant, collapsed back onto the mattress, dragging me with her, and I fell between them, my head pillowed by their perfect, cum-soaked tits.


We collapsed into the sheets, tangled, the world shrunk to the sound of gasps and heartbeats.

Savannah curled up on my left, Jordan on the right, both clutching me, their bodies cooling in the night air.

The only thing left was quiet. And the knowledge that, whatever happened next, I’d never be the same.

Three bodies, one pulse, and zero regrets.

The night lasted forever, and I never wanted it to end.

***

I woke to sunlight trying to burn a hole through the blackout shades and the traces of three mouths still tingling across my skin. Nothing but rumpled sheets and a faint ache in every muscle, a reminder that the night before had been one for the record books.

But the real draw was the sound, murmured laughter, a pan sizzling on the stove, the unmistakable rhythm of my kitchen fully in the hands of women way more competent than me.

I pulled on some sweats, padded down the stairs, and braced for whatever circus waited.

It was better than expected.

Jordan stood at the stove, towering over a skillet, flipping pancakes with the precision of a breakfast ninja. She wore one of my oldest t-shirts, the hem barely grazing the curve of her ass, and nothing else that I could see. Even in borrowed cotton, she moved like she’d always owned the space, confident, lithe, smiling at Anna’s running commentary about “optimal temperature for syrup absorption.”

Anna, already in dress-to-impress mode, darted around the table, laying out plates, forks, and real napkins like she was prepping for a magazine shoot. Savannah was all legs, hair wild, pouring OJ into champagne flutes and taste-testing as she went.

But the centerpiece was Lily.

If there was a queen of domestic chaos, it was her: hair mussed, face glowing, wearing only a soft oversized dress shirt that hung down to mid-thigh, sometimes less if she reached for a mug. She moved barefoot, hips swaying, her every step broadcasting how comfortable she was at home.

The second she spotted me, Lily lit up.

“Babe!” she sang out, voice extra bright for a man still chasing his first coffee.

She bounded over, pressed the steaming mug into my hand, and before I could process the warmth, or how perfectly she’d nailed my “just right” ratio of cream, she hopped up into my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck.

She smelled like strawberries, like summer, like every fantasy that ever started in a half-lit kitchen.

She cuddled in, totally unbothered by the lack of pants or the audience, then aimed a loud, stage-whisper in the direction of the stove: “For the record, Jordan is making us real pancakes, none of that protein powder stuff. And she’s staying the entire weekend.”

Jordan hesitated, spatula frozen midair, just shy of the next flip. She looked at me, uncertainty buried behind the hope in her eyes. She didn’t say it, but the whole room held its breath for my response.

I leveled her with a grin, then sipped my coffee.

“I hope you cleared your calendar,” I said. “You should just pack for the whole week. The place is better with you in it.”

Jordan’s relief was so real it was almost a physical thing.

She shot me a smile, one that lit up the whole kitchen.

Anna caught the vibe, winked, and slid the stack of plates closer. “Breakfast for five, then-family style. I like it.”

Savannah popped a bottle of prosecco, made instant mimosas, and delivered fresh refills to anyone whose glass looked even half-empty. “Let’s celebrate. I say we lock Jordan in as chef-in-residence.”

Lily, still draped across my lap like a starlet from a 90s romcom, purred. “I could get used to this.”

The whole thing was a symphony, no missteps, every woman knowing her part. Plates passed hand to hand, juice poured, pancakes stacked high, fruit fanned across a tray in some ridiculous Instagram-worthy display.

I just sat back and soaked it in: the blur of bare legs, the laughter, the way everyone moved and touched and talked, easy as breathing.

Jordan floated around the kitchen, her confidence growing with every second. She’d found the rhythm, and we all locked around her, pulling her into the group without any of the old friction.

She caught my eye once, her mouth full of pancake, and winked, a little sly, a lot happy.

Lily curled tighter, whispering something into my neck about “dibs on the next shower,” while Anna and Savannah started a half-serious war over who made the best eggs benedict.

Every piece fit, no cracks, no forgotten corners. This wasn’t just a harem. This was a new kind of family.

And as sunlight poured across the island, spilling over four women in various states of undress and delight, I knew the foundation was perfect.

Nothing left to do but build on it.


Chapter twenty
Send It


If there was a contest for best rooftop view, mine had to be in the finals. The old factory bricks held the heat from the day, and from the corner of our deck you got the full, cinematic sweep of Chicago’s skyline, gold and amber, then blue as a bruise, and finally streaked with city light. I never got tired of it, not even after all the countless evenings we’d spent up here pretending the world was on pause.

Tonight was supposed to be mellow. Just a soft launch for the weekend: me, Lily, Savannah, Anna, and Jordan, a couple of bottles chilling in an ice bucket, and the promise of nothing on the calendar tomorrow but whatever hangover remedy sounded best.

The women had claimed the Adirondacks right out of the gate. Lily sprawled in hers, bare legs up and crossed, her dress riding high enough to make sitting still an act of willpower. Savannah perched on the rail, queen of the city, wind in her hair, denim shorts and some cropped silky thing barely buttoned over her chest. Anna was next to her, striking as always, high-contrast chic in jeans and a simple tank, face aglow with that calm, killer smile. And anchoring the end, Jordan, hair up, arms bare, her athletic frame already in casual-warmup mode, totally at home and giving off “don’t fuck with my family” energy.

The table was covered in tapas and half-food, half-decoration: charcuterie, berries, a little stack of dark chocolate, somebody’s genius idea to smuggle up a box of Mediterranean takeout. Every surface was a little sticky from condensation. The air was loud with the hiss of opening bottles, the clink of glass, and the constant, almost musical flutter of five voices at once.

Lily raised her glass, blue eyes locked straight on me. “To found family,” she declared, her voice bright and certain. “And to the hottest summer any of us will ever have.”

Five glasses met, a sparkle and splash, laughter rolling right after.

I took a sip, the wine cool and tart, and let it settle over my tongue. For a minute, I just watched them, blonde, brunette, another blonde, then one more dark-haired force of nature. Unbelievable. If my high school self could see this, he’d have a heart attack on the spot.

Savannah tilted her glass, sizing up the rim before shooting a look at Anna. “You know, if you told me back in college that I’d be bookending my Friday nights with the same harem, I would’ve called you a liar.”

Anna smirked, running her fingers down the stem of her glass. “It’s not a harem unless there’s a ranking system. Right now, Bennett’s outnumbered, so I think we’re actually the bosses.”

Jordan gave a low whistle, then shot me a look. “Hope you brought your A-game, Jack.”

I grinned, but didn’t even try to play it cool. “I’ll just try to keep up.”

Lily leaned into my shoulder, her leg brushing mine. “That’s all we ask.”

We let it breathe for a while, just soaking in the city and the subtle flex that came with being us.

Banter drifted from design projects (Quinn’s name was already in the mix) to gym gossip (Jordan’s clients were apparently more dramatic than any bachelor cast ever assembled), then circled back to the eternal debate: which Chicago pizza actually counted as the gold standard.

“I’m just saying,” Savannah insisted, “if it’s not crispy at the edges, I’m not waiting forty minutes for it.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “You’ve lost all Chicago street cred. Next thing you know, you’ll be drinking Malort for pleasure.”

Jordan snorted, nearly spilling her wine. “That’s how you know you’re a transplant: when you start betting shots of Malort instead of money.”

I took the opportunity to refill my glass, couldn’t let them get too far ahead.

Lily patted my thigh, her hand lingering. “You realize, this is the dream, right?”

I shrugged, even as the words landed. “Honestly, yeah.”

That was the point where I realized the night wasn’t going to stay chill for long.

The elevator buzzed below, then two voices tangled up the stairwell: Jake and Taylor, both laughing, Jake’s voice punching through the night louder than the music.

Savannah caught it first. “Incoming,” she announced, and the energy instantly doubled.

Jake arrived like he always did: grinning, arms loaded with very unnecessary bottles of wine, followed by Taylor, whose cropped top and painted-on jeans matched the vibe perfectly.

Lily lit up, sliding out of her chair to wrap Jake in a quick, tight hug. “Hey you! We thought you two had date night.”

He squeezed her back, no hesitation, then ruffled my hair for emphasis. “Turns out, Taylor’s the social one. She heard there was a party, and I never say no to a good party.”

Taylor beamed, already at home. “You weren’t kidding, Jake. This is the A-list.”

Savannah let her voice drop to a stage whisper: “Only the hottest make the cut.”

Taylor melted right into the group, perching next to Savannah on the rail, laughing like she’d known them for years.

Jake set the wine on the table, four new bottles, all red, no repeats. “I’m guessing this will last, what, an hour?”

Jordan winked at him. “You’re optimistic.”

Anna scooted over, making space for Taylor, and poured her a generous glass. “We’re glad you’re here,” she said, eyes shining with the promise of instant mischief.

The table filled in, drinks touched hands, and the rooftop was suddenly twice as alive.

The city, for its part, just kept showing off. Twilight was mostly gone, replaced by the hard, glimmering blue of skyscraper lights and streetlamps flickering to life. The air had that perfect snap, warm from the day, cool enough to keep the sweat at bay, and just enough breeze to tangle hair and keep the wine from hitting too hard.

Savannah stood, arched her back, and yawned dramatically. “Music. We need music.”

With a flick, she untangled her phone, hunted for the Bluetooth connection, and within seconds had paired it to the deck’s hidden speakers. The first track was a wall of bass and summer fire, something retro but so filthy Anna shot her a warning glance.

Savannah just cranked it. “You want truth, you get the playlist.”

Jordan started a round of mock salsa, grabbing Savannah’s hand and spinning her under the string lights. The moment was pure improv, but the way they moved, it looked rehearsed.

Taylor and Anna clapped out the beat, while Lily videotaped it for “future blackmail.” Jake just watched, amused, arms folded, happy to let the women own the moment.

As for me, I’d built the deck myself, twelve hundred square feet, reclaimed pine, hidden lighting, and a view designed to make everyone else jealous. But the real headline was the way these women, their hair, their voices, the curve of bare legs over the edge of an Adirondack, made every other rooftop feel like an afterthought.

After a song or two, Lily refilled her glass, then set her phone on the table with a thunk. “I refuse to let the party hit cruise control. Should we text Natalie and Quinn?”

Anna jumped in, eyes going sly. “You know Quinn never turns down a rooftop invite, especially if there’s talk of skinny-dipping later.”

Jordan raised her glass, toasting the idea. “Solid. And while we’re stacking the guest list, I’m bringing Mia. Trust me, she’s a vibe.”

She didn’t even wait for consensus, just pulled out her phone, thumb flying. Within moments, she’d fired off a quick text. “Done. Told her there’s good wine and zero drama.”

Savannah barked a laugh. “Lies, but pretty ones.”

Lily’s thumbs were flying too. “Quinn and Natalie—group chat invite sent.”

Anna watched, amused. “Are we accepting applications now?”

I shrugged. “The more, the messier.”

Jake raised an eyebrow, then stage-whispered to me: “You’re basically running the most efficient open relationship in the city.”

Taylor leaned in, grinning wide. “Correction: he’s running the only one that works.”

Savannah, never missing a beat, gave Taylor a quick once-over. “How do you know so much about our scene?”

Taylor held her stare, saucy and unbothered. “Your reputation precedes you, Savvy. Plus, Jake overshares like it’s an Olympic sport.”

Jake looked wounded. “I’m an open book.”

Anna smirked, leaning into the heat. “Good thing we like our stories steamy.”

Jordan made a show of stretching, her tank top hiking up to reveal a stripe of abs, then plopped right back onto her chair. “If Mia gets here before the others, you owe me a shot.”

“Deal,” Savannah replied. “But only if you make her dance.”

Lily, perched on the arm of my chair now, took a survey of the table. “Has anyone checked the snack situation? Because I’m starving.”

Jake gestured to his bag. “I brought enough cheese and crackers to fuel a small army.”

Taylor held up her contribution: fresh bakery cookies, still in the white paper bag. “Let’s see if you can resist these.”

Anna swooned. “Savannah eats sugar like a hummingbird. Honestly, pace yourself or she’ll clean you out.”

Savannah licked a bit of sugar off her thumb, eyes twinkling. “I have no shame. None.”

The food kept coming: bites were passed around, and no one was shy. If something looked good, you grabbed it.

Sprawled on the deck, laughter spilling everywhere, we were the only show that mattered.

A couple minutes later, the texts started rolling in.

“Quinn’s grabbing her sister, coming straight from a work thing,” Lily announced, phone lighting up her face even bluer.

Jordan read her phone, then grinned. “Mia’s on her way. She wants to know if leggings are dress code or if she needs to upgrade.”

Savannah shouted, “Tell her as long as the leggings are tight, she’s good.”

Anna raised her glass. “I love this crew.”

For a while, we just soaked up the rhythm: music throbbing, conversation ricocheting, bodies drifting in and out of little sub-groups. Sometimes Savannah would pull Taylor for a shot at the bar cart, sometimes Jordan and Lily would lean together, deep in some “girl talk,” their hands occasionally resting on each other’s thigh. Anna ran the perimeter now and then, always watching, always the anchor.

I did my best to keep every woman in play. If Lily wanted my lap, I let her climb on; if Savannah drew me into some debate about Chicago sports, I was happy to lean in. But the pulse was always shifting, every time one of them grabbed my hand or let her hair brush my face, I felt it like a live wire.

By the time dusk went full navy, the group had doubled in feel, if not yet in numbers. The laughter was louder, the stories filthier, and the table half-cleared of snacks.

The best moment came when Savannah, tipsy and loose, stood up and made a toast. “To Jack,” she said, raising her glass high. “Thanks for building the only rooftop worth ditching dinner for. And to my favorite girls, may tonight get even more unhinged.”

“Cheers!” sang out the table, and the clink of glass on glass was a perfect echo of the city below.

Jake shot me a grin, voice low enough only I could hear. “You got the dream. Don’t screw it up.”

I nudged him beneath the table. “Wouldn’t dare.”

As the next wave of music hit, the lights from a half-dozen other rooftops blinked and glowed, but ours was hands-down the hottest party in the neighborhood.

Somewhere in the blur, Lily sidled close, her hair brushing my jaw. “If you could have invited anyone else, would you?”

I met her eyes, honest. “Not a single person. Unless I can clone you.”

She beamed, her lips finding the corner of my mouth in a quick, punchy kiss. “Only if you’re ready for twice the work.”

Anna caught us, shot a thumbs-up, then turned to Jordan. “You realize, if Mia’s as hot as you say, Jack might need to start a hiring process.”

Jordan snorted. “He can’t even keep his current crew straight.”

Taylor piped up, “That’s the point. No one wants to be predictable.”

It was chaos, but the best possible kind. Every woman had her own lane, her own agenda, her own way of laying claim, but there was zero drama, only the unwavering sense that we’d built something you couldn’t just buy, steal, or get lucky with.

You had to earn it. One woman at a time.

As the dark settled in, the sound of the party, our party, beat out into the city. Sometimes sharp, sometimes soft, but always a little wild.

There was a moment, a perfect snapshot: Savannah standing over the table, hair backlit by the city, holding a wine glass like a scepter, flanked by Anna and Taylor, all of them laughing so hard tears streamed down their faces. On the other side, Lily and Jordan shoulder-to-shoulder, heads together, plotting something dangerous, absolutely unbothered by the rest of the world.

Me? I just took it in, knowing that life as a contractor rarely gave you miracles, but this? This was the fucking jackpot.

And from the sound of it, we were just getting started.

The best part? Tomorrow, the only thing I had to do was figure out how to top it.

But for now, I was all in.

***

Barely an hour into the rooftop riot, the crowd doubled again. The door banged open with zero subtlety, Quinn, backlit by city glow, dragging Jenny behind her like she was storming the runway of some very exclusive party.

Heads turned, conversation stalling as Quinn crossed the deck in three long, predatory strides. Her hair was loose, eyes electric, and the tailored jeans and sharp top were pure trouble.

She didn’t waste a second.

Quinn wrapped me in both arms, squeezed like she hadn’t seen me in years, then yanked me in for a kiss. Not a polite, “good to see you” peck. This was full contact. Tongue, lips, teeth. She arched into me, let her body mold to mine, and slipped one hand up to thread into my hair.

The world spun a little. My pulse hit drywall demolition speed.

She held the kiss, heat ramping up, hips pressed so hard we might as well have been alone. The only sound was the sudden hush behind us, every woman and man in our orbit clocked every second.

When she finally broke off, Quinn wouldn’t even let go. She just grinned, breathless, then nipped my lower lip for good measure.

If there was any debate about “who’s fucking who” in this group, Quinn had just put it to bed. Literally.

The best part? Jenny stood so close behind her I could smell the subtle perfume, some kind of gardenia and ozone blend, and see the way her jaw flexed as she watched us. Her nostrils flared. Not in outrage, not even surprise, just a jagged, hungry curiosity that made my cock twitch.

I met her stare, and for a split second, the whole Michigan porch scene replayed: Quinn’s confession about her sister wanting to see the harem in action, maybe even join in. Jenny’s loaded text messages, the not-so-innocent questions, the way she’d eyed me at family dinner like she was measuring my stamina, not my manners.

Quinn, never one to lose the spotlight, slung her arm around my neck and turned to face the crowd. “Ladies, please tell me you saved me a drink,” she said, voice pitched for drama.

“Only if you let go of Jack,” Savannah shot back, equal parts tease and dare.

Quinn let her hand drift lower, palming my ass for emphasis. “No promises.”

Lily was already on her feet, pouring for both sisters. “Quinn, you’re late. Jenny, you look incredible. What’s the occasion, hostile takeover?”

Jenny let her gaze roam, landing on me, then on Lily. “Depends. Did you steal all the good men, or are you sharing tonight?”

Taylor, who’d already fused with Savannah’s orbit, groaned in appreciation. “I love her. Are you sure you’re not a professional negotiator?”

Jenny’s eyes never left mine. “No, but lately, I could use a new hobby.”

Quinn squeezed my waist, making it clear she wasn’t letting go.

While the group swarmed, giving Jenny the “girl gang initiation,” I tried to slow my heart rate. The way Quinn had kissed me, the way Jenny had all but devoured the scene, left zero doubt: the harem was now public, and territory was being marked.

The music cut, then punched back to life, just as the next wave hit the rooftop.

Natalie. And she never traveled alone.

She arrived with a command presence, shoulders back, eyes sharp, hair perfect in that off-hand, "don't mess with me" kind of way. Behind her trailed Fiona, dazzling in a crimson blazer and amped up attitude, and Lexi, small but fierce, slicing through the crowd in black cigarette pants and a stare that could freeze glass.

The trio turned heads on entry. Even Jake’s jaw dropped.

Anna was the first to welcome them, her smile a challenge and a homecoming all at once. “Look who brought the dream team.”

Natalie bypassed the crowd, sights set straight on me.

She didn’t hesitate. She caught my hand, linked her fingers through mine, and pulled me in until we were chest to chest. The world vanished again, every nerve ending tuned to her pulse. She kissed me. Once, precise and confident. Then again, slower, drawing it out. The third time, she let it linger, lips hot, tongue just grazing, enough to make me dizzy and hungry and a little bit lost.

The crowd went wild.

Whistles, catcalls, the table thudding as Savannah and Taylor hammered it with their fists.

Lily fanned herself dramatically. “Is it getting hot up here, or is Jack just the city’s hottest commodity?”

Jordan, voice dry, deadpanned: “Could be the lighting,” earning a round of laughter.

Natalie ignored everyone but me. When she stepped back, she kept my hand, her smile smug and satisfied. “Took you long enough to invite us.”

“Worth the wait,” I said, my voice a little rough.

Fiona slipped around and bear-hugged Anna, knocking her half off her chair. “Honey, if you’re not drinking, you’re doing it wrong. Where’s the tequila?”

Lexi eyed the group, then beelined for Jordan. “Heard you’re the neighborhood’s new fitness queen. I could use some pointers, assuming you’re taking clients?”

Jordan sized her up, smirked. “Only if you can keep up.”

Lexi shot back, “Try me.”

Across the deck, the rest of the women fell in fast. Lily and Savannah embraced Quinn like she’d been gone for months, their hands migrating immediately to the hem of her top and the slope of her hair. No boundaries, no hesitation. Just a living, breathing engine of want.

Jenny drifted in, fielding compliments, her confidence pure steel. She watched every kiss, every claim, and didn’t look away when Anna reached across the table and squeezed my arm, just to see if she could. It was a test, and she was taking notes.

The party spiked instantly, voices louder, banter sharper, the music a pulsing, perfect backdrop.

Natalie slid in beside me, her words low so only I could hear. “Your fan club has been busy.”

I risked a glance at the circle, women laughing, flirting, bodies pressed together on benches, arms tangled, sharing food and stolen sips, and realized, for maybe the first time, that the original harem wasn’t just holding; it had grown roots.

They’d built alliances and inside jokes, maybe even a power structure. I wasn’t the epicenter, I was just the prize.

The throbbing in my cock said I didn’t mind at all.

Jenny sauntered closer, glass in hand, watching as Natalie’s hand curved over my chest, nails teasing at the top of my shirt. Her stare was predatory, but amused.

Lily caught me looking and shot Jenny a “come get some” gesture, patting the seat beside her.

Jenny smirked, but she wasn’t in a rush. She circled the table, soaking up every detail, Savannah’s outrageous laughter, the way Taylor leaned into the group, Jordan’s cool confidence. When she finally settled in, it was at my left, just close enough I could feel the brush of her thigh against my hand whenever I turned.

Quinn, never one to be outdone, slipped into my lap. She didn’t care who watched. She just wrapped my neck with one arm and kissed me again, tongue pushing past my lips, leaving me marked and glassy-eyed all over again.

Lily clapped and whistled. “Show-off.”

Quinn licked her lips, unashamed. “Jack doesn’t mind being shown off. Do you, baby?”

I shook my head. Words were gone.

All around, the group blurred and merged. Women who’d barely met last week were now sharing secrets, pouring drinks, exchanging numbers. Anna coached Lexi on the best spots to shop the Square; Natalie and Fiona plotted a girls’ night; even Jordan and Taylor started comparing gym horror stories like they’d been teammates for years.

It was wild. Whatever awkwardness might have existed in theory was torched before it even sparked.

Up here, under the city lights, the women were alpha, comfortable, dangerous, and beautiful in a way that made my brain skip and my ego hum.

I felt owned, desired, maybe even a little bit outgunned.

And Jenny? Every time I glanced over, her gaze was twice as intense, green eyes tracking every move like a chess master.

If I’d ever thought I was in control, tonight was the reveal: the real power was in the hands of the women.

And god, it was hot.

Quinn let her hand drop to my thigh, fingers dancing close enough to make promises. “If Jenny’s going to keep staring, maybe we should give her a better show.”

Jenny didn’t blush, didn’t flinch. She leaned in, measured, then let her tongue flick across her upper lip. “You know, once upon a time, little sisters saved the best for last,” she said. “Guess it’s true what they say, Jack’s got staying power.”

The zing shot straight from my chest to my cock.

Across the table, Savannah took the opportunity to dial up the chaos: “I give Jack two more rounds before he needs a hydration break.”

Jake, whisky in hand, just cackled and poured another.

Natalie and Quinn traded glances, both smug.

Lily, hair now spilling across her bare shoulders, curled into my right side, her hand not leaving my arm for a second.

If there was ever a test of manhood, this was it: seven, eight, nine women, all of them jockeying for warmth, bragging rights, or just a taste.

And behind it all, the knowledge that these bonds weren’t just about me anymore. The women had fused. They were a tribe.

The night blurred and sharpened, colors and scents and textures, cologne, perfume, the tang of wine, the hum of sweat and laughter and possibility.

Every move, every word, every glance felt loaded.

I breathed it in, letting the sensations fill every crack.

Under the lights, with the skyline burning silver and the women arrayed like a modern pantheon, I realized: whatever foundation I’d poured for this, they had raised the whole building.

The harem was alive, independent, and out for blood.

Good thing I loved a challenge.

***

The crowd was a living thing, surging in waves. One minute I was crushed between Quinn and Lily, high on their perfume and the heat of their bodies, the next I was flying solo, fronting the drink table while music pumped and the city shimmered all around.

That’s when Jenny found me.

She didn’t stalk or slink, she zeroed in, direct as a nail gun, and blocked my path with a body built for boardrooms and battlefields alike. Jenny in party mode was all lines: red hair braided back, sharp green eyes, lips pursed like she was about to deliver a keynote.

She didn’t even bother with preamble.

“So you’re the one responsible for putting that smile on Natalie’s face,” Jenny said, voice low and deadly. “And apparently my little sister’s.”

I froze, beer mid-pour. For half a second, I considered lying, but what’s the point? These women always knew.

“Guilty,” I said, matching her tone.

She raised an eyebrow, scrutinizing me like she was punching numbers in a spreadsheet. “Thought so. Ryan’s noticed. But he thinks Natalie’s sleeping with someone on her marketing team. And as for Quinn… let’s just say I’ve never seen her this happy. Or this marked up.”

My ears burned. It wasn’t just the harem’s doing, Quinn had worn those bruises like a gold medal last weekend. If Jenny had seen them, no wonder she was in my face.

I set down the beer, went for candor. “Jenny, please. Don’t tell Ryan yet. I want to figure out how to… how to do this right.”

She softened for the briefest blink. Then her business face snapped back into place.

“I won’t. But there’s a condition.”

She leaned in, so close I could smell her, something herbaceous and sharp. She didn’t blink.

“I want in.”

My brain blue-screened. “In…?”

She rolled her eyes, but the anger was more play than heat. “The harem, Jack. Don’t make me spell it out.”

My pulse slammed. I fumbled for words, shook my head. “Jenny, I couldn’t. Not to Ryan—”

She stopped me with a wave of her hand. “Relax. I don’t want to fuck you, Jack. Not unless we’re all blacked out and the group decides on an orgy for the ages.” She let that hang for maximum effect. “I want in socially. The sisterhood. The inside track. These women, they’re the best thing going. You think I get this kind of honesty anywhere else? I love my husband, I love my daughter, but right now, your harem is the highlight of my life.”

She said it so bluntly it punched the air out of my lungs.

I just stared at her. For a second, I saw past the jokes and the bravado. There was an ache in her, a touch of loneliness you couldn’t market away.

She flicked her hair, shrugged. “Look. It’s crazy over there. Everyone’s talking about the future, about goals and dreams and support. Maybe I just want what they have. Maybe I don’t want to be the outlier anymore.”

I swallowed, tried to find the right balance. “You’re already part of the crew. You always have been.”

She snorted. “Not like this. I want invites. I want the goddamn group chat. I want to be in the secret Santa exchange, and if I send a meme at midnight, I expect immediate chaos. You get me?”

The straightforwardness was pure Jenny. If “boundaries” were a thing, she was ready to smash them.

I let myself smile, just a little. “Deal. You’re in.”

Her eyes brightened. For a moment, she looked ten years younger.

But underneath, something didn’t quite let go. She watched me, searching my face, the way she might have appraised a renovation bid.

“You’re a good man, Jack. I know you’re scared shitless about hurting Ryan. You won’t. I won’t. But don’t be surprised if the women vote to make you the honorary brother-in-law, no matter what you say.”

I clinked her glass. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

She grinned, sly again, the heaviness gone. “You sure you can keep up with this many dangerous women?”

I looked over at the deck, Quinn and Lily wrestling over the playlist, Natalie halfway on my chair, Savannah and Taylor plotting a tequila revolution at the far end, Anna coaching Jordan on drink math, the new faces already slotting themselves in like tailored puzzle pieces.

I turned back to Jenny, honest. “Not a chance. But there’s no way I’m giving it up.”

She laughed, reached out, and gave my cheek a mock-patronizing pat. “That’s the spirit. Come on, Jackie. The party’s missing you.”

Shoulder to shoulder, we drifted back into the swirl, secrets sealed, her eyes lingering on me with a hunger she’d never admit.

But she was right.

In this family, you didn’t just get a seat, you made your own rules.

And God help me, I was ready for whatever came next.

***

The rooftop had gone supernova. Music threaded every corner, bodies packed the benches and chairs; the table overflowed with snacks, half-empty glasses, and the kind of inside jokes that would age into legend by morning. Out past the deck rail, the skyline was pure fantasy: navy blue and laser white, city lights blinking on and off like a script written just for us.

I settled onto the longest outdoor sofa, arms loose, mind rolling with contentment and a week’s worth of exhaustion. It was barely a second before Lily swooped in, quick as always, and folded herself into my lap.

She pressed close, legs to either side of mine, and planted her palm flat against my chest, claim laid, zero ambiguity. Then she melted her mouth to my jaw, kissing softly, not caring who saw.

The heat from her sent a jolt straight through me. Even after everything, every night, every round, every confession, she still found new ways to make me feel wanted, needed, a little bit dangerous.

She whispered in my ear, sweet as honey: “Love you, baby. Love you more than the city, more than anything.”

It landed, heavy and right.

I let my hand drift over her thigh, savoring the feel of her, and watched the swirl of party out of the edge of my eye.

Jake and Taylor were tangled together at the other end of the sofa, her legs sprawled across his lap, both blissfully tuned out of the harem drama for the night. Every so often, Taylor would laugh and drag Jake in for a kiss, and I couldn’t help but admire how easy they made it look.

But here, in the center, it was all about us. The women, the original crew and the new satellites, orbited and collided, sometimes in whispered triangles of gossip, sometimes in wild cackles that had nothing to do with me. Instead of rivalry, they built something: a family, unbreakable and vivid.

Savannah stalked the edge of the deck, queen of her own domain, commanding the playlist and orchestrating tequila shots with a flick of her wrist. She’d catch my eye now and then, smirk, and send a wink my way, letting me know she hadn’t forgotten the nights we’d spent tangled together, or the secrets we’d whispered over dawn coffees. She was tireless, endlessly curious, and totally impossible to pin down.

Anna was her anchor, cool, clever, perched in a corner of the conversation with Lexi and Jenny, quietly running point on which stories (and which drama) actually made it past the cutting room floor. She’d glance over, catch my gaze, and just smile, like she already knew the outcome of every game being played. With her, I always felt understood, sometimes more than I wanted to be.

Jordan was kinetic, bouncing between groups, muscles flexing as she gestured with bottles or tossed her hair back. She was fire to my calm, challenge to my status quo. When she slid onto the arm of the sofa, her thigh nudging Lily, she glanced down at me, eyes clear and direct. “Still breathing?” she teased, soft enough no one else could catch it.

“Barely,” I shot back, and she flashed a grin that said more than an hour of talking ever could.

Quinn wasn’t far. She’d staked out a corner of the table, talking shop with Fiona and Natalie, her laugh sharper, her posture more relaxed than I’d seen in weeks. When she noticed me watching, she raised her glass in an unspoken dare. There was a wildness to her, a sense that no matter how well you charted the map, she’d always find a way to redraw it.

And Natalie, mysterious as always, stood in a knot of women, the center of gravity for every subtle conflict or coalition. Occasionally, she’d slip away, find her way beside me, and let her hand rest on my shoulder, steady, warm, a wordless promise. She didn’t need volume to win the room; all she had to do was appear, and suddenly everyone wanted to move a little closer.

Together, they were a unit unlike any I’d ever known. Desire might have started it, but it was something deeper now, a drive to belong, to build, to keep this impossible machine running forever.

Lily squirmed on my lap, her hand tracing idle circles over my sternum. “You know everyone’s watching, right?”

I nuzzled into her hair. “Let them.”

She kissed along my cheekbone, a constellation of touches. “You’re mine, Jack. Don’t forget it.”

As if there was a chance.

We crashed together, lips hungry and wild, neither of us holding back. Our mouths met, tongues clashing, melting into each other’s heat. Lily moaned softly, her desire pouring into my mouth, and when she broke the kiss, her breath ghosted over my skin. She leaned in, teeth grazing my ear, voice ragged and urgent: “I need to feel you inside me.”

The words sent a fever through my veins; every inch of me thrummed with her need, and I matched it beat for beat.

At the end of the sofa, Jake caught my eye and saluted with his beer. “Reckon you could teach a seminar in happy living, Bennett.”

Lily laughed but slid her hand under my shirt, fingernails raking my bare abs. “Only if you pass an entrance exam.”

Jordan leaned in, voice pure trouble. “Don’t worry. We’re grading on a curve.”

Anna shot over a peanut from the food tray, expertly pegging Jordan in the shoulder. “No mercy. Only the strong survive here.”

The laughter rolled, bright and heavy with friendship.

It was impossible not to get swept up in it, the music, the bodies, the pulse of the gathering. In a city famous for tearing people apart, we’d built something riot-proof.

I let myself take a breath, glass raised, letting the moment crystallize. The women quieted, sensing the shift.

I sat up, Lily still on my lap, and lifted my glass to the stars.

“To found family,” I said, letting the words settle. “And to the six women I love most in the world.”

For a split second, nobody moved.

Then the women locked eyes, something unspoken passing fast between them, pride, recognition, maybe a touch of “fuck yes, this is ours.”

Glasses went up, laughter and tears and a thrum of connection that you could almost taste.

“To family,” they echoed, in harmony.

The sound of the glass clink was primal, final, the real deal.

And in that second, I knew: it wasn’t just that I’d found the dream, it was that the dream had let me in.

The party kept rolling, the city never stopped shining, and the women, my women, held the line.

If this was the future, I was already home.


Chapter twenty-one
Final Four


Mornings with Jordan reset the fucking standard.

The gym, our gym, hummed with the sound of plates hitting rubber, sweat beading under industrial lights. The air was all steel, soap, and the subtle musk of a woman who’d spent the last two weeks breaking every rule I thought I had.

Gone was the old professional vibe. No distance, no formality, the only thing left between us was a constant dare: who could out-push, out-last, out-make-the-other-beg.

Today, it was shoulder day, and she was out to humiliate me in the best possible way.

Jordan racked her dumbbells, then spun, glistening with sweat, skin flushed in all the right places. She wore one of my old cutoffs, sides gaping to show the slick, bare curve of her ribs, the bounce of those perfect, physics-defying tits. Beneath, tiny black shorts clung like they’d been painted on. Her thighs flexed with every step, a promise of power and the kind of squeeze that could crush egos and cocks alike.

She grinned, saw me watching, and didn’t even pretend to shy away.

“You’re slowing down, Bennett,” Jordan said, nodding at the dumbbell in my hand. “Thought you’d bring your A-game.”

I snorted, but the burn in my shoulders was pure truth. “Saving energy for the important stuff. You want a rematch in the shower, or are you forfeiting now?”

Jordan stalked closer, eyes dancing. She pressed her body flush to mine, heat, sweat, the not-so-subtle arch of her nipple against my sternum. “If you’re lucky, you’ll make it to the shower before you tap out.”

She let her hand slip, nails raking over my abs, a tease and a promise.

I’d never get used to this, her, in my space, every morning, moving like we’d always been a matched set. The workouts were still brutal, the competition real, but the game had changed. Now it was all lingering touches, offhanded ass grabs, bent-over banter and the knowledge that after the final rep, anything could happen.

We finished our last set, a brutal burnout that had us both grunting, sweat dripping down our arms.

Jordan reached for the towel, tossed it to me without warning. “Wipe down, stud,” she said, voice gone low. “You’re dripping everywhere.”

I wiped my face, but she was already on the move, heading for the glass door that led straight to the living side of our loft.

She didn’t look back. She knew I’d follow.

Upstairs, the world shifted gears. The air turned cooler, filtered through the old building’s AC, carrying the scent of fresh linens mixed with sweat and the hint of Jordan’s shampoo.

We navigated the hallway, both of us still shining from the gym, and landed in my bedroom. The plan was to shower, but neither of us made a move for the bathroom right away.

Jordan peeled off her tank, letting it drop to the floor, exposing those perfect breasts, high, round, still sticky from the workout. Her nipples stood out, dark and hard, practically begging for attention. She hooked her thumbs in her shorts, but paused, watching me with that little smirk that always meant trouble.

“See something you like?” she asked, soft, but already panting a little.

I stepped in. Closed the gap until her back hit the edge of the bed and we were nose to nose.

I licked the sweat from her collarbone, tasted salt and heat. “All of it,” I said, honest as air.

She shivered, but her hands were greedy, already at my waistband, working my shorts and boxer briefs down in one rough move.

My cock sprang free, already hard enough to ache, the tip glistening.

Jordan laughed, a wicked, delighted sound. “Didn’t even need a warm-up?”

I caught her by the ass, lifted her straight up, and let her thighs wrap around my hips. She was wet, soaking, her pussy pressed flush against me, the heat seeping through cotton.

We toppled onto the bed, a messy tangle of muscle and sweat and not even a whisper of restraint.

The shower was forgotten.

There’s a rhythm you learn when you’ve spent two weeks fucking the same woman, morning, night, sometimes in between. You map every inch of skin, memorize the tells, the gasps, the way her body goes rigid right before she claws your shoulder and begs for more.

Jordan moved under me, hips grinding, head thrown back, her hair leaking sweat onto the pillow. She’d never been shy, but now she was wild, demanding, always lifting her chest for my mouth, always pulling my face to her tits like she needed it to breathe.

I let her guide me. I tongued her nipple, bit down hard enough to make her yelp, then soothed the sting with a slow, hungry suck.

Her cunt was already leaking, the scent driving me out of my mind.

She wrestled my head down, desperate for my mouth on her.

I obliged, trailing kisses down her abs, savoring the flex and quiver in her belly.

I found her pussy, peeled the panties aside, and buried my tongue in her, not gentle, never gentle, not with Jordan. She liked it raw, relentless, never backing off until she snapped.

She tasted like sweat and sex and my own personal addiction.

With every flick of my tongue, her thighs clamped tighter around my head, her breath going sharp and jagged.

But I didn’t let her finish, not yet.

I wanted her begging.

I pulled up, dragging my cock over her drenched slit, smearing her arousal everywhere.

She reached down, gripped me at the base, and aimed it herself, no patience left.

She wanted it deep.

I lined up and thrust, slow and steady, just to savor the moment her body swallowed me whole.

Jordan screamed, the sound pure savage pleasure. She hooked her heels behind my thighs and slammed her hips up, taking every inch.

For a while, the only sounds were skin on skin and the groaning of the bed frame as I pounded her, hard.

We moved in sync, every thrust matched by her hungry grind, every clench of her pussy perfectly timed to set my spine on fire.

She dug her nails into my back, left red trails as a souvenir.

In seconds, we were both sweating again, drenched, sliding against each other, the bed sheets ruined.

I locked my hands around her wrists and slammed them into the mattress above her head, fingers pinning her pulse points so hard I could feel the frantic staccato beneath her slick skin. Her tits flattened and bounced with every thrust, sweat-slick and beautiful, nipples peaked and swollen, the whole fucking package trembling under my weight.


Jordan’s eyes, those gunmetal blue mirrors, went wide enough to devour me. Her lips parted, a perfect O of disbelief, her breath chopped to pieces by every new angle and drive. I felt her heartbeat skip in my grip, the rumble in her chest as she tried to speak, tried to curse, to call me names, to say something, anything. But the only thing that came out was a frantic gasp and a slow, deep, unfiltered moan.


I was gone.


I fucked her flat to the bed, my body caging hers, our sweat mixing, our hips locked in a brutal, beautiful rhythm. The mattress springs gave a creak with every new assault, the noise echoing off the bare brick and glass of my room, making the whole place sound like a goddamn porn studio.


Jordan didn’t just take it, she fought back. She squeezed my cock with her cunt, each pulse more desperate than the last, a living, hungry vise. Her legs wrapped around my waist, calves flexed, heels digging into my ass, trying to drag me in deeper than I thought possible. She wanted me to disappear inside her, to break her in half, to fuck her so hard the memory would leave bruises.


And I was glad to oblige.


Her breath hitched, her arms straining against my grip, nails raking at the air. She was getting close, I could feel it in the vibration of her voice, the way her muscles started to tremble and her eyes lost focus. I wanted her to unravel, but not yet. Not before I’d had my fill.


So I slowed, pulling out until just the head of my cock lingered inside that velvet heat, then slamming back in, full force. I watched her face with every move, the way her jaw went slack, the way her tongue flickered along her bottom lip, the wild, hungry look that said she’d never wanted anything more in her life.


“Fuck, Jack,” she finally managed, the words chopped up by the rhythm of my hips. “I’m—oh my god—fuck—”


I grinned, but said nothing, just leaned down and kissed her, swallowing the rest of her gasp. I pumped her harder, the slap of skin-on-skin echoing, my abs burning with the effort, every nerve lit up and humming.


When she started to fall apart, her voice climbing higher, the little whimpers turning into full-bodied, guttural sounds, I eased off. Not enough to let her go soft, but just enough to keep her on the edge, tortured and dripping and ready to explode. Her body fought me, bucking up against my weight, her wrists twisting in my grip, every muscle desperate for release.


I bit her shoulder, low and mean, and she came unglued.


Her orgasm hit like a fucking bomb, hips jerking off the mattress, eyes rolling back, scream muffled by my mouth still locked to hers. Her pussy clamped down, the pressure insane, her whole body a live wire. I felt her come in shudders, in waves, all of them rolling through me, making my balls tighten and my spine go electric.


She was still shaking when I let go.


The heat of her, the tightness, the sweat and the scent and the memory of her voice, all of it yanked me under. I tried to last, but there was no holding back. I slammed home one last time, buried to the hilt, and let the orgasm rip through me. I unloaded in her, full volume, my whole body locked and twitching and desperate to get even deeper.


For a minute neither of us moved. She was still coming, somehow, twitching around me, her whole body lit up in aftershocks, and I just let it happen. I wanted her to feel every drop, every throb, every ounce of proof that she’d fucking conquered me.

I collapsed on top of her, refused to pull out, refused to let the moment fade.

I pressed my forehead to hers, the world shrunk to just our breath and the pounding of our hearts.

For once, I didn’t want to fix or finesse or strategize. I just wanted to stay inside her, connected, as real as I’d ever let myself be.

“I love you,” I whispered, voice cracked wide open. “You know that? I fucking love you, Jordan.”

She blinked, tears welling, but her smile was pure light.

I almost choked on the next words, but I pushed them out.

“Move in. Officially. I want you here, every day, every night—mine. Ours.”

Jordan kissed me, slow and deep, lips trembling.

She stroked my cheek, holding me in place.

“I love you too,” she murmured, a little unsteady. “So much it scares me sometimes.”

She kissed me again, softer this time, letting it settle.

“But—” She drew my face back, searching my eyes. “I think we should ask the others. Tonight. I want it to be real, not just between us but with the family. Is that crazy?”

I shook my head, overwhelmed with relief and pride and that weird, shaky hope that only comes when someone really sees you.

“Not crazy. Just honest.”

She laughed, but it splintered into a sob before she caught herself.

“Never thought I’d want to be part of a crowd,” Jordan said, swiping tears from her cheeks. “But with them? With you? It feels like home.”

She hugged me, all arms and legs and sweaty, sticky heat.

We stayed like that, joined, letting our hearts slow.

I wasn’t sure when the need to prove myself had melted, or when wanting Jordan had changed from a prizefight to a lifeline, but in that bed, with her wrapped tight around me, I knew one thing for damn sure.

Home wasn’t a place.

It was a woman, or four, who’d fuck you until you screamed and still want you around for pancakes afterward.

And tonight, we’d make it official.

We lingered, tangled, neither of us willing to let go.

Eventually, Jordan smirked, squeezed my cock with her pussy, and wriggled her hips.

“Think we have time for a shower before the others hunt us down?”

I grinned, wiped the sweat from her brow. “If we shower together, we’ll be late for work.”

She laughed, voice wrecked but happy. “Worth it.”

I pulled out, both of us groaning at the loss, but it wasn’t really gone, not with the promise of a lifetime of mornings like this.

We staggered to the bathroom, still sticky, still smiling.

The building outside our windows gleamed in the sunlight, but inside, between these four walls, I’d finally built something I couldn’t bear to live without.

Jordan. Her, me, the family, all of it.

And tonight, we’d lay the foundation for whatever came next.

***

Rooftop nights in Chicago had their own flavor: dark sky lit up in a thousand ways, laughter drifting higher than the skyline, and the unique warmth of five bodies tangled on battered cushions, wine glasses sweating on the side tables.

From the first second I stepped out onto the deck, I felt it, the hum of belonging, the sense that nothing in the world could touch us. The city tried its best, pulsing blue and gold in every window for miles, but the real show was here: me, Anna, Lily, Savannah, and right in the heart of it, Jordan.

The table overflowed with the aftermath of dinner: cheese rinds, berry stains, empty bottles, a chunk of sourdough torn instead of sliced. Someone had brought up chocolate truffles, but only two survived the opening volley.

Savannah stretched out, legs in Lily’s lap, hair floating in the night breeze. “If this was any more perfect, I’d have to demand a raise,” she said, eyes half-lidded.

Lily, always up for escalation, let her fingers wander over Savannah’s calf, a lazy caress that kept drifting north. “You realize, if you keep wooing me like this, Jack will have some real competition.”

Anna smirked, tucked into the corner of the sectional, her wine glass perfectly balanced on her knee. “I thought the point was healthy competition.”

Jordan laughed, soft, perched right at my side. She looked good, always did, but tonight there was an extra shine to her cheeks, maybe from the pink wine, maybe from what we’d just done to each other upstairs.

She sprawled back, arm draped over my shoulder, but every so often she’d shoot little glances at the others, as if checking for some signal no one else could see.

I topped off her glass and let my hand rest on her thigh, squeezing gently. “You’re quiet, Hale. Trouble on your mind?”

Jordan flushed, shrugged. “Still getting used to sharing space with so many dangerous women. Sometimes I think it’s all a trick and the real initiation is coming.”

Lily shot her a look of pure sunshine. “Babe, you passed initiation the first time you out-sang us at karaoke. That was legendary.”

Savannah tilted her head. “Agreed. You’re the only woman brave enough to challenge Anna to a plank-off in the middle of a brunch party.”

Anna laughed, low and warm. “She nearly beat me, too. Next time, I’m using tequila as a handicap.”

The banter rolled, easy and quick, circling everyone in. The city faded, the only important lights the ones in the eyes around me.

Maybe it’s corny, but in that moment, I wanted to hit pause forever, this exact blend of skin, voices, and the subtle friction of people who’d really, truly chosen each other.

After dinner, the mood had mellowed. The city buzzed in the background, but up here, we were an island, no deadlines, no noise except the thrum of want and wonder.

Jordan poured herself a splash, then suddenly stood.

The movement caught everyone off guard. Even Lily stopped mid-compliment, her mouth frozen with half a strawberry still perched on her tongue.

Jordan’s body language was off. For a woman who could terrify squat bros for sport, she looked… nervous. Her hands shook, just the tiniest tremor, as she set her glass down with a click.

“I, uh—” She stopped. Swallowed. Cleared her throat.

A hush fell, the kind that only happens when something real is about to happen.

Jordan looked at every woman in turn, then locked eyes with me for half a second. “I know this isn’t exactly the normal way to do things,” she said, her voice strong but softer than usual. “But can I ask you guys something?”

Anna set down her wine, focus razor-sharp. “Of course. Anything.”

Lily straightened, blue eyes wide. “You okay?”

Jordan nodded, drew in a steadying breath, then dove in. “I want to move in. Officially. I want to be part of the family, not just a guest with a toothbrush and half a closet. But more than that, I want to know if you’ll have me as one of yours. For real. Not just Jack’s plus one.”

For a split second, there was only the sound of the city, horns, a distant siren, the hum of the L.

Savannah blinked, then sputtered. “Wait. Babe. I thought you’d already moved in like, weeks ago?”

Lily burst out laughing. “Same! You live here more than I do! Jordan, your drawer situation in the bathroom puts mine to shame.”

Anna grinned, relief lighting her up. “Sweetie, you’re a pillar of the community at this point. You never needed to ask.”

Jordan’s face went hot, the closest I’d ever seen her come to blushing.

She tried to talk, but her voice got wrecked by a choke of emotion. “I just…” She blinked hard, tears glimmering. “I never thought I’d fit anywhere like this. Or that you’d actually want me. I was scared if I got too comfortable, or wanted too much, I’d mess it up. Or someone would feel left out, or, I don’t know… hate me for craving it.”

Lily set her glass aside and crossed the space in three steps, grabbing Jordan’s hands, squeezing tight. “There is no drama here. Zero. You’re ours. You’re mine.” She beamed, the kind of pure joy that could melt polar ice caps. “Jordan, you belong with us. Welcome home.”

That did it. Jordan lost the last thread of composure. She cried, big, shaking tears, but smiling through all of it.

Savannah stood too, wrapping her in a back-breaking hug. “I’d ask for a honeymoon period, but honestly, I just want to take you shopping for more gym shorts and coordinate the next group karaoke.”

Anna circled in, her own eyes suspiciously shiny. “We love you, Jordan. You’re strong, you’re kind, and you make everything better for all of us. Yes, move in. Yes, stay forever.”

I was the last to get there. I wrapped them all up, Jordan at the middle of the tangle, and for a moment the five of us were just one pulsing, hugging, laughing mess, nobody needing to say a word.

But Lily did anyway, her voice strong and perfect.

“Welcome home, Jordan,” she said again, this time loud enough for the city to hear.

The rest of the night blurred, warm and golden. We didn’t even try to move, just sat out there, a pile of limbs and wine and little confessions, until the sky faded to black.

Jordan melted into the fold, now and always, her head on someone’s lap, her smile soft and hopeful.

I watched her breathe, watched the women lock around her, and felt it settle, relief, pride, a punch of something so vulnerable it almost hurt.

Whatever tomorrow brought, we were finally whole.

And no one, no drama, no doubt, no bullshit, could ever tear us down.

Harem, family, whatever you wanted to call it.

It was home. And as long as Jordan was at my side, I’d never stop fighting for it.
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Three books. One lake house. Five women. And a love story built to break every rule.

Welcome to Harem Under Construction, the complete, scorching trilogy that brings together Nailed to the Frame, Screwed Together, and Hammered Home—plus a never-before-published bonus chapter you won’t find anywhere else.

When Matt Ford returns to a crumbling lakeside home with a tight deadline and too much unfinished history, he expects long days of sweat, sawdust, and second chances. What he doesn’t expect is to become the center of a dangerously intoxicating storm, one made up of desire, rivalry, loyalty, and women who refuse to share him quietly.

Fiona, his bold, grounding girlfriend, is all heat and devotion, steady enough to anchor him, daring enough to push him further than he’s ever gone. Riley, her reckless best friend and Matt’s first love, brings chaos, temptation, and a spark that never truly died.


Then comes Fiona's sister —June, elegant and commanding, who wants more than his body. Followed by Riley's sister Bella, furious and unforgettable, whose passion burns hot enough to leave scars. And finally the oldest Ross sister, Lily, the one who got away, standing on the edge of marriage to another man, forcing Matt to confront the one truth he can’t hammer down: some loves don’t stay buried.

As walls come down and bedrooms fill, lines blur between friendship and obsession, family and fantasy, love and possession. What begins as a summer renovation turns into something far bigger—a harem Matt never planned, a home built on trust and fire, and a future that demands everything he has.

Packed with high-heat encounters, emotional intensity, fierce female leads, and a slow-build poly romance that doesn’t play it safe, Harem Under Construction delivers the full, uncut journey from first temptation to final commitment.

🔥 This box set includes:

Nailed to the Frame — where it all begins

Screwed Together — where everything ignites

Hammered Home — where the harem is forged

Plus an exclusive bonus chapter available only in this collection

The house may be finished—but the love story is anything but simple.

Harem University: Complete Box Set
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A young man’s college adventure leads down a road paved with co-ed gold…

Nineteen-year-old Matt Parker was a late bloomer. After growing up as the runt of the litter, left out and left behind, Matt experienced a growth spurt that made him unrecognizable to all but his best friend, Luke Monroe.

After years of personal tragedy, Luke’s family took Matt in and gave him a home where he spent the last two years preparing for college.

Two years where Matt thrived and blossomed, growing from an undersized ninety-eight-pound weakling into a muscled hunk ready to take college by storm.

But his troubles are only beginning when a blown dorm assignment leaves Matt homeless. But Luke’s mother, Nora, won’t feed Matt to the wolves. The round and curvy mother of four rounds up her three daughters to brainstorm alternate living arrangements for Matt.

The dorm isn’t Matt’s only problem. He’s spent the last two years dodging Luke’s gorgeous college-aged sisters, and now it’s time to make amends.

First, Matt comes face-to-face with the oldest Monroe daughter, his former babysitter, Bella. The onetime homecoming queen is now the president of her sorority. When she meets Matt, the lithe, raven-haired beauty, doesn’t recognize him and neither does Mia, the middle Monroe sister, who is as beautiful and busty as she is sweet and innocent.

The youngest Monroe sister, fiery, golden-haired Zoe, isn’t as forgiving as her sisters. During high school, Zoe and Matt were best friends until Matt ghosted her.

It’s up to Matt to make good with Zoe and solve his housing crisis while traversing the raging rapids of the Monroe’s sister’s sibling rivalry, as they each lay claim to Matt’s heart.

Harem University follows nineteen-year-old, Matt Parker, as he settles in at college and builds the harem of his dreams!

This full box set contains the entire Harem University trilogy including Tempting Tutor, Co-Ed Comfort and Day Trip!

Includes a brand new, never released bonus scene not available in the original series!


18+ Only!

Back Home Harem: Complete Box Set
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One man proves you can come back home again…

Steve Erickson’s life is a mess. Five years ago, Steve moved his family west to build a thriving business. Where his business flourished, his marriage crumbled. But Steve and his beautiful buxom wife Angie, aren’t ready to throw in the towel. On the brink of divorce, the couple agrees on a wild plan. They want to move home where they first fell in love and left behind their old friends.


Eager to rekindle their old flame, Steve and Angie move home, bringing their son, Max, with them. There’s only one problem — their new house isn’t ready.


Steve’s lifelong best friend, multi-millionaire Jim Fields, and his stunning blonde wife, Gretta, open their home to Steve and his family. When Steve arrives, he discovers paradise is exactly what it seems. Now it’s time to heal old wounds and restart old friendships.


But every relationship comes with temptations. For Steve, those temptations start and stop with his best friend’s wife, Gretta, and their three drop-dead gorgeous, college-aged daughters. During a welcome home party, Steve reacquaints himself with bratty blonde Lillie and her sisters Jenna and Becca. Their brazen flirtations make Steve realize he’s treading deep water.


When someone shows up in Steve’s bed in the middle of the night, that deep water threatens to pull him under. Is it his wife Angie who had a few too many cocktails during the welcome home party? Or is the mystery lady Gretta Fields who shares a secret past with Steve? Or is it one of her three daughters, each jockeying for a position to win Steve’s heart? It’s up to Steve to unravel that mystery one lady at a time.


With summer in full swing, the bikinis are on and the pool’s wide open. Can Steve resist temptation? Or will his marriage flame out?


This box set contains all four books in the Back Home Harem series, including Mystery Lady, Dream Dates, Bachelor Auction, and Pageant Princess! Read the entire series from start to finish that follows forty-two-year-old, Steve Erickson, as he comes back home to build his dream life, save his marriage, and build a harem along the way.

cover.jpeg
.

REX STERLING





OEBPS/image_rsrc4MJ.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc4MH.jpg
UNHWERSHW

REX STERLING





OEBPS/image_rsrc4MG.jpg
]'\\_“
‘ e

“UNDER






