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Close Enough to Touch


Move-In Ready


Iwas on my hands and knees, brush loaded up with paint, finishing the last three feet of that accent wall in a moody slate gray. My shirt was stuck to my lower back with sweat, the early May heat already seeping through the massive windows despite the morning breeze. The scent hit me first, the sharp, chemical tang of paint cut with the fainter trace of drywall dust and oak from the newly installed shelving.

I sat back on my heels and let the brush fall into a plastic tray. Above me, shafts of late afternoon sun blasted through those massive factory windows, glass panes taller than I was, streaked with decades of grit on the outside but polished to a shine within arm’s reach. The light threw bold, angular shadows over the concrete floors, making the whole place look like a magazine spread. Not bad for a structure that had been one decent windstorm away from collapse the winter before last.

Most people would’ve called what I had a luxury loft. I still saw the bones: exposed brick, ceiling beams original to 1912, and scars on the concrete from a hundred years of neglected industry. My grandfather would’ve called it character. I liked to think I’d added a bit of my own.

That thought barely had time to settle before Ryan’s boots started pounding up the new oak stairs. You could always tell it was him. He stomped like a guy who’d never tiptoed in his life.

“Jackie!” His voice rang through the emptiness, big and booming. “Where the hell you at?”

I wiped my hands on a rag and shouted, “Office wing!” I heard him veer off the main drag and head my way, heavy steps echoing off the steel and glass.

He came in grinning, all big shoulders and brand-name workwear caked with a day’s worth of sawdust. “Place looks fucking incredible. You’ve actually made a white-collar office not feel like a funeral home.” He circled the edge of the room, running calloused fingers over the matte black steel and the glass divider I’d agonized over three separate weekends.

“It’s not corporate. It’s us.” I said, watching him size up the custom built-ins and the rolling ladder I’d splurged on. “We can finally stop pretending to be legit developers out of your mudroom.”

“Shit, we might even have to buy you a tie,” Ryan shot back. He ducked into the conference room and spun on his heel, clearly picturing himself holding court over some poor, clueless investor.

He stopped by the window and stared out, hands planted on his hips. “You know what this means, right?” He turned, fixing me with that look he got before dropping a truth bomb. “We’re not just the neighborhood fuck-ups flipping houses in our spare time. This is the start of something, Jackie. Something big.”

For a second, I didn’t know what to say. I was used to the old game, bust your ass, get the job done, collapse at home with a Miller Lite and a baseball game. But this? It was actually mine. Ours.

Ryan came over and clapped me on the back, hard enough to jar my spine. “Granddad would’ve lost his shit over that exposed ductwork. And he’d have pointed out every crooked outlet, so don’t think you’re off the hook.”

“He’d want to see the shop, too.” I shrugged, but warmth crept into my chest. “He was all about the practical stuff.”

“Yeah. He had no patience for pretty. But you did good. Even the old bastard would admit it.” Ryan grinned, lines fanning out from the corners of his eyes.

He let the compliment hang there, rare and raw, before he moved on. That was my brother, never show too much sentiment, always keep things productive.

We crossed the main floor together, our footsteps tracking scuffs in the polished concrete. The ceiling soared above us, too high for anything but an industrial drop-lift or an NBA roster. The kitchen area was all custom cabinetry, black quartz, and a built-in espresso machine I’d justified as a “client retention strategy.” In truth, I’d just always wanted one.

Ryan whistled again when he saw the bar. “What’s this? You goin’ full Bachelor of the Year on me?”

I smirked. “Figure if the real estate market tanks, I can pivot to running a speakeasy. First drink’s on the house. Every other drink is also on the house, because I have no idea how to run an actual bar.”

He opened the fridge, found decent beer, and popped the cap against the edge of the quartz like it was meant for that purpose. “You know what’s gonna happen with a setup like this, right?” He gestured with the bottle, sloshing a little on the floor I’d just mopped. “You’re gonna have a parade of women through that front door. I give it two weeks tops before you’re juggling a roster.”

I rolled my eyes and grabbed a bottle for myself. “I’d have to actually leave the job site to meet women, Ry. In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been living like a monk in work boots.”

He barked out a laugh. “That’s a self-inflicted wound, little brother. Time to take off the kid gloves. Renovation’s done, business is set up. Now you can focus on getting laid for a change.”

I tried to keep it light. “Fair enough. Maybe I’ll put out a Craigslist ad—‘single male, obsessed with caulk lines and battery tools, seeks woman who enjoys sawdust in awkward places.’ Think it’ll work?”

Ryan cracked up, beer almost spraying from his nose. “You’d be surprised, Jackie. Some girls are into that rugged shit. ‘Guy who can actually build a shelf’, that’s like, top-tier husband material these days.”

“Yeah, if by husband you mean ‘free handyman for life.’”

He sobered for just a second, giving me the kind of look a guy reserves for family. “No bullshit, you’ve built something here. And not just the four walls. You got vision. It’s time to put more of yourself out there. Only way the rest falls in place.”

The words hit harder than I liked. I’d been so focused on construction and contracts, I’d let everything else vanish behind drywall and deadlines. Now the place was ready for people, noise, laughter, hell, maybe even furniture that didn’t fold up for storage.

Ryan nudged my arm. “I mean it. The open house? Perfect icebreaker. I’m betting you’ll have company by the end of the month, maybe sooner if you don’t scare ‘em off talking about building codes.”

“Noted. I’ll stick to the classics: fire exits and Chicago zoning law.”

“The ladies love a man who can recite egress requirements.”

I snorted and took a swig, letting the cold beer chase fatigue down my throat. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Ryan take in the whole room, face softening around the eyes. For all his shit-talking, he was proud. Of me. Of this.

He patted the countertop, then tossed his empty into the recycling bin. “Alright, I gotta run. Crew’s starting demo on the Fullerton property at eight sharp tomorrow. You want in, show up with a hard hat and attitude.”

I nodded, feeling the old rhythm of our partnership settle into my bones. “I’ll be there. After I finish hand-buffing these beams for the open house.”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “Fuckin’ perfectionist, just like Granddad warned me.”

I grinned. “Let me handle it.”

He paused at the threshold, looking back one last time. “Seriously, Jackie, you deserve this. Don’t act like you don’t.” The door swung shut behind him, footsteps fading down the metal-grate stairs.

For a minute, the silence pressed in. The place already felt different with just me, the echo of Ryan’s laughter still hanging in the air. I looked around at all the careful lines, the gleaming surfaces, the architecture of my ambition. Every detail was perfectly executed, but I couldn’t shake the sense something was missing.

Maybe during the open house the space would fill, noise, stories, maybe a woman’s laughter layered over the smell of varnish and lemon cleaner. I wanted it. More than I’d admit, even to myself.

I picked up the paint brush, checked my work, and let the city’s fading sunlight pour in, illuminating every corner. There it was, potential, waiting. For someone. For something.

Time to see if I could build more than beautiful empty rooms.

***

The taste of cheap beer and fried cheese curds always hits different after a full day of moving furniture up three flights of stairs. Especially when your glutes are screaming in agony, and you still haven’t unpacked a single box. I slid into the cracked vinyl booth, scuffed Levi’s and all, with a weird sense of pride. This was my night, my new place, my grown-up phase, and I was buying dinner for Ryan like a proper adult.

We clinked our pint glasses together, foam sloshing over the sides.

“To your new loft. And to the last time I ever let you talk me into moving a couch up a spiral staircase,” Ryan said, shaking his head with a crooked grin. The overhead screens were locked on Cubs highlights, but nothing outshone the self-satisfied glow on my brother’s face after the kind of day we’d had.

“Fair enough, man. Next time, I’m hiring movers. Or bribing Jake with a fantasy football bet,” I said. My forearms were still dusted with a faint sheen from lifting boxes, and I was about one cheese fry away from an epic food coma.

Ryan tipped his glass to me. “Congratulations, Jackie. You finally made it.”

I rolled my eyes at the old nickname, but there was a warmth in it I wasn’t about to snuff out.

“Feels weird. Like I’m living in someone else’s place until I look in the mirror and see me instead of—” I trailed off. The ghosts of Grandpa’s expectations hovered close, but for once, the pride outweighed the pressure.

Ryan nodded, picking up the rest without me spelling it out. “Don’t overthink it. You put in the sweat. You earned it.”

He popped a cheese curd and gestured at me with the next one. “So what’s the blueprint here? You gonna throw a crazy open house, or just let those Instagram agents do their thing?”

I forced a smile. “Probably both. Open house on the first. I might even dress up for it.”

He snorted. “Yeah, and hell might freeze too.”

Before I could volley back, a noise cut through the growl of the crowd, a feminine squeal so bright and high it could have outpaced the L train.

“Holy shit, is that—JACK!”

I didn’t even turn. The voice was a sonic boom from my past, drilled into my memory by four years of late-night campus parties and post-finals bar crawls. Savannah Pierce.

One second I was upright, the next I was enveloped in bouncy, perfumed blonde—arms wrapped tight around my neck and D-cups mashed against my chest hard enough to squeeze the air from my lungs.

“Oh my god,” she gasped, hanging on like she was worried I’d vanish. “It’s really you!”

Every guy in a ten-foot radius immediately scowled in envy, and I just let it happen. She felt incredible, all soft curves, and her hair smelled like sugar and sunshine.

“Savvy,” I said, fighting a smile. “I thought you got abducted by aliens.”

She pulled back, just enough to beam at me, her face lighting up the booth. Her grip didn’t lessen, not even a little. “You wish, Bennett. LA doesn’t have half as much fun as the rumors say.”

Savannah, stacked, glowing, in a tight, sleeveless blue dress that did things to her figure that should have required a warning label, was more radiant than any version I’d seen in college. If Lily was the prototype for bottled joy, Savannah was the platinum model, with a dial turned all the way up.

She finally slid into the booth beside me, thigh pressed flush to mine, one hand still gripping my leg just above the knee, as if anchoring me in place.

Behind her stood a guy who looked like he ate nails for breakfast, late thirties, built like a retired linebacker, shaved head, arms folded. He scanned the bar, expression blank, as if daring someone to mess with Savannah. Not exactly boyfriend material, unless Savannah had pivoted to dating silent ex-Marine types.

Meanwhile, Ryan was staring at Savannah with his mouth actually hanging open. My own brother, poleaxed by a woman. Finally, the universe had a sense of humor.

Savannah ignored the whole sideshow and zeroed in on me.

“Two years, Jack. Where have you been hiding? I looked all over for you. Changed your number, moved house, thought maybe you joined a monastery.”

I barked a laugh. “I figured you were too busy living the LA dream. You just up and vanished.”

She smirked, eyes bright and a little wicked. “Hardly. I got bored of avocado toast and influencer pool parties. Missed the city. The people. I needed to get my midwest roots dirty again.”

She leaned in, her breath warm against my ear. “Also, Chicago’s way sexier than LA. Don’t let them tell you otherwise.”

My body responded like someone had flipped a switch. Every sense, that sweet perfume, the press of her thigh, those sapphire blue eyes, overloaded me. I hadn’t had a drink in months that hit as hard as the way Savannah looked at me.

I cleared my throat, searching for something to say that didn’t sound like a hormone-addled teenager.

“So what are you doing, back in town?” I managed. “Taking over the world one Cubs game at a time?”

She giggled, hand tracing slow circles on my leg. “A little of that. Mostly catching up on what I missed. Like, my friend Erica just bought one of your flips. She made me come over and I about died. The kitchen? The bathrooms? Jack, you’re a genius.”

I actually felt my face heat up, which never happened, but she just kept going. “And then you’re in that spread in Chicago Architecture. Like, you are the Bennett Brothers now. Pretty hot, if you ask me.”

Ryan finally snapped out of his stupor and held out a hand, attempting composure.

“I’m Ryan. Jack’s older, slightly less famous brother, and the one who actually does all the work,” he said, straight-faced.

Savannah greeted him with a megawatt smile but didn’t even blink as she kept massaging my thigh. “Of course you are. You’re the contractor genius. Didn’t you do the Lincoln Mill conversion?”

Ryan looked like Christmas had come early. “Yeah, that was all us. You know about that?”

“I read everything,” Savannah gushed. “It was on Dwell last year. That kitchen island? I dream about it. Honestly, you could quit and do reality TV.”

For a moment, I thought my brother might actually blush. Then Savannah whirled back to me, hair bouncing, all energy and intent.

“You’re an even bigger deal than you let on, Jack. Don’t think I didn’t notice.” With her other hand, she tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, lingering at the nape of my neck, the contact both playful and oddly intimate. She leaned closer. “I owe you a coffee, or something. We have a lot to catch up on.”

“You want coffee, I’ll make it for you. At my new place,” I said, the words slipping out without thought. “We’re having an open house June first. You should come.”

“Absolutely. I’ll be there. Text me the address, okay?” She pouted, mock-upset. “Tried to call, but you ghosted me. Changed your number?”

I reached for my phone. “Yeah, old one got nuked by spam. Here, let’s fix that.”

We traded numbers, her fingers brushing over mine as if she didn’t want to let go.

She scrolled through her phone, thumb flying. “There. Locked in. Seriously, don’t vanish on me this time.”

The guy behind her shifted, but still never spoke.

“So, what are you up to now? Besides breaking necks everywhere you go,” I asked, taking in the full package. She was even more of a bombshell than I remembered.

She pressed in, hand curling around the back of my neck, thumb tracing lazy circles. “Oh, modeling stuff. Nothing epic. A couple shoots, some gigs for friends. I like being in front of the camera, but it’s not, like, a thing.”

She added, voice dropping low, “To be honest? I think about you way more than I ever told you. I hated how we left things. Maybe we should talk about it. Just us.”

My heart thumped so hard I was sure even Ryan could hear it.

“I’d like that,” I said, surprised by how certain I sounded.

Savannah’s smile turned hungry. “You’re trouble, Jack. Bet you’re chained to some lucky girl now, aren’t you?”

I barked a laugh. “Single as it gets. Relationship status: workaholic.”

“Even better,” she purred, squeezing my thigh, her eyes blazing.

At that moment, a fanboy in a Cubs cap sidled over, clutching a GQ with Savannah sprawled topless, save for some strategically placed leather, across the cover.

The headline screamed: Meet America’s Next It Girl, Savannah Pierce.

My jaw hit the table.

“Sorry to interrupt, but—would you mind? My girlfriend is obsessed with you,” the guy stammered, holding out a Sharpie.

Savannah’s face flipped to pro mode, shoulders back, instant megawatt smile. She scrawled her name across the cover, then posed with the kid for a selfie, all while the “bodyguard” watched, stone-faced.

As soon as the flash faded, Savannah slid back to me, all business gone, leaning in for a goodbye that made my ears burn.

“I have an appointment I can’t miss,” she whispered, “but don’t let another girls steal you away from me before your open house, and don’t disappear on me again, okay?”

She kissed me once, slow and bold, then again, even longer, her mouth soft and hungry against mine. The world vanished for those six seconds. All I saw, smelled, tasted, was Savannah Pierce.

Then she was up and gone, blowing a playful kiss my direction while every table in the place gawked at me like I’d just banged the prom queen on the fifty-yard line.

Ryan just stared, stunned into silence.

I nursed my beer, still dizzy from the two-alarm assault of Savannah’s presence.

Ryan was the first to speak, after what felt like a full inning of silent replay.

“Did you know she was a model?”

I shook my head. “No clue. I thought she went out west for event planning.”

He burst out laughing, almost spilling his beer. “You’re an idiot, man. She’s on every billboard from here to the Loop. You really haven’t seen her?”

“There’s a lot of billboards,” I said, gesturing vaguely. “Background noise.”

He just shook his head, grinning. “It’s a miracle you ever lost your virginity. Listen—”

He jabbed a finger at me for emphasis. “She’s into you. It’s clear she always has been. You gotta make a move, Jack.”

My pulse kicked up again, this time fueled by hope instead of shock.

“Honestly, I never thought I had a shot. College was a shark tank, every guy competed over her.”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “She left them all behind, and look who she glued herself to tonight. Next time, you answer her call. Hell, invite her for the full VIP tour.”

I grinned, taking the advice, and maybe, for once, believing it.

“Yeah,” I said, “maybe I’ll finally give her a real shot.”

Ryan lifted his glass, and I matched him—brothers toasting to the impossible suddenly looking a lot like the inevitable.

It was going to be one hell of a summer.

***

Coming home to the old apartment was like getting punched in the face by my own history.

The building was a relic, a one-time family flat chopped into boxes by the world’s laziest landlord. The hallway carpet was worn smooth, the scent of scorched pizza rolls fighting for dominance with someone’s weed habit two doors down. Our front door stuck so bad you had to hip-check it twice just to get in.

Inside, it was the same disaster zone as always. The living room was a museum of battered furniture and broken dreams: futon sagging in the middle like a cartoon smile, a giant beanbag that ate everyone who sat in it, and a coffee table layered with three generations of takeout containers. The walls were unevenly painted from some half-assed “guys’ night” project; streaks of blue and gray made it look like we’d hired an indecisive toddler.

But it was home. Or it had been.

Jake was in the kitchen, right where I expected him, half-eaten sandwich in one fist, phone in the other, ESPN highlights running on mute. He spotted me and lit up.

“There he is! The mogul himself.” He took a victory bite and grinned. “Don’t tell me you slept at the new place. Gotta give us regular dudes time to catch up.”

I dropped my keys on the counter, dodging a sauce packet explosion field, and shrugged. “Figured I’d let the paint dry before I started moving my shit. That new concrete smell is supposed to be bad for your brain cells.”

Jake snorted, spraying crumbs. “Please. You survived years of my laundry room. You’re basically immune to everything.” He strolled over, sandwich waving like a banner of friendship. “Big plans for tomorrow, by the way. Get ready for the grand tour, Lily and Anna already RSVP’d yes. We’re gonna break in your party palace the right way.”

I tried to downplay it, but there was a flush of pride. “Yeah? Surprised you convinced them. Last time we hosted, the cops showed up twice.”

“Which is why we let you do the invite this time, Mr. Classy. The girls are pumped to see your upgrade. Seriously, Lily texted me three times about what to wear.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You mean she wants to know if snacks are provided.”

“Also true. But Anna went all caps in the group chat. She says you’d better have those famous cookies you make or else.”

I laughed, reaching past him to grab a water. The sound felt good in my chest, slicing through the exhaustion. “Noted. But if Anna brings vodka again, I’m hiding your car keys.”

Jake considered, then shrugged. “Worth it. Gotta christen your new place in style, man. Might even get lucky, you never know.”

The usual ribbing, delivered with a grin and a punch to my shoulder. If he knew the shit I kept locked down behind my “all business” exterior, he’d laugh me out of the city.

We hung out for a bit, binging highlight reels and arguing about who’d actually win in a street fight, vintage Jordan or current LeBron. It felt normal. Comfortable. But I could feel the boxes staring me down from the hallway, a silent reminder that the end of an era was coming.

When fatigue caught up, I ducked into my closet of a bedroom. The bed took up most of the space, with cardboard boxes stacked head-high along the wall. Each one was labeled in black marker, “tools,” “records,” “kitchen junk”, but a few just read “Jack. Private.”

I let my hand drift over the top of one box, feeling the scuffed cardboard under my fingers. Like always, memories had a way of sticking. I pulled out the framed photo that sat on my nightstand: me and Jake, arms slung around each other, grinning, faces sunburned from a spring break bonfire gone off the rails. I couldn’t remember the last time I looked that carefree. Maybe it was the beer, maybe it was the company.

I set the photo in the open box and paused, staring at it a little too long. There was a lump in my throat, not regret, exactly, but a kind of ache. Like I was packing away not just my stuff, but a version of myself I wasn’t sure I’d find again.

The rest of my “personal effects” were sad leftovers: a College World Series baseball, the world’s ugliest ceramic mug, a couple of mixed CDs from exes whose names I’d forgotten. Still, each piece told a story.

The apartment was quieter than I’d ever heard it. Jake had retreated to his room, probably texting Lily or scrolling memes he’d share at breakfast. I listened to the hum of old pipes, the occasional L train screaming past outside, the city’s pulse just beneath our window.

I stretched out on the bed, blinking up at the cracks in the ceiling. For a second, I let myself imagine what it would be like to share this moment with someone, a real someone. The kind of woman who’d fit inside the life I’d built, who’d see the cracks in my logic and want me anyway. I craved that next-level connection more than I ever admitted, even to best friends.

Instead, it was just me and the boxes. All my achievement, packed up and waiting for the next phase. The high from my new project was starting to crash, leaving me empty in the dark.

I reached over and killed the lamp. The city glared on behind the blinds, neon and halogen bleeding through in fractured strips of light.

I let the loneliness hang in my chest, sharp and insistent. Yeah, I wanted more. Not just the celebration tomorrow, or the parade of parties, someone who’d look at me and make me believe I deserved it.

My eyelids were already heavy. I pictured the new place finished, alive with voices. Maybe this time, I’d build something I could actually keep.

I drifted off, half-smiling at the thought.

Tomorrow, it all started.


Setting Up Shop


Moving day was a circus act starring me, my brother, and gravity.

The boxes just kept coming: power tools, winter boots, enough kitchen crap to cater a block party, and at least four containers labeled, “Private: DO NOT OPEN.” Ryan gave me hell about every single one.

“You sure you wanna haul all these memories upstairs?” he said, sweat dripping off his brow as he balanced two boxes marked “Records” on his shoulder. “You planning to run a therapy group up here, or is this just the world’s laziest hoarder cosplay?”

I grunted and kept moving. The box in my arms felt like it was bricked with bowling balls. “If I am a hoarder, I learned from the best. How many years of trade magazines are you bringing to the new office?”

“They’re called ‘archival resources,’ little brother. Some people appreciate history.” Ryan thumped his stack down just inside my bedroom door, nearly buckling the new floor. “You want these by the window or the closet?”

“Anywhere is fine. I’ll organize them once the bruises fade.”

He snorted, then eyed the room. The bed frame was leaning against a wall, bare mattress on the floor. All around, towers of boxes loomed like a moving violation waiting to happen.

“You’re sleeping in here tonight?” he said, eyebrow cocked.

“As long as the mattress isn’t booby-trapped, yeah.”

He shook his head and opened another box, tossing bubble wrap at my face. “It’s got ‘serial killer vibe’ written all over it. You need art, or at least a plant. Women hate empty rooms.”

I flicked the bubble wrap at him, deadpan. “I’ll put it on my shopping list. Right after protein powder and coffee.”

“You do that. And hey—” He jabbed a thumb at me, blue-collar prophet mode. “Don’t just stay here hiding out with your hammer collection. Use the building. Invite people. Sleep with a few. You’re running out of character-building excuses.”

I tried to look offended. “I have a rich interior life, thanks.”

Ryan grinned, blue eyes cutting through his own sarcasm. “Yeah, and it’s getting stale. Time for a rebrand. You want my advice? Next time, go to the market in something stained with motor oil. Women love that rugged shit.”

I rolled my eyes, but his words sparked a jolt of anticipation. Fresh start. Maybe even a new face or two.

We finished the job in just over three hours, fueled by cold pizza and the pure spite energy only siblings can muster. By the time Ryan finally headed out, the sun was creeping low, flooding the main floor with gold light. My new home was officially a disaster zone, but it was mine.

When the echo of his boots finally faded, reality set in. I was alone. Or more alone than I’d been in a while. Just me, the cardboard towers, and one hell of a view.

I changed shirts, splashed cold water on my face, and checked my phone. Low battery, zero notifications. Perfect.

Shopping time.

***

The Logan Square Market looked exactly how you’d draw it up for a TV pilot: worn brick, garage-style doors rolled up to let in the balmy evening air, and a sign over the checkout that still boasted “Best Avocados in Chicago!” in fading paint. The crowd was the usual parade of hipsters, young families, and fitness junkies in outfits more expensive than my couch.

I navigated the aisles like a man on a mission. Coffee. Eggs. Tiny mountains of granola, because apparently everyone in the city was training to be a squirrel. I grabbed the biggest container of Greek yogurt I could find, then doubled back for bananas. If there was a nutritional gold star, I was on the honor roll.

Finally, I hit the supplement section. That’s where my confidence evaporated.

The display was a wall of neon plastic tubs, each one promising faster muscle gains, longer stamina, better sleep, life-changing bowel movements. I started reading labels, but the words blurred: “whey isolate with ultra-filtered peptides,” “grass-fed hydrolyzed,” “vegan-friendly super greens.” Were they all the same? Or was one of these actually going to make me less doughy and more… impressive?

I picked up a black-and-chrome container, squinting at the ingredients like it was a game plan for nuclear launch. That’s when I heard the voice behind me.

“You really don’t want that one. Unless you like the taste of drywall and disappointment.”

I turned and the entire aisle felt smaller.

She wore tiny black yoga shorts and a cropped tank that said “Coach” in bold white letters. Her skin was flawless, glowing with some kind of post-workout energy or genetic superiority. Dark hair was pulled high off her neck, ponytail swinging like a judge’s gavel. Her eyes were green and sharp as glass, fixing on me with a challenge.

My brain short-circuited for three full seconds. Then my mouth woke up. “I was just, uh, shopping by color. I figured… black label means premium?”

She arched an eyebrow, amused and totally unimpressed. “It means marketing department. You want something that won’t kill your kidneys, get the blue tub. Third one down.”

I reached for it without hesitation, like she’d just handed me a cheat code. The label promised “BioActive Protein Matrix,” which sounded exactly like what I needed to survive my new life.

She stepped closer, giving the tub a little spin in my hand, her fingers brushing mine. “That’s a good one. No fillers, mixes easy, doesn’t taste like death.”

Her arms looked like they belonged on a magazine cover, equal parts form and function. She had definition everywhere, shoulders, thighs, even the hint of abs under her tank. I must’ve looked like a caveman standing next to her.

I tried to keep things casual. “I bow to the expert. You work out here, or just moonlight as a protein powder consultant?”

She grinned, a sideways curve of her lips that did dangerous things to my pulse. “Professional trainer. I run a studio a few blocks north.” She eyed my biceps, not unimpressed, then back to my face. “And you’re the guy who moved into the big rehab on Sacramento, aren’t you?”

I blinked. Small world. Or maybe just a neighborhood that noticed everything. “I am. Jack Bennett. Newest victim of overpriced construction and nutritional insecurity.”

She offered her hand without hesitation. Strong grip, warm skin. “I’m Jordan Hale. But today, just your unsolicited supplement specialist.”

I shook her hand, liking the feel of her palm on mine. She didn’t do the fake flirty squeeze, a real handshake, direct as a power tool.

“Nice to meet you, Jordan,” I said, doing my best not to stare at her mouth when she talked.

She tilted her head, assessing. “So you’re in the development game, huh? The crew that redid the windows on your building used to come to my gym. You’ve got a hell of a space.”

I shrugged, flattered. “Mostly I just haul boxes and try not to break my own ankles. But yeah. That building’s my problem now.”

Jordan leaned in, dropping her voice just enough to make it feel like a secret. “Word of advice, Jack: if you’re going to survive opening week, double your protein and drink more water. Moving and construction eat people alive.”

I nodded, caught somewhere between awestruck and flustered. She smelled clean, fresh soap, trace of citrus, absolutely zero bullshit. “Noted. I’ll start my new regimen immediately.”

She looked me up and down, and for a second it felt extremely naked. Not a complaint.

“For what it’s worth, you clean up pretty well,” she said, eyes dancing. “Most of the guys around here look like they just rolled off a party bus.”

I barked out a laugh, feeling the heat rise behind my ears. “I try. Is it working?”

“You tell me.” She reached past me for a jar of almond butter, shoulder flexing. “I mean, handsome, solvent, and capable of reading nutrition labels. You’re basically an urban legend.”

The compliment hit harder than it should have. “Guess I’ll have to live up to the hype.”

She flashed that grin again. “Good luck. You’ll need it.”

Jordan loaded up her basket with a few things: protein, greens, a bag of popped quinoa. Her efficiency was clinical and borderline intimidating. Then she circled back toward me, lowering her voice for the punchline.

“Just for the record, I’m not a psycho who randomly recommends protein powder to handsome strangers.” She winked, and the effect was thermonuclear. “Professional trainer, remember?”

I groped for a comeback and failed, utterly. “Well, if that’s the case, I’ll have to redeem myself next time with a solid product review.”

“It’s a date,” she said, and it was impossible to tell if she was joking.

The air between us buzzed, hungrier than it had any right to be for a grocery store.

Jordan, yeah, her name was definitely going to stick, gave me a last, extra-long glance before checking out. “See you around, Jack.”

I watched her walk away, the ponytail swinging like a metronome, legs longer than my entire career. I bought my new protein powder and probably a year’s supply of bananas, but my head was still in the supplement aisle.

***

By the time I hit the sidewalk, the late sun was firing up the glass towers downtown and the breeze felt almost tropical for May. The city was humming, people everywhere, but the moment stuck with me.

Jordan. The name bounced around like a loose screw in my chest.

As I walked back to the loft, I kept replaying her words. Handsome. Urban legend. And that casual, confident way she’d called the shots. She was going to be trouble. The good kind, the kind you want to chase down even if you know you’ll crash and burn.

I grinned, adjusting the handles on my grocery bag like I’d bench-pressed my way to victory.

Maybe this new life wasn’t going to be so empty after all.

***

The sun had dipped behind the city, but inside the bar the lights were pure adrenaline. Neon beer signs splashed blue and pink over the exposed brick, and the place pulsed with a Friday night crowd. Even the furniture was deliberate, oversized booths, battered wood tables, and a bar so long it demanded a shot glass on every square inch.

Jake spotted me the second I walked in. “There he is! Mr. Real Estate Porn,” he announced, waving like I was coming home from a military tour. “Congrats, man. You look like you survived the move!”

I rolled my eyes and squeezed into the booth, right between Lily and a pitcher of local lager.

Lily beamed, eyes twinkling. “This is a major life event, Jack. We have to document it.” She immediately snapped a selfie, pulling Anna in for maximum cuteness.

Anna slid in next to me, her perfume soft and familiar. “He’s not going to make it a week without our help. He’ll starve or get taken out by a rogue carbon monoxide detector.”

I smirked. “I survived years with Jake. At this point, I’m basically indestructible.”

Jake poured the drinks with a bartender’s flair, filling everyone’s glass. “A toast! To Jack’s new palace, and to finally getting all your weird tools out of my living room.”

I raised my glass, feeling the laughter ripple through me. “And to the only friends who’d actually show up for moving day. I owe you.”

Lily clinked her glass against mine. “You can pay us back in cocktails and carbs. And maybe—” she shot a sly glance at Anna, “a little matchmaking magic.”

Anna groaned, rolling her eyes, but her smile lingered. “Here we go.”

Lily was undeterred. “I’m just saying, you two would be perfect together now that Anna’s finally single.”

Jake nudged her, grinning. “Yeah, Jack. Did you know Anna just got that big promotion at work?”

Anna tried to deflect, but the corners of her mouth fought to stay serious. “I work in marketing, now with slightly more emails and even less vacation.”

I laughed. “That sounds like cruel and unusual punishment. Do you get your own assistant at least?”

She shook her head, dark hair sliding over one shoulder. “Just more responsibility and a fancier email signature. You, on the other hand, get giant windows and the world’s most dangerous espresso machine.”

Jake cut in. “Don’t let him fool you. Jack’s basically building a Bond villain lair. Espresso, fixed-gear bikes in the lobby, probably a secret trapdoor somewhere under the staircase.”

I ran with it. “Actually, we went with the flamethrower option. Much more dramatic for parties.”

Anna laughed, a warm, genuine sound that shivered up my spine. “Invite me to that party, and I’ll bring the fireproof cocktails.”

Lily was relentless. “See? You’re already vibing. Where was this chemistry when you were both single in college?”

Anna gave a pointed look. “Lily, you spent all of college running interference so I wouldn’t accidentally date one of Jake’s friends.”

“That’s because some of them were walking HR violations. Jack’s always been the safe bet,” Lily said, squeezing my arm. “Solid, drama-free, and look at those forearms. You know he’s good with his hands.”

Jake choked on his beer, wiping foam off his chin. “Easy there, Lils. Save some of the Bennett charm for the rest of us.”

I tried to keep a straight face, but Anna’s eyes sparkled, unbothered, curious. “So Jack, how’s it feel to actually live in a place you designed yourself?”

Her attention was a spot-light, warm and a little intimidating. “Honestly? Kind of surreal. I keep waiting for someone to show up and tell me I missed a critical code requirement.”

Anna nodded, genuinely interested. “Is that why you stress so much about the details? Or is it just genetic perfectionism?”

“Mostly genetic. But if you ever want to see a real panic attack, just unplug my router at 2AM.”

Anna laughed again, this time softer, her thigh pressing lightly against mine under the table. She didn’t move away, and neither did I.

“Careful,” she said. “That’s the kind of vulnerability that gets a guy in trouble.”

Lily was back at it, flipping through the drink menu for emphasis. “You both are too polite. If I were single, I’d be all over Jack. He’s like the last non-creepy man in the city.”

Anna shot her a look. “You’re not single, and Jake would die if you so much as texted someone else.”

Jake pretended to faint, slumping against the table. “It’s true. I’m emotionally fragile.”

We all laughed, and the conversation snowballed. For the next hour, we ran through every possible topic, worst first dates, dream vacations, the shadiest local take-out joints. Anna peppered me with questions about the renovation, actually listening, offering ideas, poking fun where it counted.

Her curiosity was magnetic; she asked about finishes, why I picked the color for the accent wall, even what my desk looked like. I wanted to tell her everything, all the weird thoughts that lived in my head about architecture, light, and why I hated cheap drywall more than most war criminals.

Through it all, Anna’s knee stayed pressed to mine. Sometimes her hand grazed my thigh when she shifted, always easy, always natural. She laughed at my dumbest jokes, and when she smiled at me, it felt like we were the only people in the bar.

I could’ve stayed like that forever, trading sarcasm and secrets, soaking up the possibility. But Lily and Jake, the world’s most codependent couple, eventually declared it was time for the “official” afterparty.

Lily raised her glass, one last toast. “To new beginnings and to Jack finally getting the space he deserves.”

I let that soak in, the words and the touch of Anna’s hand. “To new beginnings,” I said, and meant it.

We peeled ourselves out of the booth, gathering jackets and unfinished drinks. Jake threw an arm around both girls, playing the world’s happiest bouncer. Lily nudged me toward Anna as we walked out, whispering, “Don’t overthink it. You two are perfect.”

Anna just smiled, eyes catching the city lights through the bar window.

Outside, the air had that electric, anything-can-happen feeling. The four of us headed down the block, laughter echoing off the bricks, all of it somehow pointed straight at me and Anna, moving in perfect sync.

Next stop: my place. Time to see what happened when you put old friends and a bottle of bourbon in a room with no rules.

***

If the bar was about noise and possibility, the loft was pure atmosphere.

Fifteen seconds after walking in, Lily was running her fingers along the quartz, letting her hand linger like she was petting a thoroughbred. “This place is amazing, Jack,” she purred, spinning around to take it all in. “Seriously. If I lived here, I’d just… invite people over and never let them leave.”

Anna drifted to the accent wall, eyes wide. “The slate gray is perfect. Suddenly you’re like… a real grown-up. I almost don’t recognize you.”

I grinned, flipping on the pendant lights over the bar. The gold glow hit the windows just right, city lights sneaking past the edges of the buildings. “Don’t be fooled. I still haven’t unpacked my socks.”

Jake slumped into the nearest armchair, beer in hand, already looking too comfortable. “Not gonna lie, Jack. You’ve raised the bar here. If I ever move in, I’m going to need a full-time butler and at least three Instagram models.”

Lily laughed, throwing herself onto the L-shaped couch and immediately queening the best corner. “Dream bigger, babe. Jack’ll have a whole harem up here in no time.”

Anna just rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “He’s definitely not dying alone with a kitchen like this.”

I took the cue and went full host mode, mixing up cocktails with my best “faux-tender” routine. Lily called out her playlist, fun, horny, zero chill. Pop hits blasted through the speakers, rich and loud. I passed drinks around and ended up next to Anna on the couch.

She sipped her drink, eyes glinting. “So, what’s the secret to a perfect loft party?”

I pretended to think. “Step one: invite people who actually like each other. Step two: don’t spill tequila on the new rug.”

“Ambitious,” Anna said. “But tonight, maybe don’t trust Jake with open containers.”

Jake raised his glass in salute. “I only spill things on purpose, darling.”

The mood went from zero to wild in under five minutes. Lily kept the jokes flying, “Anna, is Jack hotter now that he’s a property mogul, or was he always secretly a ten?”, and Anna bantered right back.

“He’s improved with age. Like a whiskey barrel, or a guy who finally learns to make his own dentist appointments.”

Lily snorted. “Speaking of improvements… have you two ever danced? I need to see this.”

Before we knew it, Lily had me and Anna up and moving. She cranked the volume, then spun Anna into my arms, laughing as she did.

Anna shook her head at the showmanship, but the way she slid in against me was something to write songs about. Her body fit mine, easy and confident. We moved together, awkward at first, but the longer it went, the more natural it felt, like we’d done this a hundred times.

Lily played ringmaster, shrieking encouragement, doing everything she could to lock us together. “Look at the chemistry! It’s like a rom-com in here. Someone call Netflix.”

Jake tried to get up to join in, but promptly fell back into the armchair, head tilted and eyes half-closed. Lily giggled, then left us to dance a little longer, swaying and spinning through the open space.

At some point, we all collapsed on the couch, out of breath and a little tipsy. The city glowed through the glass, skyscrapers blinking their approval.

Anna slid closer, thigh pressed to mine, fingers tangling with my hand. The contact was deliberate. She watched me over the rim of her glass, like she was measuring me against a blueprint only she understood.

Lily whispered, “You have to kiss her, or you’ll regret it forever.”

Anna laughed, but her grip on my hand squeezed a little tighter.

For a while, the three of us just sat like that, music low, the promise of something unspoken buzzing through the air. Even as Lily drifted off, head on my shoulder, Anna stayed with me, trading stories and memories, relaxing into my touch.

Eventually, reality intruded. Anna checked her phone, then groaned. “I have to be at work at seven. Why must adulthood ruin everything?”

I didn’t love the answer, but I respected her willpower. “Can I walk you out?”

Together, we woke Lily and somehow managed to get Jake vertical. He was dead weight, cracking dumb jokes as we half-dragged him to a guest room.

Lily tucked him in with surprising tenderness. “I’m going to stay here, make sure he doesn’t asphyxiate on his own bar snacks.”

I nodded, suddenly too aware of how empty the apartment felt with just Anna and me. She slipped on her jacket and let me lead her to the elevator, past the last vestiges of party glow.

Outside, the city was alive. Somewhere, sirens wailed. A passing L train rattled the street, and the wind tugged at Anna’s hair.

Her Uber idled at the curb, headlights soft and blue. We stopped on the sidewalk, letting the moment stretch.

I looked at her and saw everything: the history, the anticipation, the maybe-someday. Anna closed the gap, arms around my neck, lips on mine.

I’d love to say it was a gentleman’s kiss, light, polite, just enough to hint at more.

It was not.

We melted into each other, hungry, mouths parted. Her tongue found mine, slow and deep and searching. I gripped her waist, greedier than I meant to be, holding her there until our lungs were burning.

She broke the kiss, but stayed pressed close, her palm flat on my chest.

“We should take things slow,” Anna whispered, voice a little hoarse. “But I don’t want to stop, either.”

My heart was a fucking construction site, beating, hammering, sparks flying everywhere.

“Slow is fine,” I managed, trying to recover my breath. “Just don’t disappear.”

She smiled, fingers sliding to my arm, thumb tracing circles by my elbow. “I’ll text you. And you can show me more of your perfectly finished beams.”

I grinned, half-dazed.

The car door opened. Anna climbed in, giving me one last look, lips red and swollen.

“Night, Jack. Don’t get into trouble without me.”

The car slid away, tail lights stretching down the block. I stood there, grinning like a moron, the city humming around me.

Back upstairs, the party debris was everywhere. Empty glasses, Lily’s playlist still murmuring from the speakers, Jake snoring from the guest room. It should have felt lonely. Instead, the place felt like the start of something.

I tossed back the last of my cocktail, letting the ice clink against the glass.

If this was what “grown-up” looked like, I could get used to it.


Midnight Visitor


I’d barely made it to my room before the wall of exhaustion hit, flattening me against the reality of my new space: towers of cardboard, a bare mattress on the floor, and the ghostly echo of tonight’s party clinging to the walls. The loft felt too big and too empty, like even the city noise couldn’t fill the silence after Anna’s kiss. I stripped down to my boxers, peeled off the day’s shirt, and let it fall in a heap where I stood. The simple act of pulling fabric off my aching body felt like closing the lid on everything outside my four unfinished walls.

I tried not to think about Anna’s smile, or the lingering taste of bourbon on my tongue, or the sound of Lily’s laughter drifting through the air an hour earlier. Tried and failed, but at least I could pretend the darkness was a kind of insulation. The sheets were crisp and cold, smelling faintly of new cotton and the chemical tang of cardboard. I lay back and stared up at the exposed beams, imaginary conversations playing out against every rough line in the ceiling.

I wasn’t expecting the door to creak open, silent as a secret. I wasn’t expecting Lily, but by now, I should have.

She padded in barefoot, backlit by the hallway’s gold glow. Her hair spilled over her shoulders like something from a shampoo ad, the kind guys pretend not to notice and always do. The first thing I registered was her eyes, blue, sharp, and alive even in low light. The second thing was her body, curves dialed up to eleven, legs bare under a paper-thin dress that looked more appropriate for the beach than a post-midnight raid.

She didn’t hesitate. Just closed the door behind her, leaned against it for half a beat, then let the dress fall straight to the floor. No fanfare, just a little shrug and a lift of her arms, enough to make her D-cup tits bounce in time. It was like she’d been waiting all night for the chance.

“Lily…” My throat went dry. “What are you doing?”

She grinned, predatory and sunny all at once. “What does it look like, Jack?” Even her voice was thick with need. “I’ve been counting the minutes ‘til Jake fell asleep. Then I put him to bed, played doting girlfriend, and came straight here.” She advanced on me, hips swaying, unapologetic in every step. “You have no idea how wet I’ve been waiting for this.”

If I hadn’t seen her do this before, I might’ve played it off as a dare. But this was an old dance, familiar as the scar on my knuckle. I knew her body better than my own.

Still, I tried. “You shouldn’t—Jake’s—he’s right down the hall…”

The words tasted sour, but Lily just laughed and climbed onto my bed, all flashing curves and golden skin. She straddled me, hair tickling my chest, tits swaying and nipples hard as diamonds.

“Jake’s out cold. And even if he wasn’t, he can wait. He’s waiting for marriage, remember?” She rolled her eyes in mock frustration, but her hands were already exploring my chest, greedy and sure. “You, on the other hand—” her fingers slipped under the waistband of my boxers, dragging teasing lines along the skin “—you’re my favorite secret. You’re the only man I fuck, Jack. The only man I’ve ever fucked. It’s always you.”

Hearing her say it, even after all these months, sent a crackling shock straight through me.

She leaned in, lips grazing my ear, voice dropping. “You know why it’s not cheating? Because Jake and I agreed, no sex until the honeymoon. It’s his big thing, not mine. But you? You don’t count. You’re my friend. You’re the one who gets me off when he won’t.” Her hand pushed my boxers down, just enough to expose the start of my cock. “So it doesn’t count as cheating. Not one bit.”

I shook my head, heat flooding my face despite the logic that didn’t quite add up. “That makes zero sense, Lily. You can’t just—fuck me, and—”

She cut me off with her mouth, tasting me like a dare. “I can. I do. And I want you so much right now it hurts.” She pressed her pussy against my thigh, wetness smearing my skin. “And so do you. Don’t lie.”

There was no denying it. My cock strained against my boxers, rock hard and aching. Still, the rational part of me tried to fight back. “I don’t even have condoms out. They’re somewhere in a box, fuck knows where—”

She nipped my jaw, drawing a shudder from deep inside my chest. “Don’t want one.” Her voice was pure sin now, every syllable dripping with need. “I want you raw, Jack. I want to feel every inch. You know I’m on the pill, you know I want you to just fucking fill me up.” She kissed me again, hungrier. “You’re gonna raw dog me tonight, and you’re gonna cum inside. I want every fucking drop, Jack.”

The way she said it, the way her whole body trembled with it, turned my spine to liquid.

She crawled lower, tits dragging over my abs, and ripped my boxers all the way down. My cock sprang free, thick and already slick with pre-cum. Lily’s eyes widened, greedy and delighted.

“Oh my god, look at you.” She ran her tongue over her lips. “Fuck. You’re even harder than last time. It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” She dropped down, hair sliding over my thighs, and cradled my length in both hands, like she couldn’t help herself. “Way better than Jake, by the way. Not even close.” She stroked me slow, then squeezed, milking a groan from deep inside me.

I couldn’t think straight. The guilt warred with the craving, but the craving was winning by a landslide. It always did.

“Lily, we’re not supposed to—” The protest was half-hearted even as it left my mouth.

She laughed again, wickedly soft. “Jake’s not even in the game. He’s ‘saving himself,’ remember?” She glanced up, blue eyes shining. “You’re all I want, Jack. You always are. You’re the only one who knows how to make me cum. So call it a loophole, call it whatever you want, just shut up and fuck me.”

If she’d wanted to break me, she’d figured out the blueprint. I caved, tumbling into her mouth, her hands, the pressure of her body against mine. My hands found her hips, warm and slick, and I pulled her up to straddle me fully. Her pussy was so wet it was almost obscene, the lips flushed and ready, practically pulsing with need.

She grinded her heat against my cock, trapping me between her folds, and leaned down so her tits grazed my mouth. “You like this? You want me just as bad? Don’t you, baby?” She squeezed her breasts together, offering them up.

I took her nipple in my mouth and bit gently, earning a sharp gasp. She pressed her clit against my shaft, riding me without mercy, juices smearing over my cock and abs. The whole room smelled like sex and Lily, clean skin, faint perfume, raw desire.

“I want you inside, Jack,” she whispered, “I want you so deep you forget anyone else ever mattered. I want you to cum inside me and make it last all night.” She bit my lip, just hard enough to sting. “Promise me. Promise you’ll fill me up.”

The words made my balls tighten, my cock throb painfully. I grabbed her ass, palming each cheek, spreading her apart and feeling her heat and slickness. My head spun, drunk on the contradiction of it, guilt and want, need and shame, but mostly just Lily, squeezing my cock and stroking me to the edge.

She rocked harder, desperate now, her voice turning hoarse. “Raw dog me, Jack. Please. Don’t even pretend you don’t want to. No one will know, no one cares except me, and I need you more than I need anything else.”

On some level, I knew it was a disaster, a blueprint for regret. But it was also the only thing that made sense in the moment.

I lined myself up, pushing the head of my cock against her slick center. She clawed at my shoulders, breath ragged.

“Do it. Don’t hold back,” she begged.

I slammed inside, burying myself raw and deep.

Lily threw her head back with a moan, hair fanning over her shoulders, tits bouncing as she took every inch.

“Oh my god, Jack. That’s it. You feel… fuck, you feel so good.”

I growled, lost in the feeling. Her pussy gripped me like it was built to do nothing else. She rode me fast and hard, pussy squelching with each slap of our bodies, the sound cranking the heat up even higher. She braced herself with her hands on my chest, nails digging in, driving herself down on my cock like she was never going to stop.

Her logic was a mess, but her body was pure certainty, drawing me in, locking me there, making me forget why I’d ever tried to resist.

“Say it,” I demanded, desperate to hear it again. “Say it’s what you want.”

She almost screamed it. “I want you to fuck me raw, Jack. I want your cum. Fill me up, all the way. I don’t care about anything else.”

There was nothing to do but surrender.

I grabbed Lily and rolled, flipping her beneath me in one practiced movement, and pinned her to the mattress with my hips. There was a look she got whenever I did that, a flash of wild triumph that radiated from her eyes, a signal that she wanted to be conquered, but only by someone who knew she would never truly give up control. She’d spent her entire adult life knowing exactly how to get what she wanted, and right now, what she wanted was my cock as deep as I could get it.


Her legs were already around my waist, heels digging into the base of my spine, hard enough to leave marks. She arched up, driving me further inside with each grind, her sex impossibly tight, heat pouring off her like fever. When I bottomed out, she didn’t flinch or shy away. Instead, she flexed her thighs and tilted her hips to meet me, the new angle forcing the head of my cock to drag along her most sensitive spot. Her gasp started as a giggle, like this was all a game and she still couldn’t believe how good it felt, and then became a broken whimper, raw and breathless.


“Fuck, Jack, more,” she panted, and her nails skated up my back, leaving trails of sharp red that burned in the best way. She was greedy, insatiable, addicted to sensation. Her tits pressed flush to my chest, nipples hard enough to cut stone, and she clamped down with her whole body, intent on milking every ounce of pleasure from me.


The sheets bunched beneath Lily’s ass as I drove into her, hard enough to make the headboard knock against the wall. I barely noticed, transfixed by the way her mouth fell open with each thrust, the way her heels dug deeper, the way her cunt gripped me so tightly it felt like she’d never let go. Every time I thought I’d maxed out on sensation, she’d flex again, and it was like I’d never felt anything before this.


Her arms crossed behind my neck and she pulled my mouth down to hers, biting at my lower lip, then darting her tongue into my mouth. She tasted like bourbon and sex and the barest hint of mint. We kissed like it was a dare, all teeth and hunger, bruising and greedy and far past any point of return.


I broke away just long enough to look down the length of her body: hair spilled across my pillow, cheeks flushed and sweaty, lips parted in a shaky half-smile, and then her chest, rising and falling with each jackhammer thrust, breasts jiggling in time. Her pussy was already dripping down onto my balls and the sheets, turning every movement into a slick, electric slide. I wanted to fuck her until morning and never stop.


She wanted it too. I could feel her building, every muscle in her legs tightening, the tempo of her hips going frantic. She reached between us, rubbing her clit in tight circles, not shy about how close she was. I leaned down and sucked her nipple into my mouth, grazing it with my teeth, and she practically convulsed beneath me, her cunt squeezing me so hard I saw stars.


“Don’t hold back,” she begged, “just—fuck me, fuck me, fuck me—” alternating between laughter and moans, her voice rising with every stroke.


I was losing it, and she could tell. She pulled my face close and kissed me again, deep and desperate. “You’re going to cum,” she whispered, “I want it inside me, all of it. Don’t stop. Fill me up, I need it, I need it so bad.”


She clawed at my back, thighs squeezing, eyes locked on mine. “Don’t stop,” she pleaded, “please don’t stop, I’m so close, just fuck me, fuck me, fuck me—”

She was grinding herself down onto my cock, and then suddenly everything in her body locked, her pussy squeezing me in a death grip so intense I almost cried out. Lily’s eyes went wide, and her whole body arched off the bed, back bowed, skin slick with sweat and glowing in the city haze. A strangled, feral sound tore from her throat, a half-laugh, half-scream, and she yanked my face down against her mouth, biting my lip and sucking my tongue until I was dizzy. Her cunt fluttered in wild, pulsing waves around me, every shudder milking my cock and making it impossible to hold back any longer.


I cracked, just fucking shattered, groaning into her kiss as my body took over. My hips snapped forward and I emptied myself inside her, cum gushing out in hard, helpless bursts that felt like they’d never end. There was nothing in the world except the way she gripped me, the heat and tightness and the full-body euphoria of letting go when you’re finally allowed to. I was panting, barely conscious of anything but the incredible, animal need to bury myself as deep as I could and stay there forever.


But Lily didn’t stop. She rode the aftershocks like a champion, hands tangled in my hair, her body writhing in little aftertremors every time my cock jerked inside her. She squeezed every last drop out of me and then some, locking her ankles around my waist so I couldn’t pull away, even if I’d wanted to.


She kissed me slow and soft, then hard and hungry and a little bit mean, like she was taking a souvenir. Every time I started to come down from the high, she’d move just enough to keep me throbbing and desperate, drawing out both pleasure and agony until we were both ragged.


My vision blurred. My chest heaved. The whole room smelled like sex and Lily, and I couldn’t remember a single reason I’d ever wanted to say no.


“That’s it,” she whispered, lips brushing my ear, “That’s exactly what I wanted.” She nuzzled her face into my neck, still breathing hard, still holding me tight. “God, you’re so fucking good. I could live right here forever.”


I was shaking, literally trembling, both from the intensity and the ache of holding myself above her so long. But she wouldn’t let go, and I didn’t want her to, either. I put my forehead against hers and tried to remember how to speak.


“Jesus,” I managed, barely a whisper.


She giggled beneath me, the sound hoarse and sated, and pressed a lazy kiss against my jaw. Her hands roamed my back, soothing the scratches she’d just inflicted, fingers tracing over each welt and mark with absent affection.


We stayed like that for a while, breathing each other in, neither of us saying anything that mattered. She shifted under me, and I felt how wet she was, our combined mess leaking out around my cock, and somehow it made me even harder all over again.


She grinned up at me, mischief in her eyes. “You’re not done yet, are you?”


I shook my head. “Not even close.”


She smiled like she’d won the lottery, and for a moment, I just watched her—marveling at how beautiful she looked all fucked-out and wild beneath me, her cheeks flushed, hair tangled, and those perfect tits still pressed up against my chest.

I rolled onto my side, still tangled up with her, my cock still twitching inside her heat.

She smiled, smug and sweet, like a cat who’d caught the world’s dumbest mouse. “See? Easy. You just have to not overthink it, Jack.”

I tried to catch my breath, but my head was still spinning.

“You’re going to be the death of me, Lily,” I said, not entirely joking.

She giggled, kissing my jaw. “But what a way to go.”

She pulled me in again, her pussy still gripping me, the heat between us refusing to cool off even with both of us spent.

I knew it was a mistake. But it was also the only thing that felt like home.

And from the look in Lily’s eyes, she was never going to let me forget it.

***

We sprawled out on the mattress, caught in the aftershocks. For a minute, all I could do was suck in air and hope that my heart didn’t hammer straight through my ribs. Lily pressed her cheek to my chest, her wild blonde hair spilling everywhere, slick with sweat and sex. Every time she breathed out, her tits flattened against my abs, her nipples grazing my skin like a dare.

She trailed her fingers over my jaw, slow and deliberate, drawing patterns only she understood. “God, that was perfect,” she said, voice thick and dreamy. “No one could ever fuck me like you do.”

“How many other guys have you fucked?”

She just snorted, the sound sharp and a little mocking. “Just you, but I don’t see how that’s relevant.” Her legs stayed wide open for me, her pussy still gleaming and stretched from my last thrust. The scent of our fuck lingered between us, thick and heavy as sweat. Even now, her cunt clenched with small, involuntary flutters, as if coaxing another answer, another load.

Her eyes met mine, direct and defiant. I could almost taste her impatience, the heat of her need refusing to cool now that I’d taken her.

It felt thrilling to know there was no one else. Not even Jake. Only me. The air shuddered with the aftermath, sticky with satisfaction and challenge in equal measure.

Before I could say anything else, Lily was already drifting lower, mouth hungry and hands even hungrier.

“You’re not done,” she said, dead serious, like she could read the pulse still throbbing between my legs. “Not even close.”

Before I could protest, she grabbed my cock, still slick from the last round, but already raring to go. Her tongue flicked the tip, lapping up my cum and her own juices, then she dove down and took me halfway to the root. Her mouth was pure velvet, warm and wet and relentless. She looked up at me with those sapphire eyes, framed by dark lashes, and I thought I might lose it on the spot.

“Fuck, Lily—” My hips jerked, totally involuntary.

She smiled around my shaft, never missing a beat, bobbing her head and twisting her hand around the base. When she pulled off with a wet pop, she stroked me slow, milking out even more slick.

“I’ll say it again,” she whispered, licking her lips. “Your cock is fucking perfect, Jack. I mean, look at it—so thick and long. Way better than Jake’s. Like, embarrassingly better.”

The raw honesty of it hit me like a punch. For a second, I wanted to gloat, but mostly I just wanted to be inside her again.

She sensed it. Of course she did.

Lily didn’t ask, she just climbed back on top, guiding my cock to her entrance and sliding down until I bottomed out. Her pussy swallowed me, tight and hot and absolutely desperate.

She arched her back, riding me slow at first, savoring every inch. Her tits bounced with the motion, big and perfect, and I couldn’t stop staring.

“Look at you,” Lily said, grinding hard. “You fucking love this, don’t you?”

I grabbed her hips and thrust up, driving into her, making her cry out. Her hair whipped around her face, strands sticking to her sweaty tits, eyes half-lidded and drunk on lust.

“This is all I think about,” she moaned, fingers digging into my arms for leverage. “You. Your cock. The way you fuck me. I don’t even care if it’s wrong.”

She sped up, slamming down on me over and over, letting her body take the lead. I matched her, thrust for thrust, loving the way her pussy squeezed and fluttered, almost frantic for release.

I watched her ride, her whole body arched and on display, the dim light catching every curve and shadow. She looked like a goddess, or maybe just the world’s most dangerous dream girl, beautiful and untouchable, except here, with me, she wanted it as bad as I did.

Lily’s nails left red lines down my chest, her lips swollen from kissing, her laugh dark and reckless.

She leaned in, breath warm on my lips. “You know what I want? I want you to come with me. I want you to cum inside me again and again and again, so I feel it. I want to feel it dripping out when I get up in the morning—”

The words detonated inside me.

She rode faster, her pussy gripping me, milking me for everything, but this time I fought to hold it off, wanting to feel her fall apart on top of me.

It didn’t take long.

Her eyes fluttered, her whole body trembling, then she clamped down and screamed my name, no holding back, just pure, honest pleasure. Her pussy pulsed around my cock, squeezing so hard it dragged me straight into my own orgasm.

I pumped into her, helpless, filling Lily with hot cum until she slumped down and collapsed on my chest, panting and still twitching.

We lay there, locked together, as the sweat cooled and the air stilled. The only sound was Lily’s uneven breathing and my own thundering heartbeat.

Eventually, she shifted off me and propped her head up on an elbow, blue eyes searching mine.

“It’s like that every time,” she said softly. “No matter what I do, I can’t forget it when we… when we fuck like this. And seeing you tonight with Anna just made me want you more.”

Her hand drifted over my stomach, smearing our combined mess over my skin. If she minded, she didn’t show it. She looked proud, like she’d staked a flag on a new continent.

I tried to laugh it off, but my voice came out hoarse. “You’re going to ruin me.”

“Good.” She kissed my jaw. “I want to.”

For a while, we just lay there, tangled up, letting the night settle in. I stared at the boxes, the disorder of my new life, the unfinished business everywhere I turned.

Lily twisted around, raked her hair from her face, and inspected my cock, still half-hard and slick with cum. She grinned, mischief back in full force.

“You know I’m not done, right?”

I was still catching my breath, but every part of me was on board.

She straddled me again, guiding my cock to her pussy. It slipped in easy, slick and ready, and she ground her hips in slow, endless circles that drove me fucking crazy.

Riding me, Lily took her time this round. Her tits swayed and her body rolled like she was in no rush, dragging out every drop of sensation. She put her hands on my chest and braced herself, grinding down so my cock reached parts of her that made her eyes roll back.

“Oh, fuck, Jack—you’re so deep…”

The words came out as a moan, and she rode harder, building a rhythm that was all about wringing out every last bit of pleasure.

She leaned forward, kissing me, smothering my mouth with hers, all soft lips and tongue, her tits mashed against my chest. I palmed her ass, spreading her wide, giving her a better angle to slam down on me.

With every thrust, the world outside the bed crumbled into nothing. It was just Lily, her wild hunger, the heat of her pussy, and the way she owned me every second.

She bounced on my cock, each movement wetter and filthier than the last, juices splattering against my thighs, no gap between us at all.

When I got close, she read it instantly.

Her eyes locked on mine, blue and unblinking. “You’re going to cum with me, Jack. Do it. Fill me up. I want it all.”

I lost it, clutching her tight as I unloaded inside her, Lily coming at the same time, her whole body shaking as she ground down and milked me dry.

We collapsed in a sweaty heap, totally spent.

The next few minutes blurred into slow breathing, soft touches, and words neither of us ever said in daylight.

She pressed kisses to my forehead, my chest, my mouth. “Don’t feel bad about this. You know I love Jake. I love him more than anything.” She was breathless but clear, like she’d rehearsed it. “But you… this, with you, it’s different. It’s not a competition. I just… need you in a way I can’t explain.”

I didn’t have a reply for that. I just held her tighter, let my hand trace the arc of her hip, memorizing the feel of her body against mine.

She rolled over, nestled in, and pulled the sheets up around us, even though we were both still sticky from sex.

“I’m gonna fall asleep right here,” Lily murmured. “Is that okay?”

Her head on my shoulder, hair in my face. Yeah, it was more than okay.

But inside, I couldn’t sleep. My mind played back every second, her words, her lips, her logic. The sound of Anna’s laughter at the bar echoed somewhere deeper, quieter, weaving itself through the roar of my heart.

Lily was out within minutes, breathing soft and regular. I could feel her skin against mine, the damp heat of her thighs, the dried streaks of cum between her legs. She didn’t move, totally at ease.

I just stared at the ceiling, surrounded by moving boxes and the raw, unfinished edges of my new life.

Wanting Lily felt like a fever I couldn’t sweat out.

Needing Anna was a slow burn I couldn’t ignore.

If there was a guide for this, I’d lost the manual, probably packed it in a box labeled “Jack. Private.” and left it buried in the closet.

So I just lay there, sandwiched between the warm, sleepy weight of Lily and the sticky guilt twisting up my thoughts.

It was everything I’d ever wanted, and nothing I was supposed to have.

Tomorrow, the sun would rise and I’d have to pretend things hadn’t changed.

But with Lily pressed up naked beside me, I didn’t want to move, didn’t want to lose the feeling—even if it came with a price.

***

Hours later, the world was gray and silent. A faint blue haze crept between the blinds, painting the ceiling in uneven stripes and turning Lily’s skin to silk. I’d barely dozed, just drifted in and out, every time waking to find her pressed against me, a leg draped over mine, or her tits mashed warm against my chest.

She woke before I did. I was dimly aware of her lips on my neck, her hand sliding over my abs like she owned the territory.

I cracked one eye. Lily straddled my hips, naked and glowing in the half-dark, her hair a golden halo around her face.

Her voice was a whisper, but the hunger in it was unmistakable. “Can you give me one more?”

It wasn’t even a question. She lined up my cock with her pussy and sank down, taking me slow, inch by inch. I was already hard. How, I’ll never know, but she made it impossible not to be.

This time felt different. She rode me soft, lazy, never breaking eye contact. Her hands cupped my face, her fingers tracing my jaw, her body flexing to pull every sensation out of me.

“Jack,” she breathed, hips rolling in slow circles, “I love the way you look at me when I do this…”

She moved with perfect control, grinding down until our bodies were fused, her clit mashed against my pelvis. At first, it was a gentle build, her pussy milking me with every stroke, hot and slick, all the edge and aggression of before replaced by something deeper.

It wasn’t just sex, it was connection, raw and exposed. She watched me, blue eyes alive and unguarded, lips parted with pleasure. I couldn’t look away.

She fucked me like she wanted to remember every second. Like she wanted to ruin me for anyone else.

And maybe she did.

Lily leaned down, her tits brushing my chest, every breath a shared confession as she rode me harder, then softer, then harder again, never once losing that laser focus.

Her hands were everywhere, my hair, my chest, the backs of my arms. She bit my earlobe, kissed my throat, whispered filthy things that made my dick twitch even deeper inside her.

“I want you to cum for me,” she said, voice shaking. “I want to feel you lose it, Jack. Like you can’t help it.”

Lily’s hips snapped down hard, and I felt her lock her legs behind my back, like she was staking a permanent claim. My hands dug into her ass, holding on as she rode me through the storm, her pussy squeezing my cock with a vice grip that promised she was about to lose it too. The heat between our bodies built to a fever pitch, sweat streaking down our skin, our breaths ragged and desperate. Every time she lifted up, she threatened to pull me out, then slammed back down, taking my full length and grinding her clit against my pelvis until her head flung back and she screamed.


I felt the orgasm coming but tried to hold on, wanted to see her finish first, but Lily had other plans; she took control, fucking me faster, deeper, her nails digging crescents into my shoulders and her lips pressed to my throat, biting and kissing and whispering yes, yes, yes until my vision blurred and my whole body locked up. I came so hard it felt like my brain short-circuited, every muscle rigid, the pulse of my orgasm shooting through her in thick, hot waves. She didn’t let up for a second, milking me, using me, drawing every last drop until I was spent and senseless underneath her.


Lily’s own climax crashed right after mine, her thighs trembling, her hips bucking, her pussy clamping down and milking out my orgasm until she collapsed forward and buried her face at the base of my neck. She moaned my name, muffled and raw, like she was trying to keep it a secret from the whole fucking building. The wet squelch of our bodies, the scent of sex and sweat, the heat of her mouth on my skin, it was animal and perfect and blinding.


I shuddered, helpless, as she kept rolling her hips, riding the aftershocks, draining every last bit from me. My hands slid up her back, finding the trembling curve of her spine, feeling the slick tension melt as she slowly came down from it.


She finally slumped against me, her body limp and heavy, her cheek resting on my chest. My cock was still buried inside her, softening, but neither of us moved. We just breathed together, hearts racing in sync, soaked in the mess we’d made.


For a long minute, nothing existed but Lily’s weight on me and the faint, electric buzz fizzing through my veins. I could feel her smile against my skin. She kissed my collarbone, then my jaw, then up to my ear, whispering something low and filthy that made my cock twitch all over again.

The afterglow was electric. She laid on top of me, lips trailing kisses over my jaw, her body still pulsing from aftershocks.

We didn’t speak for a while. There was no need.

Eventually, Lily rolled to the edge of the bed and sat up, legs splayed wide, skin glowing in the gray dawn. She stretched, totally unselfconscious, her tits jutting out, her pussy dripping with what I’d just given her.

She glanced back at me, smirking. “You going to just stare, or are you going to tell me how sexy I am?”

I grinned, too spent to play it cool. “Both. Always both.”

Lily stood and padded across the room, bare ass swaying as she plucked her dress off one of the still-unopened boxes. She bent over, showing off everything, taking her time.

She pulled on the dress, no bra or panties, then turned to face me, letting it fall just enough to flash her tits at me again.

“Don’t forget about me, okay?” she said, voice low and real. “I’ll be back. Whenever you want.”

She crawled back onto the mattress, kissed me deep and slow, then nipped my lip before rolling away.

She slipped out into the hallway, gone in a heartbeat.

And just like that, the room was empty, the only proof she’d been there was the mess on the sheets and the ache in my chest.

I lay there, staring at the ceiling, every part of me buzzing with spent energy. The city outside was waking up, rumbling and alive, but here the air was full of memories and possibility.

I glanced at the boxes stacked along the wall. They looked like little tombstones for all the versions of myself I hadn’t unpacked yet.

It would have been perfect, if not for the guilt that chased down every good feeling.

Because I wanted Anna, too. Wanted her laugh, her brain, the way her smile made the room lighter. I didn’t want to choose. Maybe I didn’t have to.

That was the real secret: I wanted it all.

But for now, there was only the empty bed, the smell of sex, and the future waiting in boxes.

I let my eyes shut, exhaustion finally dragging me under.

Tomorrow, I’d deal with the consequences.

Tonight, I drifted, lost in the aftershocks.


New Beginnings


The morning after Lily was a hangover I couldn’t scrub off, no matter how many times I showered. Her scent lingered on the sheets, sweet and wild, and my abs stung from the scratches she’d left at two in the morning. But sunlight was already barging through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and the promise of a new start dragged me out of bed.

Coffee was my first line of defense. Second was a shirt that didn’t scream “contractor chic,” but wouldn’t spook the team, either. I settled for a dark henley and clean, straight-cut jeans, casual, but still boss. My boots thumped across the concrete as I made my way down from the living area into the heart of the beast: opening day, the first official business morning in the new Bennett Brothers HQ.

The office space looked unreal. If the upstairs was my cave, this was a spaceship, matte black steel, custom glass doors, desks lined up as neatly as soldiers. The sunlight cut through the factory windows, bouncing off polished concrete and making every surface seem sharper, cleaner, smarter than anything I’d ever called a workplace. The space smelled like potential, with a side of lemon cleaner and fresh upholstery.

Megan was headquarters, central command, and probably the only reason boxes hadn’t swallowed the whole operation. She ran the show with her signature ponytail, a perfect white blouse tucked into sharp navy slacks, clipboard clutched like a weapon. Her sneakers squeaked as she stalked between stations, eyeing every detail and barking out orders with zero patience for bullshit.

“No, the docking station goes behind the monitor, not in front. Do I need to draw a diagram?” she demanded, making a junior assistant flinch. She spotted me in her peripheral vision and switched gears faster than a sports car. “Jack! Good, you’re vertical. First impressions count, let’s get you—” she scanned her clipboard, “—in the conference alcove for an employee tour, then set up for the design consult at nine-fifteen.”

I didn’t even get a chance to answer. She was already walking, and I followed, swept up in the slipstream.

We rounded the glass divider and entered the design side. At the far end, sunlight exploded through the room’s best window, spotlighting a woman sorting fabric swatches and marble tile samples with surgeon-like precision.

Even hunched over her workspace, Quinn was unmistakable. The blonde hair caught the light in a way that looked accidental but had to be intentional, pulled up into a messy knot that announced both “up all night” and “effortless goddess.” Her profile was all angles: sharp cheekbones, defined jaw, and the kind of skin that probably never saw a bad day. Her outfit made me pause, high-waisted black jeans, a camel blazer, simple gold hoops. Zero flash, but every piece looked expensive enough to pay a month’s rent.

Megan cleared her throat. “Quinn Lawson, meet Jack Bennett. He’s the boss around here, except when he’s not.”

Quinn looked up, blue eyes cool and amused. She took me in, slow and deliberate, then offered her hand, palm firm and unhesitating. “Quinn Lawson. Glad to finally meet you in person.”

Her grip was the first surprise, strong for her size, warm, with a hint of competitive squeeze. The second surprise was a jolt low in my gut, like every cell in my body sat up and paid attention. She smiled, close-lipped, but it hit me square in the center of my chest.

I tried to play it cool. “Good to have you, Quinn. I’ve seen your portfolio. Impressive stuff. The River North loft project? That kitchen was killer.”

Her eyebrows arched, the smallest hint of approval. “You actually read the file?”

“Pretended to, at least twice,” I deadpanned. “I envy the tile budget on that job. We’re mostly stuck with basic, but I love what you did with the layout.”

She grinned, and it was like a second sun warming the room. “Give me even a mediocre budget and I’ll make it look custom. It’s kind of my thing.”

Megan cut in, smile tight but real. “Jack is obsessed with maximizing potential, Quinn. Watch out, or you’ll end up redesigning all of Logan Square in six months.”

Quinn shot me another look, more curious this time. “That sounds like a challenge.”

“Careful,” I said. “If you can survive Ryan, you can survive anything.”

As if summoned by the sound of his own name, Ryan materialized at my shoulder. He’d swapped the full contractor getup for a button-down and dark jeans, but he still looked like he’d wrestled a stack of drywall before breakfast.

“Morning, Jackie. Everything holding together, or did Megan have to bribe you out of bed?”

I shrugged. “Just giving the tour. Quinn’s already organizing the supply closet by color.”

Ryan’s gaze bounced from me to Quinn, eyebrow cocked. For a second, I thought he’d keep it professional, but that’s not how brothers work.

“Keep it in your pants around Quinn,” he muttered in my ear, just loud enough for only me to hear. “She’s family, and she’ll eat you alive.”

Quinn was Ryan’s sister-in-law, and thankfully, no relation to me.

I rolled my eyes. “Relax. She’s way out of my league anyway.”

Ryan grinned, shaking his head. “On that, we agree. Play nice, little brother.” He clapped my back and peeled away, launching into a big speech for the rest of the staff about how today marked the start of something major. Megan herded him toward the glass-walled conference room, leaving me and Quinn with several feet of sunlight and tension between us.

Quinn’s eyes glinted. “Should I be worried? Or was that standard company orientation?”

I couldn’t help the smile. “You’ve met my brother, right? That’s the warmest welcome he’s got.”

She lined up another row of marble samples, methodical and focused. “So, what’s on the agenda for today? I hear we’re pitching designs for the Fullerton project at ten.”

“Yeah. We’ve got a walk-through scheduled for noon, but I wanted to bounce some ideas around first.” I looked at the display in front of her, impressed. “You went all out already. Is that a custom mood board?”

Quinn angled the board my way: matte black fixtures, honed stone, a splash of navy so deep it nearly looked black. “I got inspired by your accent wall. There’s a strength to your spaces, unapologetic lines. I think the client’s ready for something bold.”

I didn’t know if she was complimenting the wall or me, but I liked the sound of it. “You got all that from one coat of paint?”

She shrugged, a little smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Some people see color. I see the person behind the brush.”

For half a second, I was speechless. Her gaze lingered, less cool, more interested.

We huddled over the samples, arms brushing as we debated the merits of brushed steel over warm brass for a kitchen island. Every time her hand lingered, or her shoulder bumped mine, my brain short-circuited. There was energy there, no question. The kind that could level a room if you weren’t careful.

She noticed, too. At one point, she straightened a row of tile backsplashes and said, “If all my clients were like you, I wouldn’t need caffeine. Your excitement is contagious.”

“Thanks, I think? Or is this your way of diagnosing me with design ADHD?”

She laughed, low and real, and the sound rolled down my spine.

We talked shop for the better part of twenty minutes, sketching out the transformation for a forgotten brownstone and making each other laugh. Working with Quinn felt easy, like there was no pretense. Just a shared love for turning ugly into unforgettable.

Eventually, Megan returned, dragging us toward the team meeting, but even then, Quinn shot me a quick glance, like we had a secret no one else in the room could decode.

The whole morning flew by, site plans, supplier calls, arguing with Ryan over timeline estimates. At some point, I realized I hadn’t stood still in two hours or eaten anything but caffeine.

When the meeting finally broke, I retreated to my own desk, a corner window, sunlight blasting across my blueprints, the city buzzing three stories below. I pulled out my phone. Habit, or maybe hope.

Anna.

I scrolled our thread. She’d texted late: congrats on the new digs, up for dinner soon?

I started typing.

Me: “I’d love to see you this week. Let me know a night that works.”

A few seconds later, the typing bubbles appeared.

Anna: “How about tonight? Work’s crazy, but I’m craving real food and your company.”

Maybe it was the lingering touch of Lily’s chaos, but the thought of seeing Anna made my pulse double. I wanted her, and I wanted her to know it.

Me: "Game on. Dress code? Or should I just show up and be wowed?"

Anna: "Fitted black dress for me. You in something that makes women drool. Non-negotiable."

My grin was unstoppable. Before I could come up with a cocky reply, there was a whisper of perfume, fresh, unpretentious, maybe something citrusy, and Quinn’s voice behind my ear.

“Who’s Anna?”

She’d come up ninja-silent, hands behind her back like a teacher about to spring a pop quiz.

I spun the phone in my palm. “You caught me. Company time, personal business.”

Quinn leaned over, close enough that I could see the hint of freckles dusting her cheekbones. “I demand details. Is this a girlfriend situation, or are we talking a friend with ‘possibilities?’”

I gave her the honest answer. “Anna’s a friend. Has been for years. But lately, I’m hoping for more.”

Quinn’s eyes flicked from my face to the phone, then back. “Let me see. Picture, or the whole story’s a lie.”

I scrolled to Anna’s favorite selfie. She was standing on the riverwalk, wind in her hair, smile lighting up the whole damn screen and handed Quinn the phone.

She took her time. “Wow. She’s gorgeous. Great bone structure, even better smile. And that dress, classic, but not trying too hard.” She passed the phone back, expression a mix of envy and approval.

“If you don’t scoop her up fast, someone else will,” Quinn said, dead serious. “Trust me. That’s not a woman you let get away.”

I laughed, letting the compliment spark a little pride. “Duly noted. For the record, I plan to do my best.”

She grinned, then nudged my arm, her hand lingering just a second too long. “You might want to start by showing up on time for dinner. And maybe bring flowers. No one does that anymore, and I guarantee she’ll notice.”

I raised my hands in surrender. “You should run a dating seminar on the side. Seriously.”

She leaned in, her voice dropping. “Just call it an obsession with the details.”

There was electricity in the air, the kind you couldn’t bottle or fake. For a minute, I imagined what it’d be like if I’d met Quinn in a bar, not an office. Would I have dared to hit on her? Or just stared, paralyzed, as she outclassed everyone in the room?

Probably the latter.

We traded design jokes, a few of them filthier than I expected, and she let me see the mischief in her smile each time I matched her wit.

Eventually, Megan appeared at her shoulder, brisk as ever. “Jack, the flooring supplier is on line two for you. And Quinn, you’re needed in the conference room for the client call.”

Quinn gave me one last look, equal parts challenge and invitation. “Break a leg with Anna. And if you ever want a crash course in color palettes, you know where to find me.”

She was gone before I could come up with a reply, leaving me with my phone, the echo of her voice, and a mental note: never underestimate anyone Ryan hand-picks for a job. Especially not Quinn.

I checked the time: three-forty. The afternoon would be a race, but for the first time in months, I wasn’t just excited about the project, I was genuinely charged to see Anna. The guilt about Lily tried to float to the surface, but I pushed it down, hard.

I finished my calls, caught up on paperwork, and stole a minute to stare out the window at the city in motion. Down on the street, Logan Square looked alive, like every block was a new chance to start over.

Tonight, that was my shot.

First, I had to survive another round with the team. Then, I’d clean up, find a shirt that made me look like I belonged in Anna’s world, and win the dinner.

Quinn’s words stuck with me: If you don’t scoop her up, someone else will.

Challenge accepted.

***

If you asked me to blueprint my perfect night, this one would’ve been damn close.

The restaurant was tucked on a quiet side street, the kind of place you only found if someone with taste pointed you there. The hostess led me to a corner table with legit floor-to-ceiling windows, glass so clear you could count the city lights stretching all the way to Lake Michigan. The view was insane, but it was nothing compared to what happened when Anna walked in.

She paused right by the entrance, scanning for me, and every guy in the room pivoted. Her black dress was made for that kind of entrance: fitted, sleek, hugging every line of her hips and chest like she’d been stitched straight into it. Thin straps laid bare the curve of her shoulders, and her hair, dark, glossy, loose waves, casually tumbled down her back and around her face. She wore almost no jewelry, just tiny diamond studs and a thin gold bangle, but it was her eyes that did me in. Hazel-green, alive with possibility, and locked straight on me.

I stood as she glided over, taking it all in. My mouth went dry.

“Wow,” I said, dead honest, “You look incredible.”

She smiled, slightly self-conscious, but a slow blush started high on her cheeks. “Thanks, Jack. You clean up pretty well yourself.”

I kept it classic: crisp blue button-down, open at the collar, dark jeans, dress boots. I’d even forced my hair into something approaching “styled.” Judging from the way her gaze lingered, I hadn’t blown it.

The hostess brought the menus and a bottle of pinot, and just like that, we’d shut out the rest of the world. The exposed brick walls turned the candlelight into a golden glow, making Anna’s skin look like it belonged in a magazine ad. The hum of other conversations faded. Every time the candle flickered, I could see her hazel eyes searching my face.

We started with updates, work, mutual friends, the apartment move. She asked about the new office, and I told stories about Megan’s military-grade efficiency, Ryan’s brand of chaos, and what it was like to walk into a place I’d built from the floor up.

Anna leaned in, bracing her chin on her hand. “Is it everything you hoped? Owning your own space?”

“It’s surreal,” I admitted. “I keep expecting to find a leak in the ceiling or a structural flaw I missed. But so far? It feels like coming home to someone who gets you.”

She smiled, genuine, then pressed her palm over mine on the table. “You deserve it. You always did.”

I soaked up the approval, letting it loosen something tight in my chest.

The first round of food arrived, perfectly plated, tiny but packed with flavor. Roasted mushrooms, handmade pasta, steak cut thin as paper. It was all just an excuse to keep talking.

Anna told me about her new job. The promotion wasn’t just money, it was validation, authority, being able to say no to bullshit. She’d finally dumped her controlling, clingy, ex, some guy who’d treated her like a personal project instead of a person. The more she talked, the more I realized how much she’d changed since our college days.

“I spent so long trying to keep the peace,” she said, swirling wine in her glass, “that I forgot what I actually wanted. Now I’m not letting anyone take that away.”

I nodded, admiring the steel in her voice. “I get that. My family has a shadow a mile wide, and I still catch myself making decisions just to keep everyone happy.”

Anna’s eyes narrowed, curious. “Is that why you grind so hard? To prove you’re not just a Bennett redo?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “It’s about building something that couldn’t exist without me. Making a mark I actually want to live with.”

She squeezed my hand, fingers sliding between mine. “You’re doing it. You know that, right?”

I swallowed, the compliment sticking in my throat. “With a little luck, and a lot of caffeine, I might pull it off.”

We traded stories about college, the disasters, the parties, the mutual friends who’d already crashed and burned out of the city. With Anna, it was easy. We’d skip topics without losing the thread, every pause filled with a look or a quick laugh. She had a way of making silence feel like comfort, not awkwardness.

There was always a point in our nights together where I’d realize I was leaning closer, just to hear her voice. Tonight, it happened by the second course. Her dress slipped a little lower every time she reached for her wine, and the light shimmered off the exposed skin at her collarbone. More than once, our knees brushed under the table. Neither of us moved away.

I told her about the Fullerton project. She wanted to see photos, so I pulled out my phone and showed her the “before” shots, rotten drywall, sunken floors, windows patched with duct tape. She laughed, delighted, then gasped at the renderings Quinn had mocked up.

“Those are stunning,” she said, tracing a finger over the screen. “Is that your design or hers?”

“It’s hers, but I picked the finishes. We’re a team, even if my brother thinks otherwise.”

Anna was fascinated. She peppered me with questions, about materials, the timeline, the biggest screw-up I’d ever made. She seemed to glow with the details, like seeing this side of me unlocked something new between us.

“You really come alive when you talk about spaces. Have you always been like that?” she asked.

I considered. “I think I inherited it. My granddad could look at a pile of lumber and see a house. I’m just trying to live up to the legend.”

She grinned, her eyes shining in the candlelight. “You might be the first guy I’ve dated who actually knows where their passion lives.”

The honesty landed hard. My chest went tight, but in a good way.

For a while, we just ate. The meal blurred between bites and conversation, every new dish another chance for Anna to “borrow” a taste from my plate. By mid-dinner, she’d made it a game, waiting until I lifted my fork, then darting her hand over to snatch a bite.

“Hey!” I protested, grinning. “I see how it is.”

She batted her eyes, feigning innocence. “You said you wanted to share.”

And I did. There was something addictive about the way her lips wrapped around the spoon, slow and deliberate, especially when it was my dessert. She moaned, a tiny, satisfied sound, and my dick twitched under the table.

Anna licked whipped cream from her lips, eyes locked on mine. “So, what are your intentions, Mr. Bennett? Is this a friend dinner, or are you about to make a move?”

I played it cool, but my pulse was hammering like a nail gun. “Depends how the night ends. But I’m hoping for more.”

She smiled, slow and devastating. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

We lingered for what felt like forever, letting the possibilities stack up like poker chips. I paid the check, resisting the urge to show off, and she laid her hand over mine as I scrawled my signature.

The walk to her apartment was a low-key parade. Warm weather, city humming, a thousand sounds fighting to be heard. Every so often, Anna would laugh and hook her arm through mine, drawing me closer as we strolled through pools of golden streetlight. My hand drifted to her back, just above the curve of her ass, and she didn’t object.

By the time we reached her building, I’d memorized the way her hair smelled (fresh shampoo, hint of musk) and the way her laugh curved upward at the end of each joke.

On the stoop, Anna fished for her keys, her dress shifting as she leaned in to face me. The lights from the entry made her look radiant, bare shoulders, lips parted in anticipation, eyes searching mine.

I waited for a sign. Her tongue darted over her lower lip, and then she closed the space. Our mouths met, soft at first, but with an undertow I’d been dying to feel since we were twenty. Her hands cupped my face, fingers splaying over my jaw, guiding me just a fraction closer.

Her tongue slipped against mine, teasing, coaxing. The world dropped away. I pressed my body closer, trapping her against the door, and she melted into it, letting me feel every curve through the thin fabric of her dress.

Anna broke the kiss, breathless. “Wow.”

I kissed her again, quick and greedy, then forced myself to pull back. “Yeah. Wow.”

She let her hand linger on my chest, fingers twisting in the fabric. “I want to take this slow. Not because I don’t want you, but because I want this to last.”

Her words hit hard, but there wasn’t any hesitation. She was setting the ground rules, and for once, I didn’t want to bulldoze through them. I just wanted more.

“That’s perfect,” I said, voice thick. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She smiled, eyes soft. “Good. Because I haven’t even shown you the good wine yet. First date rules.”

We stood there, grinning like idiots, letting the night press in around us. Anna finally broke the stalemate, pushing up on her toes to kiss my cheek.

“Text me when you get home,” she said. “I’ll be thinking about… this.”

I promised I would. She slipped inside, glancing back over her shoulder as the elevator doors closed around her.

I stood on the sidewalk for a full minute, letting the afterglow crackle through my veins. My lips burned from the kiss. My cock was half-hard under my jeans, and my head spun with every possibility.

But even as I replayed Anna’s smile, and the way her body responded to mine, a flicker of guilt clawed at the edges. Lily’s words, her body, flashed through my mind. The need, the mess, the secret thrill.

It was like running two electrical currents through the same wire, dangerous, maybe impossible, but so fucking exciting that I wanted to see how long I could ride it before everything burned down.

I checked my phone. Anna had already texted: “Best night in forever. See you soon?”

I replied: “Absolutely. Can’t wait.”

As I walked home, the city felt different, brighter, more charged. Between the two of them, I was living on borrowed time, and I craved every minute.

Tonight, Anna was my entire universe. Slow burn, infinite promise.

But there was no denying the hunger for more, lurking just beneath the surface.

I let the night carry me home, counting the hours until I could see her again.


Design Partnership


The city was half-asleep, slick with last night’s rain and humming with the low buzz of weekend hangovers. I ducked into my local coffee spot, the kind of joint that roasted beans on-site and pushed pour-overs like religion. The second I walked in, the smell hit: dark roast, toasted pastry, and a faint whiff of lemon from the case. At nine a.m. sharp, the place was already packed with regulars and laptop jockeys. I scanned for a seat and almost missed her.

Jordan sat near the window, ankle tucked up on the black-and-chrome chair, face buried in a battered paperback. She wore a cropped navy tee, plain but molded to her torso, and a pair of leggings that looked custom-built for her ass. Even in total chill mode, she radiated purpose, shiny black hair cinched in a high ponytail, green eyes scanning the page so fast it barely looked real. When she reached for her tea, the sleeve slipped down just enough to flash a slim line of muscle on her forearm and the tiny tattoo on her wrist.

It was, hands down, the hottest thing I’d seen all week.

I tried to pretend I didn’t know her from Adam, but the memory of her laugh and the way she’d called me “handsome” in the protein aisle came in hot.

I ordered my coffee, tried to play it cool, but my curiosity had already won. I drifted over, and as soon as I got close enough to spot the cover of her book (something about sustainable fitness, figures), she looked up and nailed me with a grin.

“Well, look who survived the supplement section,” Jordan said, her eyes sparkling. “Tell me you didn’t mix it with water and regret every life choice.”

I barked out a laugh, and suddenly all the nerves melted. “Not gonna lie, I almost called poison control. But I followed your directions, one scoop, almond milk, blender. Didn’t taste like drywall and despair. You’re a miracle worker.”

She rolled her eyes, but the smile never left her face. “Low bar, but I’ll take it. Sit if you want. It’s not every day a girl gets recognized for her life-saving supplement advice.”

Every cell in my body stood at attention as I slid into the seat across from her. For a second, I just watched, the way her lips curled, the way her bare arms flexed when she picked up the mug, the flawless glow of her skin even under the shitty overhead lights. She had zero makeup, but her eyes were the kind you couldn’t build in a lab, deep and green and always a little dangerous. I tried to find my opening, but mostly, I was just tongue-tied.

Jordan clocked it and smirked. “You okay? You look like you just saw a ghost. Or maybe you overdosed on protein powder after all.”

I made a show of glancing at her mug. “Nah, just unprepared for the full Jordan Experience. Is there a warning label?”

She laughed, low and real. “If there was, it’d say ‘handle with care’ and ‘may cause excessive sweating.’” She gave her book a little tap. “I’m off the clock, but you never know who you’ll run into at these places.”

She leaned back, stretching in her chair, and for a moment, everything about her was turned up to eleven, toned legs, that killer jawline, the way her chest rose and fell with every breath. The sight was enough to short-circuit my brain. My cock twitched, uninvited, at the thought of her out of those leggings.

I tried to recover and stuck out a hand. “Jack Bennett,” I said, as if she didn’t already remember. “Officially new to the neighborhood, de facto demolition expert, and part-time protein powder victim.”

She shook my hand, grip strong and sure. “Jordan Hale. Personal trainer, wellness consultant, and—” she arched an eyebrow, shooting a glance at her book, “—aspiring nutrition nerd. You’re the guy renovating the old factory, right?”

“That’s me. It’s kind of my baby now. I live upstairs, and we run our office from the first floor.”

She sipped her tea, eyes locked on mine. “Ambitious. I like it. Most guys your age stick to recycling takeout menus and pretending their futons aren’t covered in stains.”

I grinned, enjoying the ping-pong of her wit. “I still have the futon, for the record. But now it’s called ‘vintage designer seating.’”

She laughed again, this time softer. “You’re full of surprises. Let me guess, you also bake your own bread and do your own drywall?”

I shrugged, playing it humble. “Bread, no. Cookies, yes. Drywall is a requirement. Nothing says ‘hot date’ like teaching someone to install anchors in century-old brick.”

Her eyes lit up like I’d just handed her a challenge. “Is that your move? Lure unsuspecting women into your lair with talk of construction and snacks?”

I deadpanned. “That, and a working espresso machine. You’d be amazed how well it works.”

The sexual tension was building, and I could feel it crackling over the table. Jordan shifted, resting her elbow on the edge, and I watched the muscle flex beneath her skin. She had a way of looking at me that made everything else drop away, the crowd, the chatter, even the caffeine buzz.

She set down her mug, fixing me in place. “So, Jack. Are you seeing anyone?”

The directness caught me sideways, but the answer was easy. “Nope. Single. Unless you count my work crews, and they’re not exactly romantic.”

She nodded, approving. “Good. Me too. Last guy I dated expected me to spot his bench press and act impressed. Not my thing.”

I grinned. “I won’t ask your personal record, promise. Though now I’m dying to know.”

Jordan smirked and leaned in, lowering her voice. “Curious, are you?”

“Always,” I said.

She softened a bit, eyes shining. “I like that. Curiosity.”

The conversation rolled from there. She peppered me with questions about house flipping, the best power tools, what it was like to be my own boss. She told me about her training studio, small, by-appointment only, no-nonsense gym for people who actually wanted results. Her philosophy was pure substance, no bullshit. I admired the hell out of it.

“You sound like you’ve got it figured out,” I said, legit impressed.

She shook her head. “I know what I don’t want, which is ninety percent of it. The rest is trial and error. And sometimes, you get lucky.”

Her gaze lingered, and I felt it burn straight through me.

I cleared my throat, loosening my grip on the coffee cup. “On that note, I’m throwing a kind of open house at my place June first. Mix of friends, co-workers, maybe some neighbors. You should come. I’ll have actual food, drinks, and a totally safe, non-toxic protein smoothie for you.”

Jordan beamed, a full-on, hundred-watt smile that made her whole face transform. “That sounds fun. I’m in. Text me the details?”

I fished for my phone, hands somehow clumsier than when I handled power tools. She rattled off her number, no hesitation, just pure confidence, and I sent her a quick test: This is Jack. No drywall, no disappointment. Just solid construction.

Her phone buzzed instantly. “Efficient. I like that,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “You always this smooth, or am I getting the VIP treatment?”

“Believe me, this is VIP status. I don’t give my digits to every woman who makes me buy protein powder.”

She laughed, eyes flicking over my face. “Must be my lucky day.”

The air between us was humming, every word landing with more heat. I wanted to lean in, to close the gap, to see if her lips tasted like her tea or something untouchably wild. But I played it cool.

Jordan glanced at her screen, then back at me. “You’re on my calendar. June first. Should I bring anything? And don’t say protein powder.”

I shook my head. “Just yourself. But if you walk in wearing something like this—” I gestured at her current look, taking in every inch, “—you might be the most popular guest at the party.”

She grinned, showing a hint of tongue. “I’ve got a few more outfits. Maybe I’ll wear something that makes you nervous.”

“Consider me pre-emptively flustered,” I said, unable to hide the way her words lit me up from the inside.

She reached for her book, but her attention was still on me. “You should watch your back, Jack. I’m competitive. If your place is as cool as you say, I might never want to leave.”

It sounded like a dare.

I leaned in, dropping my voice for effect. “Most people come for the kitchen, but they usually stay for the company.”

Jordan’s gaze sharpened, her eyes flicking to my mouth and back. “That right? Guess I’ll have to test that theory.”

“You’re welcome to,” I replied, pulse thrumming in my veins.

We let the silence stretch, both of us grinning like idiots. Her leg bounced under the table, and I pictured those thighs wrapped around my waist, her slick skin pressed to mine. My cock twitched, and I willed it to chill, but the motivation was gone.

Jordan tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear and stood, mug in hand. Up close, the full effect nearly knocked me over. She was taller than I remembered, all smooth lines and muscle, but the grace in her movements made it look effortless. She was built like art and function rolled into one.

“I’ve gotta run,” she said, “but don’t be a stranger. Try not to get crushed by any more boxes, and keep drinking your protein. I want to see results at that party.”

I matched her energy, standing to meet her. “Pressure’s on. Guess I’ll skip leg day never again.”

She grinned, and for a second, I thought she might kiss me, but she just squeezed my arm, letting her fingers linger. “See you soon, Jack.”

Watching her walk away was its own reward. Every stride was deliberate, a clinic in self-control and allure.

My phone buzzed as I got to the door: Looking forward to June first. Don’t stand me up, construction boy.

I typed back before I could overthink it: I wouldn’t dare. Not sure the building could handle the fallout.

Jordan replied with a single fire emoji.

I pushed into the street, the spring sun slicing through the clouds. The whole morning felt like electricity racing through my system, high voltage and absolutely unstoppable.

One look at her and I was already hooked.

Game on.

***

Monday nights weren’t meant for anything but silence and the low hum of fluorescent lights. By the time the rest of the staff had cleared out, the only signs of life in the office were the two of us, me and Quinn, hunched over a shared stretch of walnut desk, surrounded by blueprints, stone samples, and three empty coffee mugs. Outside, the city was a watercolor smear of neon and rain, all the day’s noise faded to nothing.

Quinn sat at my right, her posture ramrod straight except for when she leaned in to rework a detail or scribble another note in the margin. Up close, there was no missing her beauty, high cheekbones, sunlight-touched hair, sapphire eyes that looked engineered for mischief and focus at the same time. She’d swapped the blazer for a gauzy ivory blouse, sleeves rolled to the elbow, and every time she tucked her hair behind her ear, I wanted to catch her hand and pull her in.

The way she worked was methodical, surgical. She lined up samples and swatches with a precision that made my brain itch in the best way. For every bold move I wanted to make, she had a strategic counter, a way to elevate the vision without losing the bones.

“I still think the accent wall should wrap toward the entry. See how it draws the eye all the way to the end cap?” she said, crisp and energized, sketching a quick overlay in pencil.

I grinned. “And if we hit it with that indirect lighting, it’ll double the height. You’re a genius.”

Quinn’s lips curled at the edge, just for a second. “You’re not so bad yourself, Bennett. Most guys would have called it a night two hours ago.”

“Most guys don’t know the feeling of seeing it all come together,” I replied. “It’s like an addiction.”

She glanced sideways, blue eyes level and real. “I know exactly what you mean.”

I looked down at the jumble of drawings and color chips. For a minute, all I could think about was the way her wrist arched when she drew, the sharp line of her nose in the desk lamp’s halo, and the fact that no one had ever made design feel like this much fun and this much friction.

We cycled through another dozen tweaks, refining, disagreeing, then laughing off each point until we both landed on the same answer. Each time our hands brushed, passing a pen, sliding a tile sample across the desk, the touch sparked a shot of pure, unfiltered awareness. My self-control was on a knife edge.

By the time we finally stepped back to admire the stack of finished plans, it was nearly ten. My stomach growled, but I barely noticed. I was high on her energy, the scent of her perfume (chill and expensive, maybe sandalwood), and the way her blouse dipped just enough when she leaned over the desk.

Quinn caught me staring and smirked. “You look like you just ran a marathon.”

“Feels like it,” I said. “I don’t even remember the last time I got this much done in one night.”

“We’re good together,” Quinn said, her voice dropping just a notch. “Professionally speaking.”

There was no mistaking her meaning. The air between us was thick with possibilities.

I motioned to the bottle on the credenza behind my desk. “What do you say—celebratory whiskey?”

She nodded, lips pursed in mock gravity. “Only if it’s the good stuff.”

I poured two glasses, the bourbon catching the lamplight like liquid gold. When I handed hers over, our fingers touched, delicate, but the shock ran up my arm like a live wire. Neither of us said a word.

She took a sip, lips parting just enough that I got distracted by the way her mouth moved. When she set the glass down, the clink was final.

Quinn stepped closer, hips brushing the edge of my desk. “I’ve been thinking about this since my first day,” she said, eyes unblinking.

Before I could process, she closed the gap, hands framing my jaw, and kissed me—hard. It wasn’t a test run or a tease. It was pure, unfiltered hunger.

I kissed her back, letting the pressure build. My hands slipped to her waist, then up to her ribs, feeling how slender she was under all that controlled energy. She tasted like whiskey and some secret spice, her tongue darting over mine, greedy and sure.

When she broke off, she was already undoing the top buttons of my shirt, her fingers nimble. “I want this,” she whispered, “and I want it now.”

There was no mistaking her intent. I swept the blueprints to the floor, not caring about the mess, and spun her so her ass perched on the edge of the desk.

Her blouse came next—buttons flying, fabric slipping off her shoulders like a magic trick. Underneath, she wore nothing but smooth, bare skin and tiny geometric earrings that caught the light. Her tits were smallish, firm, tipped with pale pink nipples already hard from the chill. I ran my hands down her body, memorizing every line.

She pulled my shirt open, exposing my chest, then ran her hands over my abs like she’d been dying to touch them all week. The way she looked at me, hungry, appraising, made my cock throb so hard it actually hurt.

I fumbled at her jeans, popping the button and yanking them down her hips. She lifted, ass barely leaving the desk while I dragged the denim off in one practiced move. The leggings underneath were black, skin-tight, making her legs look a mile long. I peeled those off next, slow and savoring.

Her pussy was already wet, lips flushed and glistening. There was a tiny patch of blond fuzz above her slit, clean and deliberate. The sight made my head spin.

She pulled me in, legs parting wide to draw me closer. “No condom?” I asked, pulse thundering.

She shook her head, eyes locked on mine. “I’m safe. I want to feel you. It’s easier to clean up this way. Less mess.”

The logic was pure Quinn: controlled, decisive, and almost but not quite reckless.

I fisted my cock, already slick with pre-cum, and lined it up with the entrance to her pussy. The tip dragged through her folds, smearing her wetness. She grabbed my forearms, nails digging in, and arched her back.

I pushed in, slow at first, savoring the shock of heat and tightness. She was snug, velvet-slick, with just enough give that I slid in inch by inch.

The look on her face gutted me, eyes wide, lips parted, one hand flying up to her mouth before she caught herself and bit back a moan.

“Holy shit,” she gasped. “You’re bigger than I thought.”

I grinned, cocky now. “You say that to all the contractors?”

Quinn laughed, and the movement made her pussy flutter around my shaft. I drove deeper, burying myself until my balls slapped against her ass.

She locked her ankles behind my back and rolled her hips, grinding against me like she was trying to set a world record. Her tits bounced with every thrust, pale skin flushed with the heat of it.

I leaned over, sucking a nipple into my mouth, biting just hard enough to make her squirm. She clamped down on my cock, grinding her clit against the base, and let out a wild, uncontrolled sound.

For a while, all I could do was fuck her, hard and steady, the wet slap of our bodies echoing through the empty office. My hands found her hair, twisting it into a makeshift rope, and she moaned every time I pulled her in for another kiss.

Quinn’s eyes never left mine, even as her orgasm started to coil. She worked her clit with two fingers, hips bucking in time with my thrusts.

“God, don’t stop,” she breathed, “you feel fucking amazing.”

I drove into her, pace turning savage, and felt every muscle in my core clench with the inevitability of what was coming. She met each thrust with a grinding roll of her hips, greedy for more, her heels digging into my back and her nails raking lines down my sides. The slap of skin and the wet, dirty sound of her pussy sucking me in filled the air, echoing off the concrete and glass. She tilted her head back, hair a tousled halo, eyes gone glassy and unfocused as she lost herself to it.


Her hands found my ass, grabbing at me, pulling me deeper. “Harder,” she hissed, breathless, and I gave her all I had, slamming my cock in and out, slapping up against the slick heat of her as she took it, took all of me, and started to unravel.


I could feel her tighten in spasms, a vice grip that had me gritting my teeth. She was close, so fucking close, and she wanted to get there together. Her legs locked tight, her pussy clenched, and she let out a guttural sound that was half-laugh, half-moan, pure Quinn and pure filth.


Everything in my body was screaming for release. My balls ached, my thighs trembled with the effort. The heat built and built and built, beyond the point of no return.

“Want me to finish in you?” I asked, already right at the edge.

She nodded, wild and certain. “Do it. I want to feel you cum. Fill me up, Jack.”

That did it. Whatever part of me was holding back, that final command from her obliterated it, body and mind. I buried myself in Quinn, pushing her so hard against the desk I could hear the wood groan in protest, and came with a force that felt seismic, like every muscle in me had been wired to this single explosive purpose. My cock throbbed, emptying pulse after pulse inside her unbelievably tight pussy, and she felt every bit of it. Her legs locked around me like a clamp, her arms hooked behind my neck, dragging me down so our mouths crashed together in a desperate, gasping kiss.


The orgasm hit her at the same time. She broke the kiss, head snapping back, blonde hair spilling wild over her shoulders while her nails dug bloody crescents in my back, legs shaking so hard I thought she might pull me clean through her. She let out a wild, ragged cry that echoed in the concrete and glass. The kind of sound you couldn’t fake if you tried, hunger and satisfaction fused into one. It turned me on so hard I almost blacked out.


I felt the thick, hot rush of cum fill her, pressed so deep I couldn’t imagine a single drop escaping. Quinn’s pussy clenched me, milking every last spasm, and her eyes rolled back, then fixed on me with a look of such raw, unguarded pleasure that my chest actually hurt. We just held there, locked together, sweat and climax and everything else melting into a golden haze that made the whole world seem slow and enormous.


She whispered my name once, then again, voice broken with aftershocks. Her skin was flushed, the high bones of her cheeks glowing, lips parted in a sloppy, wrecked smile. I could feel her heartbeat through every inch of her, wild and animal, and for a second there was nothing in the universe but the two of us tangled up, the smell of sex and whiskey, and the ruined blueprints strewn all over the floor.


I eased her down to the desk, my cock still buried in her, both of us shuddering and breathless, and we stayed that way for a long, suspended minute. My hands slid up her ribs, memorizing the landscape of her, and she didn’t flinch or move away or make a joke. She just looked up at me, eyes soft and bottomless.

The aftershocks dragged on forever. Quinn shivered, still impaled on my cock, then slumped back on her elbows, breathless and smiling.

“Less mess, huh?” I joked, catching my own breath.

She laughed, chest heaving. “Okay, maybe not. But still worth it.”

We stayed tangled for a while, savoring the heat. I soaked up the sight: Quinn, wild and undone, sprawled across my desk, skin glowing in the harsh lamplight, eyes dark with satisfaction.

Eventually, we pulled ourselves together. I wiped her clean with a spare T-shirt (classy, I know), and she wriggled back into her jeans, commando. The sight nearly made me hard again.

She buttoned her blouse, then tossed my shirt at me, a glint of mischief in her eye. “That was amazing,” she said, voice soft but certain, “but now that’s out of our systems, I think we should keep things professional from now on. Agreed?”

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Agreed. Last thing I want is to mess up what we’ve got going.”

She smiled, satisfied, but I could see the memory of it blazing behind her eyes.

I poured one more whiskey, and we toasted in silence, watching the city lights scatter across the polished floor.

When she left, her stride was as smooth as ever, hair loose, face flushed, and a tiny smile curling her lips.

I watched her go, replaying the night in my head, already wondering how I’d ever focus on work again.

Somewhere under the paperwork and the blueprints, the desk still carried the ghost of her body.

And I wouldn’t have it any other way.


Deepening Trust


Aweek had barely passed since my late-night collision with Quinn, and life was already running at the speed of a job site on a deadline. I’d chased punch lists and city inspectors all week, but the thing I kept coming back to wasn’t building code, it was Anna. Her texts popped in between meetings and midnight protein shakes, flirty and direct, always a little dangerous no matter how innocent they looked on my screen.

That Friday, she hit me with the one-two punch: “Dinner at my place, 7pm. I’ll cook but only if you bring the wine.”

That wasn’t a challenge. It was a declaration.

I stopped by the best wine shop I could find (Anna seemed like a “small batch, not bullshit” kind of woman) and snagged a bottle of Oregon Pinot that had a label I couldn’t pronounce. At the bakery next door, I picked out a box of cookies that would pass the Anna test: half chocolate chip, half something with sea salt and butterscotch. They boxed them up with a ribbon, and I walked out grinning like an idiot.

Finally, I gave in to Quinn’s suggestion and stopped to pick up a bouquet of wildflowers, the kind that looked like they’d been pulled straight from a sunlit field. A perfect match for her. The blooms swayed in my grip as I imagined how she’d smile, bright and genuine, when I handed them over. This little touch felt right; it fit her down to the roots.

The closer I got to her place, the more my nerves built. This wasn’t a bar or a party or some spontaneous crash at my place. This was an invite inside her world, a real, grown-up dinner, no crowds, no distractions, just me and Anna and maybe the promise of something way more than takeout and Netflix.

Her building was in a quiet stretch of Logan Square, second story, trimmed with climbing ivy and windows that glowed gold from the inside. I barely knocked before the door swung open.

Anna stood there, framed in the entry like it was a movie reveal. Her hair was down, glossy and wild, tumbling over a cream sweater that looked soft as a cloud. The neckline hinted at her collarbone, but it was the way it hugged her curves, especially the swell of her hips and the line of her waist, that made my mouth dry. The jeans were classic dark wash, cut to perfection, showing off legs I’d pictured a hundred ways but never in this light.

She sized me up and smiled, the kind of smile you couldn't buy, but her eyes widened when she spotted the wildflowers. "Are those—" She reached for them with both hands, cradling the stems like they might break. "No one's ever brought me flowers before." Her fingertips brushed mine as she took them, and for a second, she just stared at the blooms, something vulnerable crossing her face before she looked back up, and eyed me, her gaze wandering over me. "And, wow. You clean up nice."

I vowed to thank Quinn later and tried to play it smooth. “I heard there’d be a dress code. Didn’t want to fail the inspection.”

She laughed, stepping back to let me inside. Her perfume hit me first, something layered and just a little floral, but clean, not fussy.

“You passed,” Anna said, looking me up and down. “You brought a bribe too. Smart man.”

I handed over the wine and the bakery box. “I promised to always contribute to morale and carbs.”

She peeked inside the box, eyes lighting up. “You’re speaking my love language already.”

The apartment was pure Anna, chill, inviting, touched with that low-key feminine energy that came from actually caring about what went on the walls. The living room glowed with the soft light from two lamps, art prints and framed photographs lining the shelves and walls. Some shots were all girl-gang energy, nights out, road trips, messy group hugs, but a few were classic landscapes, cityscapes, and one old photo of her with her parents at a marathon finish line. There were books everywhere, lined up in neat blocks, a rainbow of spines and that “real paper” smell that always made a place feel lived-in. The couch looked big enough for three, but tonight it was just us.

In the kitchen, things were dialed. Matte white cabinetry, shiny steel utensils, and a little garden of herbs on the windowsill, basil, maybe, and definitely some mint. The counter was crowded with tonight’s plan: vegetables, a pack of fresh pasta, and a small hunk of salmon that looked ready for prime time.

Anna tossed her hair back and shot me a look that sizzled. “I hope you’re not afraid of hard work. I expect you to earn your dinner around here.”

I grinned, rolling up my sleeves. “Put me to work, boss.”

She handed me a cutting board and the world’s sharpest chef’s knife. “You get the onions and peppers. But if you make me cry, you’re cleaning it up.”

“Fair enough. What’s the blueprint for tonight?”

“Pasta primavera, pan-seared salmon, and cookies for dessert. The cookies are non-negotiable.”

With that, we got to work. The vibe was an instant masterclass in cooperative chaos. Anna moved with purpose, but whenever our arms crossed at the stove or our hips brushed by the fridge, there was this charged awareness, like every touch meant something, and neither of us pretended otherwise.

“Watch your fingers,” she warned, leaning in to check my chopping. The warmth of her body pressed into my arm as she hovered, sending my senses into overdrive.

“I’ve survived worse. Ask my brother about the time I tried to tile a backsplash without gloves.”

She snorted. “Let me guess, bloodbath?”

“Looked like a CSI episode, but I got the job done.”

She grinned, pulling a bowl from the cabinet. “A man who finishes what he starts. That’s rare.”

Her words landed heavier than they should’ve. I shrugged, slicing peppers into strips. “My superpower is follow-through. Especially when dinner’s on the line.”

Anna poured two glasses of wine, handed one over, and clinked against mine. “To good company. And carbs.”

She sipped, watching me from behind the rim. It was a loaded look, warm and a little bit hungry, and I had to focus on not cutting a finger off.

“So, how was your week?” she asked, scooping up the chopped veggies with practiced efficiency.

“Fast. Mostly headaches. City inspectors, angry plumbers, but we got a win, closed on a new property in Avondale. Quinn had the client eating out of her hand.”

Anna rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “Of course she did. She’s got that ‘I’m smarter than you but nice about it’ vibe. I like her.”

Anna and Quinn had met just a few days ago when Anna stopped by my office for a lunch date. Quinn, never one to miss a moment, caught my eye and gave me a sly nudge, smile lighting up her face. “She’s even prettier in person,” she whispered under her breath, her voice teasing but not unkind. “Don’t fuck it up.” The words lingered between us, Quinn’s grin widening as she watched Anna and I exchange hellos, the challenge set, the stakes clear.

“She’s been a game-changer,” I admitted. “But nowhere near as organized as Megan. With Ryan, it’s just chaos. Every time I turn around, he’s remodeling the schedule.”

Anna slid the veggies into a skillet, hip checking me in the process. “You Bennetts are all the same. Classic overachievers. But I get it. You want things done right.”

I nudged her lightly. “What about you? I bet your week was less demolition and more diplomacy.”

She made a face. “You’d be surprised. If I have to explain to one more client why ‘branding’ isn’t just a fancy word for logo, I’ll scream. But I did land a big presentation. My boss actually complimented me. Twice.”

“Is it weird if I say I’m proud of you?” I asked, half joking.

She shook her head, hair swishing along her cheek. “No. I like it. I’m not used to it, but I like it.”

There was a pause, long enough to be noticed but not uncomfortable. I watched her concentrate on stirring sauce, the tip of her tongue caught between her teeth in a way that should’ve been illegal.

“You know,” she finally said, “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

“Same.” I swallowed, feeling just how much I meant it.

“It’s just… easy with you,” Anna said, her voice dipping. “I don’t have to guess what you’re thinking. You’re present.”

That hit harder than a shot to the ribs. She was right. There was no game here, no hiding. With Lily, every minute came with a secret built in, guilt stitched through every heartbeat. But this? Anna’s kitchen and Anna’s arms and Anna’s trust, all out in the open. No secrets, no lies, just potential and promise.

We slid into a rhythm: I drained the pasta while Anna pulled the salmon off the heat, her hand lingering on mine as we navigated the tight quarters of her kitchen. Every time her sleeve brushed my wrist or her thigh grazed my hip, the current ratcheted up.

“You always this bossy in the kitchen?” I teased, hovering at her shoulder.

She grinned, dimples in full effect. “Someone has to keep you in line.”

I shrugged, letting my hand settle at the small of her back. “I don’t mind taking orders. As long as you return the favor sometimes.”

She looked over her shoulder, eyes gleaming. “We’ll see.”

We laughed, easy and natural, but the undercurrent was pure tension. If this was foreplay, it was the kind I wanted to marinate in for hours.

She plated everything like she was auditioning for Food Network, pasta nested with sauce, salmon perched on top, a ribbon of green from the herbs she’d snipped herself.

The table was small, tucked just off the living room, two chairs set close enough that our knees would brush if we weren’t careful. She lit a candle (her idea of mood lighting, and honestly, it worked), then poured the wine and invited me in.

The food was restaurant-tier, but I barely tasted the first bite. I was too busy watching Anna’s hands, the way she twirled her fork, the curve of her smile each time our eyes locked.

She caught me staring and cocked a brow. “Is it edible?”

“It’s amazing. But I’m pretty sure you could serve me ramen on a paper plate and I’d still show up.”

She flushed, pleased, and reached across the table. Her fingers curled over mine, confident and a little possessive. “You’re just saying that because you’re scared of my knife skills.”

“Not true,” I deadpanned. “I’m scared of your sauce game. The knife is just a bonus.”

She laughed, but the way she held my hand lingered. Warm, steady, anchored in something a lot deeper than tonight’s menu.

For a moment, everything else just dropped away. No work, no ghosts, no unresolved old business. This was Anna, her kitchen, her smile, and the rising certainty that I wanted her for real, no edits, no hiding.

She brushed her thumb over my knuckles and squeezed. “You’re really here, aren’t you?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I am.”

If there’d been any more honesty on the table, it would’ve been a health code violation.

I watched her, soaking up every detail. The way her eyes glinted in the candlelight, the soft curve of her lips, her patience and confidence and the dart of nervousness she probably didn’t even know she showed me.

With every bite, every smile, every casual brush of her hand, I could feel the old carefulness cracking. I wanted her. I wanted this. Not a secret or a smoke bomb, just a woman looking at me with hope instead of history.

And for maybe the first time in a very long time, I just let myself lean in.

Next up: wine, confessions, and a shot at something I’d never let myself ask for.

***

The food was incredible, but Anna clearly had something heavier on her mind than roasted salmon. We lingered over second helpings, letting the candle burn low and the wine glass sweat a ring onto the table. The playful banter softened, replaced by pauses that crackled with expectation.

She toyed with her fork, not meeting my gaze at first. “Can I talk to you about something?” The smallest quiver in her voice, almost invisible unless you were looking for it.

“Absolutely,” I said, reaching for her hand again, fingers warm and steady on hers.

Anna took a breath, letting it out slow. “I know we joked all night about exes and dating disasters, but… mine wasn’t just bad. It was a fucking demolition zone.” She managed a sad laugh. “He’s the reason I’m so careful now.”

I squeezed her hand, not letting go. “You don’t have to explain anything you don’t want to.”

“No, I want to.” Now her eyes met mine, hazel deep and dark in the low light. “It started normal. Freshman year. He was funny, charming, a little intense, but I liked that. Then… small things. He’d text non-stop, but if I took too long to reply, he’d get cold. He said he loved me, but he’d make jokes about my friends, or why I needed to dress a certain way, or if I was ‘showing off’ too much at the gym.”

The edge in her voice was equal parts anger and something softer, hurt, maybe, or regret.

“It got worse. He’d get jealous if I went out for drinks, so I stopped. He hated some of my friends, so I lost those, too. He’d pick fights if I got home late from work. My world shrank down to him. And every time I tried to push back, he found a way to make me feel crazy.”

I felt the heat rise in my chest, not anger at her, never that, but a rolling, helpless frustration at the guy who’d done this to her.

“When I finally ended it, he made it sound dramatic, like I was abandoning him. Then, for months, I couldn’t even figure out what I wanted. Sex was just… expected. It was about making him happy, not me.” She shook her head, voice going soft. “I don’t want to do that again. I don’t want to put someone else’s needs so far above mine that I forget what I enjoy. Or what I deserve.”

I didn’t say anything right away, just let her words hang, gave them space to breathe. Sometimes you needed a pause to build real support.

I stroked the back of her hand, steady. “That sounds impossible. I’m sorry you went through that. But I’m really fucking glad you got out. And for what it’s worth, you’re not alone in wanting things at your pace.”

Anna’s shoulders dropped, the tension bleeding out inch by inch. “Most guys want to pretend it’s all fine. Or they try to ‘fix’ me. I don’t need fixing, I just… want someone who listens.”

I let the honesty land. “I get it. You’re worth listening to.”

She laughed, this time more real. “Careful. I might get used to this.”

“Good. I hope you do.”

She tipped her head, studying me like she was searching for a flaw. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Why are you so… patient? You could have anyone. I mean—” she blushed, “—look at you. You’re the kind of guy who probably never has to wait for anything.”

I grinned, a little embarrassed at how much her words meant, but stayed open. “You’d be surprised. I’ve spent a lot of time hiding behind work. Or pretending things don’t matter. Truth is, I like being wanted for more than just what I can give someone.”

She let out a slow breath, like she finally believed it. “I’m not trying to make you wait. I want you. But I want to do it right. I want to be sure it’s what I want, not just what I think you expect from me.”

That look, the way her eyes glowed in the candlelight, the way her hand clung to mine, was better than the best orgasm. It was trust, honest and raw.

“I promise you,” I said, voice low, “I’m not going anywhere. We do this however you want. No timelines, no pressure. Only what you’re comfortable with.”

She laughed again, softer, her thumb stroking my palm, anchoring herself in the moment. “You’re making this really hard to resist.”

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t lie to Anna, not with those clear, searching eyes on me, not when every part of me ached for her more than I’d ever wanted anyone. Whatever I thought I wanted, whatever I thought I could get away with, even that urge burned away under the heat of her trust. After what she’d just confessed, I owed her more than some petty deception. I wanted to be better than her ex, to give her something real, even if it risked losing her. It was my chance to let her go, to give her the space to back away before we got tangled up even deeper, before the pull between us became irreversible.

Anna twirled the stem of her wine glass, eyes locked on mine, the candle glow flickering along her jawline. She looked so goddamn beautiful, it was almost hard to focus on the words tumbling in my head.


I took a breath. This was it—the moment to lay it out, no more secrets, no more dancing around the thing that had been eating me alive for months. She deserved the truth, and I wanted her to have it, even if it blew everything to hell.


“There’s something I need to tell you,” I said, voice low and steady as I could make it. “Something important. I don’t want to start this with a lie between us.”


Anna set her glass down. Her expression didn’t shift, but the air got tighter, like the room was holding its breath.


“Okay.” She didn’t flinch. “Hit me.”


“It’s about Lily,” I said, and my heart started pounding. “And Jake. But mostly Lily and… me.”


She didn’t move, barely even blinked, but her lips parted just a touch. Waiting.


I forced myself to keep going. “We’ve been… seeing each other. Sleeping together. For months now. Behind Jake’s back. It started as just a one-off, but it turned into a regular… thing. And I know it’s fucked up. I know you’re close with both of them. Every time I see Jake, it’s like a punch to the gut. I don’t know what I expected, but you deserve to know before we go any further.”


Silence. A beat, maybe two. My blood roared in my ears. Time stretched, bending and about to snap.


Anna just watched me, her hazel-green eyes steady, not a hint of judgment or shock. Then, a slow, knowing smile crept onto her lips.


“Jack,” she said. “I already know.”


If she’d slapped me, it would have hit less hard.


I blinked. “You… what?”


She shrugged, leaning back in her chair. “I know about you and Lily. I’ve known for a while.”


My mind scrambled for purchase. “How?”


“Lily told me,” Anna said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Months ago. She needed to talk it out, and I’m her best friend. You really think you two were that subtle?”


My jaw nearly hit the table. “You mean, she just… told you everything?”


She laughed, low and soft. “Yeah. She said it wasn’t really cheating since Jake has this whole abstinence rule and isn’t interested in sex until marriage. So Lily found a loophole. You. She told me you two were just friends with benefits, and that even if you and I got together, she’d still want to keep fucking you.” Anna arched an eyebrow, slow and deliberate. “What shocked me wasn’t that she wanted you. What shocked me was how much I liked the idea of you both doing what you wanted. That, and the fact that she said I should go after you, too.”


My dick went from zero to a hundred in the space of a heartbeat. I fought to keep my head in the conversation, but every word out of Anna’s mouth was a sucker punch to my expectations.


“Wait. Lily told you to pursue me?”


Anna grinned, eyes dancing. “She said, and I quote, ‘Jack is the best sex of my life, but he’s also a really good guy, and Anna deserves someone good.’”


I groaned, running a hand over my face. “You two are going to give me a heart attack.”


She leaned forward, her hand covering mine. “I’m not hurt, Jack. I’m relieved. I’d rather you be honest with me than play pretend. Now I know I can trust you. You leveled with me, and that means everything.”


There was a pause, Anna’s thumb tracing idle circles over my skin.


She went on, “I tried to get Lily to break up with Jake, you know. Tried to convince her to just go for what she wanted. But she loves him, even if sex isn’t on the menu. And she loves screwing you, too. She doesn’t want to give up either, and, well… neither do I.”


I stared at her, stunned. “You’re saying…”


She nodded, a wicked smile curling her lips. “Lily and I talked about it. About maybe sharing you. The idea kind of turned me on, actually. But, more importantly, I want to be in charge of my own life. My own choices.”


I couldn’t breathe for a second. “You’d be okay with… all of this? With the three of us?”


Anna squeezed my hand, voice going soft but certain. “I want what I want, Jack. If that means being with you, and sometimes with you and Lily together, then I’m in. If I want to add another woman to the mix someday, that’s my call too. I’m not scared of it. I find it… exciting.”


The words detonated inside me.


A flood of relief, then raw, greedy hunger rolled through my body. My cock pulsed against my jeans, so hard it almost hurt. I’d spent weeks circling Anna, terrified of fucking up, and here she was, looking me in the eyes and telling me she wanted it all.


I tried to play it cool, but my voice came out husky. “You’re full of surprises.”


She grinned, leaning in close enough for her breath to brush my cheek. “You haven’t heard the best part.”


I looked at her, heart pounding. “Yeah?”


She bit her lip, shy but not shy at all. “When I stopped by your office last week? I saw the way you and Quinn looked at each other. The tension was so thick, Megan practically needed a chainsaw to cut through it. I kept wondering what it would be like to share you with her, too. Not saying it has to happen, but if it did… I’d be open. Maybe even more than open. If you want that, I’m not going to stand in the way.”


My head spun. My cock throbbed, hard as a steel beam. The idea of Anna, Lily, and Quinn together slingshotted my imagination straight into the stratosphere. But more than that, it was Anna’s certainty, the way she took control of her own boundaries, her own life. It was sexy as hell, and unbelievably fucking rare.

We ate the last bites of dinner in a new sort of silence, not awkward, more like the calm after a storm. Every once in a while, our knees would brush under the table, and she’d look up with a secret smile that made me want to tear down every wall she’d ever built.

With the bombshells delivered and survived, we returned to our normally scheduled dinner date. The cookies came next. Anna insisted we each try one of every flavor. At some point, we made a game out of who could guess which bakery they came from. She got it right on the first try, of course.

“They’re good,” she said, licking a crumb from her thumb. “But you’re the real treat tonight.”

If that didn’t make my cock twitch, nothing would. But more than the heat, there was gratitude, and something new: possibility.

I slid my hand over hers one last time, holding on just a little longer than necessary. “I’m happy just being here. With you.”

She didn’t move away. Instead, she reached over to stroke my jaw, fingertips soft. “You know what? I feel safe with you. Safer than I’ve felt with anyone in a long, long time.”

That burst of pride hit me straight in the core. “You should. I’ve got you, and I’ll always be honest with you, even if it hurts.”

Another long, electric silence stretched between us, but this time, the air was thick with hope, not old hurt.

Anna finally stood, plates in hand, and grinned at me. “Come on. Couch time. You’re not escaping without at least one more round of wine.”

I followed, pulse racing, and the sense that we’d just built the foundation for something real settling deep into my bones.

She wasn’t just opening up. She was letting me in.

And if it was up to me, she’d never regret it.

***

On the couch, Anna wasted no time making herself at home. She slid in close, so close our thighs touched, no space, no hesitation, just the warmth of her body synched perfectly to mine. The wine in our glasses caught the lamplight, casting slow, honey-colored shadows across the room.

She curled her legs beneath her, leaned in so her shoulder pressed into my arm, and looked up at me like she was deciding what rules to break first.

“Comfortable?” I asked, enjoying the excuse to drink her in.

She smirked, slow and deliberate. “Now I am.”

I set both glasses on the coffee table, never taking my eyes off her. Anna’s hair had a mind of its own tonight, a tumble of dark waves that tumbled over her cheek. I reached out, tucking a wild strand behind her ear, fingers drifting across her jaw.

She caught my hand, holding me there.

“Do it again,” she whispered.

I brushed her hair back, this time letting my thumb graze the tender skin just below her ear. The effect was nuclear: her eyes dilated, lips parted, breath caught between want and wonder.

She closed the gap, her mouth finding mine. For a half-second, it was gentle, a test, a tease. Then Anna let go, kissing me deep, her tongue urgent and hungry, hands sliding up to tangle in my hair.

Every touch was amplified. The silk of her sweater, the faint trace of perfume at her throat, the way her tits pressed into my chest when she arched up to meet me. I palmed her hip, pulling her closer, letting her feel exactly how hard she made me. Anna answered with a low, sexy sound in her throat and scooted over until she was basically in my lap, straddling one thigh, grinding in slow, infinite circles.

Her lips moved from my mouth to my jaw, then my neck, peppering kisses that landed like little aftershocks. I slipped a hand under her sweater, tracing the curve of her waist, loving how she shivered at the touch.

She shifted, pressing her chest against me, and yanked her own sweater up and over in one smooth motion. Underneath, she wore nothing but bare skin and a soft lace bra, the kind that barely contained her, D-cups high and tight, nipples already hard and poking through the fabric.

Anna caught the look in my eyes and grinned wide. “You like?”

“Like” wasn’t the word. “I think I might be obsessed,” I said, running my palms along the exposed skin of her lower back.

She shrugged, hips grinding again. “Good answer.”

This was the opposite of rushed, the opposite of desperate. We let it build, kissing, touching, letting the heat climb with every little move. I slid the straps of her bra down, exposing more skin, then reached around to unhook it.

Anna beat me to it, undoing the clasp and letting it fall away. Her tits were perfect, full, round, tipped with dusky pink nipples that begged for attention. I leaned forward, took one in my mouth, and sucked gently, rolling it with my tongue.

She moaned, arching into me, locking her arms around my neck.

“God, Jack…” she whispered, fingers digging into my shoulders.

It was all the invitation I needed. I ran my hand higher, cupping her other tit, kneading it while my mouth worked her nipple, alternating soft flicks with little nibbles. Anna trembled, hot and alive, grinding harder into my thigh.

Her hands found the hem of my shirt and tugged. I barely noticed pulling it off, skin-on-skin now, the air around us thick and electric.

She ran her palms over my chest, down my abs, stopping at my waistband. “Can we?” she breathed, uncertain only for a split second.

“We can do anything you want,” I told her, echoing the promise from earlier.

Anna smiled, more confident now. “Bedroom?”

I stood up, carrying her with me (she didn’t protest), and let her guide us to the back of the apartment. The hallway was narrow, the walk short, but the tension stretched every second to its breaking point.

Her bedroom was softly lit, golden from bedside lamps. The bed was made perfectly, covered in a pale blue duvet with a heap of plump, inviting pillows. The sheets looked like silk, and the air smelled faintly of vanilla and clean cotton. There were more framed photos, her family, travels, one of us at a Halloween party years ago, mid-laugh, arms thrown around each other like we belonged that way.

She pulled me onto the bed, straddling me, eyes locked on mine. “Shut the door,” she whispered, a flush starting high on her cheeks.

I did as I was told. When I turned back, Anna had already slid out of her jeans. Her panties matched the bra, black lace, cut high on her hips, showing off her ass and her toned thighs. She wore them like a dare.

She lay back, arms above her head, tits on display, legs parted just enough to show the outline of her pussy through the sheer panel of the panties.

I crawled up the bed, positioning myself over her, and she wrapped her arms around my neck and yanked me in for another kiss. This time it was pure fire, a collision of lips and tongue and teeth, every second more desperate than the last.

Anna peeled off her own panties and tossed them to the floor. “I want you,” she murmured, loud and clear. “No condom. I’m on the pill. I want to feel you. All of you.”

The logic was flawless. I was clean, we trusted each other, and right now, nothing in the universe mattered except her need and mine.

“You sure?” I asked, even as I was already stripping off my jeans and boxers.

She nodded. “Positive. I want it real, Jack. No barriers.”

She lay back, drawing her knees up, exposing her pussy, trimmed dark, lips flush and glistening. She was wet already, the kind of wet that made my cock lurch and my mouth water. I knelt between her thighs, sliding my hands up her legs, savoring the way she shivered.

I kissed her inner thighs, slow and soft, making her squirm with anticipation. She tangled her fingers in my hair and pulled, guiding my mouth to where she wanted it.

I licked along her slit, top to bottom, then circled her clit with my tongue. Anna gasped, body arching up off the bed.

“Jesus, Jack…” She trembled, already on the verge.

I didn’t rush. I sucked her clit gently, flicking it with my tongue, then dipped lower to push inside her with two fingers. Her pussy gripped me instantly, greedy and tight.

She writhed, hips rolling, moans spilling out unchecked. “God, that feels good. Don’t stop—just like that—”

I kept at it, alternating tongue and fingers, letting her ride the pleasure. Her taste was clean, musky, uniquely hers. My cock strained with every sound she made, thick and leaking pre-cum, but I wanted to savor her first.

Her whole body tensed, thighs clamping around my head, and then she came—hard. Her pussy pulsed around my fingers, juices spilling onto my hand, her voice rising in a wordless, helpless cry.

I kissed a line up her belly to her tits, then found her lips again. “You’re incredible,” I whispered, meaning every syllable.

She grinned, breathless, and palmed my cock, lining it up at her entrance. “Your turn,” she said, eager and unguarded.

I braced above her, the head of my cock nudging her soaked pussy, and pressed in slow, inch by inch, until I bottomed out.

Anna’s eyes went wide, lips parted. “Oh my god. You’re… big. I can feel every fucking inch.”

I groaned, shuddering at the sensation. Her pussy clamped down on me, velvet-soft but gripping, every movement sending lightning up my spine.

I started moving, a gentle thrust, savoring the friction. She wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper.

“Harder,” Anna whispered, “don’t hold back.”

I picked up the pace, slamming my cock in and out, the slap of skin echoing off the bedroom walls. She met each stroke with a tilt of her hips, her hands clutching my ass, nails digging in, needing all of me.

We kissed, wet, hungry, desperate, her tits mashed against my chest, her clit grinding against my pelvis with every drive forward.

“God, Jack, you fuck me so good,” she moaned, voice raw. “Don’t stop. I want you to cum inside me. I want to feel it.”

Anna’s walls squeezed me tighter every second, her cunt so greedy it felt like she was trying to devour me whole. With every thrust I could feel her slick heat clinging to my cock, her whole body arching to meet every inch I gave her. Her pleasure was fucking contagious, a feedback loop that made my head swim.


I shifted my weight, driving in deeper, letting my pelvis grind against her clit each time I bottomed out. Anna’s hands clawed at my back, nails raking down to my ass, pulling me into her, needing it close, needing it hard. I could hear the wet slap of skin, the desperate pitch of her breathing, the way she started to whimper just before she came.


She was so loud now. “Oh god—fuck—don’t stop—don’t stop, Jack—more—” and I gave her everything. I pressed my thumb against her clit, rubbed steady circles, never breaking rhythm, feeling the way she reacted, her hips bucking, her legs tightening, thighs trembling with every wave.


She was shaking, toes digging into my calves, so close to the edge I could feel the aftershocks building before the quake. The muscles in her pussy clenched around me in little spasms, milking my cock so perfectly I never wanted to stop. I leaned down, kissed her open mouth, swallowed her cries as she came again, her whole body locking up and then releasing in a shudder that left both of us gasping.


She was still shaking, body hypersensitive, but hungry for more. I kept up the pressure, my thumb moving faster, cock still pounding deep. Anna’s eyes rolled back, her mouth in a perfect O, sweat beading at her temples as the next orgasm overtook her.


She screamed, arching hard, her hips lifting both of us off the bed. I felt her gush around me, soaking the sheets, and it was so fucking hot I nearly lost it right there. She clamped down again, impossibly tight, and rode out the second orgasm with a raw, broken whimper.


I kissed her neck, her jaw, her collarbone, worshipping every inch, trying to slow down but the pleasure was too much. Her hands found my hair, yanked my head up so she could look me in the eyes. “Cum inside me,” she said, voice hoarse and urgent. “I want to feel you fill me up.”


That did it. I lost control, thrusting even harder, feeling her nails sink into my flesh as she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me in, deeper, deeper, until I was buried to the hilt. The tension snapped, and I exploded inside her, cock pulsing, emptying everything I had into her. Anna gasped at the sensation, holding me there, milking every drop.

I kept thrusting, drawing out every aftershock, until collapse was the only option. I slumped onto her, burying my face in the hollow of her neck, both of us shaking, drenched in sweat and the mess we’d made.

For a while, there was only breathing and the wild, primal sense of connection.

Anna loosened her legs slowly, then ran her hands through my hair, holding me close, like letting go would be a crime.

I rolled us onto our sides, my cock still inside her, softening in the wet heat. She kissed my face, slow and sweet.

“God, that was perfect,” she murmured.

“I could do this forever,” I whispered back.

She beamed, skin glowing, every inch of her alive and sated. “Good. Because I’m not letting you go. Not tonight.”

We lay tangled in the sheets. Sheets that now smelled like sex and sweat and everything I wanted out of this fucked-up, perfect life.

If this was the future, I was all in.

And judging by the look on her face, so was Anna.

***

The sex was hot, but the afterglow was better.

Anna curled against me, skin still damp, hair wild across my chest, her fingers drawing absent patterns just above my sternum. The lamp cast everything in a low golden haze, turning her features soft and almost unreal.

She shifted, sliding a leg over mine, tangling us up so there was no telling where her body ended and mine began. For a minute, we just breathed together, no words, no rush, the kind of silence that only worked when you really trusted the person next to you.

Then Anna laughed, quiet, a secret just for me. “You want to hear something ridiculous?”

I kissed the top of her head. “Always.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, tits spilling against my ribs, face inches from mine and completely unfiltered. “I’ve had the world’s biggest crush on you since sophomore year. Like, cartoon hearts. But you were always with someone, or I was, or the timing was just a disaster.”

I blinked, caught totally off guard. “You’re kidding.”

She shook her head, eyes sparkling. “Nope. Ask Lily, she’ll back me up. There was a whole year I’d get tipsy at parties just so I had an excuse to talk to you. But I was convinced you were out of my league.”

I laughed outright, not even hiding it. “You thought I was out of your league? Anna, I used to rehearse texts to you before hitting send. I was sure you’d never see me as more than Jake’s weird quiet friend.”

She grinned, delighted. “That’s insane. You’re, like, every box on the breakup recovery checklist: sweet, grounded, wildly hot, and actually gainfully employed.”

I rolled her beneath me, kissing her jaw, then down her collarbone, until she was giggling in my arms. “Is that what does it for you? Spreadsheets and stable income?”

She bit my shoulder, playful. “The old me liked bad boys. Which is how I ended up with the human disaster I told you about earlier. But this?” She squeezed my bicep, hand firm and greedy. “The new me likes handsome, hot, successful. You check all the boxes, Jack.”

The words hit different, a weird, melting pride I’d never really felt before. “You’re really not making it easy to keep my ego in check.”

She kissed me, deep and slow and lingering. “I want you to have an ego. I want you to know what you do to me.”

It got quiet again. Not awkward, just the kind of peace that made every touch sing. I ran my hand up and down her back, tracing the ridge of her spine.

“You know, I think our friendship is what makes this actually work,” I said, voice low. “We’ve already seen each other’s worst, and we’re still here.”

That made her grin. “You’ve seen me cry over a dumb marketing campaign and eat an entire pizza by myself. If that doesn’t scare you off, nothing will.”

I squeezed her waist, making her squeal. “I like knowing exactly who I’m in bed with. No masks. Just you.”

She rolled on top of me, pinning my arms. “Promise me we’ll always talk like this.”

“Promise,” I said, dead serious. “I’d rather have a million honest conversations than a day of fake perfection.”

She nuzzled my neck, trailing kisses from my jaw to my chest. Her hair tickled, and I could smell the faintest chemical trace of her shampoo. The scent would be burned in my brain forever.

For the next hour, we floated in and out of conversation and lazy make-out sessions. Anna told me stories from our college days, times I didn’t even remember she’d been watching. She said she liked the way I looked when I was thinking hard, or how I always held doors for strangers. Every compliment felt like a small electric jolt, repairing something in me I didn’t even know needed fixing.

I told her how much I admired her grit, her work ethic, the way she took care of her friends. I admitted I’d always thought she could do better than the guys she dated but never dreamed she’d end up with me.

“You know what the real secret is?” Anna said, tracing circles around my nipple. “I never have to pretend with you. It’s like, I say something weird or get too intense, and you just roll with it. You actually like it.”

I caught her chin and kissed her, soft this time. “Of course I do. If you weren’t a little weird, you wouldn’t be Anna.”

Somewhere in the haze, we drifted toward sleep, her head on my shoulder, my arm around her back. She shifted now and then, molding herself even closer, never losing contact.

In the dark, she murmured, “I’m really happy. Like, happy in a way that makes it impossible to think about anything else.”

I smiled, letting all the old stress and chaos melt away. “You and me both.”

For the first time in… maybe ever, I shut out the rest of the world. The secrets, the guilt, the what-ifs and maybes. I let them go.

Anna breathed slow and even, curls fanned across my skin. Every now and then, she’d kiss my chest, like she was anchoring herself right here, in this moment.

I let my hand rest above her ass, fingers splayed. If happiness had a blueprint, this was it.

Still, something inside me churned. Maybe it was the guilt, dense and heavy, pressing against the back of my mind like a bruise that would never fade. Maybe it was the raw pull of desire, the impossible urge to keep both Lily and Anna close, even knowing the cost.

No matter what Lily believed, I owed Jake the truth.

It was a dangerous line to cross. Telling Jake meant exposing everything, dragging the secret out into the open whether Lily wanted it or not. But if I didn’t? The lie would rot inside me until it poisoned everything.

I’d bared myself to Anna. Now Jake deserved the same.

I made a silent promise: by this time tomorrow, Jake would know. All of it. The truth, stripped bare and unvarnished.

The decision settled into me slowly, heavy but steady. Anna curled closer, our bodies tangled beneath the sheets. For the first time in weeks, my mind went quiet.

Tomorrow would bring the reckoning.

But tonight, Anna was my anchor, the only solid thing in a world I’d already set on fire.

And for now, that was enough.


Coming Clean


The walk to Jake's apartment felt like a death march. Every step was a loaded gun, every heartbeat a countdown to disaster. I knew the layout by muscle memory, two flights up, past the sad potted plant that never got watered, left at the scarred brown door. I didn't even have to knock, but I did anyway, once, sharp and fast, like yanking off a bandage.

It took him a minute to open. The lock fumbled; hinges groaned. Then Jake stood there, blinking at me with the world's most suspicious glare. His hair was a sandstorm, sticking up like someone had been running their fingers through it, and his T-shirt was stretched and inside-out. The smell of perfume and warmth spilled into the hall, mixing with something I couldn't quite place, lipstick, maybe, or the heat of skin.

"Bro," Jake said, flat as a level. "You know what time it is?"

I checked my phone. It was past eleven, hardly early. "I needed to see you. It's… important."

He scrubbed at his face, glancing back over his shoulder. "You're not bleeding, so it can't be that bad." His fingers drummed against the doorframe, impatient. "Can this wait until tomorrow?"

"It's about Lily," I said, the words dropping like stones.

Jake's jaw tensed. The annoyance drained out, replaced by something heavier—dread, or maybe something closer to resignation. For a second, I thought he might slam the door in my face.

Instead, he hesitated. His eyes darted behind him, and he muttered, “Fine. Whatever. Come in.”

The entry was the same disaster zone I remembered, shoes by the door, a tangle of cords threatening to trip you at the landing, random gym gear crowding the coat hooks. I stepped inside, pulse thundering, braced for whatever came next.

That’s when I saw her.

She was perched on the edge of the battered leather couch, mug in hand, legs crossed like she owned the entire zip code. The brunette was a head-turner, sleek, glossy hair so dark it almost shimmered blue, eyes big and brown and just a little bit mischievous. She wore a ribbed white top and jeans that hugged every inch, but her entire vibe was calm, friendly, almost… sweet?

She smiled, setting the mug gently on the coffee table. “Hey there. You must be Jack?”

I tried not to gawk. “In the flesh. Sorry to show up uninvited.”

She waved it off, her smile warming by a few degrees. “No worries. I’m Taylor.” The way she said it made it sound like silk. “We were just catching up over coffee. I’ll give you guys a minute.”

Taylor stood, hips rolling unhurried as she crossed to Jake. She paused beside him, something intimate in the way her arm brushed his. There was a quick, soft exchange, too low for me to catch, then she ducked down the hall to his bedroom, closing the door with just enough sound to mark her exit.

The tension in the room was a living thing.

Jake sank onto the ottoman and gestured at me to take the battered armchair that had survived three apartments and at least one ill-fated house party. He didn’t say a word. Just braced his elbows on his knees, studying me with the patience of a bomb squad.

For a second, I flinched. My tongue turned dry as insulation foam. But there was no blueprint for this, so I just let it rip.

I'm sorry. For like… all of this." My voice came out rough, almost hoarse. "Lily and me. It started as a one-time thing and just… spiraled. She said you weren't—" I stopped myself, shaking my head. "No, that's bullshit. I knew better. I could have walked away, but I didn't. That's on me."

Jake’s knuckles whitened, but he didn’t interrupt.

I pushed on, every word making my chest ache. "It wasn't about screwing you over. It wasn't revenge or anything. I could say she kept coming back, but the truth is I wanted her there. I never turned her away. Not once." My voice cracked. "And I never wanted to lie to you. But every time I saw you together, it made me sick with guilt because I knew exactly what I was doing."

Now the silence was a punishment.

Jake didn’t move. His whole body was locked tight, eyes fixed on a spot just past my shoulder. Seconds crawled by.

I kept going. At this point, what was left to protect? “I should have told you months ago. I just…” My jaw clenched. “Didn’t want to be the guy who nuked my own best friend.”

The only sound was the soft wheeze of the air conditioner and the faint clink of Taylor’s mug in the kitchen.

Jake finally let out a breath, slow and shaky.

“I knew something was off,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “I mean, I’m not an idiot. She stopped talking about you, which is weird, ’cause she used to always tell me shit you did, jokes or whatever. Then she started working late, canceling on weekends, weird stuff. I thought maybe I’d done something to piss her off.”

I tried to meet his gaze, but he was still somewhere else, maybe replaying the last six months, brick by brick.

“Fuck, Jack. Why didn’t you just tell me?”

“Because I was scared,” I admitted. “And because you looked happy, man. Like you’d finally found the right thing.” The words stung on the way out. “I didn’t want to be the guy who ripped it away.”

Finally, Jake looked at me. His eyes were red at the corners, but the anger I expected wasn’t there, just exhaustion.

Jake gave a bitter little laugh. "Happy?" His fingers drummed against his thigh, a nervous rhythm. "We're just going through the motions lately. Things with Lily and me..." He swallowed hard, voice dropping. "They're not good. But it still fucking hurts to hear it out loud."

I let him sit with it, heart hammering like I’d just survived a near miss on the interstate.

A muscle jumped in Jake’s cheek. Then he straightened up, ran a hand through his hair, and shrugged like he was dropping a hundred pounds of dead weight.

“Honestly?” He looked me dead in the eye. “I’m relieved. You know how much work it is to keep a secret you don’t really want to ask about? I figured something was up, but Lily would just tell me what I wanted to hear, so I let it go. Is that messed up?”

I shook my head. “Not remotely. We both got buried in the mess.”

Jake chuckled, but it was hollow. “Classic, right? Two dudes avoiding the hard conversations. We’d rather demo the kitchen than talk about what’s actually broken.” He rubbed his face again, voice rough around the edges. “I wish you’d just told me sooner, but... I’m glad it’s not some random guy. If it had to happen, I’d rather it be you.”

The words landed with a punch. I felt my shoulders drop, relief pouring in like sunshine after a thunderstorm.

I stared down at my hands and tried to steady myself. “Are we… okay?”

Jake flexed his jaw, thought it over, then nodded. “We’ll get there. Just… don’t lie to me again. And don’t bullshit me about Lily, either. You got feelings, own them.”

I could still taste the fear, but now it mingled with something lighter, maybe hope.

On cue, Taylor’s footsteps padded back down the hall. She poked her head out, brown hair draping her shoulder, expression open but careful.

“Everything all right?” she asked, voice soft.

Jake managed a guttural laugh. “Yeah. You can come back out if you want. I think Jack’s confessed every mortal sin on the menu.”

Taylor’s smile brightened. “Lucky for you, I don’t shock easily.”

She settled on the edge of the couch again, hands folded, eyes flicking between us. Her energy changed the mood instantly, replacing the heavy tension with a note of curiosity, like she was genuinely rooting for us to work things out.

“I’m impressed,” Taylor said, giving me a look that was equal parts challenge and comfort. “That couldn’t have been easy.”

I shrugged, warmth rising to my cheeks. “It was overdue.”

“Most guys would’ve just ghosted and called it a day,” she observed, tucking her hair behind her ear. “You Bennett boys take your loyalty seriously.”

Jake snorted. “Sometimes too seriously.”

Taylor reached over, squeezed his knee, and the way he melted said more than words ever could.

There was a long, loaded pause where the three of us just… coexisted. Not friends, not enemies, just human. The echo of the confession still hung in the air, but the threat of a blow-up was gone.

Eventually, Taylor rose again, gathering her mug. “I’ll let you guys finish up. I’ve got a call to make anyway.” She sent me a wink, quick and easy, like we’d known each other for years, then vanished into Jake’s room with the grace of someone who understood boundaries.

Jake and I just sat in the hum of the old air conditioner and the leftover feelings neither of us knew what to do with.

He leaned back, closing his eyes. “You ever just want to rewind six months and try a different version?”

“Every day,” I said.

He grinned, but it was tired. “We’re both idiots.”

“Yeah, but at least we can admit it now.”

There was a slow, mutual release. Not quite forgiveness, but something close enough to let my lungs work again.

Jake pushed to his feet, stretching like his bones ached. “You want to get out of here for a bit? Talk this out somewhere less… freshman year?”

There was nothing I wanted more.

“I’m buying,” I offered, “since I’m the asshole.”

He rolled his eyes, but there was a glimmer of the old Jake beneath the bruises. “Damn right you are. But I pick the place.”

He grabbed a hoodie off the back of a chair, raked fingers through his hair, and checked on Taylor, murmured something low and soft, a private moment I tried not to overhear.

Then it was just the two of us, back on the street. The world was already awake, sun bouncing between glass and concrete, the promise of a clean slate stretching before us.

Whatever came next, it was going to be honest.

It was the only way forward.

***

There’s something about a bar at noon that makes every secret easier to say out loud. Maybe it’s the way the sunlight leaks through the faded window decals and turns the dust into gold, or maybe it’s the fact that nobody expects you to be honest when you’re half-hidden in the dark.

Jake picked a place I hadn’t been to in years, a classic, old-school Logan dive, the walls stained with decades of cigarette smoke and heartbreak. You could practically smell the ghosts. The only music was the low rumble of conversation, the clink of ice, and some Springsteen song leaking from a battered jukebox.

We slid into a corner booth, leather cracked and shiny as old boots. The table was sticky. The bartender didn’t even ask for IDs; he just set down a bottle of bourbon and two heavy glasses, then vanished like a pro.

Neither of us spoke for a while. Jake poured for both of us, his hands rock steady, not even a tremble despite what we’d just survived upstairs.

He brought the glass to his lips, didn’t drink, just stared through the honey-colored fire for a long minute. Then he finally said, “You want to hear something wild?”

“Lay it on me,” I replied, trying to keep it light even as dread churned in my guts.

He snorted, took a real sip this time, and set the glass down with a thunk. “This isn’t about Lily. Or not just about Lily. The girl back at my place? Taylor? She’s not random. She’s my high school girlfriend.”

That caught me sideways. “Seriously? I thought you said she blocked your number after senior year?”

“She did.” Jake’s laugh was all gravel. “But our parents stayed in touch. Moms still talk, holiday cards, the whole thing. Christmas, I went home, ran into her at this awful cookie exchange. We got coffee, and… it was like no time had passed. Except we were older, and both single, well not exactly single but… I don’t know. She just got me.”

He leaned back, fingers drumming the rim of his glass.

“It started as catching up. We texted, FaceTimed, whatever. Then she came down for a weekend, and it was like I couldn’t pretend anymore. Every lie I’d been telling myself about Lily got blown out of the water.”

I let his words hang, letting them settle. The bar’s background noise faded to nothing.

“So why not end it with Lily then?” I asked, honest curiosity. “If you knew it was over?”

He groaned, rolling his eyes heavenward. “You know my family. My mom would host a funeral if she thought Lily was slighted. And Lily’s family? Her dad took us to Cubs games, her mom sent me birthday cards. Everyone thought we were perfect, even when it stopped making sense.”

He knocked back the bourbon and poured another. “It’s like… we both knew it was dead, but neither wanted to pull the plug. She bought my saving-ourselves excuse so fast it scared me. After Christmas, every date was just autopilot. We texted about dinner plans, but there was no… life in it. Only thing that made her light up was talking about you, or Anna, or her job.”

That last part stung, but I let it land.

Jake looked at me, searching for judgment, maybe, but getting only sympathy.

“Taylor makes me feel like myself. It’s that simple. But I feel like a douche for even saying it.”

“Not a douche,” I said, shaking my head. “Just a guy who waited too long. Been there.”

He barked a laugh. “We really are pathetic, aren’t we?”

I shrugged, eyeing the twin glasses. “Maybe. Or maybe just survivors of the world’s worst relationship gridlock. You want out, but you don’t want the wreckage.”

He knocked the table with his knuckle, smiling despite the pain. “Nailed it.”

We drifted into silence. I sipped my whiskey, and the burn seared away the last of the morning’s nerves.

Jake spoke first. “I want to bring Taylor into the group, eventually. She’s awesome. Funny, actually likes the stuff I like, doesn’t roll her eyes at Marvel movies. But I don’t want to destroy Lily in the process.”

He slumped, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. “I keep imagining their parents going to war. Or you and Anna having to pick sides. I know it’s dramatic, but the whole thing is giving me ulcers.”

I understood, more than I wanted to admit.

“Lily’s tough,” I said, “but she hates losing, especially when it comes to relationships. If you blindside her, she’ll torch the whole friend group.”

Jake grinned, appreciating the accuracy. “That’s why I’m telling you now. I’m leaving for home next week, parents gunning for more ‘holiday bonding’ or whatever. Once I’m back, I’ll end it, face-to-face. I don’t want her to hear through the grapevine.”

He lowered his voice, dead serious. “Promise me you won’t tell Lily. I have to do this myself. I owe her that.”

Something in his eyes dared me to say no.

I nodded. “You have my word. It’s all you.”

He let out a sigh, heavier than the last load of demolition debris I’d ever hauled. “Thank you.”

I shifted, feeling the wood dig into my back, and tried to put my trainwreck of a love life into words.

“You know what’s insane? I don’t even know what I want anymore. Some days, Anna feels like the absolute answer. Other days, I can’t stop thinking about Lily. There’s this part of me that wants both, but I know that’s selfish as hell.”

Jake’s eyes glinted. “I don’t think you’re the only one in that triangle who feels that way.”

I choked on my whiskey. “You’re saying Anna’s in on it?”

He shrugged, nonchalant. “I’m saying, you all have the chemistry of a three-alarm fire. Maybe stop worrying about what’s normal and just ask what works for you.”

That was classic Jake, skip the blueprint, eyeball the job, and see what happens. But a weird kind of clarity bloomed in my chest. Maybe we were all just trying to build something that made sense, even if the code was unorthodox.

He dropped his voice. “Just one thing, man. No more lies. You don’t owe me perfection, but you owe me honesty.”

The words were bricks, heavy and final.

I nodded, sealing the promise with a clink of our glasses.

We watched the whiskey drop, silent as sawdust. The world outside moved on, soccer moms and dog walkers passing in parades, but in here, it was just two guys finally tearing out the rot.

Eventually, the bottle ran low and the weight in my chest started to ease.

Jake waited until we stepped out onto the sidewalk to lay on the final reality check.

“Just so you know, if Lily asks, you don’t know shit. I want to tell her about Taylor myself when I get back. No Instagram leaks, no group text bombshells. Deal?”

“Deal,” I agreed, meaning it.

He grabbed my shoulder, squeezed hard enough to remind me how long we’d been friends. “No matter what, you’re still my guy.”

For the first time all day, I actually smiled. “Right back at you.”

We parted ways on the curb, Jake headed east, me west to the loft and whatever chaos waited there.

The walk home was a blur of sunlight, L trains rattling above, and the first promise of summer in the city air. I unlocked the building, boots echoing on the concrete, and rode up to my floor in a daze.

The second I set foot in the apartment, the world doubled down.

Anna’s text was waiting:

“Can’t stop thinking about last night. Any chance you’re free to come over? Or I can bring takeout to yours? Your call. Either way, I want you.”

If that wasn’t enough, Lily’s message landed seconds later:

“Miss you. Can we talk? Or better yet, can I sneak over and just… not talk for a while?”

I stared at the two messages, heart pounding, logic shot to hell.

Two women. Two lives. One brain already fried from guilt and adrenaline.

The old me would’ve tried to pick the perfect answer.

The new me?

I was starting to wonder if the best solution was… not choosing at all.

The city was alive around me, vibrating with opportunity. I stood there, phone in hand, knowing I could have either, maybe even both.

What came next was anybody’s guess, but for the first time ever, I was ready to see where the night led.

Game on.


Open House


It had been hours since Jake’s “I promise to do it tomorrow” pledge, and the words still clanged around in my skull like loose nails in a paint can. I couldn’t focus, couldn’t sit still, couldn’t shake the odds that tonight’s party might blow my whole life wide open, or, maybe, fuse it together in a way I couldn’t quite imagine yet.

I stalked the length of my new loft, boots thudding on the polished concrete. Floor-to-ceiling windows spilled sunlight over the raw brick and steel bones, every beam and rivet exactly how I’d sketched it nights when I couldn’t sleep. Boxes had finally been cleared (thanks, mostly, to Megan’s threats), and the space looked less like a lumber yard and more like a magazine cover for “Urban Bachelor of the Year.” I couldn’t help grinning, even as my stomach twisted underneath.

I’d gone all out for this “housewarming meets grand opening” bash. Food stations cropped up along the perimeter, pizza on wood slabs, charcuterie boards crammed with more bites than anyone could finish, plus a literal mountain of spicy wings. Craft beer and top-shelf bourbon lined the custom bar, every bottle reflected in the glassy black backsplash. Even the ice cubes were the fancy ones, square and clear as diamonds. If the party tanked, it wouldn’t be for lack of hospitality.

But every time I finished lining up a drink shaker or wiping down a counter, my mind circled right back to the emotional demolition waiting just below the surface. Jake’s promise to tell Lily about Taylor. Lily, still in the dark, probably about to walk into not just a party, but a whole new reality. Anna, already keyed up by the invitation to let things get messy. And, hell, myself, standing in the middle of it, praying I could keep the walls from caving in.

The elevator whined, announcing the first wave.

My brother Ryan dominated the entry, flanked by half a dozen people dressed in business casual and real estate ambition. He looked like a shark in dark denim, sleeves rolled, eyes bright with pride. The second he set foot on my floor, the energy in the space changed, brighter, louder, all momentum.

“This,” Ryan declared, smacking his palm against a steel column, “is what you get when you commit to structural integrity. You feel the difference? Most developers would’ve wrapped the whole thing in drywall, but Jack kept the original lines, let the space breathe.” He shot me a look, sly and approving. “He’s got the eye. Hell, he’s got both eyes.”

The clients murmured, nodding, already lost in the fantasy of how their own spaces might look in hands like ours. I shook hands, played the host, grinned for the cameras and the looky-loos. All the while, my gaze kept drifting to the shaded end of the room, where Quinn was just making her entrance.

That girl knew how to make an impression, even when she pretended not to. She wore a blue dress tailored within an inch of its life, snug through the waist, flaring just enough at the hips to make you think about gripping them hard. The neckline was modern, sharp, but left her collarbones and just a hint of cleavage framed like a gallery piece. She’d let her hair down in loose, sunlit waves, and even from across the loft, I could see the flecks of gold dancing in it.

She didn’t head for the center of attention. Instead, Quinn bee-lined for the makeshift bar, head canted as she surveyed the setup and the people already clustered nearby.

Anna was there, first in line. She’d gone minimal but magnetic, black fitted dress, bare shoulders, heels that made her legs look endless. She moved with purpose, throwing her hair over her shoulder as she poured herself a glass of rosé like she’d been bartending since birth. Her eyes scanned the room, always a step ahead, tracking every new arrival like she was mapping out how the night would go.

And then there was Lily.

She could have walked in wearing pajamas and still been the sexiest thing in the room. But Lily had picked out a cream-colored wrap dress that clung to her every curve, the kind of fabric that hugged and then let go at just the right angles. Her blonde hair was pulled back with loose bits framing her face, making her blue eyes pop even brighter. She glowed, genuinely happy to see Anna, and she squeezed her friend in a hug that made both their tits squish together in a way that had me picturing possible futures I probably shouldn’t be fantasizing about.

Quinn slid in next to them, all grace and droll wit, and within thirty seconds the three of them were sharing cocktails, stories, and a laugh that turned heads all the way across the space. Anyone watching would have thought they’d known each other for years. Maybe in some lateral universe, they already had.

I hung back, drinks in hand, pretending to restock the bar. But really, I was just cataloging every detail, every flick of hair, every glance that lasted a beat too long.

Anna gestured for emphasis and nearly knocked over her glass. Quinn caught it, fast, her hand wrapping Anna’s wrist with a grip that was both steady and suggestive. Lily couldn’t stop grinning, and when their eyes met over the rim of their drinks, something unspoken passed between them. It wasn’t just friendship. There was a charge to it, an awareness that everyone there was playing with dynamite, but nobody was afraid to light the fuse.

“Ladies’ night already?” I said as I stepped behind the bar, trying to play it cool but feeling my pulse race.

Anna rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “You’ve officially lost the spotlight, Jack. Hope you’re okay with being outnumbered.”

“I’m more of a background guy anyway,” I said, pushing a fancy cocktail toward Quinn.

She eyed the glass, lips pursed in amusement. “If you keep serving drinks this good, we might never leave. What do you call this?”

I shrugged, hoping the move looked effortless. “Just the classic, with a house twist. I like to let the ingredients speak for themselves.”

Lily leaned in, her perfume subtle but distracting. “You’re spoiling us,” she teased, voice pitched just for me. “Honestly, I keep waiting for the catch.”

Anna piped up, turning the banter up a notch. “The catch is, he expects us to say nice things about the backsplash so he can brag to Ryan later.”

I grinned, watching the easy way they folded each other into the conversation. If this was what it felt like to host a real gathering, one that mattered, not just beer and chips and video games, then maybe I’d finally built something worthwhile.

Quinn rested her elbow on the counter, letting her dress pull tight across her chest as she sized up the room. “Seriously, Jack, you did an incredible job with this place. Most launches I go to, the vibe is all staged. , ours feels real.”

Anna and Lily nodded, genuinely impressed, and for a second I let myself enjoy it.

But anxiety was a stubborn guest. Every time I started to relax, I’d scan for Jake, for a sign that the second half of my life wasn’t about to detonate over a bourbon and some half-assed appetizers.

The trio kept reeling me in. That’s the thing about women like them, they never miss a detail.

“So, tonight’s the big night,” Anna said, turning to Quinn, but loud enough for Lily to hear too. “Did he give you any warning about how wild these parties can get?”

Quinn’s blue eyes flashed pure mischief. “You mean, besides the part where I’m not allowed to out-drink his brother?”

“You can out-drink anyone,” Lily countered, already half a drink down. “But can you outlast me and Anna on the dance floor?”

Anna snorted. “Please. We’re practical girls. If you want to get to the good stuff, you skip dancing and go straight to the afterparty.”

The three dissolved into laughter, feeding off each other’s energy. Their postures shifted as they jockeyed for space, the way Quinn’s hand rested lightly on Anna’s bare arm, the way Lily leaned in just a hair closer when the conversation turned spicy.

Even the party guests circled the perimeter, giving them a wide berth like they were a force field. And maybe they were.

Ryan’s tour came back through, this time with a bunch of clients and a notary in tow. He caught the scene by the bar and shot me a look that was half pride, half you-dog-you.

“Don’t let these three run the place,” Ryan hollered over the noise. “Or you’ll never get the keys back.”

Quinn just winked. “Maybe that’s the plan,” she said, playing for the gallery.

Even then, the bond forming between them was as obvious as daylight. Anna and Quinn traded inside jokes like old friends. Lily hung off Anna’s shoulder, but every so often her gaze darted to Quinn’s hands, or the line of her throat in that dress, and lingered.

For a guy who used to avoid complications like they were live wires, the sight of all three together was the hottest dare I’d ever witnessed.

I planted myself behind the bar, pretending to mix drinks, but mostly just drinking it in. The way Anna’s fingers curled around her glass, nails painted in a color I’d never be able to name but would never forget. The way Lily’s lips glossed, catching the light each time she smiled, the way her cleavage peeked out each time she reached for a garnish. The way Quinn’s posture spoke of confidence, but the quick, calculating flick of her gaze let me know her mind was always working overtime.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Megan, clipboard in hand, giving a silent salute as she drifted through, checking supplies and scoping out possible flashpoints. I had a mental bet going on whether she’d enforce a hard curfew, or just let the debauchery soak into the new upholstery and call it a win for team morale.

But the real show was by the bar.

Lily pulled Quinn in for a selfie, holding the camera high enough that all three of them had to mash in close. The second the flash went off, Anna whispered something into Quinn’s ear, and the look Quinn flashed back, part shock, part delight, was the sort of thing that made my cock twitch in anticipation.

Lily laughed and planted a wet kiss on Anna’s cheek, leaving a glossy print that Anna pretended to wipe away, but didn’t really. Quinn just rolled her eyes, sipped her drink, and when she set the glass down, her hand landed on Lily’s hip, steadying her. The touch was casual, but not accidental.

For the next stretch, I watched as they huddled in, arms linked, giggles louder than the music. Whenever anyone else tried to break into the circle, they let them in, but it was clear: the real chemistry was happening right here, in this trio.

I couldn’t tell if it was pride or jealousy or pure, undiluted lust. Maybe all three.

The scene was magnetic. Every glance, every playful taunt, every little touch felt loaded with possibility.

I’d built the walls, installed the fixtures, designed the counter, but tonight, these women, this energy, they turned the building into something I never could have drawn up.

The party spun itself around them. Clients took pictures with the exposed brick. Ryan closed a deal in the corner. Megan polished off a cocktail and texted her husband a photo of everyone goofing off in the conference room. Still, I never strayed far from the bar, never let the three of them out of my sight for long.

Because if tonight was the start of the next chapter? I wanted every detail burned into memory.

And I wanted to see who would light the match first.

***

Things had just started heating up when the elevator doors slid open and Jordan Hale stepped into the loft carrying enough gravitational pull to stop the music.

She’d gone for athletic-casual tonight, but on Jordan, that meant a black ribbed crop top painted onto her chest with a zippered performance skirt that hugged her hips like a second skin. Her legs were coiled power, bare, tan, impossibly toned, set off by spotless white sneakers. The only accessory was a silver band on her wrist and a ponytail that would’ve made any fitness magazine jealous.

Trailing her was Mia, a total contrast in vibe. Where Jordan was all efficiency, Mia was cocktail party polish—navy wrap dress, glossy lips, not a hair out of place. She looked ready to close a deal or charm a billionaire. They made a hell of an entrance.

Jordan gave the room a quick scan before zeroing in on me. The way she moved, direct, controlled, made my pulse jump. She greeted me with a smile that promised a challenge.

“Nice digs,” Jordan said, her voice cutting right through the low throb of party music. “You really did renovate the hell out of this place.”

I didn’t even get a chance to play it cool. She leaned in, brushing my shoulder with her lips, a barely-there air kiss that still set my nerve endings on fire.

“This is Mia,” she said, not missing a beat. “We’re ready for the grand tour, or the afterparty, whichever starts first.”

Mia grinned, giving me a once-over. “Jordan’s been talking up your building for weeks. If it’s half as good as she says, I might have to move in.”

The compliment hung in the air, but before I could answer, Anna materialized at my elbow, glass in hand.

“Jack, aren’t you going to introduce us?” she asked. Her smile was warm but her eyes flicked between Jordan and me, like she was taking stock.

I handled quick intros, calling out Anna and Lily as the unofficial welcoming committee. Instantly, Anna and Mia clicked, comparing notes on local wine bars and laughing about the neighborhood’s wild side. Lily, meanwhile, locked onto Jordan and took her measure, blue eyes narrowed in delighted approval.

Within seconds, Jordan and Lily were arm-in-arm at the bar, shot glasses aloft. Jordan had that effect; she could break into any group and own the space.

Quinn drifted over, caught the scene, and gave Jordan a nod of genuine respect. For a second, I imagined the entire lineup, Quinn, Anna, Lily, Jordan, even Mia, forming a new axis of power, all of them winking and whispering, plotting their next move.

I played host, refilling glasses and swapping jokes, but the whole time I felt the heat of Jordan’s attention. She lingered near me, thighs brushing, her hand on my bicep whenever she leaned in to make a point.

The buzz was electric. Every glance felt like more than just curiosity.

After a solid round of introductions (and at least one impromptu dance-off involving Lily and Mia), Jordan caught my arm, her grip all business.

“Think you can show me the gym, or is that only for VIPs?” she asked, voice low and loaded.

I nodded, pulse tripping as I led her through the main floor, past clusters of guests, and down the corridor to the revamped gym. The second we were out of sight, the vibe shifted from party to pressure cooker.

The gym was empty, all clean lines and fresh rubber matting, sunlight slanting through industrial panes. It smelled like new leather, steel, and a faint trace of citrus from the cleaning wipes.

Jordan tossed her ponytail and took a slow, deliberate lap, running her palm over the chrome dumbbells before turning to face me. Her eyes were green fire.

“This is legit,” she said, fingers tapping the bench. “Next-level, even for city standards. But I’m not here to rate your gym, Jack.”

She stepped in, crowding my space just enough to let me know she could bench-press her own boundaries if she wanted.

“Your friends, Anna, Lily, Quinn, they seem close. Like, really close. And they all look at you the same way.” Her lips curled in a half-smile. “What’s the arrangement here? Are you sharing, or do you just attract women who like… options?”

It would have been a lie to say I hadn’t expected the question, but hearing it out loud made my brain short-circuit.

I shrugged, hands braced against the rack. “To be honest? It’s… evolving. I haven’t exactly figured out the rules myself yet.”

Jordan’s gaze sharpened, and she moved just a little closer. “You don’t strike me as the type who lets things get messy. But watching you out there, in the thick of it?” She dragged her nail along the seam of my shirt, right near the hem. “It’s got me… curious.”

That word vibrated through me like a tuning fork. I matched her, beat for beat, stepping so only inches separated us.

“I could say the same about you,” I said, letting my eyes travel the length of her body and not hiding the effect she had on me. “You ever been tempted to join something a little… unconventional?”

Jordan’s smile morphed into something wicked. “Never been the sharing type, if you want the truth. But watching you with them? It’s hot as hell. Makes me wonder what it would be like to compete for your attention and maybe… win.”

Her perfume, faint but wild, tangled with the scent of new vinyl and sweat. She pressed in, her chest almost touching mine, and I felt my cock stir just from the electric possibility.

She didn't kiss me. Not yet. But her eyes locked on mine with professional assessment.

I cleared my throat. "So, I was wondering if you'd consider training me. I mean, I've got the equipment, but not the expertise."

She raised an eyebrow, arms crossing over her chest. "I don't date clients," she said, voice shifting from velvet to steel. Her gaze traveled deliberately down my body, lingering just long enough to make my skin heat. "Though for you..." A slow smile spread across her face. "I might make an exception. Monday morning, 6 AM. We'll see if you can keep up."

Right then, the distant rumble of noise from the main floor snapped us both back to the action. The party had gone up a notch, louder music, sharper laughter.

Jordan cocked her head, reading my expression. “Guess the circus is back on. Should we see what we’re missing?”

“Lead the way,” I said, letting her brush past me, her hip grazing mine, a promise and a dare.

Back in the hallway, the sound of heels and the sudden hush of conversation gave away the main event. Savannah Pierce had arrived.

She didn’t just walk in, she commanded every eye in the loft. Her dress clung in all the right places, red and impossibly fitted, plunging neckline and a hem that stopped just short of illegal. Her hair was loose waves, her skin bronzed to perfection, eyes sparkling with the kind of confidence you couldn’t fake.

People actually paused mid-sentence. Even Ryan, who’d been in the middle of some big-gesture sales pitch, stopped and just watched as Savannah sauntered across the floor.

At the bar, Anna, Lily, and Quinn all froze, like the room had flipped polarity. There was history there, sorority ties, old rivalries, and unfinished business. You could see it in the way they all tracked Savannah’s progress, waiting to see who she’d zero in on first.

She cut right through the crowd and straight toward me, every movement deliberate. Jordan’s hand lingered on my arm, but even she had to admit Savannah brought a category-five presence.

If the earlier vibe was a housewarming, Savannah turned it into a heatwave. And I had a front row seat to see who would melt first.

***

The air changed the instant Savannah made her move. She didn’t just walk, she prowled, every step calibrated to let the room know she was back, and better than ever.

The dress was straight-up weaponized. Fire-engine red, sleeveless, skin-tight, cinched at the ribs and cut so low I could see the inward dip of her cleavage from across a poker table. The fabric shimmered, almost wet-looking, clinging to her curves in a way that gave every movement a slow-motion, movie-star quality.

The world, predictably, stopped spinning. Even the music hiccuped.

“Bennett,” Savannah purred, voice pitched for max effect. She grabbed my lapel, pulling me in for a kiss that torched every previous “lingering” experience I’d ever had. Her lips were soft, slicked with something that tasted expensive, and she didn’t just brush, she planted one, right on my mouth, then let her tongue flick at the seam for a split second before letting go.

For a second, I forgot there was anyone else in the loft.

She straightened my collar, fingers smoothing where her mouth had just been, then ran her hand down my chest like she was confirming her claim. “You’ve been holding out on me, Bennett,” she said, voice loud enough for half the room to hear. “This place is even more impressive than you described. Makes me wonder what else you might be hiding up here.”

Before I could even muster a reply, Anna drifted in, landing at my left. No panic, just a cool smile that hid every ounce of warning in plain sight.

“Savvy,” Anna said, the name sliding smooth as silk. “Didn’t know Jack had you on the invite list.”

Savannah never missed a beat. “Of course he did. We’ve been texting ever since I moved back to town. That’s what old friends are for, right?” She tossed a glance at me, zero shame, only delight.

Anna didn’t flinch, just tipped her head. “I see. Well, I’m glad you could make it. It’s been a minute. Milan treating you well?”

Savannah’s grin was all teeth. “Profitable. The contacts, the men, plenty to keep me entertained. But I have to say, nothing compares to a Chicago party, when the right people are in the same room.”

Lily chose that moment to strike, wrapping Savannah in a full-body hug that mashed their boobs together in a way no guy could script better. “Savannah! God, it’s been ages,” she said, her blue eyes lighting up. “You look incredible. Like, Milan didn’t just agree with you, it fucking worshipped you.”

Savannah twirled, giving Lily the once-over, then planted a kiss to her cheek and squeezed her hand. “Look who’s talking. You, Anna, wow. Jack here is doing a fine job keeping the ‘exquisite taste’ flag flying.”

Not to be overshadowed, Lily looped her arm through mine, pressing her tits against my bicep. “Yeah, well, we learned from the best, didn’t we?” she said, voice just loud enough to carry. “Sorority standards and all.”

Savannah’s gaze cut over to Anna, lingering there, challenge and approval tangled in a single look. “Some things have definitely changed since college,” she said, the words soft but loaded. “But some things… just get more interesting with time.”

Anna just smiled, calm and unshakeable. “You always did love a good transformation, Savvy. Jack’s building is kind of the blueprint. He takes old bones, makes them unforgettable.”

Savannah turned to face me, her fingertip walking up my arm. “He certainly knows how to upgrade a space. And I’d say the new crowd is a massive improvement, too.”

Quinn materialized, never one to miss a party-momentum shift. She joined the pack, hovering on the edge but immediately clocking the dynamic. Her blue eyes flicked from Anna to Savannah to Lily, then to me, as if re-mapping the whole board in real time.

“So this is the infamous Savannah Pierce,” Quinn said, her tone bone-dry but trademarked with a hint of respect. “I’ve heard the stories. The legend holds up.”

Savannah’s smile widened, pure predator. “That’s sweet. But don’t believe ninety percent of them. The truth is usually much juicier.”

Anna drew in close enough that her arm brushed mine, the fabric of her dress a contrast to Savannah’s skin. “If we’re talking history, we could be here all night. But I’m more interested in what comes next.”

Lily matched her, not backing down an inch. “Agreed. Especially if it involves another round of these—” she raised her cocktail, “—and maybe some dirt on Jack’s old romantic resume.”

Savannah’s laugh rang out, sultry and effortless. “Oh, I’ve got stories. Maybe we can swap some after hours, if we’re all still vertical.”

The three of them, Savannah, Anna, Lily, closed in, forming a perfect triangle around me, their postures shifting like dancers waiting for someone to call the tune.

Savannah slid her hand into the crook of my elbow, guiding me closer. “You always were good with your hands, Bennett,” she said, letting her palm linger on my bicep. “I’ll need a personal tour of the master suite, later. For old times’ sake.”

Anna’s nails drew barely-there lines on my other arm. “Maybe with a few witnesses. Wouldn’t want you to skip any of the best features.”

Lily just beamed, content to bask in both currents, and leaned her head on my shoulder, blonde hair spilling over my shirt.

For a minute, the conversation turned to Milan, Savannah’s brand deals, a wild story about a crown prince’s bachelor party, the sort of thing that made even Ryan’s jaw hang open. But every word, every laugh, was also a test. Who could push harder, who would break formation, who would make me theirs?

Quinn and Mia hung back, spectating with interest. Jordan, who’d just come off a killer gym flirtation with me, watched the scene with measured amusement, like she was enjoying the spectacle as much as the booze.

But my attention belonged to the three women holding court at my sides.

The glances were loaded, every smile edged with some shared or secret history. I could feel the heat rising off their bodies, the competitive current churning just beneath the sisterly affection.

Savannah sized up Anna’s curves, then Lily’s, visibly approving. “You two always did have exquisite taste. I’m glad to see that never changed.”

Anna’s voice dropped, velvet and sly. “Neither did yours, Savvy. You could turn heads in a convent.”

Savannah nudged me with her hip, overt and unapologetic. “But I like my men a little less… celibate.”

The resulting laughter nearly cracked the countertop, but the tension underneath was volcanic.

For the next several rounds, drinks, jokes, a few more candid photos, Savannah steered the conversation, but Anna and Lily never lost the thread. The three of them moved as a unit, sometimes letting the outside world in, but just as often closing ranks around me.

Every touch was a tease. Every word, a challenge.

I’d known all three separately, Savannah the queen bee, Anna the dark horse, Lily the secret dynamo. But together? They amplified each other, formed a circuit of want and memory and pure, unfiltered potential.

It was the kind of chemistry that made you forget all the rules.

For a split second, Lily’s hand slipped behind my waist, her palm warm and possessive. Anna caught the move and, instead of backing off, mirrored it on the other side, fingers tracing over the seam of my pocket.

Savannah’s gaze raked over both of them, then leveled on me. “You look like you’re enjoying yourself, Bennett.”

I let the truth out. “Best night I’ve ever had in this building, hands down.”

Savannah’s smile was victory and invitation together. “Good. Because I have a feeling it’s about to get even better.”

The three of them exchanged a glance, hungry, knowing, wild.

And I stood at the center, wondering how the hell I’d gotten so lucky.

Or, maybe, how fast it could all spin out of control.

***

The shakedown started the second the crowd thinned.

Most parties had a peak, then faded. Not this one. If anything, every hour sharpened the edges of what was possible.

Anna caught me first, right as I ducked into the kitchen for a breath. She was already there, perched on the far corner of the island, swinging her legs like she owned the place. Her dress rode up her thighs, and the slick shine of her bare skin caught the under-cabinet lights just right.

She poured two fingers of bourbon, no ice, and slid one my way. “You’re a fucking rock star tonight,” she said, raising her glass.

I grinned, stepping into her orbit. “I’m just trying to keep up.”

She clinked her glass to mine. “For the record, you’re doing more than okay.” Her eyes dipped to my mouth, then back. She leaned in, just enough that her thigh pressed to my hip, and kissed me. Nothing showy, just a shared breath, a flicker of tongue, and the promise of more. It lasted maybe two heartbeats, but fuck if it didn’t scramble my sense of time.

Anna broke away, lips shiny. “Go get ‘em, tiger. I think the loft is about to see its real grand opening.”

I left her with a smile, half dazed, and wandered back into the mix.

Quinn flagged me down near the architectural niche she’d insisted on preserving. Some junior exec was grilling her about the finish, so Quinn dragged me over for backup.

“Jack, tell them why we left the original steel plate instead of swapping to drywall,” she prompted, blue eyes dancing.

I ran through the logic, hands tracing the lines. “It’s about honesty, showing what the building was without hiding it. The texture, the welds, even the scorch marks, they’re proof of where we started.” I glanced at Quinn, whose hand lingered at my waist, squeezing with approval.

The exec nodded, but the real charge was between me and Quinn. Her smile was private, electric.

Once the demo wrapped, Quinn leaned in close, her perfume a clean, arctic hit. “I meant what I said before. The space, the party… you. All elevated.”

She let her hand drift, fingers almost brushing my ass before she turned and vanished into the main room. For a girl who claimed to want things “professional,” Quinn was hitting every button I had.

The rest of the night was a blur, a hands-on, high-voltage blur.

Lily found me again and again, winding through the crowd with a grace that made people move out of her way. Sometimes she’d take my hand, threading our fingers together for a minute before letting go. Other times, she’d pass behind me, her palm landing low on my back, a private squeeze that nobody else could see.

Her voice, always soft, would slip into my ear: “You having fun, baby?” or “Save a dance for me,” or, once, “I can’t wait until it’s just us.”

I made the rounds with her, played host, but every time she touched me, the reminder lingered, hot, sweet, and a little possessive.

Even with the party on full tilt, I kept an eye out for Jake. I finally cornered him by the hallway, catching him mid-text, eyes hollowed out from emotional whiplash.

He saw me coming and grimaced. “Don’t, man. Not tonight.”

I kept my voice low. “When are you going to tell Lily about Taylor? I can’t keep lying to her.”

He scrubbed a hand over his jaw, looking older than I’d ever seen him. “Tomorrow. I swear, Jack. First thing. Taylor’s waiting at my place. I’m meeting up with her after this, but… I owe Lily at least that much. Promise.”

I held his gaze. “You better mean it.”

“I do.” His voice cracked. “For once, I want to do this right.”

We let the words hang. I didn’t shake his hand, didn’t need to. The pact was made.

Back on the main floor, the crowd was starting to peel off. Mia gave me a wink, then left with two finance guys who’d been orbiting her all night. Megan did a final sweep, clipboard still in hand, before heading out with a smirk and a “Good luck, boss.”

But not everyone left quietly.

Jordan and Quinn found each other by the bar, comparing notes, their phones out as they swapped numbers. Jordan’s smile was sly, her arm flexing as she punched in Quinn’s digits. “Coffee’s on me next week,” she said. “But you’re going to have to teach me how to rock an outfit like that.”

Quinn just laughed, eyes glinting. “Only if you show me how to actually use the gym. Deal?”

They sealed it with a handshake that was way more loaded than business-as-usual.

Ryan and Jenny gathered their coats, bickering quietly about whether she’d parked too close to the hydrant. Ryan gave me a bear hug on his way out. “Not bad, little brother. You managed not to burn the place down,” he said, eyes full of pride.

Jenny’s smile was taut, but she squeezed my arm and whispered, “Don’t let him talk you into another 7am site meeting. Take the night off. You’ve earned it.”

But the final act belonged to Savannah.

She drifted near the patio doors, watching the room with a lazy, satisfied air. She’d swapped the stiletto heels for bare feet, red toenails catching the light, and leaned against the doorframe like she was queen of the afterparty.

From across the room, she crooked her finger at me. “Walk me to my car?” she called, not really asking.

I followed, nerves and pride tangled into one.

By now, most of the food was gone, the empties stacked in neat pyramids on the bar. Anna and Lily were nowhere in sight. The city outside was dark, the air cut with the metallic smell of ozone and the hum of distant traffic.

On the curb, Savannah turned and slipped both arms around my waist, pulling me close so our chests collided, soft and solid.

Her perfume was narcotic, her lips brushing my ear as she whispered, “I see what’s happening here, Jack. And I’m more than a little curious. Listen, I’m having a little gathering at my place next week—be my plus one.”

I answered before I could think. “Absolutely.”

She slid a hand up my neck, forcing my mouth down to hers. The kiss was softer than her entrance, but twice as intimate, a slow roll of tongue, lips clinging, refusing to end.

She broke away, lips shiny, eyes full of knowledge. “You better bring your A-game, Bennett. The stakes are higher than ever.”

With that, she slipped into her car, her dress riding high, giving me a final flash of thigh as she shut the door. The engine purred, and she was gone, leaving me half-hard and dizzy on the sidewalk.

I let myself back in, shutting the door on the ghosts of the party. The loft was lower-lit now, music a distant memory, the only light the spill from the kitchen. Anna and Lily were waiting, bodies close, faces flushed.

The air hummed again, but this time, nobody else was coming.

This afterparty was private.

***

For a second, I just watched them, Anna and Lily, twin stars pulling me into their gravity. The world outside was dead quiet, but inside, the energy spiked off the charts.

Lily leaned back against the counter, dress riding high on her thighs, arms parked like she was daring anything in the universe to knock her down. Her hair caught every scrap of light, gold and wild, framing her face in a way that made her blue eyes almost surreal.

Anna stood just a few feet away, arms folded under her tits, chin tilted in assessment. The light in her eyes was pure calculation, but the flush in her cheeks betrayed how much she already wanted this to happen.

Nobody said a word. Not at first.

Then Lily broke the silence, her voice a mix of laughter and promise. “We definitely need to talk about Savannah.”

Anna agreed, not missing a beat. “She made it real clear she’s interested in you, Jack. She wasn’t even subtle.”

Lily smirked, glancing at Anna. “I’m impressed. I thought I was competitive, but Savvy’s on another level.”

Anna’s gaze flicked to my lips, then back to Lily, every inch of her brimming with confidence. “I think we can outdo her. Just saying.”

Lily took two steps forward, shoes making soft sounds on the concrete floor. She reached for my hand, fingers warm, squeezing once, twice, like she was sealing a deal.

“Tonight, we don’t have to pretend,” Lily said. “No more secrets. No more splitting time or acting like we don’t want this.”

Anna moved in on my other side, close enough that her perfume, vanilla and spice and something purely her, wrapped around me. She rested her hand on my chest, fingers splayed, nails catching the fabric.

“We want you,” Anna said, voice low and steady. “And we’re done hiding it, from each other or from you.”

Lily pressed closer, fingers curling tight around mine, her breasts warm and sweet against my upper arm, her body trembling with pent-up excitement. “We know Savannah wants you,” she breathed, lips brushing my ear, “and Quinn’s already had you. She’s hooked. You can see it every time she looks at you. And Jordan?” Lily let out a breathy laugh. “She can’t stop eye-fucking you. It’s obvious.” Her grip tightened, chest fluttering against my biceps. “Honestly? That just makes it hotter. Knowing we’re all here, together. All in.”

Anna shot Lily a knowing look, some silent conversation passing between them. “If there’s going to be a first time for this, here and now is perfect.”

Every barrier in my head dropped away.

I pulled them both in, feeling the tension snap and then fuse, hard, hungry, irreversible. Anna met my mouth first, her kiss quick and teasing. Lily came next, lips soft and open, tongue darting against my own. The heat between the three of us was savage, undeniable.

Anna’s hand found Lily’s waist, drawing her closer, and Lily responded in kind, her own hand brushing up Anna’s arm and settling on her shoulder. For a heartbeat, they kissed, slow, experimental, then broke off, faces flushed, all three of us breathing like we’d just finished a sprint.

I dragged in a breath. “Bedroom?”

They didn’t answer. They didn’t have to.

Lily led the way, tugging my hand, her ass swaying hypnotic under the wrap dress. Anna followed, her palm pressed to the small of my back, possessive and encouraging at once.

Whatever line we thought we couldn’t cross, it was already so far behind us it wasn’t even visible.

Tonight, it was all or nothing.

And judging by the way Anna and Lily looked at each other, and at me, there was no going back.

***

The second the bedroom door clicked shut, every leftover uncertainty evaporated. Only want remained.

Anna turned me so she was first in line. She grabbed my shirt and pulled me in for a kiss that left no room for doubt. Her tongue flicked into my mouth, greedy, confident. Lily pressed up against my back, her tits warm and pillowy through the thin fabric of her dress. Together, their hands stripped me bare, Anna unbuttoned my shirt, Lily sliding it off my shoulders in one slow, tactile stroke.

I turned, kissing Lily now, her lips sweet and hungry. Anna’s hands mapped my chest, pausing to let Lily’s smaller hand take over. Anna covered Lily’s wrist, guiding her fingers over my pecs, then down to my abs. It was a silent lesson, sexual and affectionate at the same time.

“God, you’re solid,” Lily gasped, her palm gliding down. “Like a real-life hero.”

Anna grinned, running a fingernail up Lily’s arm. “You should see what he can do when you really get him going.”

Of course, Lily had seen just that way too many times to count, but she kept that bit to herself.

I dropped my hands to their hips, drawing both women close, sinking my fingers into their curves. Anna’s dress was soft and clingy; I caught the hem and peeled it upward, coaxing it over her hips, then slow up her body. She raised her arms, and the dress slipped off, revealing a matched set of navy-blue lingerie that made her olive skin glow. Her tits, round and high, pressed against the bra, nipples already hard and perfect.

Lily let out a whistle. “Damn, Anna.”

Anna did a little twirl, laughter bubbling over. “Your turn, Sunshine.”

Lily shivered, like she’d been waiting for an excuse. She untied her wrap dress and let it fall away, standing there in nothing but sheer lace panties, tits bare, D-cups full and springy, areolas the color of fresh strawberries. Her nipples peaked, begging for my mouth.

Anna’s breath caught. She stepped in behind Lily, hands running over her ribs, cupping her breasts from behind. “You’re gorgeous,” Anna whispered, voice husky. She kissed the side of Lily’s neck, then nipped at her earlobe, while Lily moaned and pushed her ass into my groin.

I was hard as steel, cock throbbing. I fisted it, rubbing the tip through my boxers, unable to hide my need. Lily reached for my waistband, tugging them down with both hands. My cock sprang free, and both women stared; Anna bit her lower lip, eyes huge.

“Holy shit,” Anna breathed, her voice low and reverent, eyes wide as she took it in. “I never get tired of seeing that monstrosity.”

Lily’s laughter slipped out, all glossy confidence and a hint of pride, nothing shy about her now. “Told you,” she said, and the words were a caress, wicked and easy. “It’s basically a weapon.”

They bracketed me, a blonde on my left and a brunette on my right. Anna stripped off her bra and panties, tossing them aside; her pussy was trimmed, dark and wet already. She pushed me toward the mattress, following me down. Lily climbed on top, straddling my thighs, her hair falling over her face as she lowered her mouth to my chest.

Anna knelt by my head, kissing me soft and slow, her tits brushing my cheek. She guided my hand between her legs, showing me how wet she was. Her pussy slick, lips swollen and hot.

Lily started kissing down my abs, slow and deliberate, her tongue teasing. When she wrapped one hand around my cock, Anna watched with open fascination.

“Do it together,” Anna told her, voice all velvet. “I want to see you drive him crazy.”

And they did. Lily stroked my shaft, jerking me slow and hard, while Anna pressed her tits around my cock, sandwiching it between her breasts as Lily jerked. Eventually, they kissed over my cockhead, taking turns licking and sucking, sometimes both at once. The double sensation was unreal, soft lips, warm tongues, cheeks flushed, and the two of them moaning as they shared me.

I couldn’t last if I wanted to. I groaned, hands gripping their hips, letting them milk every shudder from my core.

But they stopped before I could finish.

Anna mounted me, swinging her leg over my hips, guiding my cock to her entrance. She held Lily’s hand, threading their fingers as she impaled herself, slow and deep, her eyes rolling back in pure bliss.

“Fuck, Jack. I could do this forever,” she said, riding me slow, savoring every inch.

Lily watched, eyes wide and greedy, her own fingers seeking out her pussy. But Anna stopped her. She pulled Lily forward, positioning her above my head until her knees were straddling my face.

Lily’s pussy hovered, glistening and pink, a drop of wetness trembling on her slit. She lowered onto my mouth, and I licked her clit, tonguing her the way she liked, letting her grind against my face.

Above, Anna rode my cock, picking up the pace, tits bouncing, her hand on Lily’s thigh as the two of them locked eyes. Their connection was electric, every moan or gasp from Lily turned Anna on more, and vice versa.

I ate Lily while Anna fucked me, lost in the wet heat and the smell of their bodies, the slick sound of skin on skin. Lily’s thighs shook, her moans getting louder, and I pushed my tongue in deeper, curling it until she cried out.

Anna was close, too. I could feel her pussy tighten, the grip almost painful.

Lily’s orgasm was a hurricane. She came all over my mouth, limp and shuddering, hips bucking as Anna clamped down hard and started to lose it herself.

“Cum in me,” Anna begged, her voice a whispery gasp. “I want you to fill me while Lily cums on your tongue.”

Anna’s body, slick with sweat and glistening in the low lamplight, clamped tight around my cock while her dark hair whipped across her face. She’d been riding me for god knows how long, her thighs shaking, her breaths coming in little gasps as she ground down, losing herself with every bounce. She reached for Lily, eyes wild, and pulled her in for a needy, open-mouthed kiss that might’ve tasted like me. Lily’s hands found Anna’s tits, kneading them, pinching the nipples until Anna shrieked and threw her head back.


I was beneath both of them, pinned and worshipped, Lily straddling my face and Anna impaled on my cock. They made their own rhythm, trading messy kisses and filthy praises, so tangled in each other I felt like a conduit for their pleasure, their bodies pulsing around me. My tongue flicked Lily’s clit, hard and fast, the way I knew she liked, and she started chanting my name between moans, her hands clutching the headboard so hard I thought it might splinter.


Anna, not to be outdone, leaned down and bit Lily’s shoulder, possessive, claiming, and Lily let out a sound that was half sob, half laugh. “Fuck, Anna! Yes. Yes,” she gasped, grinding her pussy into my face, drenching my mouth with her taste. Her hips stuttered, legs trembling as she came, the orgasm tearing through her in a wave that left her boneless, draped over Anna’s back. Anna caught her, cradling Lily’s hair, and then turned the full force of her attention on me.


“Jack,” Anna breathed, grinding herself down, her pussy so tight and wet I could barely hold back. She looked down at me, her face split wide open with want. “Give it to me. All of it.”


She didn’t have to ask twice. I grabbed her ass, hard enough to leave marks, and drove up into her, matching each frantic thrust with one of my own. Anna’s pussy milked me, squeezing and stroking, drawing every ounce of sensation upward until I was right at the brink. I could feel Lily’s tongue on my chest, her hand slipping down to stroke my balls, every nerve ending screaming for release.


It hit me in a rush. My cock twitched and erupted, spilling inside Anna in hot, pulsing waves. The orgasm crashed through me, a full-body detonation that had my back arching off the mattress and my hands digging into Anna’s flesh. Anna screamed my name as she came with me, her body clamping down hard, milking every drop until I was empty and shaking.


Lily collapsed forward, her lips finding Anna’s mouth again. They kissed, messy and open, sharing the taste of sweat, sex, and everything that had just happened. Anna, still impaled on my cock, slumped down until her tits pressed against my chest, her hair fanning wild around us.


Nobody moved for a long, suspended moment. The air was heavy with the scent of sex and the sound of our ragged breathing. Anna stayed locked onto me, her pussy still twitching around my softening cock. Lily slid off my face and curled against my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand on my heart.


We were a tangle of bodies and limbs, every inch of us sticky and exhausted and alive.


When movement returned, it was gentle. Anna rolled off, collapsing at my side, her head on my chest. Lily slid down, curling into my other side, kissing my cheek, then Anna’s.

We just lay there, skin stuck together, breathing in the haze of perfect, primal satisfaction.

Anna traced slow circles on my stomach, her nails soft and possessive. “That was… fuck, Jack. I don’t even have words.”

Lily grinned, hair a halo over her flushed cheeks. “Best night ever. Hands down.”

I wrapped an arm around each of them, soaking up the pride, the heat, the fact that, for the first time in my life, I felt not just wanted, but chosen.

We drifted, the three of us, tangled and sated, the city silent outside, the night ours.

No more pretending. No more hiding. Only this.

And if happiness had a blueprint, it was right here, in the sweat, the mess, and the certainty that we’d built something nobody could ever tear down.

***

There was no alarm, no transition, just the heat of Lily’s mouth, already wrapped around my cock and working it like she’d never stopped. I cracked one eye: sunlight striped the wall, turning her hair gold, her skin washed in the kind of glow that could make a priest reconsider.

Anna was still asleep on my left, her body draped over mine, one hand clutching my bicep. Her cheek pressed to my chest, lips parted, totally lost to the world. I didn’t want to wake her.

Lily, on the other hand, was wide awake and starving.

She knelt between my thighs, tits jiggling with every motion, her mouth sliding up and down my shaft with a kind of greedy precision that shouldn’t have been possible at seven a.m. She didn’t rush. Every bob of her head was deliberate: tongue flicking the underside, lips sealing around the head, cheeks hollow as she sucked.

I looked down. Her eyes found mine, wild and blue, wicked with intent.

She let my cock pop from her lips, saliva dripping down the length. “I have to go soon,” she whispered, stroking me with both hands. “But I want you inside me one more time so I can feel you drip out of me all day. For luck.”

That kind of logic? Unbeatable.

She swung a leg over my hips, her pussy already wet and hungry. The tip of my cock skimmed her slit, catching on the slick, swollen folds. She gasped, then took me in, slow and steady, inch by inch. Her ass dropped onto my lap, and the feeling nearly short-circuited my entire nervous system.

Lily rode me slow at first, her hands braced on my chest, hair falling forward in a golden curtain. Every movement made her tits bounce, big, perfect, already flushed from the building heat. She ground her clit against me, hips circling, letting my cock fill her completely.

The sight was insane: Lily in full control, eyes half shut with pleasure, my hands locked onto her waist as she fucked me in the morning sun.

She leaned in, voice a throaty whisper. “You feel so good, Jack. I want to keep you inside me forever.”

I barely managed a reply. “You can. Just like this.”

She laughed, breathy, then bounced harder, taking me deep with every upstroke. The sound of her pussy sucking me in, the wet, messy slap, sent my pulse screaming. I watched her tits, watched the need in her eyes, and let myself go.

Anna woke to the show, blinking, then smiling as she took it in. Her hand ran over my abs, then up to squeeze Lily’s breast. “God, you two look hot,” Anna whispered, leaning in for a kiss that caught Lily’s moan. Anna’s tongue flicked over Lily’s lips, then she grabbed my face and kissed me, her taste already salty and sweet from Lily’s skin.

Anna’s lips found my ear, her breath a molten thread through the haze of sweat and sunlight, her words etched in acid: “Don’t hold back. Fill her up, Jack. I want to see her dripping with you.” The way she said it, half order, half invitation, stripped the last layer of restraint from me. I’d never been a man for theatrics, but with Anna and Lily, the world was a fever dream of permission and want, and their pleasure was my only religion.


Lily’s hips slammed down, finding a rhythm that was less ride, more reclamation. Every motion ground her clit against my pubic bone, and the sound she made was wild enough to wake the dead. Her hands scrabbled at my chest, nails digging, her eyes locked on mine, pupils blown wide and full of hunger and something that looked suspiciously like love. I let myself fall into her, hands gripping her ass so tight I could feel the blood racing beneath her skin.


Anna didn’t just watch, she orchestrated. Her hand splayed across Lily’s back, the other tracing patterns down my ribs, her mouth moving from ear to neck to shoulder, biting and soothing in a way that set my nerves on fire. Her words kept coming, a steady drip of filth and sweetness, always for my ears but meant for all three of us. “She wants it, Jack. Look at her. Give it to her.” Her hand slid between our bodies, fingers finding Lily’s clit, rubbing in tight, perfect circles while Lily’s entire body convulsed.


I was a passenger on a runaway train, every sense set to maximum. The sticky slap of skin, the scent of sweat and sex, the impossible beauty of Lily’s tits bouncing above me and Anna’s hungry mouth marking us both. My cock felt like it might split Lily in two, but instead she just took more, grinding down until we were as close as two people could get.


It built, slow at first, then all at once, the way these things always do when you’re wound so tight the only possible ending is cataclysm. Lily’s breath hitched; she started shaking, her thighs quivering, her cunt pulsing and squeezing as if to wring every last drop from me. Anna’s finger thrust inside her alongside my cock, and Lily lost it, her orgasm a tidal wave, wild and desperate, every muscle in her body clenching, her scream starting low and rising until Anna had to cover her mouth with a kiss.


That’s when mine hit. The first pulse was white-hot, a detonation so deep I barely stayed conscious. I felt myself explode inside Lily, filling her, the heat of it matched only by the way she milked me, her pussy clutching and rippling, a perfect vise designed solely to drain me dry. Anna’s hand stayed pressed to Lily’s lower belly, like she could feel the flood inside, and that image alone nearly made me come again.


We were a tangle of limbs, all clutch and need and collapse. Lily’s hair stuck to her forehead in damp curls as she slumped forward, burying her face in my neck. Her body was shaking, but her laugh, breathless and raw, was enough to bring me back from the edge. Anna wrapped her arms around both of us, her soft giggle falling into the space between our gasps.


For a minute, none of us moved. My cock was still inside Lily, still twitching, the mess of our combined effort leaking out and dripping down my balls. Anna’s hand stayed on Lily’s back, stroking her like she was the most precious thing in the world.


Lily pulled back just enough to seek Anna’s mouth, and the two of them met in a slow, grateful kiss. Their tongues tangled, messy and unhurried, the kind of kiss that says Thank you and I missed you and Don’t ever leave, all at once. I watched them, completely spent, and realized for the first time that I wanted every second of this, consequences be damned.

For a while, none of us moved. Lily kept me buried inside her until I finally softened, the mix of fluids leaking down my shaft and pooling under us. I loved the mess, loved the proof.

Eventually, Anna rolled out of bed, totally naked, her tits bouncing as she stretched. “I’m going to make coffee,” she announced, winking, “and maybe steal some of your cookies. Don’t take too long, you two.”

She didn’t bother with a robe. Just strode out, perfect ass on display, leaving me and Lily tangled in sheets and sweat.

Lily lingered, dressing slow, loving the way my eyes devoured her every move. She ran a hand down her side, cupping her breast, then bent to step into her panties, flashing everything in the process.

When she was dressed, she came back to the bed and straddled me, kissing me deep. “This is only the beginning,” she whispered, blue eyes locked to mine. “Now that Anna knows everything… well, let’s just say you should get your rest.”

She smirked, then slipped from the room, leaving the air pulsing with promise.

For a long minute, I just lay there, cock still tingling, mind spinning with everything that had just happened.

This wasn’t a fantasy anymore. It was my life, messy, wild, impossible, and absolutely worth it.

I hauled myself up, threw on some sweats, and followed the scent of coffee and naked temptation into the day.

Happiness didn’t need a manual. It just needed the right people and the permission to want it all.


Hot Box


My quads were still humming from last night with Anna, our second time together since the three of us crossed that line a week ago. She'd stayed over, leaving traces of herself in my new loft: a forgotten earring, the ghost of her perfume on my sheets. But nothing got the blood pumping like the threat and promise of a new challenge.

A week. That’s how long it had been since Jake’s promise, and the bastard still hadn’t followed through. My calls? Dodged. My texts? Lost in the void. Every time I saw Lily’s name flash on my screen, my fingers itched with the urge to tell her everything, let the truth about Taylor detonate in her hands. If Jake didn’t man up soon, I would do it myself, promise or no promise.

The gym was silent, almost church-like, as I cracked the door and stepped onto the rubber flooring. The space glowed with early morning light, streaks of amber and pale blue streaming through the industrial windows and cutting sharp lines across the weight racks. It was cooler than I expected, the kind of air that made your lungs flinch. Every sound, my sneakers on the rubber, the clink of a dumbbell as I adjusted the rack, echoed like I was alone in a cathedral made of iron and sweat.

I rolled my shoulders, checked my reflection in the corner mirror. I’d gone for the safe bet: black joggers, charcoal tee, and clean sneakers. Not exactly runway, but the black-on-charcoal made my frame look extra broad, highlighting the muscle definition I'd been working on since we moved in. I tried not to check my phone, but every sixty seconds, my thumb hovered near the screen, counting down.

At 5:59, the side door beeped and Jordan strode in.

She made the gym look designed for her, the way she ate up space with each step. Black leggings hugged her legs so tight they looked airbrushed on, while a cropped gray tank left her arms, shoulders, and the faintest hint of abs on full display. Her hair was up, not a strand out of place, and her skin looked fresh, like she’d already run a mile before even showing up. On her wrist was that small compass rose tattoo I’d noticed the night of the party, sharp and dark against the pale of her skin.

Slung over her shoulder: a slim duffel, matte black and zipped for business. In one hand: a battered clipboard, blue pen clipped to the top. She surveyed the space with a single sweep, nodded in silent approval, and set herself up by the far bench.

Jordan’s glance flicked over me, head to toe. If she liked what she saw, her face didn’t show it. Discipline, all the way down.

“I’ll be honest,” she said, voice low and even, “most people flake on the first session. Bonus points to you for being early.”

I snorted. “Was hoping punctuality would buy me mercy.”

She smirked, barely. “Not how this works.”

It started simple. Jordan peppered me with questions: injuries, sleep, goals, if I preferred pain in the morning or night. Every time I tried for cocky, she double-checked my answers, jotting notes on the clipboard. Her handwriting was precise, block letters, all business.

“Take off your shirt,” she said, not looking up.

I hesitated only a second before peeling it off. Jordan’s gaze swept over my chest, shoulders, the scuffs on my knuckles from last week’s job site. For a split second, something hungry flashed behind her eyes.

She motioned to the yoga mat. “Let’s see your squat. Slow and controlled.”

I dropped into a squat, counting the reps, feeling the burn wake up each muscle as I went down and up. Jordan hovered close, eyes narrowed in focus. On the third rep, she pressed a palm to my lower back, the touch firm. Her hand lingered longer than needed, the heat from her skin burning through the cold morning.

“Drive your knees out,” she said, tone clinical, but her hand never moved.

I obeyed. The correction worked, but all I could focus on was the print of her hand branding me through the skin.

She circled, making me do sets of lunges, deadlifts, planks, each time correcting my form with a touch, sometimes a tap to my thigh, sometimes the grip of her hand wrapped around my bicep, other times a quick adjustment by my shoulder blade that sent a jolt down my spine.

“Ever trained professionally?” she asked, watching me knock out push-ups.

“Just job sites, manual labor. I’m better at carrying bags of concrete than running laps.”

“That tracks,” she said, and I could almost hear the smile in her voice. “You move like you expect a load at the end of every lift.”

She corrected another reach, this time wrapping her whole hand around my forearm. Her grip was surgical, but there was no missing the current pulsing between us.

Jordan made snapshot notes as I moved, cataloguing every detail. The longer the session went, the more my muscles ached, but the more I liked having her eyes locked on my every move.

She paused, made a show of marking something down, then glanced up. “You ever actually use this gym, or is it just for show?”

“Mostly pretend I do. You saw the whiskey lineup upstairs, right?”

That finally drew a real grin. The first crack in the armor. “Nothing wrong with a little whiskey. Cardio for the soul.”

She made me hold a plank while she checked the alignment of my spine, fingers tracing a line down my back, lingering at the base, just above my waist. The way she touched was pure control, but it set every nerve on fire.

After a brutal set of split squats, she gave me a break—water, towel, oxygen. My forearms trembled from the session, but I watched Jordan prowl the gym, setting up the next circuit with the efficiency of a sniper. The curves of her ass flexed in those leggings, years of training on display, but the way she ignored it made it even hotter.

The silence stretched. She leaned against the squat rack, clipboard in hand, eyes sharp behind the business mask.

“So,” she said, “how long have you been fucking Anna and Lily?”

The question detonated in the air, no warning, no apology.

I nearly swallowed my tongue. “Excuse me?”

She shrugged, casual as loading plates. “You look surprised. You shouldn’t. Anyone with half a brain and a front row seat at the open house could see it. The way they touched you, and each other. Plus, the afterparty chemistry? Not subtle, Bennett.”

I tried to play it cool, but my pulse rocketed. “You make it sound like I’m running a harem.”

Jordan flicked her eyes up, nailing me to the mat. “Are you denying it?”

I grinned, shaken but weirdly proud. “No. I just thought we were better at hiding it.”

She snorted, an unladylike sound, and raked a stray curl behind her ear. “Nobody’s that smooth—not against women like those. And don’t even get me started on Savannah Pierce.” Jordan locked her gaze on me, heat in her cheeks. “If I hadn’t seen her little show myself, I’d have called it bullshit.”

I frowned. “What’s wrong with Savannah?”

Jordan threw her head back with a quick, sharp laugh. “Nothing at all. She’s literally perfect. The city voted her one of Chicago’s twenty most eligible women.” She shook her head, eyes narrowed with amusement. “And your boy went all glassy-eyed the second she walked in. Bet you he went home, found one of her lingerie ads, and rubbed one out like a desperate schoolboy.”

Lingerie shoots. It caught me short. “Lingerie? What are you even talking about?”

A snort and a roll of her eyes. “Don’t play dumb, Jack. She’s one of the hottest models on the continent. Her face is all over half the damn billboards. Underwear.” She arched an eyebrow, daring me to deny it. “Don’t pretend you didn’t know.”

I didn’t, but it didn’t exactly rock my world. “Damn. Guess I’ve got some catching up to do.”

Jordan’s laugh fizzed in the space between us. “And she was tossing herself at you. How do you know her, anyway?”

“We were good friends in college,” I said, the memory flickering up. “But nothing happened. She had plenty of options.”

Jordan grinned, all teeth. “I bet. But after last night? Looks like she’s trimmed the competition to just one.”

I grabbed my towel, wiped sweat from my face. “You always this direct with clients, or am I special?”

She considered, then nodded. “I’m direct with everyone, but you are a little special. I haven’t had a client yet who could survive this circuit and a three-way at the same time.”

I laughed, but my cock twitched at the image. “So much for subtlety.”

Jordan set the clipboard down, crossed her arms under her tits. The tank rode up, exposing just a sliver more of her abs.

“For the record, I’m not judging,” she said. “Polyamory isn’t my thing. Never tried it, never wanted to. But…”

She let the last word hang, drawing out the pause.

“But?” I prompted, already biting.

Jordan leaned in, elbows resting on her thighs, putting her face close to mine. “Watching you with your girls at the open house? It—” She broke eye contact for half a second, as if recalibrating. “It touched something inside me. Something I didn’t know existed.”

The words hit with the weight of a sledgehammer.

My head spun, the entire morning rewiring itself.

“Care to elaborate?” My voice came out thick, almost hoarse.

Jordan didn’t flinch. “You were the center of gravity. The way they looked at you, and each other. Zero drama, just desire and trust. Every man in that room envied you. The women, too.”

She locked eyes again, letting the tension ratchet up another notch. “I realized I wasn’t watching it like a trainer evaluating gym form. I was watching it like someone who wanted in.” She straightened, tone dropping back to professional—barely. “Let’s just say, I’m re-evaluating some of my own rules.”

If there was ever a moment to feel like a king, this was it.

I tried to keep it light, but the air between us was now dense as wet cement.

“Maybe we should add a new section to the clipboard?” I joked, nodding at her notes. “Client’s ability to screw up professional boundaries?”

She grinned, all teeth, then hopped off the bench and motioned for me to follow.

“On your feet, Bennett. Still got a finisher left.”

The rest of the session was a blur of burpees, medicine ball slams, and every muscle in my body screaming for mercy. Jordan matched me every step, not giving an inch. Every time she adjusted my form, her hands were a little hungrier, gaze a little darker.

By the time the circuit ended, I was spent, sweating buckets, arms limp at my sides, lungs sucking air like a busted compressor.

Jordan called time, her own chest heaving, beads of sweat slicking her collarbones and temples. For a split second, I imagined her pinning me to the rubber floor, those wild green eyes daring me to give up.

Instead, she handed me a towel, voice soft. “You did better than I expected.”

I wiped my face, then shot her a look. “Did you expect me to pass out?”

She shrugged, not hiding the appreciation now. “There was a betting pool. I’m not saying who started it.”

I laughed, loving the confidence. “Remind me to renegotiate the wager terms next time.”

Jordan let the joke land, but then her expression went serious. “You want to cool down? Sauna’s not a terrible idea. Unless you need to tap out.”

A spark lit inside me. “You offering to join?”

She weighed the question, then nodded. “If you’re up for more heat, I’m game.”

In that moment, everything else faded, the soreness in my muscles, the morning chill, the echo of all last night’s sins. There was just Jordan Hale, sweat-sheened and perfect, letting her guard down and flicking the match on gasoline.

We locked eyes. The rest was inevitable.

But first: the sauna, and the pleasure of turning up the temperature.

***

The next move was pure instinct, zero hesitation.

I peeled off my damp clothes, grabbed a crisp white towel from the stack, and wrapped it around my waist. My skin was already singing from the workout, so the idea of a sauna sounded like both punishment and reward.

The corner cedar sauna was nothing fancy, just a glass door, two wood benches, thermometer nailed to the wall, and that unmistakable scent of hot, honeyed wood. I pushed inside, the blast of humidity making my lungs work overtime. The air was thick, beads of moisture gathering on my skin before I even sat down.

A heartbeat later, the door swung open.

Jordan stepped in, towel snugged high around her chest, leaving miles of leg and the sharp cut of her calves exposed. Her skin was flushed from the gym, but in the sauna’s hush she looked even more dangerous, like she’d been carved from marble and set on a mission.

She dropped her duffel on the outside hook, then slid onto the bench beside me, close enough I could feel the heat radiating off her thigh.

Neither of us spoke for a few seconds. The only sound was the sizzle of sweat as it traced lazy lines down our arms.

“I haven’t done this since college,” Jordan finally said, voice a little rough from breathing hard. “Sauna was the only fun part of swim practice.”

“You don’t miss suicide laps in a cold pool?”

She snorted, a drop of sweat gliding down her jaw. “Not unless you’re offering a better incentive.”

The temperature climbed, inch by inch. My heart pounded, every nerve hyper-aware of the way her towel clung damp to her body, the outline of her tits pressed against the terry cloth.

She caught me staring. Didn’t flinch.

“Comfortable?” she asked.

I grinned. “Getting there.”

We let the silence build, thick and deliberate. The air was so heavy I could smell the faint tang of her shampoo and the clean, sharp note of sweat. My cock was already fighting for space under the towel, every minute tightening the coil of anticipation.

Jordan uncrossed her legs, letting her knee press right up against mine. The point of contact burned.

She flicked her gaze down, then back up. “You always this tense after a workout?”

I shrugged, playing it cool. “Not usually. Think it’s the company.”

Jordan’s lips curled in a slow, wicked smile. “That’s fair. I’m not great at pretending, so I’ll just say it. I’ve wanted this since the party. Maybe longer. Definitely longer.”

She didn’t wait for my answer.

Jordan gripped the towel’s edge, then peeled it off, exposing the full sweep of her body, shoulders broad and feminine, abs cut and dusted with sweat, hips sharp, legs like a runner’s. But it was her tits that nearly made me stop breathing: full, springy, perfectly round, topped with dark, thick nipples already hard from heat and anticipation. Drops of sweat glistened along the upper curves, tracing their own wet path before sinking down her ribs.

She straddled my lap, her skin slick and blazing. “I said I wasn’t the harem type,” she murmured, “but that doesn’t mean I can’t make you forget every girl who came before me, at least for the next twenty minutes.”

My towel was a lost cause. Jordan ripped it off, releasing my cock, already thick and flushed and desperate.

Her hand wrapped around the shaft, squeezing from base to tip. The contrast of her small, strong hand on my cock was insane. She lined it up with her pussy, which was already glistening, lips flushed and parted, ready to take me.

She lowered herself, slow, letting the head drag through her folds. The feel of her heat was unreal, hot, wet, tighter than anything I’d ever imagined. She took me halfway in, waited, then slammed down the rest, burying my whole length deep inside her.

We both groaned. For a second, time stopped.

Jordan’s tits bounced as she started moving, first slow and then picking up speed, her hands braced on my shoulders for leverage. She rode me like she was trying to break a record, ass flexing, sweat running in rivulets down her spine.

I gripped her hips, helping her find the perfect rhythm. Every bounce, every grind, her pussy clamped down on my cock like a vice, squeezing new sensations out of every inch.

I couldn’t stop staring at her tits, the way they jiggled, sweat beading on the curves, nipples pointing straight at me. It was pure visual crack.

“Fuck, you feel insane,” I groaned.

Jordan grinned, jaw set. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

She rolled her hips, grinding her clit against my pelvis, then leaned in, hair damp and wild. Her hands slid to my neck, nails biting just enough to make me gasp.

She rode me harder, the slap of her ass on my thighs muffled by the heat and tight, echoey box of the sauna, but every motion thundered in my skull. The friction, the guttural beat of our bodies colliding, the gasping wet suck of her cunt as it stretched to take me, all of it layered over the low, primal soundtrack of grunts and moans. Sweat rolled down my back, pooling under my ass, dripping from my chest onto hers. I could taste the salt on her neck as I pulled her in, lips dragging over the hot slick of her skin. Everything was haze and raw nerve, the high, the ache, the need to fuck and keep fucking until we broke something.


Jordan’s eyes never left mine. Even as her orgasm started to build, she kept her gaze locked, daring me to outlast her, out-hunger her, give up first. She was wild, relentless, riding like it was a contest. Her hair was soaked, falling in ropes across her shoulders and into my mouth. I sucked on it, bit her collarbone, felt her pulse jump under my tongue. Her breath was hot and sharp, each inhale stoked the fire, every exhale a little more desperate.


She started to tremble, that rigid tension building in her thighs, her abs, her hands gripping my shoulders for leverage. Her nails dug in, tiny points of pain that only made me want her more. She was so tight, so fucking tight, the heat inside her like napalm, every drive of her hips wringing me closer to the edge.


I wasn’t going to last. I could feel it, my balls drawn up, the pressure winding at the base of my spine, every thrust a countdown to detonation. She knew it, leaned in, pressed her forehead against mine, grinding her clit against the ridge of my pelvis. She wanted it as bad as I did, maybe more.


She slammed down hard, bottomed out with a gasp, then planted both hands on my chest and started to ride out the last seconds, a furious sprint to the finish. Her tits bounced, sweat beads dripping from her nipples to my mouth, and I couldn’t resist. I sucked one in, tongue swirling, biting just hard enough to make her arch and let out a rasping moan.


I grabbed her ass, pulled her in tighter, every muscle in my arms and shoulders shaking. The world shrank to just the two of us, locked in this boiling, wet, fuck-soaked cocoon. The air was so thick I could barely breathe, only pant and grunt, every exhale a pledge that I was all hers.


She started cursing, words chopped and rough. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, don’t stop, don’t you dare stop—”


I couldn’t have if I tried.


The tension wound tighter, the fuse burning down. I was right at the brink, vision blurring, cock pulsing so hard it hurt. She felt it too, picked up the pace, grinding down so deep her whole body shuddered.


“Wait—” I gasped. “I’m close. I’m fucking—”


Jordan gripped the back of my head, yanked my hair so our faces smashed together, her eyes drilling into mine. She bared her teeth and snarled, “Finish inside me.”


There was no resisting her. I came like a bomb, everything exploding at once, thick, hot jets flooding her pussy. The spasm was so intense I saw white, felt my hips buck, every nerve ending on fire. Jordan let out a savage cry as her own orgasm hit, squeezing my cock so hard I thought she’d rip it off.


She came, and kept coming, head thrown back, the cords in her neck standing out. Her cunt milked me, sucked me dry, every pulse wringing another spurt from me, more than I thought I had in me. Our bodies slammed together, stuck with sweat and cum, melting into the wood slats.


Jordan clung to me, riding out every aftershock. Her pussy was still contracting, squeezing, drawing it out. She collapsed against me, face buried in my chest, gasping for air, hair wild and tangled. I wrapped my arms around her and just held on, letting the world slow back to a crawl.


The heat was overwhelming, the room spinning. My heart hammered against my ribs. I felt empty and full at the same time, like she’d drained every last drop and left something else inside me in its place.


Jordan finally looked up, eyes glassy but still fierce. She grinned, wiped sweat from her brow, and didn’t move to get off my lap. Instead she just ground against me, drawing out the last traces of pleasure.

Aftershocks rippled through both of us. Jordan barely slowed, her pussy still fluttering around my cock, milking every last drop.

She slumped, chest heaving, tits pressed against my face as she held me close. I kissed her collarbone, licked up a drop of sweat, and let the moment settle.

For a while, there was only breathing, the sound of our heartbeats, and the burn of the sauna.

Jordan finally pulled back, looked at the mess we’d made, and grinned. She swiped her thumb over my chin, then kissed me, slow and honest.

“You’re a menace,” she whispered, sinking onto the bench beside me. “But I think I needed that more than air.”

I laughed, still dazed. “Didn’t know I could get this fucked up on heat and pheromones alone.”

We sat there, tangled and sticky and perfectly alive.

Eventually, the world cooled enough to move. Jordan reached for her towel, half-assed an attempt at modesty.

“Shower?” she suggested, voice hopeful.

I stood, my knees still shaking, and led her out. The glass door slammed the humidity back into place, but the memory of her body, the taste of her sweat, the way she’d demanded every drop, I’d never forget it.

Next stop: the showers, and whatever came after.

***

If the sauna was hell, the showers were purgatory, a brief stop on the road to either redemption or relapse.

I led Jordan through the changing area and into the tiled shower zone. The second we hit the stall, she cranked the water on full, flooding the space with a blast of cold that shocked goosebumps across my skin. The air filled with the sharp scent of wet cedar and fresh soap.

Jordan stepped under, shuddering in pleasure as the water poured over her bare skin. Every inch of her glistened, droplets tracing the ridges of muscle down her arms, over her tits, across her abs, and lower.

I followed, letting the chill do its work. She soaped her hands and started lathering up my chest, working the suds over every inch as if she was claiming me for herself. The look in her eyes said this was more than cleanup, it was foreplay, a test, and a fucking warning all in one.

Her hands slid down my abs, gripped my cock, and stroked it back to life with expert precision. She looked up at me, hair plastered to her head, sweat and water mixing in rivers over her face.

She pressed her tits against my chest. “This is insane. I’ve broken every rule in my book.”

I grinned, refusing to play it safe. “Anything about not fucking a client twice before sunrise?”

She laughed, the sound bouncing off the tile. “Bennett, you’re dangerous.”

I turned her, pinned her against the wall, hands sliding over her slick ass and thighs. She didn’t resist for a second, just wrapped her arms around my neck and jumped, locking her legs around my waist, pussy lined up perfectly with the head of my cock.

We crashed together, and I plunged inside her, burying myself to the hilt in one, greedy thrust. The heat of her pussy was even hotter in the cold shower, like every inch of her was designed to milk me raw.

She clung to me, nails digging into my shoulders, tits mashed between us, water streaming down her back as I slammed her up and down against the tile.

Her pussy sucked me in, squeezing tighter with every pump. The slap of our bodies, the way her wet skin slid over mine, the sound of her breathless moaning, all of it combined into a rush that overloaded every sense.

I fucked her hard, fast, not holding back. Jordan’s head rolled back, mouth open, eyes glassy.

“God, yes. Fuck me. Harder.”

I answered with action, pistoning up into her, hands gripping the shelf of her ass for maximum leverage. Her legs were tight around me, muscle and greed, her entire body built for pleasure and power.

The pressure built again, faster this time. The orgasm lurking just beneath the surface, ready to detonate.

She felt it too. Her pussy fluttered, spasmed, clamped down on my cock so tight I could barely move.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped, panting. “I want all of it. Give me everything.”

That wrecked me. My balls went tight, cock swelling inside her slick, perfect heat.

I slammed her one last time and exploded, filling her with another massive rush of cum. Jordan’s body trembled, her voice breaking as she came, pussy milking me, toes curling against my lower back.

We held each other through it, her hands tangled in my hair, faces pressed together, breath lost in the roar of the water. Every aftershock, every shudder, every pulse of pleasure was drawn out by the chill and the wild, animal hunger.

When it finally ebbed, she slid down, spent and shaking.

I kissed her, slow and deep, letting her taste herself on my tongue.

We soaped off in silence, the only sounds the suds swirling around our ankles and the slap of water hitting tile. There was no awkwardness, just a shared, sweaty satisfaction.

Jordan was first to find her towel, wiping water from her shoulders, tits, legs. She eyed me, then the clock, and let out a soft, guilty laugh.

“I’m supposed to be the professional here.” Jordan’s voice softened, a confessional in the hush of the locker room. Her eyes flicked over me, as if searching for a sign I’d blab her secret. “You’re the first and last client I’ll ever sleep with. This doesn’t leave the gym, okay?”

I wound the towel tighter around myself, grinning. “Your secret’s safe with me. Honestly, I’d love to keep you as my trainer, but the idea of dating you? Even better. If it’s too weird, you can always cut me loose as a client.”

She eyed me, suspicion and anticipation circling in those sharp green eyes. “Dump you? After one session? Not a chance.”

I shrugged, like I was dealing the final hand. “Guess that means you’re stuck dating me.”

Jordan’s lips curled into a wicked grin. “Is that what this was? ‘Cause it felt less like dating, more like fucking.”

“Which is why you have to let me take you out. Real date, your pick.”

Her smile stretched wide, triumphant. “Deal. But I choose the place.”

“You’re on.”

Jordan’s gaze raked up my body, a slow drag that nearly brought me to my knees; those green eyes cut right through me. She sighed, defeated but ravenous. “How are you so fucking irresistible?”

I didn’t make her wait. I stepped in until our towels brushed, my fingers tracing her arm, up and up. “Maybe it’s my mutant ability. Makes you weak for me.”

She snorted, but there was no fight in her. “You’re going to just add me to your little entourage, aren’t you?”

I shrugged again, letting it hang. “That’s your call.”

Jordan moved fast. She caught my jaw in her hand and hauled me in for a kiss, staking her claim in front of the lockers. Her chest pressed into me, her tongue wild and needy, and the world spun out until there was nothing but the heat of her mouth and the pressure between us, every second stretching on and on.

The kiss hung in the air, a promise and a threat.

She pulled back, lips swollen, eyes brighter than ever.

“Next session, same time next week,” she said, voice husky.

I nodded, unable to summon any cool. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Jordan let her hands linger a moment longer, then turned, duffel bag on her arm. As she left, she shot me a look over her shoulder, the kind that said I wasn’t just her client anymore.

The door swung shut, and I stood there, heart pounding, cum already leaking out of my spent cock, sweat and water drying on my skin.

If this was the new routine, I was never missing a session.

And next time, I’d bring a towel just for her.


First Round Draft Pick


The sun cracked through the loft windows, hitting me first in the face and then, much more pleasantly, where Lily’s bare skin was mashed up against my hip. She was curled there, cheek to my chest, golden hair fanned out like a magazine cover. Her tits pressed soft against my ribs, one leg tossed over mine, pinning me in place like she’d designed the bedding for sex and then slept in it for days.

I blinked, brain slow to catch up. Lily shifted, her ass wiggling in the sheets until her pussy brushed the top of my thigh. She was already brewing heat, the kind of slow simmer that made my cock twitch under the covers. My body ached in all the right ways, spent but greedy. The scent of her, perfume, sweat, and the faint, musky tang of dried sex, was all over the room, stamped into the mattress and into every synapse of my morning brain.

I tried to roll out of bed, already half-drafting the workday in my head, but Lily had other plans. The second I moved, her arm shot out, fingers locking tight around my wrist.

“Oh no you don’t,” she murmured, voice thick with sleep and trouble.

I grinned even as I tried to wriggle free. “You planning to hold me hostage?”

Her eyes barely opened, but the smirk was pure Lily. “Don’t pretend you don’t love it. You could skip a morning, you know. Call in horny.”

She yanked, and I toppled straight back into her gravity well. The silk of her skin against mine was an instant hard-on. My cock, cooperative bastard, was already poking against her thigh.

She slid up, draping herself across my chest, tits smashed against me like she was daring me to do something about it. I caught a glimpse of her nipples, pink and already tight despite the warmth.

“I have to go,” I managed, not even convincing myself.

She whined, low and dramatic. “No you don’t. You should stay here and bang me until my brain leaks out my ears. No one would notice.”

“Pretty sure Ryan would notice if I didn’t show,” I said, but my resistance was a joke. Lily’s fingers were already teasing down my abs, nails scraping just enough to make me shiver. I could feel the heat from her pussy, just a breath away from full contact.

She grinned, evil and sweet. “Let your brother run the show for once. You need recovery time. I mean, three nights in a row? I’m honestly shocked you’re not begging for an IV.”

I rolled my eyes. “Says the girl who came so hard last night she forgot her own name.”

Lily sat up, hair wild, her tits jiggling with the movement. She straddled my waist, pussy slick and open, leaving wet smears across my skin as she ground down lazily.

“My name’s L,” she whispered, grinding in a tight little circle. “And you could spell it on my ass with your teeth. Mark me as your exclusive property.”

I grabbed her hips, marveling at the way her body fit over mine, the tightness of her waist, the bounce and swell of her breasts. I let her rub herself on my cock until I was rock hard all over again.

“You’re impossible,” I said, but I was smiling. “Jake’s going to come home and find you in a full body cast.”

Jake had gone back to his hometown to visit Taylor, and Lily had no idea. We talked, Jake and I, or rather, he pleaded, voice tight with desperation, making those same hollow promises that never lasted past the moment. He swore he just needed more time, begged for it, like the very air in his lungs depended on me believing him.

Lily wouldn’t miss him, he insisted; she was too busy losing herself in the comfort of my brand new apartment, her every night spent wrapped in the sheets I’d picked out, the scent of her still clinging to every room. Jake’s words were brittle, breaking apart between us, but he said it anyway that Lily barely noticed his absence, not when she had me to keep her warm.

Lily paused, blue eyes all lit up. “He’s not back until tomorrow night. I say we make the most of it.”

Lily leaned down, hair falling over my face, and kissed me like I was the only man alive. Her mouth was hot, tongue hungry, her body melting into mine as she rocked her pussy against my cock, not letting me up for air or logic.

Lily’s hands came up to my face, fingertips feather-light one moment and gripping the sharp line of my jaw the next. It was always that way with us, this switchblade dance between tenderness and absolute ferocity. She caught my gaze, eyes wild and bright, a warning and a dare wrapped together. Then she shifted her hips, lifted just enough to let the head of my cock drag slick against her, and reached down to guide me in. Her palm was small and warm and it made me hiss, something desperate already building, and she grinned like a thief getting away clean.


She sank down on me in a single, greedy slide. Her gasp hitched in the back of her throat, part pleasure, part relief, and she stayed there, full and trembling, until I thought I’d lose my mind. I could feel every flutter, every small squeeze of her cunt, every shiver of muscle as she adjusted, getting used to the stretch and the pressure. Her nails dug in, found my shoulders, bracing as she started to move. She rolled her hips slow, crushing us together and then pulling away, teasing, then slammed back down with a force that made my teeth clack.


We went like that, hard then soft, slow burn and then wild fire. I grabbed her by the waist and let her ride, loving the way her tits bounced and her hair flew in every direction. When she leaned over, her nipples brushed my mouth and I took one between my lips, biting down just enough to make her jolt and shudder. She gasped and cursed, hands tangling in my hair, pulling my head back so she could look down at me. There was something raw in her face, not just lust but ownership, and if I’d had a mirror I’d bet I wore the same look.


She fucked me like she was trying to break a record or a world, hips slamming hard enough that the bed groaned under us, sweat already slick between our bodies. Her thighs were shaking, her whole body locked up in that final, perfect tension. I could tell she was close from the way her voice got high and thin, the way her nails turned sharp and urgent. I held out as long as I could, but the pulse of her through me, the sight of her fucking herself on my cock, it was too much.


Lily came first, her entire body locking up, lips drawn back in a silent scream, pussy clamping tight until I thought she’d wring the soul out of me. She clawed at my shoulders, leaving marks that would last for days, and rode out the wave until she collapsed forward, lips finding mine and mashing together in a sloppy, desperate kiss. I came hard, hips jerking up into her, the rush blanking me out for a second, every muscle in my body gone rigid.


We melted together, sweat and saliva and sex-smell everywhere, her hair in my mouth and her heart beating a jackhammer against my chest. For a few seconds, there was no world but her: her breath, her heat, the little tremors that ran through her even after she’d come. I cradled her head, fingers winding into the tangle of her hair, and just let myself float.

She broke the kiss, panting, her forehead thumping gently against mine.

“Promise me you’ll have a good day,” she whispered. “And an even better night with Savannah.”

The way she said it, there was zero jealousy, just electricity and a hint of pride. It was her out, her way to play the “friends with benefits” card and still own me completely.

I stroked her hair, looked straight into those wild, ocean-blue eyes. There was no way she was fooling anyone, not even herself. The devotion, the kind that could warp steel, was right there, naked and real. We had gone way past friends who fucked and we both knew it.

“Sunshine,” I said, voice low. “You’re going to break my heart with that look.”

She grinned, slow and honest, then kissed me again, this time softer, more like a promise than a demand.

I cupped her cheek, let my fingers linger a little longer than necessary.

“Sleep as long as you want,” I told her. “I’ll see you when I get back.”

She rolled off with a theatrical moan, sprawling in the sheets, every line of her body framed by the morning light. Her pussy glistened, a lingering memory of what we’d done (and would do again), and her tits rose and fell with every easy breath.

Lily curled into the pillow, hair a golden mess, her smile pure mischief.

“Go on, bossman,” she purred. “The world needs you.”

I pulled on my jeans, but not before sneaking one last look at the view. I leaned down, kissed her on the lips, then her forehead, then right between her breasts.

She whispered it, so soft I almost missed it: “Don’t forget about me.”

Not a chance in hell.

I left her there, wrapped in silk and sunlight, the blueprint for every good day I’d ever have.

The city waited, and so did Savannah.

But home? That would always be Lily, sprawled out naked and dreaming of our next collision.

***

The Bennett Brothers office was chaos squared: blueprints everywhere, Quinn’s fabric samples scattered like designer shrapnel, and a big-ass mug of coffee at every workstation.

Quinn already had herself posted up at the end of the conference table, threading photo samples into a mood board, her hair up and her outfit as on-point as ever. Across from her, Ryan hunched over a site plan like he was plotting a military invasion.

I dropped my stuff, grabbed a mug, and surveyed the carnage. “Morning. Did I miss the free donuts?”

Quinn looked up, a sly smile in her eyes. “You’re safe. Ryan ate three.”

“There’s your profit margin blown,” I said. “What’s the crisis?”

Ryan didn’t even look up. “Natalie Vaughn. Friday at two. Can you wrangle her, or am I forced to beg?”

The name landed like a bomb. For anyone who hadn’t grown up in this business, Natalie was just the best lighting designer in a hundred-mile radius. For those who’d been at Thanksgiving dinner three years ago, she was also Ryan’s ex, the one who dumped him the minute marriage hit the table.

I shot him a look. “You know she’s going to ask about the last project. You want me to lie or just make up a new story?”

Ryan raked a hand through his hair, the construction boss mask slipping. “Just… don’t say my name. If Jenny hears I met Natalie again—” He cut off, shrugged. “It’d be a shitshow. Jenny gets twitchy about exes. And honestly? I’d rather skip the melodrama.”

Quinn grinned, stirring her coffee with a precise flick. “Natalie’s pieces are worth it, though. I can’t do what she does.”

Flattery, but the truth. Natalie’s lighting could turn drywall and plywood into museum-worthy. She was also intense as hell, every meeting scheduled down to the quarter hour and every deliverable set in stone.

“So, you want me to handle it?” I asked, glancing between them.

Ryan put down his pen, voice low. “She’s the best, Jack. And priced fair, which is almost unheard of. But I can’t be seen with her. Not after Jenny heard how Natalie dumped me.”

Quinn snorted. “What happened between you two, anyway?”

Ryan’s lips twitched, annoyed but self-aware. “Let’s just say, I brought up marriage. Natalie brought up ‘personal freedom.’ That was that.”

Quinn’s eyes danced as she tried to stifle a smirk. “That’s on you for mentioning the m-word.”

Ryan shot her a look. “Said the girl who’s never been dumped.”

Quinn shrugged, all confidence. “I don’t get dumped. I promote people to ‘professional acquaintances.’”

I grinned at that, ignoring the undercurrent of tension. “All right. I’ll meet her. But if she tries to sell me on Italian fixtures again, I’m blaming you, Quinn.”

She beamed, pleased with the arrangement. “Deal. But if you charm her and get a discount, you owe me dinner.”

I pretended to think it over. “High-stakes negotiation. I’m in.”

Ryan looked visibly relieved, the conflict-avoidant gene strong in our family. “You’ll get along fine with her. Natalie’s all business now, just don’t let her start telling you how to run your project.”

“I can handle it,” I said. “I’ve managed Lily and Anna in the same room. How hard can one ex be?”

Quinn tried to hide a real laugh in her coffee cup.

My phone buzzed with a calendar reminder. “Looks like it’s on. Want me to loop you in for status, or you playing dead?”

Ryan waved me off. “I’ll handle the invoices. Just tell me what you pick and I’ll cut the check.”

“You got it.”

Quinn added, “Oh, and if she asks about the last job? Just say we went with maple, not oak. She’s got feelings about ‘dishonest grains.’”

“Noted.”

I headed out, leaving them to their sibling vibes and power tools. For a so-called normal office, there was more intrigue here than in some mob family.

Just another day at Bennett Brothers Restoration: dodge the drama, close the deals, and maybe, just maybe, build something that lasts.

Natalie, here I come.

***

Once the business with Natalie was banished to the corner of my mind, with our appointment cemented for next week, I slipped into the stream of a normal day, except nothing felt normal. The upcoming date lodged itself in my thoughts, stubborn and electric. Savannah Pierce. The kind of girl who’d shattered a thousand hearts, maybe more, her face blazing from billboards across America. What was I doing? Who was I to meet her?

After work, I trudged back to the apartment and found Lily camped out at the kitchen island, laptop open, apparently “working remotely.” Except she wasn’t, not really. She was on a video call with Anna, and both of them were all too eager to seize control of my wardrobe for tonight’s date. When I finished my meeting, they whisked me away for a makeshift runway show in my own bedroom, Lily carrying Anna (still pixelated on the laptop) while I tried on outfit after outfit for their approval.

When I slipped off to shower, Lily slipped in as well, this time solo. Anna was gone from the laptop and Lily’s intentions were suddenly very clear. She said she wanted to help me relax before my date, but who was she kidding? Her hunger radiated off her in waves. When was Lily not in the mood?

Eventually I managed to get out the door. I called an Uber to Savannah’s place, my nerves twisting tighter with each minute. Lily headed off to Anna’s, chasing wine and whatever movie they’d picked out. Me? I was on my way into the lion’s den, a rendezvous with Savannah Pierce, a girl so far beyond my league it felt almost laughable. Yet, here I was, and there she waited.

Savannah’s place was something out of a design magazine, all steel railings, pale oak, and wide-open sightlines that made you wonder which room the film crew was hiding in. The second I rang her doorbell, the tone was set: she swung open the door in a deep-blue dress that fit her body like it was built by Italian supercar engineers. Her hair spilled over her shoulders, styled but not fussed, and her eyes took me in with a slow, predatory scan.

“Jack Bennett. Didn’t think you’d show up looking like a black card ad,” she teased, her voice rolling out smooth as whiskey.

She pulled me in for a cheek kiss, but her hand lingered on my chest, thumb grazing the spot she’d just marked. The perfume, the mouth, the confidence, she was every man’s fever dream, and she knew it.

Inside, the decor doubled down: curated coffee table books, modern art, a half-dozen modeling portfolios stacked by the couch, even the throw pillows looked staged. On the table, a spread of olives, cheeses, charcuterie, and enough high-end snacks to fuel a VIP lounge. Wine was already poured. It figured Savannah would nail the details.

The rest of the guests were old faces re-mixed: a couple I’d known from sophomore year, now married and in finance; a duo from Savannah’s post-college runway days (she’d done campaigns with both); and a pair who looked straight out of a Patagonia catalog, all lean muscle and understated expensive watches. Out of everyone, I was probably the only one who still cut his own lumber.

Savannah made a formal intro, like we were walking onto a talk show set.

“This is Jack,” she announced. “Builder extraordinaire. Also responsible for all my favorite home upgrades and a few parties that should have ended in arrests.”

Instant laughs, but the attention was all on us.

We hit the drinks, easy and casual, and the stories started rolling. Savannah had the crowd eating out of her hand. She brought up the time I’d built a seven-foot beer pong table with hand-laid tile, and spun the tale so that by the end, I was some cross between MacGyver and a party god.

At first, the questions were safe: how had the renovation business blown up, was Jack really single, why hadn’t we seen him at last year’s Derby Party? Savannah handled the answers for me, her voice sliding between boasts and inside jokes.

But once the second round of drinks hit, the gloves came off.

One of the married guys, already tipsy, leaned across the marble counter and asked, “So, are you two dating now, or are we going to find out this is one of Savannah’s elaborate social experiments?”

Savannah didn’t miss a beat. She giggled, hooked her fingers into mine, and let her head tip onto my shoulder like it was the most natural move in the world.

“It’s brand new,” she purred, “and we’re just seeing where it goes. For now, I’m thoroughly enjoying the ride.”

The words hit the group like a flashbang. All eyes on us, but Savannah made it look easy, like she owned the rumor mill and had already bought stock in tomorrow’s gossip.

I squeezed her fingers, played along. “She’s the boss. I’m just trying to keep up.”

The banter turned sharper, more sexual. Savannah touched my arm when she talked, grazed her thumb over my knuckles whenever she laughed, leaned in close so her hair brushed my jaw. Her leg pressed against mine under the table, warm and intentional.

I watched as the couples paired off, the singletons pouring themselves more wine, half-watching Savannah flirt and half trying not to. The lady from the runway years asked if Savannah had a “type,” and Savannah just grinned and traced a finger up my forearm.

“Lately? I think I’m into men who know how to use their hands,” she said, shooting me a glare-hot look.

I tried not to choke on my Pinot.

Savannah’s townhouse was the perfect arena for this. The lighting was moody, all indirect spots and golden hour through the windows, and the city view over the patio was pure drama. Every time Savannah crossed the room, heads swiveled to track her, her ass in that dress was physics-defying, even better now than in college.

Somewhere in the second hour, the conversation got honest. One couple asked how we really met. Savannah made it sound like fate, while I admitted I was probably just the “least crazy” of her college guy friends. The table howled.

But the truth was, the chemistry was laced in every glance and touch. Savannah had turned up the wattage, and everyone there could see she was staking her claim.

After the third refill and a few rounds of cheese, the evening started winding down. The Patagonia couple bailed first. They had a marathon in the morning (of course). The fashion duo lingered, scavenged the last of the prosciutto, and then slipped out with a promise to “double date soon.” The married couple from school stuck around for one last glass, but even they weren’t immune to the signals Savannah was broadcasting.

When they made for the exit, Savannah walked them to the door and returned with a Cheshire cat grin.

“Alone at last,” she said, dropping onto the couch so close her thigh was flush to mine.

She reached for a new bottle of wine, poured two glasses, then curled her legs under herself, settling in like we’d been doing this for years.

“I say we skip dessert and just have wine,” she said, breathy and low.

She handed me a glass, her fingers stroking across the back of my hand as she did.

Her perfume, something expensive and just a hint floral, filled the space between us.

On the coffee table, covers of Vogue and GQ peered up like silent witnesses. I looked at Savannah, at the curve of her lips and the heat in her eyes, and all I could think was: trouble.

She leaned in, hair tickling my ear. “So, Jack. What do you want to know?”

The night wasn’t even close to over.

***

Savannah didn’t waste a second “warming up.” She tucked her feet under her, wine in hand, and zeroed in like we were the only two humans left in Chicago.

“So, talk to me,” she said. “You’ve got Anna. You’ve got Lily. There’s the trainer, Jordan, right? And don’t think I missed the tension with, what’s her name, Quinn? The tall blonde from the open house? Who’s actually in your life right now?”

I nearly choked on my wine. Savannah had always been a social sniper, but tonight she was next-level.

I decided there wasn’t much point bullshitting her.

“Anna and Lily, for real,” I said. “Jordan’s new, but yeah. She’s in the mix.”

“And Quinn?”

I exhaled. “With Quinn, it’s complicated. We work together, she’s family-adjacent, and, well… just hasn’t happened. Yet.”

Savannah grinned so wide it almost hurt. “You, sir, are living the dream.”

“Don’t forget the heart attacks,” I said. “It’s not all wild sex and lazy Sunday mornings.”

She held my gaze, and the laughter vanished from her face, gone all at once, as though it had never lived there. “Does Jake know about you and Lily?” she asked, voice edged sharp with curiosity.

A weight settled in my chest. “That’s complicated.” My answer was honest, unsweetened. “Yes. He knows. But Lily doesn’t know that he knows.”

A flicker of intrigue danced in her eyes, hungry for more. “I sense a story there.”

“There is,” I breathed out, the truth on my tongue, raw and alive. The mess I’d woven with Lily and Jake still coiled around me, refusing to loosen. “One that’s still playing out. For now, all I’ll say is to stay tuned—and don’t say anything to Lily until Jake does. Please.”

Savannah leaned in, voice a private whisper. “Your secret’s safe. Girl code, remember? If I blab, Lily would end me.”

It felt good, the way she said it. Like the last brick in the wall between us had vanished.

She sipped her wine, gaze thoughtful now.

“I’ll be honest, Jack,” she said, softer. “At your open house? Seeing you surrounded by beautiful women, watching them fight for your attention, it got to me. I’ve never been jealous over you before. Not once. But that night, I kind of hated the idea I might’ve missed my shot.”

She twirled a strand of her golden blonde hair, lips tight with self-mockery.

“I’ve dated models, millionaires, and professional athletes. But relationships in my world? Disaster. If they’re not pissed that I travel, they’re obsessed with what I’m posting, who I’m with, whose hands are on me at a shoot. Jealousy every fucking day.”

I nodded. “Polyamory works because it’s up front. No secrets, no shaming. Everyone knows the score.”

Her eyes flicked up, hungry. “So you’d be open to someone like me? Just, slot me in with Anna and Lily?”

I nearly spit out my wine. “That’s the pitch?”

She laughed, genuine and unguarded, and leaned close enough I could smell her shampoo.

“If you want the truth… I’ve always wondered what it would be like. Being on a team, you know? Not fighting for the spotlight. Sharing it.”

The words hit deeper than she probably meant.

I cleared my throat, running a hand over my jaw. “You really want that? Even with the schedules, the mess, the kind of jealousy most people can’t handle?”

She shrugged, honest now. “Most men are too fucking weak. They want the fantasy, but can’t survive the reality. That night at your place, I watched your girls, Anna, Lily, even Jordan. I realized… I wanted to be in the room, not just watch from the sidelines.”

We let that settle, the silence thick with everything we weren’t saying.

She broke it, voice suddenly playful.

“Can I ask you something personal?” Savannah’s smile was softer, almost shy.

I nodded. “Hit me.”

She bit her lip, cheeks a shade pinker than before. “Back in college… why didn’t you ever make a move on me?”

The question was so blunt, so vulnerable, it nearly shorted out my brain.

I laughed, self-deprecating. “You were dating the star quarterback, remember? The guy was a future first-round pick. Even idiots like me know not to poach from the NFL farm team.”

She snorted, rolling her eyes so hard it was a miracle she didn’t pull a muscle. “Jack, that relationship was a trainwreck. I waited YEARS for you to come after me. I thought maybe you just weren’t interested.”

I blinked. “Are you serious?”

She nodded, her cheeks pink. “Annika used to tease me about it. Said if I wanted you, I should have just thrown you on the bed and climbed on. But I… I don’t know. Never had the guts. I guess I figured, if you wanted me, you’d do something about it.”

That kind of truth sucked the air from the room.

For a second, it was just us, the glow of the city outside, and the promise of what hadn’t happened—yet.

I set my wine down, leaned in, and let my fingers drift to hers, slow and cautious.

“You know, I always thought you were out of my league.”

She snorted, voice low. “You’re such a dumbass sometimes, Bennett.”

We both laughed, but the sound was giddy, loaded.

I slid my hand over hers, laced our fingers.

“Consider this me taking my shot,” I said.

Her breath caught. Eyes flashed.

And then, everything snapped into place.

***

Whatever I’d expected from Savannah, it wasn’t this.

The second I said the words, “Consider this me taking my shot,” she pounced, lips crashing into mine, tongue hot and wild, hands fisting in my shirt. The couch went from polite to porno in two seconds flat. Wine glasses clattered to the table, she didn’t care, didn’t even flinch. What mattered was the way her mouth devoured mine, years of pent-up what-ifs detonating all at once.

Her hand raked behind my neck, her nails scraping the stubble there. She moaned into my mouth, hips grinding against my leg, and all that “play it cool” energy she’d owned all night was gone replaced by something feral.

I gripped her waist, slid my hands up her ribs, goddamn near worshipping the way her dress clung to skin. Each curve was a reminder that Savannah hadn’t just modeled for catalogs; she was the gold standard, the currency that other women compared themselves to.

I pulled her onto my lap, her thighs spreading around me. The blue dress rode up, and there was nothing polite about the way her pussy planted itself right over my cock. Even through denim, I could feel the heat, slick and ready and begging for attention.

She broke the kiss, gasped, and started yanking at my shirt. “Off,” she demanded.

I obeyed, never taking my eyes, or my hands, off her. Shirt peeled over my head and gone.

Savannah’s hands roamed my chest, nails raking, fingers pausing to trace the lines on my abs. Her mouth found my jaw, my throat, then lower, licking and biting at every patch of exposed flesh.

I wanted her naked. Needed it.

I found the zipper at the back of her dress and dragged it down slow, exposing pale skin and the straps of a black thong that barely covered anything. She shimmied out, tits bouncing free, and the sight of them, big, round, high enough to make gravity jealous, made my cock twitch so hard I nearly busted right there.

Savannah grinned, knowing and dangerous.

“You like?” she whispered.

“Like?” I growled. “You’re a fucking masterpiece.”

She cocked a brow, then pressed her tits against my mouth, smothering me in soft, perfect flesh. I sucked a nipple between my teeth, rolling it with my tongue until it got hard and pebbled. She whimpered, grinding her hips down, pussy rubbing raw friction over my jeans.

I slid a hand down, cupped her ass, and squeezed. Her thong vanished with a flick of my wrist, and the heat of her bare cunt against my stomach was pure gasoline.

She rocked back, straddling me, and pawed at my belt. “I want your cock,” she hissed. “I want it so bad.”

I freed myself, jeans and boxers to the floor, and my cock sprang up, already leaking pre-cum. Savannah stared, pupils blown, and licked her lips like she was about to devour dessert.

Her smile went feral. “I knew it. I knew you’d be huge.”

She wrapped her hand around the shaft, stroked it once, then pressed the head to her pussy, teasing herself with slow, deliberate strokes up and down the slick seam of her lips.

“God, you’re so hard for me,” she said, almost in awe.

She teased herself with the tip, shuddering as I rubbed circles over her clit.

She dragged it up and down, gathering slick, then hovered the head at her entrance. With one greedy thrust, she took me halfway, her pussy clenching down like it never wanted to let go.

We both groaned.

For a second, we just breathed, her eyes locked on mine, her tits rising and falling, her cunt squeezing every inch of me.

She started moving, slow at first, then faster, her ass bouncing in my lap, the sound a wet, hungry slap.

She fucked herself on my cock like she was born for it.

The couch rocked. Her hands gripped my shoulders, nails digging furrows down my back.

“Bed,” she gasped. “Take me to bed right now.”

I lifted her up, legs hooked around my waist, arms around my neck, body locked to mine like a second soul. We stumbled down the hallway, kissing, groping, her tits mashed to my chest, her pussy soaking my cock as I walked.

Every step, she clung tighter. Her mouth never stopped, kissing, biting, moaning in my ear.

We crashed through her bedroom door, barely making it to the bed before we toppled onto the sheets. Savannah pinned me, commanding and greedy, then rolled so I could pin her in return.

Her bed was a fucking penthouse, the kind of high-thread-count sheets that made your skin ache for more. The city lights spilled in through the windows, painting Savannah’s body in silver and gold.

She rolled me onto my back, straddled me, then slammed down, taking my entire cock in one perfect motion.

Her eyes went wide, lips parted, tits bouncing as she started to ride.

“Fuck, yes,” she moaned. “You feel so fucking good. Every inch. Give it to me.”

I bucked up, matching her rhythm, my hands clutching the meat of her ass, guiding her up and down.

Her pussy was heaven, hot, wet, gripping me so tight it was like we were engineered for each other.

Every bounce, every grind, brought us closer.

She leaned forward, her tits brushing my chest, her mouth finding mine for a bruising kiss.

“Harder,” she begged.

I flipped her, slammed her onto her back, and pounded her pussy, hips slamming into her as our bodies collided again and again.

Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper, every thrust hitting home.

She screamed, arched, dug her nails into my back.

“Oh god, Jack. Don’t stop. I want all of it. Fill me up.”

I felt her cum, her pussy spasmed, wringing my cock, juice leaking out around me, soaking the sheets. She came hard, shuddering and gasping, but even then, she didn’t quit.

She clawed me closer, kissing, biting, scratching, every inch of her alive with hunger.

I rolled her over, took her from behind, her ass up and perfect, her back arched just the way I liked it.

Her head was thrown back, hair wild, tits swinging with every thrust.

Skin slapped skin, the sound mixing with the filthy wet noises from her pussy.

Savannah pushed back on every stroke, grunting, her hands fisted in the sheets.

I reached around, played her clit, and she damn near lost her mind, crying out as another orgasm hit like a freight train.

Cum dripped down her thighs, pooling on the sheets.

I wanted the memory burned into my skull forever.

She collapsed, boneless, but smiled over her shoulder, eyes blazing.

“God, you fuck like a man starved,” she whispered.

“I am.”

I flipped her again, lined her up, and slid deep, grinding my pelvis against her clit.

She locked her gaze with mine, almost daring me to look away. Her eyes were half-crazed, pupils blown wide, all pretense of “play it cool” incinerated by the heat between us. She rose up on her knees, impaled herself on my cock, and then slammed her ass down so hard the entire bed frame rattled against the wall with a percussive BANG. It was like she wanted to bruise herself on me, and I wanted it just as bad, maybe more.

She started riding, not the awkward, chaotic crash of horny undergrads but the slow, calculated grind of someone who knew exactly how to wring every last drop from a body. Her pace was merciless: up, down, twist, clench, pause. She dragged her nails down my chest, tracing the lines of muscle until I hissed, and then did it again, harder, loving how I bucked into her like an animal.

Her sweat-slicked tits bounced with every thrust, catching the city light in a way that made it impossible to look anywhere else. I reached up, cupped her breast in one hand, thumbed a nipple until she shivered so hard it sent a ripple down to my cock. She leaned in, hair wild, mouth hungry, breath hot with every gasp. She bit my lip, then kissed it better, then bit again, so the taste of her was always in my mouth.

Savannah was in full fucking command. She braced her hands on my pecs, fingers splayed, hips moving with obscene precision. Every time she came down, she rolled her pelvis, grinding her clit against my pubic bone, moaning with satisfaction at how perfectly everything lined up. I could feel her getting closer, her pussy clenching tighter, her rhythm starting to stutter as she lost herself in the sensation.

But she wouldn’t let herself fall over the edge. Not yet. She wanted to drag it out, make it last, milk every second. She slowed, pinned me with that wildcat smile, and said, “Don’t even think about coming before me.” I nodded, helpless, clinging to the last shreds of self-control. She started up again, this time varying her rhythm, fast, then slow, then a long, torturous grind that made my toes curl and my balls ache.

The whole time, she kept her eyes locked on mine. It was unnerving, the way she saw straight through me, like she was memorizing every expression, every twitch, every half-formed thought. She looked at me like I was the only thing that mattered, and maybe for that one shining moment, I was.

I slid my hands up her thighs, fingers digging in, urging her to go harder, faster, but she just grinned and kept the pace exactly where she wanted it. My cock was buried so deep in her it felt like we’d fused together at the hips, and every time she bottomed out, her pussy squeezed like it was trying to pull me further in, past the point of no return.

She started talking, low and filthy, right in my ear. “You feel that?” she whispered, grinding down on me, letting my cock stretch her just a little more than seemed possible. “You feel how perfect you are inside me?” She grabbed my face, made me look at her. “I want you to come so hard you forget your own name.”

I was already hanging off the edge, white-knuckling the mattress, desperate for release. She felt it, somehow I knew she could tell, and she took it as a challenge. She wrapped her legs around my waist, locked her ankles, and started fucking me with reckless abandon, slamming her hips down with every ounce of muscle in her body. The sound was animal, a wet slap punctuated by her broken moans and the wet wild sex noises that would haunt my dreams for weeks.

“Savannah,” I groaned, “I’m—oh fuck. I’m so close. You gotta tell me now—”

She hissed, voice raw: “I’m safe. I want all of it, Jack. Fill me up.”

That was it. The trigger.

I hammered up into her, hips snapping, my cock swelling as the orgasm detonated. Cum spurted into her in hot, wild pulses, and Savannah lost her fucking mind. Her pussy clamped down so hard I saw stars, and she started to shake, a full-body convulsion that left her screaming my name, riding the aftershocks until she collapsed forward, hands tangled in my hair, tears leaking from the corner of her eyes.

I could feel the flood leaking out, dripping down my shaft, soaking us and the sheets and everything in between. My arms were numb, my brain fried, but I couldn’t stop touching her, her back, her ass, her hair, anything to keep her close.

She stayed on top, breathing so hard her tits rose and fell like she’d just sprinted the last stretch of a marathon. She kissed me, slow and deep and grateful, then rested her forehead against mine.

We shuddered together, a sloppy, perfect mess, until the world slowly came back into focus.

Aftershocks wracked us both, sweat and cum mixing everywhere. She collapsed on my chest, hair a mess, face pure bliss.

We rode the last waves, trembling, breathless, completely wrung out.

For a long time, neither of us spoke.

Finally, Savannah rolled to the side, legs still tangled with mine.

She ran her fingers through the sticky mess between her thighs, then laughed, deep and dirty.

“God damn, Bennett. You don’t disappoint.”

I kissed her, slow, drained but hungry for more.

The bed was a wreck. Sheets soaked, bodies glued together, hearts pounding like we’d just sprinted a fucking marathon.

Savannah nuzzled my neck, then licked up a bead of sweat.

She curled around me, eyes closing, her body still twitching with aftershocks.

I let my hand drift down, cupping her ass, savoring every inch.

If this was what we’d missed in college, all that pent-up want, then we owed each other a goddamn decade of make-up sex.

And judging by the way she clung to me, we were just getting started.

***

I don’t know if it was the high-thread-count sheets or the woman in my arms, but everything about this afterglow was dialed to eleven. Savannah lay beside me, naked and flawless, skin glowing even in the city’s midnight haze. Her legs tangled with mine, ass pressed up against my hip, her breath warm on my chest.

She toyed with my fingers, lazily drawing patterns over my abs.

“So, Jack. Tell me the truth. You’d actually let me join your little roster with Anna and Lily?” Her blue eyes probed mine, honest for the first time all night.

I pretended to consider. “I mean, it’s a rigorous application process. There’s an interview, physical, background check. It’s all very selective.”

She snorted, then bit my shoulder, playful. “You’re an ass. I’m asking for real.”

I rolled so I could face her, hand sliding to cup her gorgeous, sticky ass. “Savannah Pierce, I’d be honored to have you on the team. But rumor has it, management already called it. Said you’re a lock.”

She giggled, a teasing twist of her body pressing those soft tits flush to my flank, the sensation sending a greedy spark through me. “Good, because I adore Anna. I want to see if Lily’s as wild as you claim. But mostly, I want this.” The words slipped out on a breath, and then her mouth found mine, a kiss, slow, deep, tongue tangling with mine, drawing me under like quicksand. She tasted faintly of citrus, sweet and sharp; her heat pressed along my ribs, and I wanted every inch of her. She broke away just enough to whisper it, lips brushing mine, “You. All to myself sometimes.” Fingers dug lightly into my side, a gentle claim. “I feel like if either of us had manned up and said how we felt… well, I really liked you, Jack. A lot.” Her voice was half-laugh, half-confession, open and raw. And my chest ached for her, for the chance we’d nearly missed, while her tits molded to me and her words stitched themselves into my skin.

“We have a lot of time to make up for,” I said, my voice thick with the ache of everything we’d missed.

Savannah’s eyes sparkled, mouth curving into a smile that promised mischief and something else, a hunger. She leaned in, closer than before. “Just you wait,” she breathed, the words dancing between us, slick with anticipation. “I’ll make you fall in love with me.”

Heat flared beneath my skin. The promise electrified the air between us, as if all the lost moments had gathered right here, crowding the space with possibility. She didn’t just say it; she owned it, the challenge as bold as her look.

And I couldn’t help it, I was already falling.

My cock twitched against her thigh, not even pretending to be subtle.

She noticed, naturally. “Looks like someone’s already on board with my plan.”

She curled her hand around my dick, fingers stroking slow, dragging every last drop of sensation over skin that was still humming from the first round.

I sucked in a breath. “You’re out of control.”

She purred, every inch sex and sunshine. “Better get used to it. I’ll be gone most of July for shoots in LA and Europe. Europe. But then I’m back for the rest of summer, no interruptions. I want to stake my claim and make up for all that lost time.” Her palm glided up and down, thumb teasing around the head, milking pre-cum like it was her birthright.

I was hard again in seconds.

“Deal,” I managed. “You, me, a bottle of whiskey, and about a hundred ‘do-overs’ for college.”

Savannah’s eyes went nuclear. She slid up, straddled my hips, and hovered her pussy over my cock, letting the slick, swollen lips paint trails across the shaft.

“You promise?” she whispered, voice gone husky.

Before I could answer, she angled my cock and sank down, inch by inch, smooth and greedy, until I was buried to the hilt inside her.

We both moaned.

She rode me slow at first, working every millimeter, her nails braced on my chest, tits bouncing with every sway of her hips. Her eyes never left mine, blue and hungry.

“God, yes,” she breathed. “This is how it should’ve been. Me, you, no bullshit.”

I grabbed her ass, guided her rhythm, loving the way her pussy milked my cock, tighter than anything I’d ever felt.

She rode harder, the slap of skin echoing off the bedroom walls, her hair flying, sweat slicking her back.

She leaned in, bracing with both hands on my chest, and ground her clit down onto my pelvis, chasing the edge.

I bucked up, matching her thrusts, watching her tits bounce, her whole body lit up and wild.

“Fuck, Jack, I’m close—so close—”

I felt the orgasm build, my cock swelling, balls tight, the tension winding with every grind.

Savannah’s nails dug in, hips slamming down hard.

“Come with me,” she gasped. “Fill me up again. I need it.”

That detonated the fuse.

I slammed up into her, cock bursting, white-hot jets of cum flooding her pussy in pulse after pulse. She screamed, body locking around me, cunt milking every drop, her own orgasm hitting hard enough to make her whole body shake.

She rode it, rode me, until neither of us could even speak.

We collapsed, her tits mashed to my chest, her breath a ragged mess of laughter and aftershock.

My cum oozed out, dripping down our thighs, gluing us together in the stickiest, most perfect goddamn way.

We lay there, spent, glued together by sweat and the promise of a thousand more fucks.

Savannah kissed my jaw, licked the salt from my skin, and curled up in my arms.

I held her, not ready to let go, already greedy for the next round.

If this was team tryouts, she’d just shattered every record.

I closed my eyes, letting the memory etch itself deep.

All in. All fucking in.

And judging by the way Savannah clung to me, we were in for a hell of a season.


Illumination


If you want to see a man sweat, send him to ask for a favor from his brother’s ex at ten a.m. on a Friday, right between an unresolved family rivalry and a deadline that won’t budge.

Natalie Vaughn’s studio was tucked into a ground-floor space just off Milwaukee, the kind of spot you’d miss unless you were looking for it. The building itself was all bones and muscle, exposed brick and massive steel beams, the street-facing windows stenciled with VAUGHN LIGHTING in delicate sans serif. Nothing about it suggested the chaos inside. The second I walked in, my brain scrambled to catch up.

The entire showroom was a cathedral of light and shadow, every square inch curated. Steel shelving units, custom welded, ran floor to ceiling, each shelf packed with prototypes and ready-to-order pendants, sconces, and lamps. Half were finished as museum pieces, brushed copper, hand-patinaed bronze, matte black so deep it drank up the room. The others were works-in-progress, guts exposed, test bulbs flickering or dangling from wire. Even the way the workbenches were arranged screamed intentional: drafting tables strewn with plans, a vintage rolling ladder for higher shelves, every tool precisely in place.

At the far end, Natalie stood with her back to me, wrist-deep in some delicate soldering work. She wore a cream blouse tucked into slate-blue slacks, heels just practical enough for the concrete floor. Her hair, a soft honey-blonde, fell in controlled waves to her shoulders. When she turned, the effect was magnetic. The first thing I noticed: her eyes. Blue, sharp as lasers, sizing me up without even a hint of smile.

She set the tiny torch aside, wiped her hands, then gave me the kind of look that usually cost extra in a shrink’s office.

“Jack Bennett. Five minutes early. I’m impressed.”

Her voice was low, even, every word clipped and measured. I grinned, defaulting to neutral. “Figured I’d get out ahead of the traffic. And the excuses.”

Natalie nodded, motioning me over. I took in the space as I moved: the subtle hum of low-voltage fixtures overhead, the almost surgical neatness of her desk, the faint tang of solder and ozone in the air.

She indicated a lineup of copper pendants arranged across a deep steel worktable. Each one was a little different, shade, shape, finish, even the cut of the vent holes near the top.

“These are your options for the main living area. You said you wanted something bold, but not ostentatious. Warm tones, minimal glare, and a ‘touch of industrial without the warehouse cliché.’ Your words, not mine.”

She remembered every bullet point from our last meeting. Of course she did.

I picked up the nearest fixture. It had some weight to it, the kind of heft that signals quality before you even wire it up. The finish was insane, brushed but not too shiny, the edges beveled just enough to give it a hint of mid-century aftertaste.

“This is beautiful,” I said. No point bullshitting with Natalie. “How’d you get this finish?”

She arched a brow. “Trade secret. But if you’re desperate, I can give you a primer on acid baths and elbow grease.”

I glanced at her hands, slim fingers, nails bare and neat. No wasted movement anywhere. I could easily picture her in a shop at midnight, hands dirty, torch spitting blue flame, smile nowhere in sight.

“Always the perfectionist,” I said, risking it.

She cracked something like a smile, there, and gone. “Somebody has to be. Especially with your brother’s taste in LED color temps. Last time I let a Bennett pick their own bulbs, my work ended up looking like a cheap manicure salon.”

I laughed, then immediately regretted it. “Sorry. Occupational hazard. If you ask Ryan, everything past sixty-watt is for ‘softies.’”

She snorted. “Figures. But you, Jack, you’re different. I saw your last build in Ravenswood. Smart lines. You actually let the materials breathe.”

That hit deeper than I expected. My cock twitched, just a little, which shouldn’t have happened in a room full of copper lamps, but that was the effect Natalie always had. She made you want to measure up.

We fell into rhythm. She ran me through a dozen fixture options: shade diameters, mounting profiles, beam angles. She’d built a mockup with three different bulbs, one Edison, one frosted, one a bizarre filament that made the whole fixture throb like a living thing.

I tested each. The technical jargon came fast and sharp, but I kept pace. For once, I didn’t mind playing student.

“What’s your CRI on these?”

She didn’t blink. “Ninety-four minimum, even on the dim-to-warm models. I won’t stock anything lower. Call me a snob, but you can’t fake real color rendering.”

I nodded, fingers tracing the seam where two pieces of copper met on the shade. “Fair enough. You ever consider daylight spectrum?”

Natalie cocked her head. “Not unless you want your clients to look hungover in every selfie. No. Warm white, max twenty-seven hundred Kelvin, or nothing leaves my studio.”

She moved closer to demonstrate a lamp she’d been obsessing over. A prototype that combined a shallow dome shade with a perforated, hand-riveted stem. The light it threw was wild: tight pool down, but little flecks of gold leaking out from the side vents, making the shadows dance.

I bent in, shoulder brushing hers. Up close, her perfume hit me: subtle, expensive, a note of citrus cutting through the faint ozone of solder and copper. My skin prickled under the collar. Suddenly, the work table felt half the size.

Natalie pointed at the mounting bracket. “See this? I switched to a captive nut so you don’t have to fuck around with a third hand while wiring overhead. I know your brother likes to do things the ‘old school’ way, but this is faster. Cleaner.”

I grinned. “See, this is why you’re the best. Everyone else would just slap a sticker on the box and call it a day.”

For a few beats, she didn’t say anything, just watched me as I handled the fixture, evaluating how I moved, how I measured the weight and balance. The silence was layered. I could feel the history hanging in the air, like a warning sign no one wanted to read out loud.

Then she exhaled, soft but heavy, and pivoted to the next shelf.

“I like working with people who don’t waste my time. You get what makes a space work. Most guys with your budget just want the shiny object, not the deeper story.”

I set down the lamp, giving her my full attention. “We’re building something nobody else in Logan Square can copy. If the lighting’s off, it ruins the whole vision.”

Natalie scanned my face, maybe looking for a joke, maybe hoping for a real answer. I held her gaze. Her lips twitched, the ghost of a smile.

“Tell me more about the main kitchen run,” she said. “You mentioned wanting a row of three, but the ceiling height is awkward.”

I gave her the measurements, and she sketched a quick profile on a scrap of vellum, her hands sure, lines bold and fearless. Even her scribbles looked intentional.

“You ever miss just designing, instead of running the whole operation?” I asked.

Natalie’s face shifted, a hint of vulnerability breaking through the armor. “Sometimes. My dad used to say the real power is in the details. He hated the admin. Never let me forget it.”

There was an undercurrent: loss, maybe a little regret. It flickered through her expression, then she swept it aside. The mask was back in place.

I watched her pick through parts bins, selecting hardware as if the rest of the world had slowed around just that moment. My mind started filling in the blanks: the late nights she must’ve spent here, sweat and solder and stubborn pride, chasing the difference between “good” and “fucking perfect.” It hit close to home. Too close.

Ryan was never mentioned by name, but he hovered around every corner, her old stories, her preferences, the way she braced for argument in places where most designers just caved. I wondered how much space he still took up in her head, or if, in the years since, she’d finally exorcised the ghosts. I kept my questions locked down, but the curiosity was a steady drumbeat in my chest.

Natalie laid out three different bulbs, side by side, and killed the overhead fixtures with a remote. The entire studio dimmed. Just the lamps in front of us, pools of amber and gold, spotlighting the exact points she wanted me to see.

She leaned in, chin almost touching my shoulder. “Tell me what you see.”

The words landed soft, but they burned.

I focused on the light, but my pulse was all over the place. “Left one gives too much shadow. Middle one’s a little blue, even on dim. The one on the right is money. It makes everything look expensive. Even me.”

Natalie’s laughter was a slow, honest ripple, but it died quick. “You get it. Most don’t.”

She turned, and the edge of her hair brushed my cheek. We were close enough to be mistaken for conspirators. The light threw little flecks across her face, highlighting the smooth sweep of her cheekbones and the elegant, understated way she wore her polish. She wasn’t overtly glamorous, none of the Instagram drama Savannah had, none of Lily’s sun-bomb charisma, but she radiated this low simmer that made you want to get burned.

She reset the fixtures, snapping back to pro mode. “You made the right call. I’ll spec the third option for all primary spaces. For the pendant run, I’ll mock up three scale models so you can compare in situ. If your brother has opinions, he can call me.”

“I’ll shield Ryan from your wrath,” I said, tongue firmly in cheek.

Natalie’s smile, this time, was almost real. “Good luck with that. He still owes me a bottle of Malbec from the last bet he lost.”

The words hung there, almost flirting, almost barbed. I hated how easy it was to picture them as a couple, arguing over fixtures, then making up over whiskey in a place just like this. But now it was my turn, my shot, and the energy swirling in the air was nothing like nostalgia.

I reached for the fixture, brushing her fingers by accident. For a split second, her hand lingered under mine. Warm, alive, steady as steel.

Heat sparked through me, a jolt at the base of my spine, a warning shot for things to come.

Natalie pretended not to notice, but her pupils dilated, a tiny betrayal. She drew her hand back, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear like she needed to clean up the moment.

But the tremor was there, undeniable. It thrummed through the silence as we wrapped up the last of the specs, the paperwork perfunctory now, just an excuse to keep standing close.

I didn’t want to leave, not yet.

So I kept prodding. “You ever regret going premium on everything? You could’ve franchised out, gone national. Why stick to custom on such a hard scale?”

Natalie paused, weighing the question. “Franchise would kill the soul of it. I’d rather make ten perfect pieces than a thousand average ones. Lighting’s like… sex, in a way. You know when it’s good, and you damn sure know when it’s bad.”

The line detonated, both of us caught off guard by how naked it felt.

She backtracked, almost bashful, but I saw the flush on her throat and the way her fingers curled tighter around her pen.

I wanted to reach for her again. Only professionalism and the lurking shadow of family drama got in the way.

Natalie closed the folder, sealing the paperwork.

“I’ll get you three samples for the kitchen run. If you want to test finishes, I can have you back here next week. Just you.”

The implication hung, not quite an invitation but so much more than business.

I nodded, voice rough. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

She hesitated, something hungry and raw flickering in her eyes. Then, just as fast, she found her footing, tacking on, “Don’t bother bringing Ryan unless you’re aiming for a bloodbath. He still thinks downlights belong in every ceiling.”

I grinned, loving the edge. “I’ll handle him. You run circles around the competition; I’ll run interference.”

For a few seconds, it was just us, the low hum of the lamps, the echo of our own hearts in the quiet. Under the golden glow, everything felt suspended, every touch, every glance, a question hanging between what was allowed and what we wanted.

There was more here. A current building, waiting for the next storm.

In that charged hush, I realized: I didn’t want to go anywhere. Not until I saw what happened when the lights really went out.

And, judging by the look in Natalie’s eyes as she watched me pack up the spec sheets, she was thinking exactly the same thing.

***

We were lining up the last pendant model when the world outside snapped loose.

A flash of white forked through the glass, thunder hammered the building, and then, just like that, the overhead lights cut out. The low, even glow of Natalie’s showroom died, replaced by a sudden, velvet-dark silence.

For a millisecond, neither of us moved.

Then, one by one, the prototypes Natalie had wired to the test grid came alive, painting the space in fractured pools of amber and bronze. Every fixture cast its own shadow, fanning out across steel and brick like a secret.

The only sounds left were the hammer of rain against the windows and the low hum of the battery-fed lamps.

Natalie cursed under her breath; I could hear the nerves zip through her voice, all the more honest for being unguarded.

“Shit. Neighborhood grid drops every time there’s a real storm. The landlord never fixed the back-up.”

I just shrugged, admiring the show. “You honestly can’t buy ambience like this. Makes every other studio in Chicago look like a dentist’s waiting room.”

She gave a small, surprised laugh, then drifted closer, surveying her own work with a new eye. “I guess there are worse ways to stress-test my collection.”

The world outside faded to nothing, just sheets of rain blurring the glass, punctuated by the snarl of thunder. Inside, the only reality was the flickering lamps, pooling around the work table and spilling over Natalie’s skin, rendering every curve and edge in molten gold.

She leaned into the light, arms folded, inspecting the play of shadows on a prototype base. The glow hit her at an angle, highlighting her jaw, the slight arch of her brow, the pale clarity of her eyes as she weighed the effect.

None of the old tension was left.

Everything was stripped down to sensory signals: the glint of copper, the heat radiating off our skin, the way the storm’s rumble seemed to press us closer together.

I drifted toward her, aware of my own breathing, of the sweat beading under my collar. I watched Natalie trace a fingertip along the seam of a fixture, the light dancing over her skin, the motion hypnotic. Every movement was measured, but no longer clinical. There was a hum to it now, something simmering under the surface.

The air grew thick with ozone and anticipation.

At one point, Natalie brushed past me, reaching for a test bulb. Her arm grazed mine, bare skin to bare skin. Fireworks, straight to the nervous system.

She caught my eye in the fractured glow, her lips parted, gaze unreadable for half a beat. Then she looked away, focusing on the work, but I could see the flush staining her cheeks in the warm light.

The rain hammered harder, battering the windows so it sounded like we were sealed inside a concrete bunker, the rest of Chicago a world away.

She kept her voice low, as if talking too loud might break the spell. “Some nights I work here so late, it’s like the building’s suspended in air. Just me and the prototypes and whatever playlist I can dig up. The silence… it gets you.”

I nodded, throat tight. “I get that. Sometimes I walk job sites after midnight. Pretend the whole city’s gone just to see what it feels like.”

Natalie looked up at me, eyes going soft around the edges. “You’re not like Ryan. Not at all.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I tried to make it a joke, but the gravity was real.

She hesitated, then shrugged, light catching on her collarbone. “He liked the chase. The win. But you… you actually see the thing you’re building. You care what it becomes.”

The compliment hit deep. I could feel something raw opening between us, a channel where old wounds and new hunger tumbled together.

She gripped the rim of the table, knuckles white. “Sorry. That was probably…too much.”

I shook my head, closing the distance. “Not too much. Not at all.”

Our voices trailed off, leaving only the sound of rain and the silence between heartbeats.

The prototypes around us flickered, shadows swaying as the charge ebbed and brightened. There were no rules in the dark, only the sharp focus of what was right in front of us.

Natalie’s hand trembled as she adjusted a fixture, amber light pooling over her wrist. She glanced up, met my gaze, and held it. This time, she didn’t look away.

The air hummed.

Even the smallest touches, her shoulder brushing my chest, the soft catch of her hair over my knuckles, took on nuclear significance.

We moved slower, senses hypercharged by the dark.

Everywhere I looked, I saw the fire buried under her composure: every line of her body illuminated, every detail thrown into high relief. Her blouse clinging, just barely transparent in the gold-lit dark; the flush spreading down her throat; the way her lips parted just enough to make you think of sin.

I reached for a prototype, barely pretending, letting my fingers caress the lamp base just as hers did. Our hands met, deliberate, this time. The heat of her skin made my cock twitch, hunger fusing with the storm.

She didn’t pull away.

For a while, we worked side by side, gestures growing slower, voices rumbling closer to whispers, until there was nothing but the storm, the shifting light, and the low, building charge that threatened to rewrite every boundary in the room.

Natalie lingered, caught in the zone between retreat and surrender.

I could see the want in her eyes, and I was pretty sure she saw it in mine.

There was no more pretending. Not with the city gone dark and every detail laid bare by the soft, deliberate light.

All that remained was to see who would move first.

***

It started with her fingers on mine, warm and fearless.

Natalie set the bulb down, but didn’t let go. For the first time all day, she laced her hand through mine and held it. The charge was immediate, a pulse at my wrist, then down, pooling low where I already ached for her.

We stood there, hands interlocked in the glow of her best work. Every nerve in my body was tuned to the question: would she turn away, duck and run for safety, pretend the moment never happened?

Instead, Natalie stepped closer, so close I could smell the faint sweetness of her shampoo and, underneath it, the fire of her skin. Her throat worked, a tight swallow. She met my eyes, unguarded now, the storm’s light flickering in the depths.

For a beat, we just stood side by side, sweat gathering in the spaces where our arms touched, the night outside pounding to remind us that nothing, not rain, not brotherly codes, not the illusion of “just business”, could save us from crossing this line.

I ran my free hand to the small of her back, testing. She didn’t flinch. If anything, she pressed into it, making space for us in the wedge of gold between fixtures.

The first kiss was careful, her lips soft, but her grip on my hand iron. Our mouths met, then broke, then met again, each time the edge of her blouse rubbing against my knuckles. The rumble of thunder outside was nothing next to the blood roaring in my ears. When Natalie moaned, the sound was tiny, almost accidental, but it torched the last of my self-control.

I kissed her harder, one palm sliding up her side, thumb tracing along the rim of her bra. Her blouse was thin, nearly sheer in the lamp glow, and as I skimmed the fabric, her nipple went hard under my fingers, begging for more.

Natalie’s hand worked at my buttons while I tugged her blouse upward, baring her midriff in the light. She wore dark, lacy bra, nothing fancy but somehow the sexiest thing I’d seen in a year. I bent to suck the nipple through the fabric; the taste of her sweat and perfume ran down my throat, addictive as whiskey.

She held my head to her chest, rocking gently as I tongued her. When I looked up, her eyes had gone glassy, lips parted for air.

“You don’t have to be careful with me,” she whispered. Every word was a dare.

I let go, tearing open the last button and kissing down her body, hands urgent at her waistband. Her slacks slid off, pooling at her ankles. Natalie kicked them away, then stripped my shirt over my head, nails raking my chest as if checking for flaws in the surface.

The control she’d shown all evening shattered by increments. She didn’t just let things happen, she directed, guiding my hands, arching her hips off the edge of the work table so I could rip off her panties. The lamplight caught her high, perfect ass and toned thighs. My cock strained at my jeans, desperate for freedom, and she noticed.

She grinned, then palmed my package, squeezing with just enough pressure to make me jolt.

“Not bad,” she murmured. “I was hoping you’d measure up.”

I let it go, unzipping myself, cock springing out, already leaking. Her eyes locked on it, then up to my face, the hint of a blush rising.

She tugged me in, legs parted, pussy already slick and glistening in the low light.

I lined up, eased the head inside, and for a moment, we just held there, soaking up the stretch, the warmth, the newness of it.

Natalie shuddered, digging her nails into my biceps. Rain hit the windows in time with my thrusts.

I buried myself inside her, the fit almost too perfect. She gasped, tugging me forward, then wrapped her legs around my waist and locked her heels together, refusing to let go.

The table rocked under us, prototypes rattling as I slammed her, slow and deep, taking my time. She clung to me, biting my neck, her cunt wet and greedy, every squeeze a demand for more.

Under the shifting light, every detail was magnified: the pulse at her throat, the way her tits strained against the lace, the heat building with every collision.

She met every thrust, hips rising off the table, sweat collecting under her back as she arched. She wanted it, craved it, made it clear with every breathless moan.

“Fuck me,” she hissed. “Don’t you dare hold back.”

There was no world but the gold-lit dark, only the sound of bodies colliding and sweat spattering the concrete as I fucked Natalie like the storm outside was a dare. She was molten under me, her pussy clutching and clenching, greedy for every inch, every motion. The work table nearly buckled, fixtures rattling, cords swinging wild with each bounce. Her hair whipped around her face, a snarl of copper catching the lamplight, cheekbones and throat a study in tension and release.


She shoved the test bulbs aside and slammed her palms to the tabletop, using the leverage to meet me thrust for thrust, brutal and beautiful. Her blouse was bunched under her armpits, her bra skewed around one tit, the nipple flushed and dark and begging for my mouth every time I bent to taste her. The cut on her lip from earlier had started bleeding again, but she didn’t stop smiling.


I fucked her like I was building something, slow and deliberate, then reckless, then back to slow, letting her ride the difference. The storm outside rolled closer, thunder vibrating the glass, and every time the lightning strobed, we got a new freeze-frame of the chaos: her hands on my back, the sweat running between her tits, her feet braced against the table legs for control she was steadily losing.


She grabbed my face and bit my jaw hard enough to make me gasp, pulling me so our lips mashed together, no air, just heat and motion. Her tongue darted between my teeth, tasting, testing, and I realized how much I’d wanted this, every awkward pause in our “professional” meetings, every forced smile at family holidays, every time she’d looked at me like I was the only thing in the room worth watching.


She broke the kiss, panting, then nipped my ear. “Don’t go easy, Bennett. I won’t fucking break.” Then she shoved me back, surprising both of us with her strength, and twisted away from the table. For a split second I thought she’d changed her mind, but instead she dropped to the floor and tugged me down with her, sprawled on her back, arms wide, knees up.


I followed, landing hard, but she wrapped her legs around my waist and yanked me in like a drowning woman. Her heels dug into my flanks, spurring me on, and the new angle drove my cock so deep she cried out, fingers scrambling at the concrete for something to hold. I braced on my hands and hammered her, faster now, raw, reckless, with nothing but the storm and the finish line ahead.


Natalie was sweat-slicked and shining, eyes glassy, mouth open in a silent scream as I pistoned into her. The slap of skin was its own soundtrack, echoing through the dark every time the thunder paused for breath. She clawed at my chest, my back, dragging me down until our bodies were flush, her breasts crushed against me, her lips at my ear.


“Harder,” she demanded, and I obliged. The lamp behind her cast crazy shadows over the rise and fall of her ribs, the arch of her hips, the sharp line of her jaw.


“Fuck—Jack—” Her voice broke on the last syllable, dissolving into a moan so raw it made my entire spine light up. “God, I’m so close, don’t stop—”


I didn’t. I shifted my weight, drove in deeper, feeling her shudder under me with every thrust. Her nails raked my side, driving the pain like a needle straight to my cock. The pressure in my balls went thermonuclear, building with every pulse of her cunt, until it was all I could do not to explode right then and there.


But Natalie wanted to win. I saw it in her face, in the way she locked her ankles behind me and met my body with every ounce of force she had left. She pulled my hand from the floor and jammed it between us, guiding my thumb to her clit, grinding herself against it. The heat, the slick, the electric twitch under my thumb, fuck, she was already there, just waiting for someone to hit the switch.


She came with a violence that shocked me, her body going rigid, then convulsing, her pussy squeezing so hard I almost blacked out. She muffled the scream against my shoulder, biting down as the orgasm ripped through her, a chain reaction of muscle and nerve and sweat. She kept cumming, wave after wave, the last one so intense she started to shake, her legs trembling around my hips.


But she didn’t let go. She kept me locked in place, holding me inside her, and when the aftershocks started to fade, she looked me dead in the eye, face smeared with sweat and tears and whatever else, and said, “Don’t you dare pull out. I want you to fucking wreck me.”


That detonated any control I had left. I rammed into her, balls slapping, and it was like the storm outside broke straight through the walls and into my head. My whole body seized as I shot inside her, the first spurt so hot and hard I saw stars. I emptied everything I had, every pulse, every drop, into her. Natalie arched off the floor, milking me with her cunt, wringing every last ounce out of me as she clung to my neck and shook with the aftershocks.


The world collapsed to a point. My vision tunneled, the only real sensation the wet, hungry grip of her pussy and the thundering echo in my own chest. When the last wave spent itself, I all but collapsed on top of her, letting my weight pin her to the concrete, still buried inside, still pulsing in sync with her fluttering aftershocks.


For a long time, neither of us moved. We lay there, sticky and breathless, her nails painting crescent moons in my shoulder; my hand found her hip, holding on because the world outside had vanished.

The prototype lamp next to us guttered, then steadied, flickering light over the mess we’d made.

Natalie stroked my hair, slow and gentle, then kissed my forehead. There was so much said in the silence: regret, relief, the charge of something that couldn’t be undone.

We dressed in near darkness, the rain ratcheting up outside. My jeans stuck to my legs, her blouse clung damp to her ribs where I’d sweated through it. Natalie snapped her bra shut, then smoothed her hair, avoiding my eyes for a minute.

Finally, she spoke. “This complicates things. Ryan, he’ll know. Maybe not right away. But eventually.”

I tugged my shirt on, heart still hammering. “Yeah. This doesn’t make my life easier. But ask me if I regret it.”

Natalie went quiet, watching the light ripple across the floor. “No regrets. Not tonight. That was a long time coming.”

We stood there, not touching, both of us wiped out but still burning. For a second, I thought about crossing the room, about taking another round, but the spell had broken. Business, family, all of it waited like a freight train just outside the front door.

Natalie squared her shoulders, every inch the unbreakable pro. She gave me a look that was part apology, part dare.

“If the prototypes aren’t ready next week, it’s because I’m digging out from this. Fair warning.”

I smiled, the ache in my chest matching the one between my legs. “Just keep the lights on for me.”

She smirked, then turned away, already corralling the scattered test fixtures.

I let myself out, feeling the storm’s chill, the damp concrete under my boots, and the ghost of Natalie’s touch still stinging my skin.

As I hit the sidewalk, rain cooled my face, but nothing dulled the edge.

It was reckless, complicated, maybe even doomed.

But for a while there, in the storm-lit dark, it was the only thing that made sense.

And if it blew up the rest of my summer, so be it.


Bad News


You couldn’t script this feeling, not for a million bucks and a Netflix writing room.

There we were: me and Lily, curled up on my couch in the heart of the Bennett Loft, the city glimmering blue beyond the glass and the TV flooding the room with neon-pink drama. Love Island was on, all fake tan and raging hormones. But the real show was happening right there on my couch, where Lily’s bare skin melted into my side and every inch of her spelled trouble.

She was in her favorite “lounge-wear,” which basically meant tight black yoga shorts barely covering the curve of her ass and a cropped white tank top showcasing perfect, gravity-defying tits. Not even a hint of a bra. She knew what she was doing, and the effect short-circuited every rational thought in my head, even with my stomach twisting itself into knots.

Lily’s hair was down, wild and gold, framing her face every time she threw back her head to giggle at the onscreen “chaos.” She had one hand splayed across my chest, fingers tracing lazy lines through my shirt, the other wrapped around my bicep like she never planned to let go.

Meanwhile, my brain was playing a much darker show on loop.

Every time Lily laughed, the sound stabbed straight through me. I knew the secret I was still keeping, knew Jake’s betrayal was curled up right there under the surface, waiting to detonate. But no matter how many times I stared at my phone, or tried nudging Jake to man up and own his mess, nothing had changed.

He’d promised, again, and again, and again, to tell her about Taylor. Every time, he swore it would be the next day, the next hour, the next time he was “brave enough.” Instead, he ghosted the conversation, leaving Lily in the dark, and me haunted by the guilt that I’d helped him do it.

You ever want to feel like the world’s worst boyfriend? Try hiding something that massive from a girl like Lily, someone who lives and dies by the honesty in your eyes.

She was happy, or she thought she was. And every second of her softness against me made it worse.

On the screen, some British himbo was blubbering about “loyalty” while four bikini-clad girls railed at him. Lily snorted, blue eyes sparkling.

“God, these people are idiots. You know? If they just fucking talked to each other, there’d be half the drama. Do you think they’re told to act stupid, or is it just natural selection?”

I snorted, managing a weak smile. “Probably both. I think they cast for maximum emotional chaos.”

Lily grinned, turning to nuzzle my jaw. “You’d be amazing on this show, you know. Just stand there while everyone lost their minds. You’re like an actual grown-up.”

She didn’t know it, but her words cut a little too close. I stiffened. She felt it, immediately.

Lily paused the TV. The room snapped quiet, just the hum of city traffic, the low whir of the fridge, and her breath, warm on my neck.

She twisted around and leveled me with a look.

“Okay, you’re not watching at all,” she said, voice suddenly softer. “Are you mad at me?”

I went cold. “No. Why would I be?”

Her lips curled. “You’re on another planet, Jack. You haven’t smiled in half an hour. I can tell when you’re faking it.”

She uncoiled from my side, swung her leg over, and straddled my lap, settling her ass right on my thighs. She looked ridiculous and perfect, hair a tangle, that white tank stretched tight across her tits, shorts riding up high enough to show the crease where thigh met hip.

Her hands cupped my face, thumbs playing at my jawline. Her gaze tunneled straight through me.

“Look, you have two options,” she said, voice a little shaky now. “You can either take me upstairs and fuck me until I forget my own name, or you can tell me what’s going on inside your head. But please, Jack—”

She hesitated, like the next words cost her everything.

“Please tell me you’re not breaking up with me.”

There it was, naked and trembling: Lily’s worst fear.

I could have lied. Smoothed it over with a joke, ducked the confrontation. Instead, I wrapped my arms around her waist, held her so tight her tits mashed flush to my chest.

“Sunshine,” I said, barely above a whisper. “Before I say anything else, I need you to hear this. I am not breaking up with you. Nothing on earth could make me let go of you.”

The words hit her like a drug. All at once, the tension leaked out of her. Her shoulders slumped, a shaky laugh bursting out before she mashed her forehead to mine.

“God, thank you. You scared the shit out of me.”

She held me, breath stuttering for a second. Then she drew back, eyes searching. “Okay. So it’s not that. But you’re not okay. What is it?”

The dam broke before I knew what was happening.

I exhaled hard, hands shaking as I stroked her bare back.

“Do you remember a couple weeks ago, when Jake left town? Said he had to ‘sort things out’?”

She nodded, confusion pinching her brow. “Yeah. You said he went to see his parents. What about it?”

I licked my lips, the words sour. “He didn’t go see his parents. Of course, at the time, I had no idea he was supposed to be gone. Anyway, the day he supposedly left, I went to his place. I had to tell him. About us. About you and me.”

Lily went completely still.

“You—wait. You told Jake? Everything?”

I nodded, eyes locked on hers.

“Yeah. The whole truth. About how long it’s been going on. That it’s not a fling. That we’re real.”

For a second, she just blinked. I braced for the storm, tears, anger, maybe both.

Instead, she processed. One beat. Two. Her hands slid down to my shoulders, steadying.

“Wow,” Lily said, voice thin with shock. “Okay. Why didn’t you tell me you were going to?”

My heart thudded. “Honestly? I was scared. I didn’t want to put you in the crossfire if it got ugly. And I thought, hell, I thought you deserved someone who’d stand up for you. Not keep you a secret.”

Her mouth opened, closed. She wasn’t angry, not really, just rocked.

“But… what happened? He hasn’t said a word to me. How did he react?”

This was the hard part. I swallowed my pride and laid it out.

“He already knew there was something going on,” I said. “It didn’t even shock him. But here’s the part I should have told you from day one: Taylor was there. At his apartment. They’ve been seeing each other for months. Even before we—” I gestured at us, the mess we’d built.

Lily’s brows shot up, her jaw going slack.

“You’re kidding. Taylor? The ex Taylor?” She echoed it, like repeating the name would clear the static from her brain.

I nodded. “He went home over Christmas and they ran into each other. Ever since, they’ve been building back their old relationship. He’s been using the ‘waiting for marriage’ thing as a smokescreen. Not just with you, but with everyone. But all the while, he and Taylor were together. Sleepovers, the whole thing.”

Lily let out a sound, half snort, half disbelief. She shook her head, blonde hair flipping wild around her face.

“I knew something was off! He was never interested, not that I was either, but he never even tried. I thought maybe it was me, or—” she stopped, cheeks going pink. “Wow. He’s been lying this whole time?”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” I blurted, needing her to hear it. “And I’m sorry for telling Jake before I talked to you. I should have been honest right from the start. I fucked up on both.”

She slid her hands to my cheeks, holding me still. There was no anger, just this weird, wounded gravity in her eyes.

“But you told him to protect me? Or were you just… what?”

I let out a breath. “I couldn’t stand the way he treated you, like you were a problem he had to avoid instead of the girl he claimed to love. So I forced the issue. Maybe I was angry. And maybe I wanted you to myself. But I swear, I was thinking about you. Not me.”

The truth vibrated in the air. Lily absorbed it, bit by bit, her body softening as the pieces locked together.

She slumped against me, her tits flattening against my chest. The heat from her skin was pure lightning.

“That actually explains so much,” she said, voice a ragged whisper. “God. All the nights he just bailed. All the weekends he ‘had to work.’ It was her, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said, hollow.

She was quiet a long moment, thumb stroking my jaw like she needed to ground herself.

When she finally broke the silence, the rawness in her voice nearly undid me.

“I kind of thought you were going to end things. Like, admit you’d lost interest. Not drop a bomb like that.”

She looked me in the eyes, blue and bottomless.

“Next time, tell me. Please. I don’t want to be the last to know about my own life.”

“Deal,” I said, my throat wrecked. “You’ll always get the first call.”

Lily sniffed, then managed an unsteady laugh. “This is so fucked. You know what’s weirdest? I’m not even mad at you. Maybe I should be. But I’m just… relieved? That you didn’t let him treat me like that anymore.”

The words were both a balm and a knife.

She leaned in and kissed me, slow and deep. There wasn’t a hint of anger in it. Just need, and the wild, impossible trust that I’d never felt from anyone else.

Lily pressed her body closer, grinding her ass into my lap.

“I can’t believe you did that for me. You could have just kept quiet, played it safe. But you chose me. Over Jake, even.”

There was worship in her eyes. Something that made heat surge down my spine, straight to my cock.

She kissed me again, ferocious now, like she needed to brand the truth onto my tongue.

We sat there, the TV frozen on some perfect, plastic couple, while the real world burned between us.

And for the first time that night, I felt the weight lift. Maybe not all the way. But enough to breathe.

Lily’s hands curled under my shirt, nails grazing my abs. “Get naked,” she murmured, voice gone husky. “Right here. Right now. I need to feel you, all of you. Please.”

Her need was a live wire. I didn’t even try to resist.

We stripped right there on the couch, our clothes discarded in a messy pile. Lily climbed back onto my lap, naked, gorgeous, her tits pressed flat against my chest.

She lined up my cock and sank down, slow and greedy, never breaking eye contact.

I gripped her hips, steadying us, letting the feeling of her, wet, hot, and impossibly tight, wash away every broken thought. She started grinding, slow at first, head tipped back, her hair wild.

“I trust you, Jack,” Lily whispered, hips moving in perfect rhythm. “You’re the only one who’s ever really fought for me.”

She rode me with a steadiness that was almost meditative, her hips rolling, slow and deep, like she was determined to imprint the feeling of me inside her for as long as her memory would hold it. I couldn't stop touching her, my hands mapped her waist, her ribs, the stretch of her torso as she arched up, the curve of her tits as they bounced with every grind. Her hair was a wild, tangled halo, sticking to her neck where sweat already beaded. She met my stare and didn’t look away, her eyes steady, lips parted as she caught her breath with every rock.


I’d thought maybe this would feel like an escape, a way to dodge the guilt and confusion, the mess I’d dumped at her feet, but instead it was the opposite. Every inch of her skin, every little gasp or shudder, forced me to confront the fact that this was real. That I wanted her, not as a secret or a stand-in or a self-indulgent lie, but as Lily, the only person who ever really saw me and still wanted more.


She started slow, but it didn’t last. Each time she bottomed out, her muscles clenched greedily around my cock, and I could feel her pushing herself, chasing the edge of sensation, like she needed to prove to both of us that she was still here, still present, still wanted.


I wrapped my arms up around her back and pulled her all the way down until her tits mashed flat to my chest, our skin sticking together. I kissed her, hard, almost desperate, and she returned it with teeth, biting my bottom lip before moaning into my mouth. The sound ripped through me, stoking the heat that had been simmering in my gut since the moment she straddled me.


She broke the kiss just long enough to brace her hands on my chest and ride me harder, each movement more frantic than the last. Our bodies slapped together, wet and sticky, and I let my hands roam everywhere, up her spine, into her hair, down to the perfect roundness of her ass. I gripped her there, guiding her thrusts, and she whimpered my name into my ear, clinging to my shoulders as if she was afraid of floating away.


The sex was different this time, deeper, less about bodies and more about everything we couldn’t say. The relief of truth, the relief that she wasn’t angry, the rawness of being wanted by someone who saw all your ugly corners and stayed anyway.


I lost track of the show, the city noise, the world outside our little pocket of heat and light. There was nothing but Lily, moving above me, every motion saying I want you, I believe you, I choose you.


She buried her face in my neck, breathing me in, and said, “Jack—don’t stop. Don’t let go. Not yet.” Her voice was ragged, barely more than a whisper, but it hit me harder than any dirty talk ever had.


I squeezed her tighter, hips bucking up to meet her every grind. It wasn’t enough. I needed more of her, all of her. I slid a hand between us and found her clit, circling it with my thumb, and she gasped like she’d been shocked. Her body jerked, thighs trembling on either side of my hips, and she clamped down on me, eyes rolling back before she snapped them open, defiant, holding my gaze as she came.


I didn’t last a second past her. The orgasm ripped through me, so powerful it felt like my brain blanked out, every sense reduced to the pulsing clench of her around me, the smell of her hair, the heat of her breath in my ear as she moaned my name over and over, like it was the only word she knew.


We collapsed together, a heap of tangled limbs and sticky skin. I was still inside her, her pussy spasming with aftershocks, and she didn’t move to get off, she just held on, arms wrapped around my neck, forehead pressed to mine as we panted in the dark.


For a long moment, neither of us said anything. The TV was still paused on some ridiculous reality show, the blue glow making everything look a little surreal. I felt empty, spent, but not in a bad way. In the way you do after a long, ugly cry, when there’s finally nothing left to come up.


Lily slumped against me, still trembling, and kissed my neck, face, jaw, anything she could reach.

She whispered, “I love you.” Her voice was so faint, almost lost between heartbeats, but somehow it struck straight through me, a tremor I felt deep in my bones.

I didn’t hesitate. “I love you too,” I whispered back, my words shaky but true, echoing out of the deepest part of me. The silence between us was heavy, but I wanted her to feel it, to know that my love wasn’t just something I said. It was who I was, right down to my soul.

We stayed that way, tangled and naked, the weight of old secrets burned away in the blue glow of the frozen TV.

This was what mattered. Not Jake, not the fallout, nothing but the truth pulsing between us.

And if I’d learned anything, it was that nothing, nothing, was worth risking this.

Not even my own fear.

***

For a full minute nothing moved, not even breath.

We were still glued together on the couch, bodies bare and cooling in the electric-blue wash from the TV. The chaos of Love Island was now just a frozen image: two models mid-fight in the pool, their drama nothing compared to what pulsed in the air between us.

Lily traced circles on my chest, her bare tits pressed flat to my skin, her thighs still trembling from the aftershocks. She was quiet, but it wasn’t the silence of anger, it was the careful, surgical silence of someone sorting through the wreckage of every expectation she’d ever had.

She sat up, her hair wild around her face, and straddled my lap. Her pussy still gripped my cock, squeezing gently like she wasn’t quite ready to let me go.

“So… when you told him,” she said slowly, “did he freak out? Did he even care?”

I squeezed her hips, reassuring. “He already knew. Or at least, he’d guessed. He wasn’t angry, Lil. Not even a little. He pretty much shrugged, said he’d suspected it for months.”

She groaned, eyes rolling. “Unbelievable. So all this time, he’s been hiding out with Taylor and just letting me spin?”

I nodded, guilt biting at my ribs. “Yeah. I’m sorry. You deserved better.”

Lily blew out a breath. “Honestly? That explains so much. The weird distance. The way he never wanted to hook up, even when we were supposedly ‘waiting.’ I thought he was just… shy? Or maybe not that into me?”

I stroked her hair, letting the gold spill through my fingers. “You are the most irresistible woman I’ve ever known. If he couldn’t see that, he’s out of his mind.”

That drew a watery laugh. “You liar. But I love you for saying it.” She cupped my cheeks, stared deep, almost bruising with the force of her need. “You should have told me sooner. Not for his sake, but for us. I want to be your partner, not your secret.”

I nodded, my throat tight. “I promise. From now on, you get everything, no filters.”

She bit her lip, cheeks flushed, nipples peaking in the chill air. “Still… it’s kind of hot that you did that. Like, risked your friendship and just flat-out told him you wanted me.”

I grinned, couldn’t help it. “You want alpha male, you got him.”

She giggled, grinding into my lap, the motion slow and greedy. “I want you. All of you. You could have played it safe. But you didn’t. You chose me.”

She said it like a prayer: You chose me.

I couldn’t answer with words. I just locked my hands around her perfect bare ass and drew her in, so our bodies lined up, skin pressed to skin, hearts hammering together.

Lily kissed me, slow and deep, her tongue chasing mine, tasting me like she wanted to memorize every flavor. She rocked her hips, pussy sucking me deeper, every squeeze a new confession.

“I trust you, Jack,” she whispered, voice trembling with relief and hunger. “Nobody’s ever made me feel like this.”

We started again, moving together, rhythm slow and perfect, the kind of sex that isn’t about domination or fireworks but about making a silent promise, one you can’t take back even if you tried.

Her tits bounced with every grind, sweat beading on her back, the scent of her hair and the perfume of her skin fusing with the memory of all our nights. She never broke eye contact, blue eyes locked on mine.

My hands wandered everywhere, her spine, the curve of her waist, the swell of her perfect breasts. She arched against me, offering herself, letting me worship her in slow motion.

I could feel her building, every roll of her hips more desperate, her nails digging crescents into my shoulder blades. She held on like she was scared the world would end if she let go.

When the second orgasm hit, it was breathless and complete: her whole body shuddered, pussy clamping down with a wild, hungry rhythm, arms locked around my neck as she moaned my name.

The feel of her cumming set off my own, a chain reaction from balls to brain. I shot deep inside her, cock twitching, every pulse drawing us closer together. She milked me, rode out every aftershock, then just collapsed, forehead to mine, our chests slick and hearts racing.

We stayed that way, still locked together, the sticky heat binding us.

She kissed me, soft and slow, then again, her hand sweeping over my cheek, down my chest, branding me as hers.

Finally, she pulled back just enough to smile, a true, honest smile, the first since the confession.

“You’re never getting rid of me,” she whispered.

I shook my head, pulling her in for one more kiss.

“Wouldn’t even try.”

Time didn’t matter. We basked in the afterglow, trading kisses and lazy confessions, her hands roaming my body as if making sure I was real. The TV was forgotten, the world outside erased.

All that was left was Lily: beautiful, naked, and finally, finally, mine with no secrets in the dark.

If there was a better feeling, I’d never found it.

***

Lily didn’t say a word. She just leaned in and murmured it, lips grazing my ear.

“Take me to bed, Jack.”

I’d have carried her through fire.

As it was, I just scooped her up, both of us still naked and sticky and loose from what had just happened. Her arms curled around my neck and she giggled, goofy and raw, laying her head on my shoulder as I walked us across the loft.

The building was quiet: just the hum of the streetlights outside and the whisper of moonlight slanting through those tall windows. I should have been exhausted, but having Lily in my arms rewired the world. Everything heavy and hard from earlier, Jake, Taylor, all that history, fell away. Only she remained.

I brought her upstairs, the two of us knotted together, and kicked the bedroom door with my heel. My room was a half-finished kingdom: soft, hotel-grade sheets in deep gray, the bedframe I’d built myself from reclaimed oak, a stack of moving boxes in the corner labeled things like “SCREWS/SENTIMENTAL” and “WINTER CLOTHES,” and the faintest scent of Lily’s perfume still clinging to my pillows from her last stay.

She squirmed out of my arms and tumbled onto the bed, all hair and laughter, then turned and beckoned for me with a wave of her pink-tipped fingers.

I crawled in after her. The sheets were cool, slick against my skin, whispering up my thighs. Lily followed, wrapping around me like she was designed for it: her tits mashed to my chest, her bare leg hooked over my waist, her breath ghosting over my throat.

She nuzzled me, lips brushing my stubble, and for a while, neither of us spoke.

The only light was the moon, slicing through the blinds in soft bands. It painted Lily’s body in silver and shadow, every line and curve of her glowing. She pressed her cheek to my chest, hand splayed wide over my sternum, and listened. Sometimes she liked to count the beats of my heart, just breathing in time with me until the world slowed to our pace.

I ran my fingers through her hair, untangling the knots, watched as her eyes got heavy with comfort.

“Funny…” she whispered, voice gone dreamy. “I thought tonight you were going to break up with me.”

That cut, deep and clean.

“Nothing could ever take me away from you,” I said, but it wasn’t soft, it was carved in stone. I meant every fucking syllable.

Lily shivered, not from cold, but from relief. She squeezed tighter, tracing lazy patterns up my ribs and over my pecs. Her lips found the edge of my jaw and kissed it, slow, almost shy, like thanking me for something she couldn’t say out loud.

She curled herself around me, tucked her head right under my chin. “You mean it?”

“More than anything,” I said. “You’re my home base.” It sounded lame, but Lily’s smile told me it landed.

She squirmed closer, made herself a nest in my arms, and tossed her bare leg higher, laying it heavy over my abs. She liked to be on top of me, never quite satisfied unless there was skin-to-skin from her ankles to her chest. The way she settled in made every ache in my body vanish.

Even the moving boxes, still stacked and waiting for the mythical day I actually finished unpacking, felt like part of the landscape, not a flaw. Some guys needed art or trophies to feel accomplished. I just needed the weight of Lily in my arms, the hush after secrets spilled and promises kept.

She sighed, pure contentment, as she ran her hand up and down my torso, sometimes dipping below my navel just for the satisfaction of making me flinch.

“This is nice,” she murmured. “No secrets. No games. I could stay like this forever.”

I didn’t answer in words; I just kissed her hair and drew her in tighter. In that moment, I wanted to believe we’d made it through the worst. The sadness was still there, a low, dull ache about Jake, about what she’d lost. But the bigger feeling was the rightness of her, here, fitting me like no one else ever had.

For a while, we just lay there, her leg tangled with mine, her hands roaming over my chest. Sometimes she’d kiss me, soft and quick, then settle again, as if she needed to prove I was still real, still hers.

The dark was deep, and the occasional beam of headlights would crawl across the ceiling, reminding us that life kept moving outside our little cocoon.

Lily was the first to break the hush, her voice muffled against my chest.

“I should be mad, or sad, or… something. But mostly I’m just glad you told me the truth. I always hated the idea of being someone’s backup plan.”

I stroked her back, feeling her heartbeat sync with mine. “You were always first choice. You still are.”

She laughed, the sound a little shaky but mostly happy. “You’re almost too good to be true, Jack Bennett.”

I grinned, feeling her smile without even seeing it. “Nah. I’m a mess. But I’m your mess.”

She nipped at my jaw, just for the hell of it. “You’d better be.”

We drifted in and out of light conversation, but mostly just held on, letting the new reality sink into our bones. The air had that post-storm clarity: a tension broken, now replaced by something deeper, a peace I’d never known was possible.

I glanced at the moving boxes stacked near the window, the labels catching odd streaks of moonlight. “One day,” I muttered, “I’m going to unpack those. Make this place actually feel like home.”

Lily’s fingers traced the line of my abs, slow and thoughtful. “As long as you let me pick the sheets. These are amazing.”

I snorted. “Deal.”

She propped herself up, hair spilling everywhere, and looked into my eyes, dead serious for a second.

“You’re not scared? About what happens when I talk to Jake?”

I paused, weighing the answer.

“Of course I am,” I admitted. “But I trust you. And whatever happens, I’m not going anywhere.”

Lily’s eyes softened, and she kissed me, gentle and sure. “You’re my safe place,” she whispered, almost reverent. “Thank you for believing in me.”

We settled again, her tangled in my arms, my lips against her hairline.

This was how the night ended: just two flawed souls, wrapped together in moonlight and promise, the city’s heartbeat thumping somewhere beyond the window.

Maybe tomorrow, the drama would break loose or Jake would come knocking or the past would catch up. But for tonight, we had this: comfort, connection, and the certainty that nothing, absolutely nothing, could tear us apart.

I drifted off to sleep holding Lily, holding everything I’d ever needed.

And for the first time since I’d inherited this building, since the old man left me his legacy and his ghost, I felt like I’d finally come home.


Lakeside Cabin


If you’ve ever been two and a half hours outside the city, you know the drill: your playlist runs dry, coffee gets cold, and the last five miles are nothing but winding roads and sky so blue it looks fake. The air out here wasn’t even the same species as Chicago’s, pure pine and sun and ancient lake water, clean enough to sting your nose.

Anna called shotgun on the drive, but when we hit the gravel, she rolled down the window and just soaked it in: sunlight, the chirring of cicadas, the quiet that settles in your chest when you realize no one can find you without Google Maps and a crowbar. For the next three days, it was just us. No service. No harem drama. Nothing but the world’s best hand-built getaway and, if I was lucky, the girl who’d never once pretended she wanted it any other way.

The cabin was perched right at the lip of the lake, tucked back enough for privacy but with wall-to-wall glass facing the water. I’d designed it that way on purpose: rustic as fuck, but with enough modern edge that you could bring an influencer out here and not have her faint from withdrawal. Anna slid out of the car and just… stopped. The wrap-around deck, the pine boards, the stairwell I’d built with salvaged timber from a barn two counties over, all of it bathed in afternoon light.

She ran her fingers across the rail. “This is wild. You never showed me photos, not the finished ones. I thought you were exaggerating.”

I snorted, grabbing our duffels from the trunk. “That’s rule one of the job. Always under-sell, then let the results do the talking.”

Anna eyed me, smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “You’re like a magician with a saw. I’m serious. This is gorgeous.”

She ignored the bags and just prowled, her hand gliding along the grain of the porch post. “I can see why they paid top dollar. Look at these details, Jack. This is art.”

“Hardly art,” I said. “Mostly sweat, splinters, and too many ‘fuck this’ moments to count.”

She shot me a glare over her shoulder. “Don’t downplay it. This place kicks the hell out of that ‘designer’ nonsense in the magazines. It’s so… honest.”

That got me. I hauled our bags inside before I could say something embarrassing.

Inside, the air was cooler. The main room was all wood and glass, hewn beams, wide-plank floors, a stone fireplace that looked like it ate lesser fireplaces for breakfast. Light streamed through the big windows, painting stripes down the hand-finished table I’d built last year. Anna followed, running her palm over the surface, almost reverent.

“I’d like to thank whoever invented vacation rentals,” she said. “Because this is the sexiest house I’ve ever been inside. Remind me to keep you employed, Jack. You’re a genius.”

I dropped our bags in the master bedroom, then wandered back to catch Anna in her design critique mode. She was studying the kitchen, eyes tracing the custom floating shelves and the open, modern lines.

“You see the dovetail joints?” I said, a little proud despite myself.

Anna flashed a look, part nerdy, part hungry. “I saw. You didn’t use a jig. These are hand-cut.”

“You really know how to get a guy’s ego to show,” I said.

She circled the island, her nails tapping softly on the polished surface. “I could get used to this. Weekend away, perfect cabin, master craftsman at my beck and call…”

It was half-flirt, half-confession, and made my chest ache in the best way.

“I’ll try not to disappoint,” I said.

Anna closed the gap, standing on tiptoe to kiss me, slow and assured.

“Impossible,” she whispered. “You never disappoint.”

She let it hang there, the charge between us humming, then pivoted to the view through the glass. “Show me the rest?”

“Tour starts now,” I said, offering my arm like a dork.

She took it, and we wandered room to room, master, guest, the little reading nook tucked under the stairs. She made all the right noises, and every single one was genuine. When we got back outside, Anna stood on the deck, hands gripping the railing, eyes taking in the entire crooked sweep of the lake.

She exhaled hard, a wash of hair falling down her back. “It’s even better out here. The sound of the water, the light, all of it. I’m not moving for a week.”

I leaned on the rail beside her. “We’ve got three days. Every second is yours.”

Anna grinned, blue-green eyes glittering. “Let’s not waste a minute. What’s the move, King of the Woods?”

I pointed out the trailhead just beyond the dock. “I was thinking hike. There’s an old ridge trail, loops through the woods, ends by that big outcrop over the water. Takes maybe two hours if we don’t get lost.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Are you trying to get me alone in the forest? Because I’m not objecting.”

“Guilty as charged.”

We packed light—water bottles, a couple snacks, sunglasses, and ditched the house like we’d just robbed it. The air in the woods was a different animal. Cooler, alive with the green stink of moss and the sharp, spicy tang of pine needles crushed underfoot. Sun speared through gaps in the trees, striping Anna’s bare arms, making every hair gleam.

The trail was half-wild, soft dirt studded with roots, occasional mud slicks from the last rainfall. Anna navigated like a pro, but every time we hit a fallen log or a tricky patch, I caught her hand.

Her grip was warm, sure, and lingered long after we’d cleared the obstacle.

“You’re not treating me like I’m helpless, are you?” she teased.

I shrugged, letting her lead. “Just keeping your ankles intact. I can’t put you back together if you break.”

Anna grinned. “That’s why I like you. Always practical, always one step ahead.”

“At least here,” I said. “Other places… not so much.”

We slipped into easy conversation, her latest work project (another impossible deadline, a bunch of men who couldn’t schedule a Zoom call if you paid them), our mutual friends (Savannah’s ex-boyfriend had, allegedly, been spotted crying on a rooftop bar after she ghosted him), and, of course, the ongoing “harem office pool,” which had Quinn as the favorite to seduce me by Labor Day.

Anna snorted at that. “Quinn? She’s got incredible taste, but I think she likes the chase more than the catch.”

“She does have a competitive streak,” I admitted. “But if she ever gets bored, my money’s on the gym trainer. Jordan is… determined.”

Anna shot me a side-eye. “I heard you and Jordan hit it off. Lily said you left the gym looking half-dead and totally satisfied.”

I cracked up. “You’re not supposed to compare notes.”

She rolled her eyes, hopping a puddle. “Please. If you think women don’t share intel, you’re delusional. We know everything. Anna. Lily. Even Savannah. There are no secrets.”

I let that hang as we walked, watching the way her denim hugged the curve of her hips. She slid her hand into mine, this time just for the hell of it, and didn’t let go.

“How does that make you feel?” I asked.

She squeezed. “Lucky. And, occasionally, competitive.”

“No reason to be. You win in every category that matters.”

Anna gave me a look. “Sweet talker. Careful, or I’ll start thinking you mean it.”

I stopped, spun her around, and kissed her right there in the dappled sunlight. She tasted like spearmint gum and afternoon, warm and a little wild.

“I always mean it,” I whispered into her hair.

She laughed, then tucked into my side as we kept walking.

About a mile in, the trail got tricky. Fallen branches, a little rock scramble, the terrain reminding you that nature always wins. Anna hesitated at a slick patch, and I crouched, looping her arm over my shoulder.

“You got it?” I asked.

She braced, trust absolute. “I’ll try not to drag us both down.”

“Wouldn’t be the worst way to go.”

Anna gamed the incline, her shoes scraping for grip, and I supported her the whole way up. At the top, we paused, catching our breath. Through a gap in the trees, the lake appeared: glittering, endless, perfect.

She turned, face flushed with the high of it. “This beats any rooftop bar. Not even a contest.”

I nodded. “Next date, I’ll bring you a bottle of wine and a cheese plate. We’ll really class it up.”

“Bring a blanket, too. If you want to get lucky.”

The look she gave me was pure Anna: knowing, a little sly, but earnest as hell.

We sat on a wide boulder, just letting the sun bake our bones. Anna curled up, head on my shoulder, and I wrapped an arm around her waist.

“So,” she said after a few beats. “Are you ready for Lily and Savannah to come to blows over you?”

I snorted. “Honestly? I thought it’d be you and Lily, not Savannah.”

She grinned. “You underestimate your appeal. Women like a guy who listens. And who can build a house from scratch.”

“Makes sense. My hands are good for more than just paperwork.”

She shivered, or maybe just laughed. “You know, I used to have this fantasy. About us. You, me, a cabin just like this one. Naked weekend, no distractions. Maybe a third for variety.”

She wasn’t shy. Not with me.

I let my hand drift up her thigh, slow and casual. “You saying you want to change the itinerary?”

Anna grinned, eyes flashing. “Maybe next time. For now, you’re all I want. And this view.”

We let the quiet stretch, both of us drinking it in.

The hike back was easier, marked by more bumps and inside jokes. At one point Anna tripped on a root, but instead of panic, she just fell into my arms, giggling.

“Caught you,” I said.

She didn’t let go. “You always do.”

We finished the loop, back out of the trees and into sunlight so bright it left afterimages. The cabin stood waiting, golden in the late-day glow, a little sanctuary at the edge of the world.

Anna slid her arm around my waist as we walked up the steps. “Best afternoon I’ve had in forever.”

“Stick with me, you’ll get more where that came from.”

She grinned, lips brushing my jaw. “Oh, I plan to.”

We dropped our gear at the door and just stood there, a little damp, a little sweaty, but feeling invincible.

This? This was how weekends were meant to go.

And the best part was just getting started.

***

If you want to see two people fall in love in real time, skip the bedroom and head straight for the kitchen.

Anna dropped her hiking shoes at the door and beelined for the fridge, already dreaming up a dinner plan. She moved through the kitchen like she owned every inch, the confidence of someone who’d watched her parents run a restaurant for fifteen years and knew her way around knives. I grabbed the groceries out of the truck, and by the time I made it back, she had the cutting board primed and a playlist humming from her phone.

The kitchen was a one-chef zone, but we made it work. Anna set to work on onions, her knife skills so pro it made me nervous to challenge her. I handled the chicken, but every other minute, we’d collide at the sink or the stove, bodies brushing in a way that had nothing to do with cramped quarters and everything to do with “couldn’t keep our hands off each other” syndrome.

The whole thing was a dance: her ass in my jeans, my arm sliding over her hip to grab the olive oil, our shoulders bumping as we reached for the same spice jar. At one point, she “accidentally” smeared a bit of butter on my bicep, then licked it off, eyes locked on mine.

I nearly dropped the damn sauté pan.

By the time dinner hit the table, pasta primavera, garlic chicken, wine poured deep, we were already half-drunk on each other. Anna wiggled into my lap for a quick taste-test, peppering my neck with little kisses before she declared the food “life-changing, but not as good as the chef.”

“You know, you could’ve run a restaurant,” she said, swirling wine in her glass. “If this renovation gig ever tanks, promise me you’ll open a bistro.”

“Sure,” I deadpanned. “We’ll call it ‘Anna’s Choice’ and serve nothing but your favorites.”

She grinned, mouth pink from wine. “You’re dangerous with a bottle opener, Bennett.”

We ate on the deck, feet kicked up, every bite a reminder that sometimes, domesticity beats debauchery by a mile. After the last forkful, Anna dragged me down to the dock, wine glasses refilled, sunset burning across the water.

The dock was pure magic. The wood still warm from the day, the lake glassy and cool, little licks of orange and red dancing on the ripples. We plopped down at the edge, toes in the water, our bodies close enough that every shift meant skin on skin.

Anna leaned back on her elbows, dress riding high up her thigh. “God, this is perfect. Don’t let me forget how good it feels to just… stop.”

I took her hand, traced the lines of her knuckles with my thumb. “You deserve it. You work harder than anyone I know.”

She let out a breath, laughter soft and a little sad. “It’s a habit. Or maybe a defense mechanism.”

She grew quiet, gaze fixed on the horizon. For a long stretch, it was just the chorus of bullfrogs and the gentle clink of our glasses.

Then she said, “You ever get out of a relationship and realize you forgot who you were?”

The words hung there, heavy and honest.

I just listened.

Anna swirled the wine, watching the color catch the last of the light. “My ex, he wasn’t a monster. Not at first. But he had this way of making everything about him. If I wanted a night with friends, he’d guilt me until I caved. Work stuff? He’d say I was ‘trying to outshine’ him. Even my clothes got policed. If I bought something fun, he’d say it didn’t suit me, or that I looked desperate.”

Her jaw was tight, but the pain had gone quiet, old scar, not open wound.

“Did you see it happening?” I asked, voice low.

She shook her head. “Not really. It was slow. He’d start arguments over nothing, turn every conversation into a test. The worst was how he isolated me. Slowly, I stopped getting invited. Friends gave up because I always picked him. It was like… if I wasn’t orbiting his drama, I didn’t exist.”

She looked at me, eyes shining in the dusk.

“I lost myself trying to be who he wanted. By the end, I didn’t even recognize the girl in the mirror.”

A log crashed somewhere in the woods, but neither of us flinched.

I let her words settle before saying anything. “That sounds brutal. I’m sorry he did that to you.”

She shrugged, the motion half a joke. “At least now I know the warning signs.”

I squeezed her hand. “If I ever pull that crap, you have permission to bail. Or throw something.”

Anna’s laugh cracked through the tension. “Deal. Though I’ll bench you before I cut you.”

She sipped wine, then fixed me with a look.

“You get it, don’t you? You always seem like you’re carrying five extra tons of pressure. But it’s not for show. What’s the story there?”

It was my turn.

I studied the water, the way dusk blurred the horizon. “I guess I always feel like I’m fighting ghosts, my brother’s expectations, my family’s legacy. Everyone assumes I’m a shoo-in, but most days, I feel like I’m just faking it. If something actually works, I blame luck.”

Anna tilted her head, considering. “Seriously? You built a company out of nothing. You’ve got people who trust you, who’d follow you into a burning building. That’s not luck, Jack.”

I grinned, rubbing my thumb along her thigh. “Tell that to my brain at three a.m. Truth is, I never feel like I’ve done enough. Like I’m borrowing the blueprint and hoping no one notices I didn’t really design it myself.”

The confession cut deeper than I’d meant.

Anna watched me, eyes soft and clear. “It’s not fraud. It’s growing up in someone else’s shadow. But you’re not your brother, or your dad, or your grandpa. You’re better. You actually give a damn.”

For a minute, the world stilled: us, the dock, the last scraps of daylight sliding away.

Anna nestled her head on my shoulder, her voice a whisper. “I wish we’d done this sooner. Would’ve saved myself years of therapy.”

I laughed, the ache in my chest lighter now. “Everybody’s screwed up in their own brilliant way. But, for what it’s worth, I like who you are. I’m proud to have you with me.”

She curled closer, sliding her arm around my waist. “You always know what to say.”

We sat there with our toes in the water and our souls turned inside out, listening to the symphony of dusk as if the world had been holding its breath for this exact moment. Bullfrogs croaked like they were auditioning for the Met. Dragonflies zipped lazy loops above the glassy lake, the last of them hanging on before the bats took over their shift. The world smelled like cedar, algae, dusk, and the faintest trace of Anna’s shampoo, coconut and something floral, the scent now permanently cross-wired to every good thing I’d felt all weekend.


Time moved differently after a day like ours. The light faded slow, but the air lost its heat all at once, and Anna tucked her knees to her chest and leaned her head on my shoulder like it was the only place it had ever belonged. I could feel her pulse in the spot where our wrists tangled together. She’d slipped her hand into mine sometime after the first glass of wine, and even now, knuckles scraped from the trail, she was holding on with the tenacity of someone who’d had things slip away before, and wasn’t about to let that happen again.


I wanted to say something, anything, but the words felt too big for the moment, too permanent, too risky. So I just let her rest against me, our breathing syncing up, our feet an accidental metronome as we kicked rhythmically at the water.


But you can only dodge gravity for so long, and at some point, everything that needed to be said started to crowd in on the silence. I watched the last orange thread of sunlight disappear behind the trees, then glanced down at her, heart doing a loop-de-loop.


"Anna," I said, barely above a whisper, afraid that even the word might break the night in two.


She looked up, one eyebrow raised, mouth just barely tugging into a smile.


"I know we always joke around, and I know we haven’t exactly been subtle," I said, every muscle in my stomach tensed for backlash, "but I need you to know I’ve completely fallen for you. Like, all the way. No parachute. I love you, Anna."


For a split second, Anna just blinked, and I felt every childhood terror of being the first to say it, of having the balloon pop in my face, of being too much, too soon, all of it surge up my throat. But then she squeezed my hand so hard it cracked my knuckles, and her eyes went glassy, not sad, not even surprised, just so full of feeling I could barely keep looking.


"Jack," she whispered, voice catching on the name like it was the last word she’d ever need. "You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for you to say that."


It was less an answer than a landing pad for all the things we’d left unsaid. She shifted, sliding into my lap, her bare knees bracketing my hips, and for a second the world narrowed to the press of her chest against mine and the pulse pounding between us. She traced my jaw with her finger, lingering at the place where the day’s stubble started, then leaned in and pressed her forehead to mine.


"Promise me you’ll remember this next time you’re doubting yourself," she said, so quiet she might have been talking only to herself. "Promise you’ll believe me when I say I love you back, exactly as much as you love me."


I nodded, just once, afraid anything else would make my voice shake.


And then she kissed me. Not like earlier, when it was a dare or a reward or a spark to light the fuse, but slow and careful, like she was memorizing the shape and taste of what we’d just said out loud. Her lips parted, and I let her in, and for a second it felt like every nerve in my body recalibrated itself to her frequency. Her hands slipped under my shirt, cool against my sunburned skin, and when she shivered, I felt it in my own bones.


Someone must have started up a grill at a neighboring cabin, because the breeze shifted and brought that background scent of smoke and char. It was just enough to break the trance, and Anna pulled back, laughing a little, her cheeks pink and eyes shining even in the gloom.


"We should probably get inside," I said, already missing the warmth of her mouth.


"Not yet," she said, threading her fingers behind my neck and pulling me back in. "I want to remember this forever."


So we stayed, and kissed, and stretched the moment as long as humanly possible. I couldn’t bring myself to care about the time or the mosquitoes, or even the fact that if anyone walked by, they’d see a grown man completely undone by a woman in a borrowed sundress and muddy hiking legs.

Eventually, the mosquitoes chased us off the dock and back to the house.

But the whole way in, Anna kept close, her head on my shoulder, her body glued to my side, as if she’d finally found the thing she’d lost years ago.

And, for the first time in forever, I felt like maybe I’d found it, too.

***

The house was full-on dark by the time we made it back inside. The only light came from the wall of windows, the last pink bleeding off the clouds. Anna headed straight for the couch, kicked her feet up, and let out a sigh that could calm a hurricane.

It was time for a fire. Because nothing says “cabin weekend” like the promise of heat and old stone and the excuse to watch your girlfriend glow, half-naked, across from you.

I stacked the logs, coaxed the flame with the patience of a monk, and when the first tongues of fire licked up the wood, Anna clapped, genuine as a kid on Christmas.

“Showoff,” she teased. “Wait, is there anything you can’t do?”

I shrugged, enjoying the flush on her cheeks. “Plenty. But I make up for it with above-average s’more skills.”

Anna patted the cushion next to her. “Get over here. I’m freezing and you’re contractually obligated to warm me up.”

I settled beside her and she curled in, the entire length of her pressed from knee to collarbone. The heat wasn’t just from the fireplace; it was the Anna effect, the way her arm draped across my ribs, her hand splayed across my heart like she was checking my pulse, always, always in tune with the moment.

For a while, we just sat in silence, watching the flames do their thing. The quiet was thick, weighted with all the words we hadn’t spent yet.

When Anna finally spoke, her voice was low. “You know the last time I sat in front of a fire like this? It was with my ex. He made it seem sweet, like ‘just us,’ but really he just didn’t want anyone else around. I thought that was normal.”

Her fingers looped into mine. “This is different. It’s open. Not a trap. I’m not scared I’ll say the wrong thing.”

I kissed her hairline, let my fingers drift over the soft skin of her arm. “You can say anything. If it gets weird, I’ll just blame the wine.”

Anna rolled her eyes, but her smile was all relief. “I mean it, Jack. I like who I am with you. Even when I’m not perfect.”

I pulled her closer. “You’re perfect for me, that’s all I care about.”

She made a happy noise, nuzzled my neck, and then the conversation gave way to something heavier, more urgent.

Anna’s lips found mine, soft but insistent, and the first kiss was a promise. The second was proof.

She climbed into my lap, straddling me, so the whole world fell away, the fire, the night, the rest of civilization. Her fingers tangled at the back of my neck, pulling me in deeper, her tongue exploring, daring me to match her need. Her body pressed to me, heat and hunger, no hesitation.

I let my hands roam her waist, hips, the slow drag up her back. Every inch of Anna was alive, humming with the same wild current burning through my own veins. This wasn’t a race, or a checklist. It was surrender with teeth.

She broke the kiss, face flushed, eyes shining in the firelight. “Bedroom. Now.”

She slid off my lap and grabbed my hand, yanking me down the hallway with a determination that made my pulse spike. Every step was a new tease: her dress hiked up, the bare skin of her thighs, the sheen of sweat already glinting along her collarbone.

The bedroom was shadowy, the only light from the firefall in the hallway. Anna turned to face me, breathless, and started to undress me, slow, deliberate, savoring every button and zipper. Her fingers traced my chest, the lines of my abs, the strong curve of my arms. She looked at me like she was memorizing a masterpiece.

“God, you’re beautiful,” she whispered, hands splayed over my stomach.

I wasn’t used to flattery, but Anna made it sound like pure fact.

She peeled off her own dress, letting it puddle on the floor. Her bra came next, pink, lacy, barely doing the job, and then her panties slid down, revealing everything. The hourglass curve of her hips. Tits full and proud. The perfect little landing strip above a pussy that was already flushed and glistening.

She didn’t cover up. Didn’t hide. God, she was gorgeous.

Anna closed the distance, wrapping herself around me. The skin-to-skin contact was electric. Her tits mashed to my chest, her hands on my shoulders, her pussy dragging wet across the head of my cock.

She nipped at my ear, her words a dare. “No barriers. I’m on birth control. I want to feel you. Really feel you. Is that okay?”

It nearly undid me.

“Yeah,” I growled, cupping her ass, pulling her flush. “More than okay.”

She guided me to the bed, crawling backward, legs splayed so I could see everything she was offering.

Anna lay back, one hand on her tit, the other beckoning me closer. “Come here. Please.”

I crawled up, let my lips worship her body, her neck, the hollow of her throat, the soft slope of her breast. I sucked her nipple into my mouth, loving the way it pebbled instantly, how her whole body arched to meet me.

Her hands were everywhere, guiding, showing, whispering with every motion what she wanted and how she wanted it.

I kissed down her stomach, nuzzling the delicate skin right above her clit. Anna tangled her fingers in my hair, arching her hips up, her breath ragged.

“God, yes, baby. Right there. Please.”

I circled her clit with my tongue, slow at first, then with more intent. She gasped, thighs trembling, her whole body strung tight as piano wire. I slid two fingers inside her, curling them just so, fucking her slow while my tongue teased her to the edge.

She started to shake, the pleasure mounting, her breaths coming as frantic little sobs.

“Don’t stop, Jack. Fuck, don’t you dare.”

I didn’t. I just kept the motion, steady and relentless, until she broke, body locked, cunt clamping down on my fingers, a cry ripped from her throat as she came, hard.

I didn’t give her time to cool down. I lined up my cock, thick and leaking, and dragged it through her folds. The slick heat of her pussy was a drug, hot, greedy, everything I’d ever wanted.

She pulled me in, legs locked around my back, guiding the head right to where she needed it.

“Now,” she begged, her nails digging into my sides.

I eased in slow, savoring every inch as her pussy stretched to take me. She was so wet and ready it was almost unreal the way her cunt practically sucked me inside, deeper and deeper, until I bottomed out and felt her clench around the base.

We both groaned.

Anna pulled me down, kissing me hard, her tongue tangling with mine as her hips started to move. She fucked me back, every grind drawing my cock deeper, every moan a direct line to my brainstem.

She wasn’t shy about telling me what felt good. Where to touch, how to angle, what rhythm to ride.

Her voice was thick, broken with pleasure. “God, I love when you go slow. Hard and deep. Just like that.”

I did exactly what she wanted. I let Anna set the rhythm, the pressure, the rise and fall of our bodies, as if we’d spent our whole lives practicing for this one, wild night. Every slow, deep thrust sent ripples through her, her tits shivering in the firelight, her hips rising to meet mine, her pussy milking me with a greedy, clutching pull that left nothing to the imagination. She was slick, scalding, alive under my hands. I locked my arms around her, one forearm braced behind her neck, the other hand gripping her ass, needing her close enough to fuse our atoms.


Anna wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me in tight, her heels digging into the backs of my thighs. She needed the contact as much as the cock, every inch of skin-to-skin dialing up the pressure. Her hands tangled in my hair, yanked me down for another kiss, her tongue hot and wet and hungry. I lost myself in the taste of her, the feel of her, the desperate grind of her hips as she fucked me back, slow but relentless, a rolling tide I could never outswim.


The world shrank to just us and the heat, hers, mine, the crackling fire. The slap of bodies, the sound of her breath catching every time I bottomed out, the way her lips followed mine even when I tried to pull back and look into her eyes. The ceiling could’ve caved in, and I wouldn’t have noticed.


She was so fucking beautiful like this, pinned under me but in control, her pleasure naked and unashamed. Her face flushed, eyes glittering, mouth parted and desperate. She moaned my name like a spell, like if she said it enough I’d never leave her, and maybe she was right.


“God, Jack, keep fucking me just like that—please, don’t stop, it’s so fucking good—” The words were a litany, broken up by shudders as I played circles around her clit, the way she liked, just enough to drive her higher but not enough to tip her over yet.


Every time she clenched around me I had to grab the base of my cock, force myself to slow down, not to blow too soon. But the longer I held back, the tighter the spring wound in both of us.


Anna’s body started to tremble, her voice turning ragged. “I’m close—fuck, I’m so close—”


“Let go,” I told her, my lips at the shell of her ear, just loud enough for her alone. “I want to feel you lose it.”


She squeezed her eyes shut, teeth bared, trying to fight it and failing. I felt the moment she snapped. Her whole body tensed, her thighs clamped down, and her pussy went from hungry to feral, milking me with desperate, involuntary pulses as she screamed my name. The sound should’ve echoed down the lake, but I was the only one who’d ever hear it like this.


Her orgasm dragged me right after. The pressure in my balls went white-hot, my whole body rigid as I emptied inside her, thick ropes lost in the velvet heat. It was primal, perfect, like nothing else had ever mattered.


We collapsed together, Anna’s nails raking down my back, my face buried in the wild, sweaty tangle of her hair. Our bodies locked, spasming in unison, until the last aftershock passed and we melted into a boneless, trembling heap on the bed.


She held me inside her, legs still hooked behind my back, even when the tension faded and our breath slowed. I could feel every flutter of her heartbeat, every tiny quake of her hips. I kissed her shoulder, her collarbone, anywhere I could reach without breaking the seal.


For a long time, the only sound was our breathing, the heartbeat of the fire, the lazy slide of bodies coming down.

Anna nestled her head on my chest, her hair wild, her hand tracing little patterns over my skin.

We drifted into that perfect, post-sex calm, all barriers down.

Anna was the first to break the silence. “You want to hear what’s going on with Lily?”

I shifted, Anna’s hair wild across my chest, her bare skin slick and warm where it met mine. The silence stretched, but I could feel her mind working, hunting for the right words—the ones that wouldn’t torch the good mood but needed to be said anyway.


“Is it a disaster?” I asked, trying to keep it light.


Anna laughed, but it was thin. “It’s… yeah. It’s a mess, Jack.”


She rolled onto her side, leg draped over mine, her hand tracing slow circles above my heart. The heat of her thigh pressed close to my groin, and even with the seriousness in her eyes, my cock twitched, greedy for another round. But Anna had that look: determined, a little sad, unfiltered.


“Jake still hasn’t told Lily about Taylor,” she said, voice low. “Like, not even a hint. And Lily’s not exactly running to confront him about you.” Anna slid her palm down my chest, absently stroking my belly, as if the touch might dull the edge of the truth. “They’re both just… stuck. No one wants to be the one to blow things up.”


I snorted. “Typical. You’d think after all this, someone would pull the pin.”


Anna shrugged, her tits brushing my ribs as she shifted closer. “It’s cowardice, maybe, but I get it. There’s a lot of history there. Their families, the friend group, the way everyone expects them to be together. I think they’re both terrified to be the first to walk away.”


Her words hung in the air, sticky as sweat. I pictured Lily, all sunshine and smiles, burying the real stuff just to keep the peace. I knew the type. Hell, I loved the type.


Anna’s fingers drifted lower. “The weird part is, it’s killing the vibe for everyone. No one wants to take sides, but it’s like there’s this big crack running through the group and we’re all pretending we don’t see it.”


She tucked her head under my chin, her hair tickling my jaw. “Lily’s barely holding it together. She keeps telling me she wants out, but every time Jake does something familiar, she second-guesses herself. It’s like… safety versus honesty. And right now, safety’s winning.”


My chest went tight. “Does she say anything about me?”


Anna laughed, a pure, wicked sound. “You have no idea.” She propped herself up on one elbow, tits dangling, eyes bright with mischief. “She told me she’s totally in love with you. Not, like, ‘maybe, someday, if I get brave.’ She said it out loud which is a really big deal.”

We had said ‘I love you’ to each other, but still, it was good to hear it was true.


The words detonated in my skull. My cock throbbed, thick and re-ignited, as her words soaked in. “She really said that?”


Anna nodded, draping herself across me so her nipple grazed my mouth. “Yeah, Jack. She loves you. She wants you. She’s just convinced you’ll lose interest the second the fun, forbidden part is gone.”

I shook my head, pulling Anna’s body even tighter against mine. Her tits pressed to my chest, her thigh draped over my legs, the heat and the ache of her still clinging to my cock. I could feel her heartbeat, fast and wild, as her words echoed in the air.


“She’s crazy if she thinks that,” I said, and there was no room for doubt in my voice. “I want Lily because she’s Lily. Not because it’s some dirty little secret, or because it makes my cock hard to imagine someone catching us.” I stroked Anna’s hair, letting my palm drift down her back, savoring the silk and sweat against my skin. “If anything, the hardest part is not being able to show her off. I want her every way, Anna. Just like I want you.”


Anna grinned, her lips brushing my jaw as she laughed, soft and low. “I told her that. Over and over. She doesn’t believe it yet, but she will.” Anna’s hand found my cock, still half-hard between us, and she gave it a lazy, appreciative stroke. “She’s got it so bad for you. She’s just scared, that’s all.” Anna circled my nipple with her finger, eyes glittering with mischief. “She says she doesn’t want to hurt Jake, but honestly, I think she’s more worried about getting her own heart broken.”


I let out a breath, my hand drifting down to cup her ass and pull her closer, our bodies fused together again. “She won’t. I’m not going anywhere.”


Anna smirked. “That’s what I told her. Swear to god, you should have heard us. I kept telling her it’s not about games or drama, it’s about actually being happy for once.” Anna dipped her head and kissed my shoulder, then looked up at me, her eyes shot through with something fierce. “I told her if she wants you, really wants you, she needs to do the right thing and end it with Jake. Before the Fourth of July party. That way no one’s lying, no one’s sneaking around, and she can finally just… be with us. No strings, no guilt.”


My heart thudded at the thought. Lily, finally free, showing up at my rooftop party and making it official for everyone to see. My cock twitched, thick and hungry already, and Anna caught the movement with a little laugh.


“Yeah, you like that idea, don’t you?” she teased, shifting her hips to grind her pussy against my thigh. The slick heat of her was perfect, even after all we’d done.


“I want you both there, together. No hiding.” My hands roamed her body, claiming every inch. “That’s the dream, Anna.”


She purred, nipping at my ear. “I told Lily the same thing. I said I’d handle everything and make sure she has a soft landing. I want her to be with us, Jack. I want her happy. I want you happy. And honestly?” Her voice dropped, wicked and sweet. “I want to see what it looks like when you finally get her to yourself, no more holding back.”


Anna climbed on top of me, her tits pressing into my chest, her pussy already slick and greedy even in the afterglow.

She kissed me, raw and hungry, and before I could catch my breath, we were at it again.

Anna rode me with purpose, head thrown back, hair flying. She set the rhythm, fast and deep, her hands braced on my chest, her tits bouncing wild in the firelight. The sight made my cock swell, hard as steel, and she took every inch with a filthy little moan.

“God, you feel perfect,” she gasped, slamming down so hard I thought she’d bruise herself.

I gripped her hips, helped her grind, matching her pace. The sound of skin on skin echoed off the rafters, the whole world tuned to our bodies.

Anna leaned in, bit my lip, and whispered, “Fill me up again. I want to keep it inside me.”

That detonated the last fuse. I bucked up, buried my cock as deep as it would go, and blew, jet after jet, flooding her with everything I had left.

Anna kept moving, wringing every drop out, riding the waves until she collapsed, shaking, on my chest.

We kissed, slow and dirty, our bodies glued together by sweat, cum, and everything we didn’t have to say out loud.

The fire burned low, painting our skin gold.

She curled into me, utterly at peace, every nerve satisfied.

I stroked her back, content to hold her while the world spun away.

When she finally drifted off, her last words were a promise:

“We’re going to make history, you and me. And Lily, too.”

I believed her.

And as the fire died, I felt the future line up, perfect as a hand-cut dovetail.

Bring on the party.

This time, we’d show everyone exactly who we were.


Blondes Have More Fun


Back in the city, post-cabin, post-romance, the office looked like someone had bombed a Home Depot and left the survivors to fend for themselves. The steel desk under my hands was loaded, blueprints sprawled in a fan, three different tape measures, Sharpies with blown-out tips, and coffee so old it could probably pass inspection as concrete sealer.

There was a familiar rhythm to it. The sound of Megan’s million-miles-a-minute phone calls from down the hall. The sharp rattle of the HVAC cycling on. The scent of ink, fresh wood, and concrete dust that lingered in the corners no matter how many times the cleaning service hit the place. If you squinted, you could almost believe the city’s wild drama was something you watched on Netflix, not lived.

Then my phone buzzed, hard enough to rattle the coffee cup, and the whole illusion went up in smoke.

It was Savannah. Of course it was.

“Hey, baby. What are you doing?” she texted. No preamble. Just right to the chase, like always.

I grinned, then snapped a quick photo, a true crime scene of architectural chaos. Papers everywhere, my work boots propped on the corner, a half-eaten protein bar crusted onto my mousepad for extra style points. I added a quick selfie on top, flashing my best “I swear I’m working” look, and fired back:

“Saving Logan Square, one caffeine overdose at a time. What about you?”

She didn’t even finish a response before the next message landed: a photo. Not just a photo, a kill shot.

Savannah sprawled belly-down on what had to be five-star white bedding, legs kicked up, blonde hair fanned around her like a fuck-you to every Instagram influencer in the Midwest. She wore a white lace set that could’ve jumpstarted the dead. The bra lifted her tits into twin arcs of perfection, the panties cut so high her ass might’ve qualified for the moon landing. Her expression? Pure mischief. Blue eyes, bedroom smile, the kind of promise that launched wars and ruined home lives.

My jaw went loose. Blood hammered in my ears.

She texted, “Trying on lingerie for tomorrow’s shoot. Can’t pick between this and the black set, but this one makes me think of you. Missing your hands on me.”

If my coworkers had any clue what was happening on my phone, I’d be a dead man.

I texted back, “You should definitely pick the white one. It’s a classic. But the model needs a full-range assessment. More pics. Please and thank you.”

Savannah must have been waiting on that response, because inside three seconds another photo landed, this time, close-up. Same white lace bra, only now she tugged the cups down and let her tits spill free, nipples high and tight and practically begging. Her hand covered the tip of one, just barely, leaving nothing else to the imagination.

“Like this?” she wrote. “Or do you need the full 360?”

My hands might have been shaking.

“I need all of it,” I replied. “But I can’t concentrate. That set should come with a warning label.”

She hit me back with a laughing emoji, then sent a third shot, this time her ass arched for the mirror, panties wedged up so high the lace vanished between the cheeks. Her skin was smooth and pale, flawless except for a little red mark where the elastic had dug in—a detail that made my cock twitch under the desk.

“Your move,” she dared.

So I played along. “I feel like my only move is to shut down the office and fly to wherever you are, because there’s no way I’m getting work done after this.”

This time, Savannah didn’t type a word. Video chat request, instant. No warning, just the blue light of incoming call.

Shit.

I stood, rolling my chair back like it had caught fire, and ducked out of my office, past the sightlines of Megan and Quinn so nobody would recognize that “urgent supplier call” face I was faking. I made it to the little glassed-in conference alcove, hit accept, and braced for impact.

Savannah filled the screen, live and in motion. White lace, big blue eyes, hair wild across her shoulders. She looked like a centerfold audition rendered in 4K. The background was a sleek hotel room, Paris, no doubt, glass and steel and the kind of light that makes even jet lag look seductive.

She pouted, just barely. “Did you mean it? Would you actually come see me on set?”

I tried to play it cool, but “cool” was hemorrhaging by the second.

“Hell yes, I’d come see you. But I don’t want to mess with your work. You’re a pro, and I—”

She cut me off, lips jutting a little further. “Jack. If I wanted boring, I’d have stayed with last year’s sponsor. I want you.” She leaned closer, as if the camera could bridge the Atlantic, and lowered her voice. “Imagine it. You. Me. The city of romance, and four days to play. No limits.”

That did it. I was in, no matter what.

“Tell me when and where,” I said.

Savannah’s whole face brightened, a literal sunburst. “Last week of the shoot. I finish Thursday afternoon, then we have all weekend. I’ll show you Paris at night. You’ll meet my friends. If you want to be part of my world, this is the ultimate tryout.”

Her words were a dare wrapped in velvet.

“Book the ticket. I’ll pick you up at Charles de Gaulle. And bring your favorite jeans. I want to see you outshine these ‘male models’ they keep throwing at me.”

I had to laugh, marveling at the insanity of it all.

“Deal. I’ll carve out the days and let you know once I book.”

Savannah’s expression turned wicked. “You might never want to leave.”

“Don’t tempt me, Savvy.”

She laughed, curling up on the bed and jostling the camera so the lace barely held on. She shifted, letting her tits flash in and out of frame, then blew me a kiss.

“Can’t wait, baby. Hope you’re ready.”

“After these photos? I’m not sure I’ll survive the week.”

She smirked, like she’d already won. “Survival’s overrated. I want memories that haunt you forever. See you in Paris, lover.”

And just like that, call ended.

I stared at the wall for ten seconds, half-stunned. The half-chub in my pants throbbed like it was auditioning for its own flight to France. My hands tingled. My face hurt from grinning.

Outside, the sound of an office printer firing up reminded me that, theoretically, I was a professional with a business to run.

Instead, I paced the glassed-in room, phone in hand, replaying the sight of Savannah’s perfect curves and the sound of her voice.

Four days in Paris.

Savannah, my Savannah, was inviting me to the party as her VIP.

I returned to my desk, blueprints and emails be damned, and let the feeling wash over. It was reckless. Exciting. Maybe borderline insane.

But God, I wanted every second.

If you’d told eighteen-year-old me I’d have women like this fighting for my attention, I would’ve checked your forehead for fever. Now it was my actual life.

I sat back, feet up, and texted Anna for a status report on the girls’ plans for the Fourth. But even as I typed, my mind ran riot with images of Savannah, Paris, and everything she’d promised.

Game on.

And to think, I still had to survive Lily at lunch and Jordan’s gym marathon after hours.

If this was a midlife crisis, I hoped it never ended.

Bring on Paris.

Bring on Savannah in white lace.

Bring on the wildest summer of my life.

***

If there was a Nobel Prize for surprise attacks, Lily would have three by now. She slipped past Megan with a conspirator’s wink, high ponytail swinging, a summery yellow sundress that hit every curve and left my brain leaking out my ears. The wicker picnic basket was almost a cartoon prop, but the smile she wore was anything but staged.

“Hope you’re not in a meeting,” she said, voice bubbling with champagne energy. “Because I have an emergency, and it involves carbs.”

I grinned so hard my jaw popped. “You’re the only emergency I’ll ever clock out for.”

Lily’s giggle trailed behind us as I led her past the bullpen, up the metal staircase, and onto the rooftop where the city stretched out for miles. The sun was a hammer, Chicago’s finest, baking the steel railings until they shimmered. She didn’t squint, didn’t hesitate, just picked a spot dead center and dropped the basket like she was claiming territory.

She eyed the view, blue eyes drinking it in. “God, this is perfect. Isn’t it?”

“Close,” I said. “But you’re the main event.”

Lily’s cheeks went pink but she didn’t stop moving. She tugged a battered checked blanket from the basket, flicked it open, and smoothed it over the concrete. Then came the bounty: prosciutto, fresh mozzarella, olives, crusty bread, berries, and a small tub of the tortellini salad I once confessed to loving on a college date.

She lined it up, proud as hell. “I might not be Anna in the kitchen, but I know what you crave.”

I lowered myself onto the blanket. She followed, tucking her legs to the side, sundress rising to show off enough thigh to scramble my vocabulary.

I speared a mozzarella ball and popped it in her mouth. “You realize this is the stuff legends are made of, right?”

She cocked a brow. “Just wait. The real fireworks come after dessert.”

My heart thumped. Not out of lust, well, not just lust, but because for the first time since I told her about Jake, Lily looked like herself again. Whole. Free. Sunlight brought out the gold in her hair, the curve of her jaw, the easy confidence that drew everyone in the room toward her.

“So, you gonna tell me what inspired this?” I asked, pretending casual.

She didn’t dodge. Never did, not when it mattered.

“I wanted to see you. And I wanted you to see me, too. The real me, the girl who can’t stop thinking about you, even when she tries.” Her lips twisted with nervous joy. “I made a decision, Jack. I’m leaving Jake. As soon as he gets back from Kansas, it’s over.”

There was no preamble, no apology. Just the truth.

I froze, then let the relief wash over me. “You sure you can go through with it?”

She nodded, curls bouncing. “I’ve never been more sure about anything. I tried to fight it, I really did, but I’m so in love with you it hurts. I want… this.” She gestured to the blanket, to the sun, to the city spinning beneath us. “Us. Forever.”

It hit home harder than I expected. All the fake walls, the boundaries, the ‘let’s keep it casual’, she’d torched them without flinching.

I pulled her into my lap, greedy for contact. The picnic could’ve burned and I wouldn’t have noticed.

She straddled my legs, arms winding around my neck, and buried her face in my shoulder. Her thighs squeezed my hips, sundress bunched high, her body trembling with the force of confession.

“I love you, Jack,” she whispered, voice pitched just for me. “I love you so much it makes me insane.”

Goddamn, she was perfect.

My lips found her hair, her cheek, her mouth. I kissed her as if I could tattoo the need straight through her skin. She tasted sweet, sunshine and olives and something wild I hadn’t earned but wanted to.

“I love you too, Lily,” I breathed into her neck. “I always have. You’re it for me.”

She melted, hands greedy, untucking my shirt and popping every button she could reach. Sunlight warmed my chest, the press of her palms making every nerve ring like a tuning fork.

She fixed me with a look, lips soft and uncertain. “You’re not just saying that? You’re not going to get bored with me, or, like, throw me out of the harem because I’m not as smart as Anna? Or as hot as Savannah? Or as athletic as Jordan?”

I laughed, genuine, loud enough to bounce off the parapet.

“Lily, you’re the reason those other women ever saw the inside of my building. You’re the glue. Anna may be brainy, Savannah outrageous, Jordan competitive, but you’re the one I want at the end of the day. You’re what makes everything feel like home.”

Tears pricked at her lashes, but this time it was joy, not heartbreak.

She rocked forward, grinding her ass into my lap, the heat of her pussy burning through the thin cotton of my pants.

Her hands roamed my chest, nails raking lightly, halfway between teasing and worship.

Then she leaned in, lips at my ear. "You want to know why I really came today?"

I nodded, already hard enough to pound nails.

She giggled, low and playful, as she rolled her hips against me. "I came because I wanted you. Right here, right now."

My hands slid up her bare thighs, under the hem of her dress to cup her ass, and I froze. Nothing but smooth, warm skin where fabric should have been. The realization hit me like a freight train. She wasn't wearing anything underneath. My fingers dug into her flesh involuntarily.

"Jesus Christ," I growled, heart hammering so hard I could barely hear myself think. Her wetness slicked against my wrist as I gripped her harder.

She blushed, but didn't shy away. I caught her chin with my fingers, making her look at me. "Move in with me," I said, the words rushing out before I could overthink them. "Not just for now. For real. The loft, my life, all of it. I'm never letting you go."

Her eyes widened, pupils dilating until the blue was just a thin ring. Her lips parted, trembled, then curved into a smile so brilliant it hurt to look at directly.

"Yes," she whispered, voice breaking. "God, Jack, yes." Her fingers dug into my shoulders, nails leaving half-moons in my skin. "I'd love to. I'd love nothing more than waking up with you every morning."

I didn’t trust myself to speak. I just gripped her ass, squeezing the soft, perfect flesh, hooked my finger and found her entrance. She gasped, head dropping back, pretty tits straining against the dress as I stroked her open, circling her clit until she was panting.

She rocked up, hands working the buckle on my pants, then yanking my cock free with a practiced greed that made me insane for her. She stroked it, slow and reverent, letting the tip paint her inner thigh before she lined herself up and slid down, taking every inch in one go.

We both groaned, a perfect duet.

The sun lit her face, sweat beading at her hairline, lips parted as she started to ride me. There was nothing delicate about how she moved. She wanted to own it, to drive it home. Her hands braced on my chest, fingers splayed, nails digging just enough to hurt. Her tits bounced free as I tugged the straps down, rounding the curves with my palms, pinching her nipples until she squealed.

“You like that?” I teased, rolling the stiff pink tips between my fingers.

“God, yes,” she moaned, grinding harder. “Don’t stop. Please, don’t stop.”

She fucked me with abandon, the blanket barely muffling the slap of our bodies. Sweat streaked her tits, her hair wild in the wind, every inch of her alive with the need to be claimed.

Her pussy was heaven, hot, tight, clutching me so deep I felt every twitch, every pulse. She milked my cock, riding faster, not caring if anyone on the neighboring rooftop saw or heard.

I caught her mouth in mine, devoured her moans, kissed her until she shivered. She tasted salty, desperate, delirious with the pleasure of finally, finally being wanted for exactly who she was.

I palmed her tits, kneading them as she rode, loving how her nipples stiffened against my skin.

“Harder,” she begged, breathless.

I clamped both hands on her hips, wielding her like a force of nature, letting her set the pace but making damned sure she felt every inch. The way she rode me was nothing like what people would assume from her sunshine disposition. There was a ferocious hunger in Lily, a need to lose herself in the moment, to fuck so hard it erased whatever pain she’d carried into the day. She threw her head back, ponytail whipping, sweat beading at her temples as she bounced on my lap, the city spread out behind her like a fever dream.

The blanket bunched under my knees, scratchy on my skin, but every other sensation tunneled down to the places where our bodies met. She ground herself against me, rotating her hips so her clit mashed into my pubic bone, driving both of us insane. The pleasure spiked and dipped, electric and relentless, an avalanche gathering momentum. Lily’s moans got desperate, high and sharp, her hands sliding behind my head to tug my mouth to her tits. I latched onto her nipple and she clawed at my hair, holding me there, daring me to mark her.

We were both animals, clawing, clutching, panting into each other’s mouths, the world shrinking to this scalding point of contact, the sun bearing down and the wind trying to cool us but failing. She started babbling, words dissolving into gasps, “Harder, baby, don’t fucking stop, please, please, right there, oh god—” Her legs shook as the pleasure took over, thighs trembling against my hips, her cunt gripping my cock so tight it bordered on pain.

I felt her coming before she did, the way her body tensed, the sharp inhale, the look in her eyes like she’d seen a ghost and wanted to kiss it. She bucked forward, slamming herself down on me, and her whole body spasmed, pussy spasming around my shaft, milking me, drawing every drop out of me like a thirst she could finally satiate. My own orgasm hit at the same time, a hot, electric surge that left me dizzy, ropes of cum flooding her and leaking down onto the ruined blanket.

But Lily didn’t stop, not even as she came. She kept rocking, greedy for every aftershock, using me as leverage to squeeze out every last wave. She bit down on my shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark, and I welcomed it, wanted it, needed the proof that this was real and not some fucked-up hallucination.

She came again, a second, smaller quake that left her giggling through the tears, her face wet where it pressed to my neck. I held her tighter, not caring about the sweat, the mess, the risk of someone seeing us through a rooftop window and getting an eyeful. If anything, I wanted them to let the whole fucking city know she was mine, that I was hers, that nothing would ever get between us again.

Her arms went slack, her body limp against me, my cock still twitching inside her as she caught her breath. I stroked her hair, breathing her in, letting the world return to its normal dimensions one heartbeat at a time.

Lily collapsed forward, face buried in my neck, body quaking. Her tits pressed to my chest, sticky and perfect, as I held her through the storm.

We clung together, trembling and spent, the Chicago skyline rolling on, uncaring.

Our breath synced, slow and sweet, as the sweat dried on our skin.

Lily kissed my jaw, cheek, lips, anywhere she could reach. Her hands twined in my hair, her body refusing to let go.

We couldn’t have broken apart if we tried.

When words finally returned, she whispered it, voice wrecked and raw:

“Do you really want me to move in, Jack? For real?”

I cupped her cheek, thumb brushing away a stray tear of joy. “More than anything. I want to wake up next to you, every damn day.”

She shuddered, smiling so bright it was like a second sun. “Good. Because I love you more than anything in the world.”

“Good,” I said, echoing her. “Because I’m never letting you go.”

She kissed me. Long, deep, the kind of kiss that vibrated clear to my bones. The rest of the city could have vanished, and I wouldn’t have noticed.

Lily in my lap, my cock still buried in her, our futures locked.

If this was the finish line, I’d already won.

But with Lily, there was always another round, another summer day, another promise to keep.

And I’d savor every second.


Club Royalty


If there’s a purgatory for over-achievers, it’s Friday night in River North, neon lights, two-deep at the velvet rope, and enough bass to slap your brain right through the back of your skull. We stepped from the Uber and caught a blast of that energy: sweat, perfume, hope, and a desperation to be seen.

Anna looked like every bad decision you ever wanted to make twice. She wore a slinky midnight blue dress that hugged every inch of her curves, the neckline just dangerous enough to tease, the hem trailing high enough to make her legs look endless. Her hair was down, wild and glossy, curling at the ends to frame her face. Heels added two inches and an attitude that said she’d walk right over you if you stood in her way. Even before we got inside, heads turned.

Jordan? Jesus. She went for tactical seduction: black bodycon, sleeveless, high at the neck but brutally tight everywhere else, her tits high and proud, the springy sway of her ass barely contained by the fabric. Her dark hair was up in a no-bullshit ponytail, showing off her jawline and the sharp angle of her cheekbones. Minimal jewelry, just a vintage watch and the flash of that little compass tattoo on her wrist. She didn’t need anything else.

I’d tried to keep up, dark jeans, boots, a black button-down tailored enough to look intentional. But next to these two, I might as well have shown up in construction gear.

The bouncer took one look at the trio and bumped us to the front of the line. Inside, the place was a sensory fistfight: deep house vibrating the floors, multicolored strobe lights, the air thick with heat and possibility. Bodies moved everywhere, a million stories colliding in sweat and shadow.

Anna grinned, exposing a glint of teeth. “You’re really giving us the royal treatment tonight, babe.”

I caught her hand and pulled her close, letting the music take over. “You earned it. Consider this harem appreciation night.”

Jordan rolled her eyes, but her lips quirked up at the corners. “Is that on the official HR calendar?”

“Quarterly reviews are mandatory,” I shot back, and she snorted.

We fought through the crowd and docked at the bar. It was three deep, but Anna’s smile and Jordan’s legs worked miracles. Within seconds, a bartender in a vintage tee and sleeve tattoos was leaning in, ready for whatever we threw at him.

I let the women order first. Anna went for classic tequila, neat. Jordan stuck to bourbon, rocks, unpretentious and strong. I matched them, unwilling to get shown up on round one.

As we clinked glasses, Anna eyed the dance floor. Her lips glittered, yeah, she’d gotten into the sparkle lip gloss, and her gaze tracked every cluster of bodies, every flirty table, as if mapping out the optimal route to conquest.

“See anyone we know?” she asked.

I scanned the crowd and almost lost the plot.

On the far side of the room, next to a glowing blue ice bucket, Natalie stood with two women straight out of an off-duty Vogue spread. Gone was the buttoned-down pro: she’d gone full femme fatale. Her dress was liquid silver, off the shoulder, hugging her frame like it was painted on. The fit was flawless, the hem slashing high on her thigh, the neckline drawing your eyes down to where her tits tested the laws of physics. Her blonde hair was loose, styled in lazy waves, and the lighting turned it platinum. Even from here, her legs looked a mile long, feet strapped into delicate heels with thin gold chains for straps.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

Jordan noticed. “Is that Vaughn? Damn, girl has range.”

The girls knew every detail about Natalie after I filled them in on the scene at her lighting showroom. Of course, they demanded to see a picture; Lily and Anna practically vibrated with anticipation, insisting I should recruit her into the club. But I had doubts Natalie was cut out for harem life, and that was before factoring in Ryan and Jenny. It all sounded tangled and messy. I’d more or less made peace with the idea that our hook-up was a one-time-only affair. But standing there, taking in the sight of her now, I realized none of that certainty held up.

Anna caught the direction of my stare and laughed. “You dog. Invite her over.”

I flagged down the bartender, asked for a champagne split, and gave him clear instructions: deliver it to the woman in killer silver on the far rail, from ‘the handsome idiot in black.’

He grinned, and bowed with a flourish. “My favorite kind of assignment.”

Thirty seconds later, Natalie gave us a once-over. Her eyes landed on me, but then darted past, cataloguing Anna and Jordan with professional precision. She grinned, slow and predatory, and started toward us, her two friends in tow.

The approaching trio was a unit: Natalie, silver and gold and pure confidence; to her left, a tall, curvy redhead in a skin-tight emerald dress, the color making her green eyes pop, and on the right, a petite brunette with a razor-sharp bob and a black mesh top that left nothing to the imagination over a lacy pink bra.

They moved through the crowd like they owned the airspace.

I stood, ready. “Incoming. Play nice.”

Anna flashed her most devastating smile. Jordan just arched a brow, unimpressed but interested.

Natalie didn’t waste a second. As the music slid from thumping bass to something dirtier and slower, she rested a casual hand on my arm and greeted me like we hadn’t been fucking each other’s souls out just last week.

“Jack Bennett,” she said, savoring the name. “Didn’t peg you for the nightlife type.”

I shrugged, fighting to keep my eyes on her face. “Special occasion. I try to keep up with my over-achieving company.”

Her gaze tracked quickly from Anna to Jordan, curiosity breaking through her cool. Anna had that effect. Her glow drew women in as much as men. Jordan’s presence was more of a dare than an invitation.

Natalie’s lips curved. “A double date? Or am I missing the plot?”

I caught Anna’s eye, then Jordan’s, and didn’t flinch. “No plot. Just good company, and a reason to cut loose. You know Anna Brooks, right? And this is Jordan Hale. They run this city better than half the politicians.”

Anna offered her hand, all grace. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Natalie. Jack can’t stop talking about your custom work.”

Natalie laughed, the sound low and more honest than I’d heard from her before. “Now I’m scared. I hope it wasn’t all horror stories.”

Jordan’s introduction was more direct. She sized up Natalie, then offered her wrist with the compass tattoo. “You do lighting, right? You test your own fixtures? Respect.”

Natalie looked genuinely delighted. “Most contractors just want cheap and fast. Jack actually cares about how a place feels after dark. We get along for a reason.”

She motioned to her friends. “This is Fiona, my design partner, and Lexi, who handles all our PR when we’re not chasing trouble on weekends.”

The redhead, Fiona, had the kind of handshake that spoke of ten years wrangling egos in the design trenches. “Nice to finally meet the man behind the blueprints.”

Lexi’s smile was razor bright. She took in our trio and didn’t miss a beat. “You all look like you stepped out of an ad campaign for ‘best night ever.’ Can we borrow your energy?”

Anna’s eyes sparkled. “Only if you promise to keep up.”

Natalie watched the exchange, but her attention drifted back to me, lingering a little too long on the place where my shirt stretched tight across the chest. She leaned in, her perfume a blend of citrus and something smoky.

“You always surround yourself with this much firepower?” she murmured.

“Just lucky, I guess,” I said. But her glance bounced from Anna to Jordan and back, measuring the web between us.

She got it, instantly. Her lips parted, and for a split-second, her cheeks flushed, but what hit next wasn’t disgust or disapproval, it was the look of someone being dared to play at a higher level.

Natalie met Anna’s gaze, and there was a mutual recognition: rivals, but not enemies.

Lexi gave a little hum of approval. “We’re burning daylight here,” she said, jerking her chin toward the dance floor. “Let’s make some trouble.”

Fiona slammed the rest of her champagne, then offered her arm to Anna, who accepted with a laugh. Jordan copped a ‘lead the way’ smirk and fell in beside Lexi, leaving me with Natalie on my right, the heat of her body close enough to fry every brain cell I had left.

We hit the dance floor and got swallowed up by the crush.

Music in here was its own language, the strobe lights slashing gold and red and ultraviolet through the haze. The crowd was body to body, and the sweat and energy made every nerve raw.

Anna moved like she owned the beat, hips rolling, her dress sculpted to every inch of her. She danced with Fiona at first, the two of them circling, almost in sync, their laughter spiking every time their bodies brushed. Anna’s ass looked painted on, and the dim light caught the gleam of her thigh every time she spun. Fiona kept pace, tall, curvy, and playful, matching Anna step for step.

Jordan? She came alive in a whole different way. She let Lexi close the gap, the two of them chest to chest, caught in some kind of competitive grind. Jordan’s ass flexed hard enough to turn heads, and her tits looked ready to burst free any second. Every time she moved, her hair whipped like a flag, and the heavy thud of the music seemed to live in her core. Lexi didn’t flag, and the banter between them was fast and filthy, even if I couldn’t catch more than a word at a time.

Natalie was the revelation. In her element, she unleashed. The silver dress caught every flare of light, the fabric clinging to her legs, her ass, her torso. She pressed her back to my chest and rolled her hips, slow and deliberate, the heat of her body radiating through the thin layers. When she turned, her eyes went straight to mine, blue and cool but burning at the edges. Every move was confident. She knew exactly what she was doing, exactly how to tempt and challenge without ever begging for it. Her perfume blended with sweat and club air, an instant trigger that hit me between the eyes.

I pulled her close, hands at her waist, and swayed in time. She let me guide but refused to surrender, catching my hand and spinning away when the beat demanded it.

Even in the middle of six gorgeous humans, the rest of the club faded to background noise.

Anna and Fiona made the rounds, sometimes looping in Lexi and Jordan, sometimes splitting off to laugh about something hilarious I’d missed. Each time, Anna’s eyes found mine, a silent dare: can you handle this?

Jordan kept an eye out for me, too. She’d drift past, brushing my arm or bumping her hip to mine, a subtle reminder: she didn’t want to be forgotten.

Now and then, Natalie would pause, scan the room, and pinpoint Anna or Jordan, registering the way we orbited each other. She never pulled away. If anything, her curiosity ramped up, her moves getting bolder, more intimate.

The women integrated fast. The three of them, Anna, Jordan, Natalie, built an alliance in real time. They volleyed flirtation, shared inside jokes, and every so often, dropped the masks just long enough to show real hunger. It was a master class in how women test, tease, then close ranks.

I just tried to keep my head above the wave.

In a break between sets, Anna dragged our squad to the edge of the floor, where I could catch my breath and break down the chaos.

She looped her arm around Natalie’s waist, like they’d grown up together. “You dance like you’ve got something to prove.”

Natalie didn’t even blink. “I like keeping things interesting. You handled that opening set pretty well yourself.”

Anna leaned in, lips at Natalie’s ear. “It’s not even midnight. We’re just getting started.”

The electricity off that exchange nearly shorted the overheads.

Lexi and Jordan commandeered the next table over, shots already lined up. Jordan called out, “Bring your A-game, Brooks. We’re not going easy on you.”

Anna’s eyes went sly. “Always do.”

Natalie slid in beside me, the curve of her thigh pressing against mine under the table. She traced a finger along the rim of my empty glass. “If you keep collecting women like this, you’re going to need a bigger loft.”

I choked out a laugh. “You volunteering for the expansion team?”

She arched a brow. “Let’s call it a feasibility study.”

Anna caught that, and her grin was pure challenge. “Plenty of room for talent if you’re up for the competition.”

Jordan, not to be outdone, clinked glasses with Natalie, then downed her vodka in one go. “Let’s see how you handle the after-party. That’s where the real test starts.”

Even Fiona and Lexi, who weren’t even trying to mask their interest, got in on the action. Fiona leaned in, her green eyes locked on Anna as she said, “I always like learning from the best.”

Lexi? She just smirked at me, then winked. “You’re a lucky man, Bennett. Hope you can keep that much estrogen happy.”

The DJ hit a remix of some pop banger, and the dance floor called. There was no resisting. We went back in, six strong.

Bodies moved in a blur. The women tangled and untangled, shifting partners, laughter bright enough to cut even through the bass. Anna grabbed me, spun me into her orbit. Jordan yanked Natalie into a two-step so well-timed it forced eye contact, and, as predicted, neither of them flinched.

By song three, everyone was sweating. As the tempo slowed, the women pulled me into a cluster, Anna at my left, Natalie on the right, Jordan at my back. The press of their bodies, their perfume, their sweat, nothing subtle about it. The harem dynamic wasn’t a rumor anymore. It was out in the open, on display, and the women seemed to thrive on the attention.

Anna kissed my ear. “You having fun yet?”

“Pretty sure I died and went to heaven.”

Jordan’s hands circled my waist, her breath hot against my neck. “We should do this more often.”

Natalie closed any remaining gap, her hand sliding up my chest. “Maybe we just need the right excuse.”

For a second, the world pulsed only with heartbeats and want.

The music swelled, bodies pressed in, and my arms were full of living, breathing proof that sometimes life doesn’t just exceed expectations, it blows the roof off.

The six of us danced like the world might end at midnight.

I didn’t even care if it did.

All I wanted was the promise in those eyes, the stories their bodies kept writing against my skin.

We had the after-party in the bag.

And if you thought the dance floor was wild, you should see what happened when we took it home.

***

If the club was a beast, by one a.m. it had swallowed us whole and spit out the bones. Bodies everywhere, lights pulsing hard enough to flatten sense and shame. Everyone was sweating, vibrating, unzipped at the edges. The women fed on it, their eyes bright, their laughter unfiltered. You couldn’t fake that kind of chemistry.

I was just trying to survive it.

Anna always moved first. At the tail end of some wild remix, she caught my eye across the floor, then crooked her finger, a come-here that brokered no argument. We slipped out of the scrum and ducked into a side corridor where velvet booths offered at least the illusion of privacy.

She toppled me into the seat, then straddled my lap, her skirt bunching up to bare her thighs. The move was liquid: all grace, all intent, not a scrap of hesitation. Her perfume—spicy, a little sweet—hit me first. Then her hands threaded into my hair and yanked me straight into her kiss.

God, the way Anna kissed. Like she already knew the ending and wanted to taste every step getting there. Her tongue swept into my mouth, greedy and sure, lips soft but the pressure firm, deliberate.

I gripped her ass under the hem of her dress, fingers digging into the perfect curve. Anna rocked against me, slow at first, just letting the friction build. Each shift drove the heat higher. Her tits pressed to my chest, nipples hard and insistent even through layers, begging for my hands, my mouth, anything I’d give.

She broke for air, her eyes molten, lips already swollen.

“I’ve been wanting to do that all night,” she said, voice private and raw.

I couldn’t think straight. “Pretty sure you’re gonna get me kicked out.”

She grinned, devious. “They wouldn’t dare. Not with you under me.”

She bit my lower lip, then ground her hips down, making my cock throb up into her. Only a thin strip of soaked underwear separated us. I was already half-gone. Anna knew it, too. Her eyes went smug, then soft, then hungry again. She clamped both hands behind my neck and kissed me deeper, her breath hitching when my hands glided up her back, under her hair.

She nipped my ear. “God, you’re such a mess for me.”

I palmed her ass, testing the boundaries. “You’re the one dry-humping me in public, babe.”

She giggled, then rolled her hips, hard and deliberate. If we’d been alone, I could’ve finished her on my lap, just like that, and maybe myself, too. But tonight she just wanted to edge us both up to the bleeding line.

Anna pressed her forehead to mine, breath ragged. Her hair fell around us, cocooning the moment. “Remember that summer at the lake house?” she whispered. “How we used to sneak off at dusk, thinking everyone else didn’t notice?”

I nodded, the memory fusing with the present.

“This is better,” Anna breathed. “I don’t want to sneak anymore. I want you. All the time. No hiding.”

I kissed her, slow and deep, sealing the promise. The heat between us was nuclear, but underneath it, something else, a gravity, a knowing, a trust.

Anna smiled, the edge of shyness creeping back in. She shivered in my arms, but didn’t let go. Not for a second.

“I love you,” she said, soft but uncompromising.

“I love you, too,” I said. My cock pulsed, hungry for more.

She rocked once more, sending a jolt through both of us. Then Anna slid off my lap, smoothed her skirt, and fixed me with a look that said, clear as day: this was only the beginning.

“We should check on the others,” she teased, biting her lip. “Wouldn’t want to leave them unsupervised. And don’t worry, later tonight I will rock your world.”

I followed, dazed and desperate, already missing the pressure of her body on mine.

***

Apparently, Jordan didn’t need rescuing. She found me instead. Before I could reach the dance floor, she intercepted, eyes all business, but lips fighting a smile.

“Come with me,” she said, voice low enough to vibrate right through my core.

Jordan led me, confident as a quarterback, through the back passage, past the restrooms, and behind a stack of speakers nearly as tall as I was. The space was shadowy, abandoned except for the echo of bass. Here, the bass hit physical, the vibration worming under your skin.

She didn’t waste time flirting. Jordan pressed her back to me, glanced over her shoulder, then bent at the waist, hands braced on the dark, sticky edge of the subwoofer. Her ass jutted out, the black dress clinging to every flex.

She hiked up the hem, flashed the fact that she’d ditched her thong somewhere between cocktail hour and now, and arched her back so her pussy, already glistening, slightly parted, was right at my zipper.

Jordan looked back and smirked. “You game?”

She never had to ask.

I fumbled open my fly, cock springing out, already dripping, edged from Anna. The risk was insane, but that was the point. She wanted to see if I’d go all the way.

I grabbed her ass, lined myself up, and guided the head of my cock right to her soaked entrance. Jordan was so wet, so ready, she took the whole length in a single, greedy push.

We both hissed. The sensation was fucking unreal, hot, tight, her cunt clutching me to the root. I started moving, slow at first, savoring the grip, the bounce of her ass every time I bottomed out.

Jordan’s hands braced harder on the speaker, knuckles white. The music pounded, masking any stray moans. She pushed back onto me, greedy for every inch.

“Harder,” she whispered, barely audible above the beat. “Don’t hold back.”

I didn’t. I fucked her with everything I had, balls slapping her ass, bodies crashing together with the rhythm of the club. Every thrust sent a jolt through my legs, up my spine. Jordan’s walls clenched, milking me, daring me to last.

She didn’t even fight the noise. She let herself moan, soft and filthy, every time I drove deep.

I leaned in, lips at her ear. “You sure about this?”

She craned her neck, eyes wild. “I’m done pretending. I want in the harem. All the way. If you want me, I’m yours.”

The confession lit me up. I fucked her harder, faster, lost in the need to mark her, to prove we weren’t playing by anyone’s rules but our own.

She arched higher, nearly off her feet, using only her arms to balance. The risk of someone finding us, hell, of anyone just coming around the corner, pushed her toward the edge.

“God, Jack, I’m gonna—”

I covered her mouth with my hand, silencing the scream as she came. Her whole body bowed, her pussy grabbing me, milking the orgasm from me even as she shook in aftershocks. She gushed around me, the slick heat sending me over the ledge.

I slammed in, shooting deep, filling her with hot, desperate pulses. The sensation nearly took my legs out. For a second, the world was just darkness, vibration, and the impossible velvet grip of her cunt.

We sagged together, still joined, still twitching. I kissed the back of her neck, letting her feel the weight of me, the claim.

Jordan finally straightened, letting my cock slip free, wet and shiny. She laughed, breathless.

“Next time, I want to be fucked where everyone can watch,” she whispered, pulling her skirt down. “I want to see their faces when they realize what you’re really capable of.”

I grinned, tucking myself away. “You’re trouble.”

She licked her lips. “You love it.”

Jordan gave me one last, filthy kiss, then headed back toward the thumping heart of the club, walking like she owned the night.

I followed, brain melted, cock still throbbing from the rush.

***

Natalie was waiting for me. She danced alone, hips rolling to the slower grind of the DJ’s new set. The silver dress clung, every breath accentuating the lines of her waist, the slope of her ass, the proud, perfect curve of her tits.

I didn’t even reach for subtlety. I caught her from behind, arms wrapping around her, and she pressed back until our bodies were one. The heat off her skin, the electricity of her shiver, fuck, it was like being dared to set the place on fire.

She reached up, laced her fingers behind my neck, and ground her ass into my crotch. My cock was still hard, still leaking, and she didn’t miss it. She arched against me, rolling her hips in perfect sync with the beat.

Natalie laughed, sultry and low. “Don’t get shy on me now.”

I spun her to face me, and suddenly nothing else mattered. The club could’ve burned down and I wouldn’t have noticed. I cupped her face, kissed her, and she melted into it.

Her lips were soft at first, then open, tongue hungry for more. She tasted like champagne and challenge, the kind of woman who took what she wanted and made you grateful for the privilege.

Natalie grabbed my ass, yanking me flush. Her hands roamed up my shirt, fingers digging into my back as she pulled me closer. It wasn’t just a kiss. It was a declaration.

Around us, the dance floor seethed: bodies grinding, hands everywhere, music so loud you felt it through your ribcage. But in our little bubble, the world was just the pulse of want, the scrape of our teeth, the slick heat of her thigh sliding against mine.

She sucked my tongue, then nipped my lip. “You see how they’re all watching us?”

I glanced sideways, and she was right. Strangers stared, a little shocked, a little envious.

“Let them,” I said, fingers sliding down to the bare skin at her waist.

Natalie pressed her forehead to mine. Her breath was shaky, loaded with something she’d never say out loud. “You know I could ruin you, right?”

I grinned. “You’re welcome to try.”

She kissed me again, this time dirtier, her hand slipping down to tease the bulge in my jeans. I nearly lost it on the spot.

Natalie’s tongue licked the rim of my ear, her words a private dare. “You keep building these harems, Jack. But what happens when your girls start working together?”

I shuddered at the image. Anna, Jordan, Natalie, tangled and hungry in the dark.

“Guess I’d have to keep up,” I said.

She bit my jaw, then kissed it, softening at the last moment.

“I think you can,” she whispered. “But only if you let go of all that control.”

The music surged, we spun, and the make-out went nuclear. Hands everywhere, teeth clashing, sweat slicking her collarbone. Every second was another reminder that Natalie didn’t just want to play, she wanted to win.

She pressed her thigh between my legs, grinding for friction, and I nearly lost my grip.

Her laughter sparkled, even over the music. “This is a preview. You ready for the director’s cut?”

“Lead the way,” I said, sucking a mark onto her neck.

Natalie raked her nails down my chest, then took my hand and pulled me toward the exit, the rest of the crew already converging for the final act.

All eyes were on us, but it didn’t matter.

The only proof that mattered was the look in her eyes, the promise of what came next.

***

By last call, Lexi and Fiona had long since gone. The four of us had broken every rule on the club’s list, public indecency, stealing the spotlight, and making it crystal clear to everyone in the building that this harem was not a myth.

Anna clasped my arm with both hands, her lips still swollen from our make-out session.

Jordan, every hair still in place despite the pounding she’d just taken, wore a look of satisfaction that said she was ready for round two, three, and four.

Natalie, silver dress wrinkled at the hips, hair a little mussed, clung to my other side, her smile slow and confidential.

Our exit from the club wasn’t a walk, it was a parade. Strangers watched, jaws dropping as we made our departure. No shame left, not for any of us.

Outside, the city air hit cold and shock sharp, but between the four of us, heat never dropped.

Anna pressed against my right. Jordan bracketed my left. Natalie? She tangled her fingers in the back of my shirt and dragged me into a second, brutal kiss before the Uber even showed.

We tumbled into it together, the aftershocks of the night reverberating in every touch.

And all bets were off.

***

If the club was a fever dream, the Uber ride home was a straight-up orgy in miniature.

We piled into the back, Anna riding shotgun, the rest of us squished into the backseat like a human jigsaw. I barely closed the door before Natalie had her hand up my thigh, not even bothering to play coy. Jordan pressed in from the left, her hand sliding discreetly under the hem of Anna’s dress, fingers mapping the inside of her thigh. Anna, never to be outdone, looped her arm around my neck and pulled me into a kiss that told the driver exactly what kind of night we were about to have.

The city blurred past, streetlights flashing in through the windows, the air inside the car growing sticky and charged. Natalie sucked on my earlobe, her whispers loaded with dirty promise. “When we get to your place, I want you to fuck me first,” she breathed.

Jordan didn’t miss a beat. “He’s mine next,” she countered, sliding her palm over my crotch and giving it a squeeze that nearly made me explode on the spot.

Anna just laughed, rolling her head back onto my shoulder. She turned and kissed Natalie, soft at first but then deeper, hungrier, their tongues darting between lips. In the rearview, the driver locked eyes with me for a split second and I smiled, knowing he’d have a story to tell in the morning.

We hit the curb in front of my building and stormed out, hands everywhere, all sense of restraint lost to the night. We barely made it through the front door before Natalie shoved me against a wall and bit my neck, her hands raking up under my shirt.

The elevator ride up? Legendary. There was a quick round of Rock, Paper, Scissors for who got to kiss me first, but the joke was on them: I had two hands and no shame. Anna straddled my thigh, grinding her pussy against my jeans and giggling. Jordan ran both hands up my chest, her grip authoritative, her eyes pure challenge. Natalie tried to play cool, but the way she pressed her tits into my arm told a different story.

***

By the time we hit my loft, underwear was already peeking out, dresses riding high, and the only light that mattered was the way these women glowed. Anna’s dress slipped off her shoulder, revealing lacy black straps and a flash of curve. Jordan stripped her own dress one-handed, revealing a matte black bralette and matching thong that left almost nothing to the imagination. If anything, the savage cut made her tits and ass look even more perfect than before. Natalie? She shimmied out of her silver dress and left on a white lace set that made her look like the kind of centerfold they’d outlaw in five states. The tiniest thong rode impossibly high on her hips, the bra barely corralling her tits, nipples already poking through the fabric. I drank them in, stunned and starving.

My own clothes barely made it past the threshold. Anna tugged my shirt over my head, ran her hands down my chest and abs as if she meant to judge every muscle. Jordan clawed at my jeans, freeing my cock, and what little self-control I had left snapped clean in two.

There was a brief, hilarious standoff. Who went first? But in the end, Anna took charge. She pulled me down onto the bed, climbed on top, and locked her lips to mine. The others gathered close, the heat of their bodies a furnace in the dark.

Anna straddled my waist, her pussy wet and wanting, the trimmed patch above her slit glistening in the glow from the city lights. She lowered herself onto my cock, slow at first, both of us savoring the stretch, the sheer fucking rightness of being joined. As she rode me, Jordan moved in closer, settling on the bed just beside us, legs parted, her own pussy gleaming, pink and perfect. Anna leaned over, braced herself on her arms, and buried her face between Jordan’s thighs. The transition was flawless. My cock deep inside Anna, while her tongue flicked and fucked Jordan’s clit, driving both women to the edge.

Natalie watched, eyes dark and alive, one hand alternating between her own pussy and squeezing Anna’s ass; she cheered us on, her fingers occasionally joining the fray to rub Anna’s clit as I thrust up from below.

Anna rode me harder, the slap of skin ringing out, her cries muffled by Jordan’s cunt. Sweat ran down her back, catching the light, her hair a wild tangle. Jordan’s thighs trembled, her breath coming in gasps as Anna tongued her relentlessly. At the same time, Anna’s pussy clenched me so tight it felt like the universe had shrunk to just the heat between us.

When Jordan came, body locked, hands fisted in Anna’s hair, I felt Anna shake with pride, licking her clean even as my own orgasm built, desperate and raw. Jordan pulled Anna up, kissed her deep, sharing the taste. At that, I lost it, cumming hard inside Anna’s greedy cunt, my own moan swallowed in the chaos of pleasure.

Anna slumped forward, laying on my chest, her pussy milking every drop. For a second, I was boneless, fused to the sheets. But the show wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

***

Next, Natalie wanted her due. She rolled me onto my back, straddled me reverse cowgirl, and let her ass do the talking. It was a perfection I couldn’t describe, pillowy, shockingly firm, every bounce of her hips ratcheting up the friction and driving me wild. Her pussy was soaked, swallowing my cock with every thrust.

Jordan slid in front of us, lips parted, eyes hungry. Natalie leaned forward, letting her tits drop heavy and full, and the two of them started to kiss, slow, then brutal, tongues tangling, hands everywhere. Anna scooted up, pressing her own tits against Natalie’s back, reaching around to toy with Natalie’s nipples.

The room was a frenzy of motion: Natalie riding, grinding herself down onto me, every muscle rippling in her thighs and back. Jordan’s hand crept between Natalie’s legs, rubbing her clit, while Anna nibbled down Natalie’s neck and shoulders, marking her with little bites.

I gripped Natalie’s hips, rocking her faster, loving the way her ass jiggled each time I slammed up. She cursed, voice breaking, her orgasm building with each wicked pass of Jordan’s fingers. Finally, with a gasp, she froze, body shaking, her cunt fluttering around my cock as she climaxed.

She bowed low, head pressed to the sheets, and just trembled, letting wave after wave take her. The sight alone nearly finished me, but I held back, determined to see the marathon through.

Jordan pounced next. She crawled up and kissed Natalie, deep and hungry, as if claiming a prize. I watched, transfixed, as Jordan climbed aboard. This time, she wanted me upright. She straddled my lap, grabbed my cock, and drove it inside her, sitting deep. She squeezed me with her pelvic muscles, every pulse another threat to my sanity.

Anna and Natalie formed a two-woman support squad, stroking Jordan’s tits, pinching her nipples, and kissing her neck. Jordan threw her head back, losing herself in the sensation, while my hands roamed her body, worshipping the athletic lines, the flex of her abs, the taut curve of her ass.

Jordan rode me rough, a piston of muscle and need, her pussy clenching tighter and tighter until she exploded. Her hands wrapped around my neck, pulling me into the heat of her body, her moans loud and wild as she came. I felt the gush of wetness flood down my shaft, slick and perfect.

This time, I let go, cumming inside her, my cock jerking and spurting, filling her up. Jordan rode every spasm, grinding down until she’d milked the very last drop.

We collapsed, but Natalie was already stirring. She wanted more, and so did Anna. I’d lost track of whose turn it was. By now, the night belonged to the four of us, our bodies and voices indistinguishable.

***

The afterglow should’ve been enough, but the girls had other plans. Anna pulled us all into the giant shower, cranked the water, and let the steam turn us into animals again. Natalie dropped to her knees and swallowed my cock, her lips making a perfect seal; Anna joined her, licking the shaft and cupping my balls, the two of them working me in tandem with a hunger that bordered on reckless.

Jordan pressed up behind me, stroking my back, her tits hot against my skin. When Anna traded off with Natalie, their tongues intertwined over my cock, the visual alone enough to make me start to leak again.

But Jordan wasn’t finished. She bent over, bracing herself on the tile, and looked back at me: a dare.

“Now,” she said. “Don’t make me wait.”

I grabbed her hips, lined up, and slid inside her in one smooth motion. Jordan gasped, the water cascading down her back. I pounded her, hard and fast, the slap of flesh echoing off the walls. Anna reached around and rubbed her clit, making Jordan’s knees buckle. Natalie rose from her crouch to kiss Jordan upside-down, tongues dueling as I fucked her from behind.

Jordan came hard, her whole body wracked with aftershocks, her orgasm triggering mine. I emptied deep inside her, not caring about the mess. Hell, the mess was the point.

The women clung to each other, kissing, hands roaming, never breaking the circle of contact. We rinsed off, then Anna led the charge back to bed, still wet, still buzzing.

***

Back in bed, it was a blur of sensation. Over and over, the women took turns: sucking me, fucking me, riding me, devouring each other. Anna wanted seconds. She lay back, legs wide, begging me to fill her. I did, missionary, her ankles locked behind my back, while Jordan perched on her face, letting Anna lick her pussy through another mind-bending orgasm.

Natalie mounted my mouth while Anna rode my cock. The taste of her, the sounds she made as I tongued her clit, all of it made my head spin. The wet slap of skin, the moans of pleasure, the smell of sex and sweat. No one held back, not even for a second.

When I came inside Anna again, she nearly passed out from the aftershocks. Jordan and Natalie pumped me back to hardness, teaming up to suck me off, tongues sharing the load, until I was ready to claim Natalie at last.

I rolled her on her back, legs up, and drove into her, fucking her slow and deep while Anna and Jordan toyed with her tits and clit, making her wild. Natalie arched, her orgasm hitting like a freight train, her cunt clenching me so tight I nearly blacked out.

I came in her, thick and messy, filling her up as she shook and writhed.

The hours blurred. Cum leaked from every pussy. The girls licked it from each other, kissing and moaning and swapping places as if there was never enough pleasure in the world to sate them.

We ended up in a tangled heap, Anna curled against my chest, Jordan spooned behind her, Natalie sprawled across my stomach, her ass pillowed by my thigh. All of us sticky, spent, covered in sweat and proof of a night that would live in legend.

The city hummed outside, but inside, there was only our bodies, our heartbeats, and the absolute peace of knowing we’d burned down every last inhibition.

Satisfaction glowed in every touch. If anyone had told me I’d end up here, king of my own harem, surrounded by the smartest, sexiest women Chicago could breed, I’d have called them insane.

But this was reality. Ours.

I drifted into sleep with Anna’s hand tangled in mine, Natalie’s lips pressed to my collarbone, and Jordan’s heartbeat thudding steady at my back.

Tomorrow, the world might try to pull us apart.

Tonight, we were unbreakable.

The harem had found its home. And I was never, ever letting it go.


Morning After


Iwoke to the sensation of a finger drifting lazy circles around my nipple, warm and featherlight, like the world’s best version of a snooze button. The second thing I noticed was the heat of skin pressed up against mine. There was no boundary between bodies, just sweat-sticky familiarity and the kind of contentment you only get when you’re too sated to pretend otherwise. For one perfect second, the night before felt like a fever dream—limbs tangled, lips everywhere, every secret wish granted.

But then Natalie sighed against my neck, and the memory sharpened.

A naked thigh was thrown over my hip, her calf pressed to the small of my back, and her tits, God, those tits, were mashed against the side of my chest. Her skin was sun-warmed porcelain, glowing in the white sheets, and I could smell the faintest echo of her perfume beneath the clean cotton. She traced my nipple again, the pad of her finger more teasing than any alarm clock, and when I finally cracked my eyes open, Natalie was there in full, heart-stopping color.

The sunlight caught her hair and set it on fire. Golden waves fanned across the pillow, framing a face better suited to a scandal than a Hallmark card: high cheekbones, that unmistakable Vaughn jawline, lips that looked designed for trouble. Her blue eyes were open, no hint of sleep left. She was watching me, almost smug, like a cat that had just demolished a canary and expected applause for the effort.

If her goal was to short-circuit my brain first thing in the morning, she was winning by a landslide.

“Morning,” she said, voice rough in a way that made my cock twitch.

I didn’t bother hiding the effect. My eyes roamed down, from the perfect arch of her neck to her bare shoulder, the honey-gold line of her waist, and the way sunlight painted every dip and curve. Her hair messily haloed around her like she was a starlet who’d just finished an all-night shoot and decided never to get dressed again.

“You always this handsy before breakfast?” I asked, keeping my voice light.

Her finger circled my nipple again, this time a little firmer. “You’re not complaining, are you?”

“Not even close,” I said. “Just taking stock.” I let my hand glide down the curve of her back, over the subtle muscle, until it cupped the perfect roundness of her ass. Still warm, still impossibly tight even after last night’s marathon. “Where’d everyone else disappear to?”

She pressed in, her pussy brushing my hip. I felt her smile against my jaw. “Anna and Jordan are hunting coffee. They bolted as soon as I threatened to start round four without them.”

I laughed, squeezing her ass. “Sounds like they know when they’re outmatched.”

Natalie shivered, but her gaze never dropped. “You regret anything from last night, Jack?” Her voice was soft, but the question landed like a ten-pound hammer. “Or did you get everything you wanted?”

It was a rare thing, seeing her let go of the professional defenses. The cracks showed, and for a second, I saw the woman underneath the icon.

I rolled her onto her back, taking the question for what it was.

I pinned her with my body, every inch of skin-to-skin making it clearer that regrets were the last thing on my mind. I kissed her, deep and open-mouthed, taking everything she offered and giving it back double. She moaned into my mouth, fingers digging into my shoulders, her hand snaking down until it wrapped my cock. She stroked slow, like she was savoring the heft, coaxing me from soft to steel in a matter of heartbeats.

When I broke the kiss, her lips glistened, cheeks flushed. “Does that feel like regret?” I asked, voice gone raw.

She didn’t answer with words. Natalie spread her legs wide, guiding the crown of my cock right to her entrance. She was already soaked, hell, probably never stopped leaking since last night, and the head slid over her clit, smearing her wetness until my self-control started to wobble.

I nudged at her folds, teasing, savoring the gasp that tore loose as I lined up and pressed in, just enough to let her feel the stretch. She clawed at my back, heels digging into the mattress for leverage.

“Jack, don’t tease,” she whispered, voice shivering with need. “I need to feel all of you. Now.”

There was no reason to fight it. With one smooth thrust, I buried myself inside her, inch by inch, until her pussy hugged me so tight it felt like home. Natalie let out a low, guttural moan, her nails raking down to my ass as if she could drag me even deeper.

This wasn’t the wild, no-holds-barred, melt-the-walls fuck fest from last night. This was a new animal: slow, heavy, deliberate. Each movement was connection, not just friction. Our eyes locked, blue into brown. I watched every flicker of lust, every ripple of wonder, every dare-you-to-break-this-first challenge she threw.

I set the pace. My hips drove into her, shallow at first, just enough to tease the entrance, then deeper, harder, until I bottomed out and felt her heat clutch me to the root. Natalie’s body flexed in time with every push, her back arched, tits bouncing, the line of her throat thrown back in silent ecstasy. The blue of her eyes never wavered, never drifted, and when I looked down at her face I saw it all: the defiance, the hunger, the wild delight that I could do this to her, that I could crack the Vaughn veneer in ways no one else would ever see.


She met every thrust, hips rolling, legs tight around my back, and that’s what did it, that total, animal need, hips moving in perfect sync, both of us matching each other, chemistry made kinetic. I watched her, watched the way her lips parted and her breath quickened, the way her nails raked my shoulders. She dropped the act, dropped everything, until it was just Natalie and me, skin and sweat and friction and need.


I held her there, hands locked on her hips, using her for leverage, slamming into her so the headboard rattled against the wall. With every stroke, she grew louder, her moans echoing through the loft, bouncing off brick and steel and glass. It wasn’t just sex; it was a full-body confession, an airing of every secret want until it rang out for anyone listening. And if the neighbors were listening, so be it. Let the city wake up to Natalie Vaughn getting railed and loving every minute.


She grinned, wild and half-crazy, eyes bright enough to burn holes through me. “You’re going to make me come, Jack,” she choked out between gasps. “Don’t you dare stop.”


I couldn’t have stopped if I’d wanted to. The pressure in my balls was off the charts, every muscle tight as a bowstring, but I held back, giving her everything first. She was close, her whole body a live wire, and I felt the shift, the way her hips started to shudder, how her eyes rolled back, how her pussy milked my cock with wave after wave.


“Fuck, fuck, fuck—” she said, repeating it like a mantra, voice climbing higher.


I let go then, letting instinct take over, driving into her hard and merciless, every thrust another wordless promise. My hands squeezed her ass, dragging her tight, making sure she felt every last inch. The wet slap of our bodies was louder than ever, her cunt so slick and swollen that it made obscene noises every time I pulled back.


She came first, explosive, primal, her entire body locking up as she screamed my name into the mattress. I felt it, the way her walls pulsed and squeezed and demanded, and then I was there, too, no warning, just a white-hot rush as I shot load after load deep inside her, so much that I had to keep pumping, had to keep pushing it through until I was dry.


The afterglow hit like a drug. Our bodies stayed fused, her legs still cinched around my waist, my cock twitching in the aftermath. The world stopped spinning, the sweat cooling on our skin and the ruined sheets clinging to our bodies. We breathed each other in, chests heaving in perfect counterpoint, silent except for the sound of our hearts slowing back to baseline.


She kept her eyes on me, softer now, her hand tracing lazy lines on my lower back. “If that’s what regret feels like, sign me the fuck up,” she whispered, laughing a little, the sound low and private.


I let my weight settle on her, not crushing, just enough to remind her she was pinned, that neither of us was going anywhere. I brushed her hair from her face and kissed her, softer this time, tasting her tongue and the salt of her skin.


“Round four?” I offered, and she grinned, biting my lip in answer.


But I didn’t move, not yet. I wanted to stay in this moment, cataloging every detail: the way our sweat mingled, the subtle tremor in her post-orgasmic limbs, the warmth of her cunt still hugging my cock. She was perfect, unguarded, and for the first time since we’d started this thing, she looked at me like I was more than a convenient fuck.


She warmed her palms on my chest, then let them rest over my heart. “You gonna tell me what’s in there?” she asked, voice sly but not quite teasing. “Or are we still pretending this is just about getting off?”


I paused, searching for the right answer. “You want the truth?”


She nodded, never breaking eye contact.


“I think I could get lost in you,” I said, honestly, and her lashes fluttered like maybe she wasn’t expecting that.


She pulled me down and kissed me again, lingering this time, like she was trying to memorize the taste.


We stayed that way, tangled and spent, until the morning sun crept another inch up the brick wall and the world threatened to intrude.

For a long minute, neither of us moved. I stayed buried deep, my cock twitching with every aftershock, the sweat drying on our skin, the sheets ruined beneath us.

Natalie pressed her lips to my cheek, my collarbone, any place she could reach. I softened the moment with slow kisses, gentle and almost shy, which was ridiculous considering we’d just set a new world record for indecency.

She finally broke the silence, her voice soft but certain. “I don’t think I can quit you, you know.”

I smiled into her hair, still panting. “Why would you want to?”

Her body tensed, just a little. “Because… Ryan.”

She let the name hang, the ghost in the room.

I didn’t flinch. “We’ll figure it out. You, me, him. It doesn’t have to be a war. Besides, if we hid from every complication, nothing would ever get built.” I stroked her cheek, thumbing the sweat from her jawline. “You’re worth getting messy for.”

Natalie’s eyes went glassy, but not sad. More like she’d finally been heard.

That was all she needed. Instantly, the hunger reignited.

With a sudden twist, she rolled us over, straddling my waist. My cock slipped free, wet and aching, but she didn’t waste time. She braced herself, guided the tip back to her slit, and sank down, swallowing me whole.

Her hair tumbled over her shoulders, sunlight setting it ablaze. Her tits bounced with every movement, the skin flushed from neck to navel, sweat beading between her breasts. The control suited her. Natalie rode me like she was born for it, athletic and focused, letting her own pace build slow and then faster, never once dropping her eyes from mine.

“God, Jack, you feel unreal,” she panted, grinding down so our hips slammed. “Don’t let me go, not ever.”

I reached up, grabbed her ass with both hands, and helped her bounce, each slap punctuated by the wet sound of our bodies colliding.

She leaned in, dragged her tits across my chest, and kissed me, desperate and filthy, tasting herself on my tongue before she straightened and rode me harder.

Her orgasm built in layers: the shake of her thighs, the flutter of her walls around my cock, the way her hands braced on my pecs to steady herself as she lost control. When she finally came, it was a tidal wave, her whole body bowing back, hair wild, blue eyes wide open and unguarded.

I couldn’t hold out. I thrust up to meet her, and shot my load deep inside, hot and thick, joining the mess from earlier.

Natalie collapsed onto my chest, hips still rolling, milking the last drops from me.

She lay there, gasping, sweat-soaked and wild, but so perfectly herself it nearly broke me open.

We stayed fused, the mess between us a badge of honor, her heartbeat thudding wild against mine.

For a minute, the city was gone. There was only Natalie, her skin sticky on my chest, her pussy still wrapped around my cock, her lips finding mine in soft, silent kisses.

That was the morning I knew: she wasn’t quitting. Neither was I.

And if the rest of the world wanted to challenge us, they’d have to catch us first.

***

For twenty long minutes, the world outside the bed ceased to exist. Natalie clung to me, fiercely devoted, her body flush against mine, limbs wrapped tight and unyielding. I stayed buried within her, cock hard and pulsing, as if the hours of frantic release still begged for more. We lay motionless, sweat-soaked and tangled, the charged silence crackling around us, a testament to a night that had yet to surrender its grip.

Sun spilled across the tangle of our bodies. The sheets reeked of sex and sweat and the citrus perfume that I now officially associated with Natalie alone. For a long while, she just lay there, not moving, soaking it all in.

I ran my hands up and down her back, loving the way her spine curved, the flex of her ass as she ground against me in tiny aftershocks. Her hair fell forward, veiling her face, and when she finally looked up, her blue eyes were still raw from pleasure.

She kissed me, gentler this time. A thank you, or maybe a warning. I don’t know.

“Anna and Jordan are going to kill us,” she finally whispered, a little smile tugging at her mouth. “They’re going to walk up here and find us glued together forever.”

I laughed, still hard inside her. “I can think of worse ways to go.”

She twisted her hips, grinding me deep inside her. Her words tumbled out, rough at the edges, desperate, hungry.

“God, I could fuck you all day. I’m officially addicted. No wonder these girls swarm you.”

She shuddered as she said it, her hips rolling in a slow, relentless pattern, milking every inch of me. The sensation shot up my spine, electric, and I dug my fingers into her flesh, pulling her back to meet me, savoring the way she took me deep. The heat and pressure were overwhelming, the rhythm of her movements relentless, and I felt my control fray as her body clamped tight around me.

I barely managed a breath. She arched, grinding even harder, lips parted as another moan slipped through. “God, yes,” she whispered, her words raw. The desperation in her voice echoed the frenzy building inside me, feeding the ache, the drive to give her everything she wanted. All of it.

I gritted my teeth, fighting to hold out, and thrust up into her. She didn’t back off. If anything, her hips moved faster, greedier, insistent on wringing every sensation from both of us. She was insatiable, addicted. And so was I.

Natalie didn’t let up. She sat up straight, milking every inch, and started riding again. This round was slower, more hypnotic. She wanted to drag it out. Her hands were everywhere: in my hair, on my chest, circling the place where her finger had teased me awake just half an hour before.

She let her head fall back, eyes closed, grinding down until her clit rubbed frantic on my pubic bone. The sounds she made were pure music, high, husky moans, the staccato slap of skin hitting skin, her breath hitching as she bounced harder.

“Don’t stop, Jack, please, you’re so deep—God, I need it right there, just like that—”

If someone had bet on who’d cave first, they’d have lost big. I held out, eyes glued to the way her tits bounced, the flush rising in her cheeks, the sweat slick on her throat. She rode me with everything she had, hands clawing at my arms as she lost herself to the build.

Her orgasm hit with a full-body shudder. She collapsed forward, biting my neck as she trembled apart. Her pussy pulsed around my cock, draining every last ounce. I shot another load inside her, the release so sharp it almost brought tears to my eyes.

We sagged together, boneless, sated, and totally unwilling to let the moment end.

Natalie nuzzled into the crook of my arm, her breath settling, her body radiant and soft despite the wreckage we’d made of the bed.

For a long time, nothing needed fixing. There were no regrets, no apologies—just the honest, relentless hum of happiness.

She looked up, lips swollen, and brushed my cheek with the back of her hand.

“You sure you’re ready for the drama, Jack? I’m a lot. Sometimes too much.”

I caught her hand, kissed her fingertips. “I don’t want easy. I want you.”

Natalie’s smile told the rest of the story.

And if Anna and Jordan wanted next crack at me, well,

I’d just have to save a little something for them.

Hearts and bodies both, I was all in.

And as the day started, I knew this harem wasn’t a phase.

It was the blueprint for everything I ever wanted.

Even if it needed a little revising along the way.


Star Spangled Harem


The first thing I noticed when I hit the rooftop was how alive the city felt. Chicago stretched out in every direction, steel, glass, and a promise of chaos, just waiting for the night to explode. The air already shimmered with heat, the kind that baked concrete by noon and pried off shirts by happy hour.

I wrestled folding chairs out of the storage cage, hands already tacky with dust and anticipation. Each one scraped over the gravel rooftop with a banshee wail, echoing between my building and the ancient brick box next door. I lined them up with military precision, aiming every seat square at the skyline where the fireworks would launch in just a few hours.

Next came the coolers. Three of them, each big enough to house a body, and already sweating condensation before I’d even loaded the ice. I stocked one with craft beer, nice enough to impress Anna and Jordan, cheap enough to appease my brother’s blue-collar palate. The second was non-alcoholic, hard seltzer, sodas, water, and some kind of probiotic nightmare Jenny had sworn everyone should try. The last was for emergencies only: high-proof, high-risk, best reserved for the hour when inhibitions evaporate.

The crown jewel? The sound system. Twelve-inch speakers, Bluetooth amp, and a playlist curated for maximum party velocity. I spent ten minutes fighting with the speaker cables, only to realize the Bluetooth was already synced to Anna’s phone.

Typical.

I’d barely caught my breath before the door rattled, and Anna swept onto the roof like she owned the sky.

She wore a navy tee knotted at the waist, cutoff shorts showing off those legs, and shades perched on her head. Her hands were loaded down with catering platters, pasta salad, charcuterie, crackers, a bucket of chicken so glossy it had to be illegal.

“Need a hand, stud?” she said, dropping the first tray on the buffet table I’d set up by the parapet.

She leaned in for a kiss, fast and hungry, then pulled back with a smirk. “I brought enough food for a small army. You planning to invite the whole block?”

I shrugged, hands planted on her hips. “Never hurts to overbuild. Besides, you never know who Ryan might drag along.”

Anna’s eyes sparkled. “Fair. He texted me at sunrise to ask if there would be cake.”

She ducked past and started arranging the trays, all efficiency until I showed up behind her and wrapped her in a bear hug.

She wiggled free, laughing. “Kisses later, Bennett. If you mess up my cheese board, I’m revoking your taste-tester privileges.”

I held up both hands, innocent. “Wouldn’t dream of it. You’re the master.”

She popped a mozzarella pearl in my mouth, then winked.

Inside an hour, she’d worked a mini-miracle, a feast stretching the length of the table, all color and variety, the kind of spread that made you want to eat with your fingers and lick every last bit of dressing off each other’s skin.

I was still drooling over the salami roses when the next wave hit: Jordan, hauling a case of craft beer, two armloads of solo cups, and an energy that could’ve powered the grid.

She was all business, hair in a slick ponytail, biceps flexing as she stacked drinks on ice.

“Gym trainer’s here,” she called, “and I brought reinforcements.”

She cracked open a can, foam hissing, and downed half before I’d even set the opener out.

Anna arched an eyebrow. “Pre-gaming already?”

Jordan wiped her lip, then grinned. “Why wait? This is what I train for.”

She winked at me, then started unloading the rest: coconut water, high-end kombucha, a bottle of bourbon she’d wrapped in duct tape like a trophy.

The three of us made quick work of the rest, deck furniture circled up, tables set, napkins anchored so they didn’t go airborne in the breeze.

Quinn was next. She came bearing decorations: patriotic pinwheels, bunting, and a vision so coordinated it nearly gave me hives.

“Don’t judge,” she said, catching my look. “Theme parties are the only reason I tolerate holidays.”

She made quick work of the railing, twining red, white, and blue bunting with surgical precision, then spacing out little lanterns every three feet like she was prepping for a magazine shoot.

Watching her was a show. She moved with efficiency, ponytail flicking, tongue caught between her teeth every time she lined up another row of LEDs.

Jordan eyed the decorations. “You gonna light sparklers, too?”

Quinn side-eyed her, then smirked. “If you mess with my design, I’ll bench-press you off the roof.”

Anna snorted. “Promises, promises.”

With every addition, the place transformed. The battered rooftop felt less like an industrial relic and more like a VIP box seat for the best party in the city.

The next arrival was pure class. Natalie glided through the stairwell door, blonde hair perfect even in the sticky July wind. She didn’t come alone. On her heels were Lexi and Fiona, both dressed to kill, heels clicking like they had their own step-and-repeat.

Natalie wore a crisp sleeveless blouse tucked into slim white pants, curves on full display without looking like she’d broken a sweat. Lexi rocked a cherry-red sundress and black cat-eye sunglasses, while Fiona went bodycon in Kelly green, wild red curls loose down her back.

“Someone order the all-girl power squad?” Lexi joked, making a beeline for the booze table.

She poured three shots of bourbon, passed them around, and raised a glass. “Here’s to fireworks, fabulous company, and the Logan Square legend himself.”

I blushed, but Anna whistled. “Now it’s an actual party.”

Natalie tossed back her drink, then leaned in for a hug. “Impressive setup, Bennett. I’ll have to up my game for the next lighting launch.”

She eyed the sound system, then the food. “Is that Anna’s pasta salad?”

I nodded. “She threatened me with bodily harm if I tried to claim the recipe.”

Fiona sampled a cracker, then cocked her head at me. “You always throw this kind of shindig, or is it just for special occasions?”

I shrugged. “Depends on the audience.”

Lexi elbowed Natalie. “Looks like you’re not the only one with a waiting list.”

Natalie rolled her eyes, but she was smiling, slower and softer than I’d ever seen her. She helped herself to a beer and made herself at home.

By then, the sun was putting in overtime, baking the roof and turning everything high-def. Shadows stretched long, and the city below hummed with anticipation for the night ahead.

The next ones up the stairs were Ryan and Jenny, my brother in khakis and an untucked linen shirt, looking like he’d landed from a yacht party, and Jenny by his side in a crisp summer dress.

Ryan wasted no time. “How’s the harem holding up, Jack? Nobody brawling on the catwalk yet?”

I snorted. “Let’s just say the ladies run a tighter ship than I do.”

Ryan clapped me on the shoulder, then did a quick once-over of the setup. “Looks solid. I’d give it an eight-point-five, but you’re missing a grill.”

Anna piped up, “That would require Jack letting someone else man the fire. You know how he is.”

Jenny rolled her eyes. “Boys and their toys.” But she grinned at me as she said it, a sort of backhanded approval.

Surprisingly, Jenny zeroed in on Natalie. They hit it off immediately, talking work, design, and, judging by the way Jenny crowed with laughter, probably mutual trauma from dealing with Ryan and me.

Natalie looked… lighter, somehow. Less like she was bracing for impact, more like she belonged.

The crowd swelled. Music cranked up, courtesy of Anna’s playlist: a blend of modern pop, guilty-pleasure throwbacks, and a few deep cuts from the nineties. The mix was perfect, enough to get people dancing by the drink table, but not so loud the neighbors called the cops.

It was almost too perfect.

Until Lily showed up.

She slipped onto the rooftop like a ghost, hair in soft waves, sundress conservative by her standards, and a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

She drifted around the edge, saying hi, but never quite settling. Her phone never left her hand. Every five minutes, she checked the screen, face flickering between dread and forced-bright optimism.

Anna clocked it instantly. She crossed the roof, food in tow, and tried to rope Lily into the snack lineup. Lily picked at a cracker, said something about carbs, but her gaze kept flicking to the door.

I watched her for two more cycles before I made my move.

I cornered her at the chaise lounge, away from the crowd, where the city opened up behind us and the wind covered our words.

I sat close, so there was no way for her to dodge. “You okay?”

She let out a breath, tension visible from scalp to heel. “I’m fine. Just… waiting for the shoe to drop.”

She tried for a laugh, but it broke halfway out.

I curved an arm around her shoulders, lending whatever support I could. “You moved your things up, right?”

She nodded, biting her lip. “Every box. Even the ugly mugs. But—” She didn’t finish.

“But you haven’t told Jake,” I guessed.

Her nod was barely visible.

“He stayed a few days longer in Kansas than he planned. He gets bac at six,” she said. “I texted and told him to come to the party. I wanted to do it face-to-face, but now I’m… god, Jack, I hate this kind of confrontation? Why can’t it just be over so we can all have fun?”

She looked tortured, hands twisting in her lap.

I reached for her wrist, thumb circling the inside where her pulse hammered. “We’ll all have fun, you’ll see. You and Jake will make better friends, and I think you’ll like Taylor.”

She clung to my hand, desperate. “Promise you’ll be here?”

I squeezed. “You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried.”

She finally let out a tiny laugh, hair falling forward. For a second, she looked more like the real Lily: hopeful, even if she didn’t trust it yet.

“Thanks, Jack. I just… I can’t lose you.”

“Not even on a bet,” I said.

She nodded, then took a breath, squared her jaw, and straightened her shoulders.

From anywhere else on the roof, nobody would’ve noticed the difference.

I let her rest her head on my shoulder a little longer. She held my hand until Quinn called her over, some crisis about matching napkins to bunting.

When Lily slipped away, I caught Anna’s eye.

She gave me the tiniest nod, like she’d spotted it, too, and appreciated the effort.

The party surged around us. By dusk, the roof hummed with bodies, voices, laughter, the scrape of bottlecaps, the mutter of secrets and gossip. The skyline lit up with anticipation. Logan Square below throbbed with the bass of a thousand different parties, but ours was the only one with a view that made strangers stop and stare.

People found their grooves.

Jordan and Lexi started an impromptu push-up contest. Quinn demonstrated the finer points of bunting knotwork to three very drunk freelancers. Natalie held court with Jenny and Anna, the three of them swapping project horror stories and, judging by Anna’s blush, probably dirty jokes.

Ryan leaned on the railing at sunset, beer in hand, surveying the whole show as if he’d built every inch of it himself.

But through all of it, Lily never left the edge.

Her phone was a permanent fixture. She watched the door with laser focus, every time a new arrival came up the stairs, she froze like a gazelle waiting for the cougar.

It killed me to see her like that, so locked up and scared.

But I knew better than to push. Lily did things on her own timeline. She’d face the music when she had to.

Until then, I’d make sure the world felt safe for her, even if I had to out-party the rest of the city to do it.

The Fourth of July had officially begun.

All that was left was to wait for the fireworks on the skyline, and in our little circle.

And if the day ended with Lily still breathing easy, it would be a win worth more than any show in the sky.

***

The rooftop had hit critical mass, voices bouncing off the parapets, city light pulsing wild, and enough anticipation in the air to short the sound system. Every minute that ticked by ramped the tension, as if the whole party was on pause waiting for the real fireworks to show.

Then it happened. The stairwell door banged open, reverberating over the party soundtrack. Jake Sullivan stepped out, looking unfairly fresh for a guy just off a road trip. He wore a faded Cubs tee, perfect smile, and the air of someone who’d just aced both the interview and the afterparty. But what caught everyone was the woman by his side.

Taylor. She was pretty. No, more than pretty. She had big green eyes, a high-wattage smile, and the kind of curves that telegraphed “trouble” from half a city block away. Her hand curled into Jake’s, and the two of them looked more like prom royalty than new arrivals.

The music dipped, almost like the playlist felt the drama. Heads turned, conversations shut down mid-sentence. Even the girls at the drink table froze, mid-laugh, their focus homed in on the trio about to collide.

Lily went pale for a heartbeat, eyes wide, phone clenched in a death grip. Then, as if flipping a switch, she shot me a look, pure adrenaline and wild, desperate joy. She grabbed my shirt, yanked me down, and planted a kiss so hot it could’ve set the roof on fire.

It wasn’t a peck. It was a promise. She wanted every single person here to see it.

I barely recovered before she pushed off, straightening her dress, and marched right across the roof to face Jake.

She didn’t hesitate. Didn’t stall or second-guess. Just squared her shoulders and strode right into the line of fire.

Anna appeared at my elbow, grinning like a wolf. “You realize you just got claimed, right?”

Jordan snorted from behind the bourbon. “Fifty bucks says Jake wants his own harem.”

Quinn snickered. “I’m betting on tears. Guy’s always been a softie.”

Natalie sipped her beer, lips quirked in a knowing smile. She leaned closer, voice low enough that only our little group could hear. "Look at Lily's shoulders, totally relaxed. This isn't going to be a fight. She's been ready to end things for months."

We clustered together, a Greek chorus of harem weirdos, watching the showdown unfold as the sun slipped behind the skyline.

Jake looked surprised to see Lily. Then he glanced at me, registering my rumpled shirt, the lipstick Lily had left behind, and the fact that every woman on the roof was now staring straight at him.

He started talking first. His hands moved, rapid, like he was explaining the quarterly report and the secret to world peace at the same time. Whatever he said, it wasn’t angry. He’d barely gotten three sentences out before Lily started to smile, not just polite, but wide, real, the kind of smile you cracked only when the weight finally dropped off your chest.

For her part, Taylor wasn’t shrinking in the background, either. She nodded along, tossed in a joke. Lily’s eyes went round, then she burst out laughing and hugged Jake like she’d just been told she’d won the lottery.

If there had been a betting pool for this reaction, every one of us would’ve gone broke.

The entire party leaned in, waiting for something, but all we got was pure, uncut relief.

Lily steered Jake and his date right through the throng, head high, a queen escorting her new court. She didn’t hesitate. She walked straight up to me, grabbed my hand, and wove our fingers together like we’d been married a decade.

She popped up on her toes, kissed me again, longer this time, high-def and impossible to misread. Then she leaned close and stage-whispered, “Jake’s engaged. To Taylor.”

I blinked, didn’t process it at first.

Jake grinned. "You remember Taylor, right? She finally got that transfer to the Chicago office. She’s moving here, isn’t it great?"

Taylor offered a hand, her grip solid, nails done in red and blue for the holiday. “Nice to see you again, Jack. Jake’s told me stories since college.”

Lily beamed, practically vibrating. If she was faking it, she deserved an Oscar.

Jake just shook his head, still grinning. “Dude, I’m glad you and Lily finally own your relationship. You two look good together.”

Heat rushed to my face. “Thanks, Jake. I could say the same about you and Taylor.”

He didn’t mention the promise he made and broke, the one I’d hassled him about a hundred times, how I’d been the one to tell Lily about Taylor. Not him. But that was history. We were all happy now, so why stir up old drama?

Taylor squeezed his arm. “Honestly, I think everything worked out exactly as it was supposed to.”

I smiled. “So, we’re good?”

He pulled me in for a hug, then switched to a handshake. “No hard feelings, man. You two make sense. You always have.”

Lily’s grip tightened on my hand, as if she thought I might vanish if she let go.

The tension that’d clung to our roof like a storm cloud just… broke. It was gone. The party exhaled.

Jake raised his beer. “To new beginnings. And, uh, don’t be surprised if you get a wedding invite.”

Lily squealed, hugging Taylor. Anna and Jordan whooped behind us, their earlier bets tossed aside.

Quinn high-fived Natalie, who looked smug as hell.

Suddenly, everyone was talking again. The rooftop noise doubled, the release palpable.

Lily pressed to my side, alive, electric, tilting her head back to search my face. “It’s over, Jack. He’s okay. He’s really, actually okay.”

I cupped her cheek, thumb tracing the edge of her jaw. “Told you you were braver than you think.”

She grinned, wild and unguarded, then kissed me again.

Anna broke in, breathless. “Did we just witness maturity? In this economy?”

Jordan snorted. “I’m more shocked by the lack of screaming.”

Natalie raised her glass. “Sometimes you just need the right incentive to be honest.”

Jake and Taylor blended instantly, swapping stories with Anna and the rest. Within five minutes, it was like none of the drama had ever happened.

But the look Lily gave me, relief, adoration, triumph, but most of all, pure love, said it all.

For the first time in months, she wasn’t hiding. Not from Jake, not from the girls, not from the world.

She laced her fingers through mine, pressed our hands smack-dab in the middle of the party.

And just like that, Logan Square became the epicenter of peace, love, and, yeah, a little bit of fireworks envy.

With the last obstacle clear, the only thing left was to party like hell.

The harem was free.

And Lily was finally, truly, mine.

***

With the drama resolved, the rooftop party ripped loose. Laughter, the clink of bottles, and bass-heavy pop took over. The city lit up, and our little deck felt like the epicenter of the universe.

Once word got out about Jake and Taylor’s engagement, everyone relaxed, faces glowed, voices rose, and the whole crowd pulsed with the rhythm of a night that promised no limits and zero regrets.

Anna and Lily immediately teamed up, plates loaded with food, eyes on me like I was dessert served up on a silver tray. They kept drifting close, trading flirty banter and inside jokes. I just tried to keep up.

Jordan and Lexi planted themselves near the drinks cooler, talking trash and wolfing down bourbon. Typical Jordan: a little competitive, always sizing up the new arrivals but including everyone in her orbit.

On the far end of the party, Natalie had set up shop with Jenny and Fiona. It was all high-powered conversation, design, lighting, renovation drama, with a fair amount of gossip thrown in. Jenny surprised me by actually laughing at one of Natalie’s stories, her hand tapping Natalie’s shoulder in genuine camaraderie.

I was making my rounds, checking on food and refilling ice, when Quinn intercepted me by the drink table.

She wore a sleeveless white blouse tucked into dark jeans, her sun-kissed hair up, and her eyes shining even in the low light. She pulled me off to the side, just enough so our conversation felt private.

“Confession time,” she said, voice low. “Watching you with all these gorgeous women is giving me insane FOMO. I thought staying professional was the grown-up move, but right now? I kind of want to take it back. Is that insane?”

There it was, the unfiltered truth. She twisted one of her bracelets, nervy but determined.

I didn’t let her squirm. “You’re not insane. I get it. But just so you know, your job’s not on the line. You’re too damn talented for me to let you go over something like this. We can figure it out if it’s what you want.”

Quinn’s lips parted, a microsecond of surprise, then a smile that belonged in a high-end ad campaign. She leaned in and kissed me, soft and slow. There was nothing casual about it; she wanted me to feel exactly what I’d been missing.

She broke the kiss, lips close to my ear. “I want to do that. A lot. Just so we’re clear.”

My cock twitched, even with the entire party just feet away.

I squeezed her hand in answer. “Then it’s a deal.”

The moment lingered, heavy and electric, until Anna’s voice cut through.

“Jack! You’re going to want to see this!”

I peeled away, but Quinn’s fingers grazed my palm, a silent promise that the conversation wasn’t done.

At the edge of the roof, the girls huddled around my phone, screens aglow. Savannah’s face beamed out in real time, hotel room in Paris, hair tousled, lips glossy and fuck-me red. She looked like a movie star on after-hours.

I hit accept on the video call. Savannah waved, her laugh sparkling over the line. “Holy shit, is that a party or what? I miss you, baby. Can’t wait to see you next week.”

Anna and Lily cheered. Jordan leaned in, grinning. Even Natalie crowded closer, and for a second, I wondered what it must look like from Savannah’s end, a swarm of beautiful women, all fighting for the camera.

“I miss you too, babe. Did you get my flight info I sent you?”

“Got it locked in. I’m counting every second until I get you all to myself.”

“Hey! Greedy much?” Lily teased, her voice floating over my shoulder. The mischievous curve of her smile made it clear she was only joking.

“Listen, blondie. Don’t bogart our man. I’m jonesing for a fix.”

Lily’s laughter chimed through the air. “I’m jealous. Next time invite the harem.”

“There will be plenty of next times, and I promise. Next trip we’ll invite Natalie and officially call ourselves the blondtourage.” Savannah’s reply came quick, the easy rhythm of her banter as familiar as breathing.

“There’s a line behind me of girls wanting to talk to you,” I said, just as Anna popped into view, waving at Savannah over my shoulder. “I’ll see you soon. Gonna hand you off, okay?”

Savvy blew me a kiss, her grin still lighting up the screen. “Okay, baby. Have fun tonight.”

I passed the phone around. Savannah chatted up each of the girls, alternating between compliments and Paris horror stories.

Ryan, watching from the sidelines, looked like he wanted to take notes. He sidled up, beer in hand, eyebrow raised.

“So, you’re with all of them?” he asked, not even bothering to hide the amusement.

I tensed. “All of…?”

He clarified, “Lily, Anna, Savannah, and Jordan, right? Though I gotta say, it’s impressive seeing Jenny and Natalie actually get along.”

It took everything I had not to let out a relieved laugh. “Yeah, those four. But the girls sort of adopted Natalie, too, so she might be around more.”

Ryan nodded, glancing out at the crowd. “Good. She was always better off outside the family minefield. She seems happier than ever. And I’m glad you’re not screwing it up by being a dick.”

“That’s the plan,” I deadpanned.

He laughed, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Enjoy it, little brother. You’re living the dream.”

Ryan drifted away, blending back into conversation with Jenny and the newly minted Taylor.

I returned to find the women still deep in the Savannah call, now peppering her with questions about Paris fashion, where to drink, and when I’d be flying out.

Savannah shot me a smile, hungry, wicked, totally unfiltered. “Don’t be late, Jack. I expect you to show up ready for anything.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I told her, and I meant it.

Fireworks started to pop in the distance, tiny flares over the skyline, the promise of real pyrotechnics to come.

Anna curled under my arm, her nails tracing my ribs. Lily squeezed my opposite hand, all girl-next-door but with a brand new edge. Quinn drifted nearby, eyeing me over her shoulder, and Natalie camped right in front of where I sat, her back pressed to my knees, absently tracing circles on my wrist where Ryan couldn’t see.

Jordan and Lexi circled the snack table, trading war stories about who could out-lift whom at the gym.

The whole night was a fever dream. One that felt so good I almost didn’t trust it.

The party raged, drinks flowed, the world shrunk to the space between the sparklers and the skyline.

If anyone had bet I’d end up here, a harem, sure, but really more like a family of women who actually liked each other, I’d have laughed them off the job site.

But reality was better than any fantasy.

And as the night deepened, and the fireworks ramped up, I knew the best was yet to come.

***

The fireworks started slow, just a handful of flares over the river. But by the time nine o’clock rolled in, the Chicago skyline was on fire. Bursts of gold and blue, red and hot white, painted the roof in pulses so bright you could almost taste the energy.

I stood at the center of the crowd, hemmed in by the women who’d become my universe.

Anna looped her arm through mine, her hand warm, steady, thumb tracing the inside of my wrist with gentle circles. She rested her head on my shoulder, a picture of casual confidence, eyes locked on the sky.

Lily took my other side, her grip feather-light but constant. She bounced on her toes with every explosion, face transformed by the wind and the wild joy of being free. Every few seconds, she’d shoot me a look, like she needed to check that this was real, that I wasn’t about to vanish.

Jordan posted up just behind us, close enough that her hip occasionally brushed mine. She leaned against the parapet, all dark ponytail and sharp angles, a calm counterpoint to the glitter and flash above us.

Natalie didn’t bother with subtlety. She sat directly in front of me, perched on the deck, back pressed up against my shins. Her hand found mine under the railing, fingers laced, and she drew little shapes on my palm, secret messages for me alone. The fireworks painted her in alternating light: sometimes a golden goddess, sometimes a mischievous blur.

Quinn and Jenny claimed a spot nearby, perched side by side. They sipped from solo cups, gossiping and trading the kind of banter that only comes from absolute comfort. Every once in awhile, Quinn shot a glance my way, lips quirking in amusement, like she was watching an experiment unfold and couldn’t wait for the results.

The air was thick with the scent of spent fireworks, wind off the lake, and the leftover sweetness of Anna’s pasta salad. Every boom echoed in the bones, fluttered through the crowd, bounced off brick and steel and back up into the stars.

But the wildest show wasn’t in the sky, it was the faces lit up by neon and promise, the women closer than family, all of us welded together by something nobody else would ever understand.

For a few minutes, the world went quiet except for the sound and color above. Arms tightened around me, bodies leaned closer, every small touch magnified by the pulse of the night.

Lily tucked herself under my arm, cheek pressed to my bicep. Anna matched her on the other side, her aura calm but her body language pure, unfiltered want.

As the grand finale ripped open the sky, I let myself imagine the future, not the sanitized, corporate version, but the messy, heart-thumping reality where I belonged to all of them. And they, somehow, belonged to me.

One by one, the party started to thin out. Jenny hugged Anna and Quinn, then, to my shock, gave Natalie a real, heartfelt squeeze. No snark, just appreciation.

Ryan caught my eye, offered a silent toast, then gathered up Jenny and headed for the stairwell.

Jake and Taylor did their round of goodbyes, Jake pausing to clap me on the shoulder.

“Look for a wedding invitation, man. And don’t be a stranger.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

Once the families and the last of the stragglers wandered off, the mood on the roof shifted.

Anna and Lily drifted closer, moving in tandem, so comfortable together that it made my chest ache. Jordan, Quinn, and Natalie had already peeled off, making big gestures about “girls’ night” and plotting which bedroom to commandeer for their sleepover.

Now it was down to the three of us.

Anna reached for my left hand, her grip hungry and familiar. Lily took my right, fingers laced with purpose.

They didn’t say a word. There was no need.

Side by side, they tugged me away from the deck and across the still-warm roof, the city sparkling behind us like a blessing.

I caught a glimpse of Natalie at the window, her grin sly and encouraging, a thumbs-up thrown in for good measure before she vanished into the loft.

We passed through the door, down the industrial stairs, and into the loft space still humming with the echoes of laughter and the faint bass of leftover playlist.

In the hallway, Lily pressed close, her lips at my jaw. “You ready for the real fireworks, baby?”

Anna’s hand slid up my back, nails scratching lightly. “This is the part where we blow your mind.”

I didn’t stand a chance.


Treasure Trove


The instant we hit the bedroom, the mood did a one-eighty. Gone was the rooftop chaos, the background chatter, and every last remnant of party etiquette. Anna and Lily bracketed me at the doorway, twin heat-seeking missiles zeroed in on my chest.

They didn’t bother with a warning. Anna planted both hands square in the middle of my chest and pushed hard enough to topple me onto the mattress in a sprawl. The bedsprings barked as my back hit the rumpled sheets.

Lily pounced first. She straddled my lap like she was staking a claim, yellow sundress riding up to her hips. The fabric barely covered her pussy, and with every shift she made, the view got better. Her hands went straight to my hair, threading through like she couldn’t stand a single second of separation.

She kissed me, hungry, sweet, a little wild at the edges. Her tongue darted past my lips, tasting, teasing, then pulling back to let her breathless laughter bubble out.

Anna gave her exactly two seconds before climbing up from behind, her hands sliding under my shirt, fingers cool against my skin. She leaned over Lily’s shoulder, and just like that, we were a tangle of lips, teeth, and hands, all vying for space. The vantage point was unreal: Anna’s tits mashed to my bicep, Lily’s tits squashed to my chest, and both their faces flushed with excitement.

“Not even going to give him a warning, huh?” Anna smirked, voice just a whisper in my ear.

Lily giggled, breath hot on my mouth. “He wouldn’t believe us anyway.”

As if on cue, her hips pressed down, grinding the heat of her bare pussy right into the bulge in my jeans. My cock went from simmer to full detonation, throbbing so hard it might’ve left a bruise.

I tried to cup Lily’s ass, but Anna beat me to it. Her hands slid up Lily’s thighs, dragging the sundress higher. I traced the curve of Anna’s wrist, memorizing the slow, deliberate way she palmed Lily’s ass. It was a show, and the message was clear: tonight, it was us against you, and buddy, you were outnumbered.

They started undressing me in tag-team fashion. Anna yanked my shirt overhead, nearly taking out my nose in the process, then ran her nails over my chest like she was testing the grain. Lily unbuckled my belt, slow and teasing, lips never leaving mine for more than a second. She slid the button through the fly, drew down the zipper, and fished my cock out with an eagerness that bordered on desperate.

“God, he’s already so hard,” Lily said, voice hot with awe.

Anna grinned, biting my earlobe. “That’s what happens when you put on a fireworks show.”

The girls didn’t waste time. Lily bounced on the bed and slipped her sundress over her head, tits springing free, each perfect D-cup catching the lamp light and bouncing with her every move. She still smelled like sunshine and vanilla, her skin warm under my hands. Anna stripped more methodically, tee peeled off, shorts gone with a practiced twist, leaving nothing but the black lace thong I’d bought her after our one month anniversary. She didn’t bother with pretense, just tugged it down and tossed it aside.

For a split second I just let my eyes rove, taking in everything I’d been given. Lily’s tits were pillowy, springy; her nipples dark pink, already pebbled and ready for more. Anna’s frame ran athletic: trim waist, hips made for worship, nipples stiff and a little paler, more sensitive. The contrast was wild and perfect, two flavors it would’ve been criminal to choose between.

When they moved in again, it was nothing less than an ambush.

Lily pressed her tits to my face, giggling as she fed one perfect nipple between my lips. “You want this, baby?” she teased, using her other hand to stroke my cock, thumb circling the tip just the way she’d discovered I liked.

I groaned, buried my mouth in the pillowy flesh, and sucked. Her skin tasted like clean sweat and faint raspberries, a leftover of the party drinks. She gasped, hips rocking into my chest as my teeth played her nipple.

Anna took the opportunity to yank my jeans and boxers down my legs, tossing them into the abyss beneath the bed. Her hands trailed up my thighs, warm and certain, nails grazing closer and closer until they bracketed my cock. She wrapped her fist around the base, squeezing just right, and with her free hand, tickled my balls. The pleasure snapped through me like a live wire, and I nearly lost it right then and there.

But they weren’t done. Not even close.

Anna climbed up, kissing a line from my jaw all the way down to my collarbone, nipping and licking, slow and deliberate. Her tongue mapped every inch, every scar from construction mishaps, every patch of skin that made me shudder. She knew my body better than I did. When she got to my pec, she bit down, just enough to mark, then soothed the bite with her tongue.

Lily, not to be outdone, ground her pussy on my abs, slickness painting a line across my stomach. She kissed me again, messy and unfiltered, then grinned down at me, wild blonde hair falling around her shoulders.

“We’re going to ruin you tonight,” she said, eyes sparkling.

“I’m already halfway there,” I admitted, voice ragged. “You two are a lethal combination.”

Anna’s lips hovered by my ear. “You’re not getting out of this bed until you can’t remember your own name.”

I believed her. I wanted it. Needed it.

That’s when they went full throttle.

Anna slithered down, lining up her mouth with my cock. She kissed the head, licked a slow, languid stripe from base to tip, and circled the crown with her tongue in tight, deliberate orbits. She looked up, her hazel eyes locked on mine, and smiled around the shaft before taking me all the way to the back of her throat.

I nearly convulsed. The suction was unreal, and Anna knew exactly how to vary pressure, tight at the base, drawing back slow, then plunging in to swallow more. It was precision-engineered pleasure, every movement intentional.

Lily watched, rapt, face flushed with excitement.

Then she ducked down and joined the party, squeezing in beside Anna at the foot of the bed. For a second, they were cheek-to-cheek, blonde and brunette, lips and tongues overlapping as they shared my shaft. Lily went straight for enthusiasm. She licked at the tip, played with my balls, then sucked them in, one at a time, with greedy little moans.

“God, I missed this taste,” Lily confessed, lips shiny with spit. “Can’t believe I had to wait for Anna to take her turn.”

Anna smirked, pausing just long enough to kiss Lily full on the mouth, trading spit and precum. “Patience, Sunshine. Wouldn’t want you blowing the load too soon.”

Lily pouted, but not for long. She wrapped her lips over the head, tongue flicking on the slit, while Anna stroked the shaft, occasionally ducking down to tongue the seam below.

I couldn’t process it. The contrast was mind-melting: Anna’s controlled, almost torturous deep-throating interrupted by Lily’s wet, playful swirls and the messy delight she took in just tasting me. When they teamed up, alternating licks, or even both at once, I felt like a goddamn lightning rod, every jolt of pleasure brighter than the last.

“You gonna let him come already?” Lily asked, swapping a quick glance with Anna.

Anna shook her head. “Not yet. I want to see him beg.”

They did their best to ruin me. Anna took me deep and slow, tongue flat against the underside, her hand stroking in perfect counter-rhythm. Just when I thought I’d die from the sensation, Lily dove in, sucking the head, tongue flicking with wild abandon, moaning around the shaft as if it was her favorite thing in the world.

Their competition amped up fast. Every time Anna upped the ante, burying her nose in my groin, swallowing the cock to the hilt, Lily countered with a filthier move: deep-throating as far as she could, then using both hands to milk the shaft, her spit dripping down to the base. Sometimes, Anna would cup my balls, squeezing, rolling, or flicking her tongue underneath while Lily worked the tip. Then they’d swap, almost synchronized, as if they’d choreographed it ahead of time.

The sound was filthy: wet slurps, breathless giggling, my own groans spilling out despite every effort to keep control.

“Wow, you’re really leaking, baby,” Lily said, grinning as she caught a bead of precum on her tongue. “You want to come for us?”

I fought for breath. “God, yes. But I want it inside you two even more.”

That got an approving look from Anna. “He’s learning,” she said, locking eyes with Lily as if to say, I told you he’d catch on.

They redoubled their efforts, using every trick, every flick of tongue and squeeze of palm. Anna kissed up my shaft just as Lily sucked both balls in, her hair tickling my thighs. I was perilously close, the building pressure more intense than any rooftop firework.

But every time I hit the point of no return, they’d back off. Anna’s hand would release, Lily’s lips would go soft. They’d giggle, then start up again, deliberately keeping me right at the edge.

It was torture. It was paradise.

The more they edged me, the more sensitive I got, every breath, every brush of tongue sent lightning down my spine.

Anna looked up, lips glistening, and said, “Is that as good as you remember?”

I could barely manage a word. “Better,” I gasped. “You’re both perfect.”

Lily glowed at the praise, licking the length of the shaft like it was candy. “We like making you melt.”

Anna flicked the tip with her tongue, then kissed Lily’s chin, her hands never leaving my cock.

Lily’s style was all joy and greed. She sucked hard, moaned around the head, and didn’t mind getting messy. Anna was orchestrated, smooth, alternating suction and pressure, never letting up until my balls withdrew so tight I thought I’d lose my mind.

When their mouths met over my cock, sharing a filthy, spit-slick kiss, I nearly blacked out from the sight.

“Go slow,” Anna warned, voice low and sly, “Otherwise you’re going to explode.”

“Maybe he wants to,” Lily teased, hand stroking the base while she nipped at the tip.

I hovered on the edge, caught in their push-pull, floating in the best kind of hell. I couldn’t even tell who I wanted more. All I knew was that if I lasted another minute, it would be a miracle.

But Anna knew. She read every twitch, every stutter in my hips. She let up, easing her lips away, giving me just enough time to cool, then flashed a wicked smile.

“Let’s make him wait,” she whispered, shifting to kneel beside Lily. Their bodies pressed together, curves and skin, and I got a front-row seat to the view.

“Next round is mine,” Lily insisted.

Anna arched a brow. “Sure, if you don’t mind sharing.”

Lily didn’t mind. She dove back in, lips parting wide, swallowing my shaft until I bumped the back of her throat. She gagged a little, but didn’t stop, just kept pumping her hand and moaning around me. Anna helped, stroking my thigh, brushing her fingers up and down the base, the combined sensation insane.

I gripped the sheets, knuckles white, body tight as steel cable.

Lily bobbed, relentless, letting spit drip everywhere. She came up for air, gasping. “God, you taste so fucking good.”

Anna pushed Lily’s hair behind her ear, a surprisingly tender move. “Could watch you do that all night,” she said.

Lily giggled, then wet her lips and went right back for more. Anna joined her, both of them licking and sucking, sometimes trading kisses, sometimes attacking together.

This time they didn’t hold back. Anna wrapped her mouth on the shaft while Lily tongued my balls, hands milking the base. Their coordination was a thing of beauty: Anna’s slow, deliberate pulls balanced by Lily’s enthusiastic, high-speed flicks.

The fireworks built to a finale.

“Please,” I begged, the word ripped from somewhere primal. “I’m right there. Don’t stop.”

They complied, Anna taking me deep, Lily cupping my balls and sucking hard. The pleasure exploded, all need and heat and pure animal want.

At the very last heartbeat, Anna pulled off, letting Lily finish the job with a few greedy pumps. My whole body shuddered, teetering right on the brink, but they let me cool off, pulling back just enough to make it last.

For a second, I was suspended, cock throbbing, balls tight, nerves lit up all along my spine. The anticipation was almost better than the release.

Anna looked up, eyes wicked. “You want to fuck us now, Jack?”

I could barely speak, but the answer was obvious.

Lily wiped her mouth, grinning like she’d won a gold medal. “Hell yes, he does.”

They didn’t bother with foreplay any longer.

Lily climbed my chest, tits swinging, and kissed the breath out of me. Anna curled up at my side, nails raking my abs as she pressed her bare pussy against my thigh.

I was ready to explode.

But the girls weren’t done making me work for it.

“On your back,” Anna ordered, eyes bright.

She and Lily pushed me flat, lining up for the main event.

I knew the next round would be wild. But for now, I was wrecked, ruined, and starved for more.

The only question was which of my queens would devour me first.

***

Lily didn’t waste a second. She crawled up from the foot of the bed, hands and knees like she was stalking her prey, and settled square on my hips. Her hair fanned out wild across her shoulders, cheeks pink with excitement. She grabbed my cock, lined it up, and slid down in one smooth, greedy move.

The sensation was instant, white-hot, tight, her cunt clutching me like she’d trained for the moment. She sat there a second, savoring the pressure, lips parted and eyes glazed.

“Oh my God, Jack, that’s so fucking good,” she gasped, grinding in little circles to coat every inch.

Anna curled up at my side, her hands tracing circles on Lily’s back, then gliding to my chest, fingers splayed like she wanted to map every heartbeat. Her lips found my neck, kissing, nipping. “Go ahead, Sunshine. Show him what you’ve got.”

Lily rolled her hips, starting slow, a gentle bounce that rocked her tits with every pass. Her tight little pussy milked my cock, slick and hungry, the pressure building with every new thrust. She wasn’t shy about her needs. She wanted it hard, deep, and full, and wasn’t afraid to let the world know.

“Harder, baby,” Lily moaned, picking up the pace. “Don’t let go. Please, don’t ever let go.”

“I couldn’t if I tried,” I panted, hands wrapped around her waist. Touching her was like mainlining sunbeams, her skin hot, alive, wild with possibility.

Anna watched, transfixed, eyes flickering between Lily’s bouncing tits and the place where we were joined. She reached up and toyed with Lily’s nipple, rolling it between her fingers. Lily cried out, body clenching as she slammed down harder.

Anna whispered in my ear, voice a tease. “You love her, don’t you?”

I held Lily’s gaze, barely holding on. “I love you both. More than anything.”

The words triggered something in Lily. She bounced faster, her pussy getting wetter, clenching me with every thrust. She leaned in, tits hanging in my face, sweat beading on her chest.

“God, Jack, I’m gonna come. You’re gonna make me—oh, fuck—”

Anna squeezed her hand, grounding her. “Come for him. Show him you mean it.”

Lily keened, a high, perfect sound, as her pussy clamped down. I felt the gush, the squeeze, the tremor that racked her whole body. She writhed, shuddering, riding the orgasm for every last drop, milking me with each passing pulse.

That would’ve been enough for anyone with a normal libido, but Lily wasn’t done. Not even close.

She kept moving, grinding her hips back and forth, chasing the aftershocks, desperate to drag me along for the ride.

Anna joined in, her hands never still. She kissed my jaw, my lips, even Lily’s shoulder as the three of us locked into a rhythm. Sometimes Anna whispered filth into my ear; sometimes she just held my hand and rode the storm.

The closer I got, the more frenzied they became. Lily, perched on my cock, rode me with the wild, reckless hunger of someone who’d spent a lifetime waiting for this exact moment. Every bounce, every grind, every desperate slam of her hips was designed to send me straight to the edge and keep me there, dangling. Anna, not satisfied to simply watch, ran her hands over both our bodies like she was sculpting us out of sweat and muscle, her touch both soothing and electrifying. She murmured encouragements, filth, and pure poetry in my ear until my brain couldn't tell which way was up. The air itself was thick with sex. The hot, humid slap of skin, the scent of sweat and perfume and Lily’s arousal, the unfiltered gasps and pleas echoing off the walls, every sense was flatlined in overload.


Lily locked her eyes to mine, pupils blown, hair clinging to her flushed cheeks. She leaned forward, nails biting my chest, and started riding harder, faster, almost frantic. I felt her muscles tense, the flutter in her abdomen as she lost herself to the rhythm. When Anna’s hand snaked around, pinching Lily’s nipple, Lily nearly screamed. She didn’t slow down. She rode the cresting tidal wave, determined to take me with her.


I hovered there, right at the brink of sanity, and Lily could sense it. She locked her hips to mine, grinding down in a way that made my entire body seize. Her hand grabbed my jaw, eyes slit and wild.


“Come in me, Jack,” she demanded, her voice shredded and raw. “I want to feel it, every drop. Please, please, please—”


It was more than a want. It was a need, a hunger that reached inside and short-circuited everything but the most primal, desperate urge to give her what she craved.


The words detonated whatever control I had left.


I gripped her ass and yanked her down, burying myself to the hilt. The orgasm hit like a goddamn supernova, every heartbeat a fresh pulse of cum flooding her already soaked pussy. I swore I could feel it pooling, Lily’s walls milking me for everything I had, refusing to let a single drop go to waste.


But Lily wanted more. She kept moving, little rolls and shudders, chasing every aftershock, her own pleasure cresting again as she squeezed and milked my cock. Anna, never missing a beat, kissed my temple and whispered, “Good boy. Give it to her. Fill her up.”


My vision fuzzed at the edges. I clung to Lily, both of us shaking, as the spasms rolled through. Her sweat-slick body slid against mine, breasts mashing to my chest, her thighs trembling uncontrollably. She licked the salt from my neck, then bit my shoulder, needing to mark me, claim some physical evidence that this was real.


“Oh my god, Jack,” she whimpered. “It’s so much. It’s so fucking good. I can feel you—fuck, I want it all.”


I couldn’t speak. I could only kiss her, tasting her need and her victory, breathing her in like oxygen at the end of a long dive.


Anna snuggled closer, draping herself across my side. She trailed slow, deliberate touches up Lily’s back, grounding her, soothing her even as she kept the fire burning. “He’s still hard for you,” Anna whispered, voice liquid and dark. “Don’t stop. Take it all.”


Lily’s blue eyes went glossy with tears. She looked at me, her nose nearly touching mine, and blurted, “I love you, Jack. I fucking love you. I don’t want to ever let you go.”


The words hit harder than the orgasm. They cracked something open, and before I could think about it, I pulled her tight and whispered back, “I love you, Lily. I love you so much.”


She sobbed out a little laugh and held on, grinding and pulsing until her body finally gave out.


Then she collapsed against my chest, hair wild, tits pressed to my ribs as she quaked and trembled with satisfaction.

Anna stroked her back, soothing, then shot me a sly smile. “My turn.”

She slid Lily off with gentle hands, then swung a leg over my hips, her thighs strong and smooth as they bracketed my body. Anna lined up my cock, still hard, already coated in Lily’s slick and my own cum, and dropped onto it without hesitation.

She was tighter than I remembered, her pussy clutching me like it wanted to hold on forever. Anna started slow, grinding her hips in slow, deliberate circles, building the friction with expert care.

Lily watched from beside us, eyes wide and sparkling. She touched herself, fingers dancing over her clit, still high from her own orgasm. The sight was enough to drive me crazy.

Anna leaned in, braced herself on my shoulders, and started to move. Up and down, slow at first, her abs tensing with every rise, her tits bouncing inches from my face. I reached up and grabbed them, kneading and squeezing, loving the contrast, Anna’s nipples a shade paler, more reactive, her tits firmer, heavier, perfect for filling both hands at once.

“You like that?” Anna purred, grinding her pussy down. “You like how I ride you?”

I nodded, beyond words. My hips came up to meet her, hard enough to make the slap of flesh echo off the bed frame.

She rode me with precision, like every second was a calculation, every twitch of pussy and thrust of muscle tuned for maximum impact. Her nails scratched down my chest, leaving red marks that I knew I’d feel the next day. The pain only made it hotter.

Anna locked eyes, no flinching, no hiding. Just pure, burning intensity.

“I love you, Jack,” she whispered, every word timed with her downward plunge. “I love you so much, you have no idea.”

I caught her face in my hands and kissed her, letting her own words be the promise.

“I love you, Anna. I want you forever.”

She melted at that, hips moving faster, her control slipping. Her pussy clenched down, and I felt her start to shake, slow at first, then with a wildness that made her whole body quake. She moaned, deep and guttural, riding the orgasm until it left her limp in my arms.

For a second, we hovered there, Anna still impaled, Lily curled up at my side, the air thick with sweat and sex.

But I needed more, needed to own both women, mark them, ruin the sheets with proof that this night belonged to us.

I rolled Anna onto her back, never losing the connection. My cock stayed buried deep, Anna’s pussy milking me, even as she wrapped her legs around my waist and begged for more.

“Harder,” she said, nails digging into my shoulders. “Don’t you dare stop.”

Lily kissed my cheek, then Anna’s. Her hands roamed, sometimes raking my chest, sometimes palming Anna’s tits, sometimes winding in my hair. She wanted in on every second.

I pounded Anna, slow at first, then faster, driving her into the mattress with every thrust. The room filled with the slap of skin, the sounds of pleasure, the way Anna’s voice went breathless as she surrendered.

Lily, not to be ignored, straddled Anna’s chest, her wet pussy inches from Anna’s mouth. Anna licked her, greedily, while I fucked her, the tension ratcheting up to insane levels.

The three of us were a single, wild organism, every piece feeding the next.

“God, baby, I’m gonna come again,” Anna warned, fingers digging in.

“Do it,” I demanded. “I want to feel you lose control.”

Anna lost it. Her whole body seized in a silent, rapturous arch, thighs quaking, pussy clenching my cock so hard it was a miracle I didn’t black out. The orgasm hit her in relentless waves, wringing the air from her lungs, every tremor and spasm amplified by the way Lily’s thighs bracketed her face, silencing her scream to a single, shuddering moan. I felt every heartbeat of it, every slick, pulsing contraction as Anna’s body gripped mine, refusing to let go. The heat and pressure and wild, clutching need made my own orgasm detonate a split second later, white-hot and endless. I slammed in, burying myself as deep as I could, and painted her insides with pulse after pulse until I was sure there was nothing left to give. I saw actual stars, no, galaxies, exploding behind my eyelids, my entire reality collapsing into the squeeze and throb and wet, decadent mess spilling over onto the sheets. Anna’s legs locked around my waist, keeping me inside, milking me for every last desperate drop. If it hadn’t felt so goddamn good, I might have been embarrassed at just how much I came; as it was, I wanted Anna to feel every bit of it, to know she’d reduced me to nothing but raw, feral instinct.


The three of us just hovered there for a moment, a tangle of limbs and sweat and spent nerves, gasping into each other’s skin. I felt Anna’s rapid-fire heartbeat where our chests pressed together, Lily’s shivering thighs bracketing Anna’s face, her hands wrapped around both our shoulders as if she could anchor the storm by will alone. I tasted salt, sweat, tears, maybe both, on Anna’s collarbone as I kissed her again, more grateful than I’d ever been for anything in my life.

But if you thought we were finished, you didn’t know this crew.

Lily climbed off Anna, tackled me onto my back, and sat on my face, riding my tongue while Anna sucked my cock, cleaning it of our cum with greedy, deliberate strokes. The taste was salty, intense, and the way Lily bucked on my mouth made me wild for her all over again.

I licked Lily’s clit, fast and focused, loving the way her thighs quivered and her pussy flooded my tongue.

Anna didn’t stop at cleaning. She lined my cock right back up and sank down again, riding, grinding, while Lily came all over my face.

The orgasms blended, overlapped, one feeding the next, until all three of us were wrung out, sweat-drenched, sticky from head to toe.

I rolled the women onto their stomachs, lined up behind Lily, and took her from behind, my cock sliding right back into her still-spasming pussy. Anna curled in front of her, kissing Lily’s lips, stroking her hair, telling her how perfect she was.

I pounded Lily, balls slapping her high, tight ass, while Anna coached her through a third climax, this one so pure I felt the tremor run all the way through my own body.

Lily squealed, shuddered, and came, collapsing forward as I filled her again, flooding her with another load.

Every inch of us was smeared with cum, slick with sweat, and vibrating with aftershocks.

We didn’t try to move. Not for a minute.

Anna and Lily curled up on either side of me, both breathless, both whispering love and filthy promises under their breath.

I couldn’t remember ever being so completely… satisfied. Or spent.

The sheets were a disaster. The bed frame wobbled ominously. But the only thing that mattered was the tangle of bodies, the proof that nothing could touch us here.

We fell together, lazy, limbs entwined, hands tracing idle patterns on skin.

Anna nuzzled my shoulder, her hair fanned out. Lily cuddled into my chest, tits warm and soft and sticky.

The world could have ended, and we wouldn’t have noticed.

We were home.

For once, everything was enough.

***

Somewhere in the wreckage of twisted sheets and ruined pillows, I found enough strength to pull both women closer. There was nothing graceful about it. My arms were heavy, body empty, but Anna curled into my left side, tucking her head on my chest, and Lily tangled her limbs over me with a happy, delirious sigh.

Their skin was still hot, sweaty, flushed, perfect. I ran my hands up and down their backs, memorizing every curve, every shiver, every place where sweat cooled and skin stuck together.

If happiness had a shape, it was this.

“I’ve never been happier,” I said, honest as pain. “Not in my whole life.”

Lily looked up, blue eyes shining. She glowed, all joy and triumph, nothing but warmth in the smile she aimed my way.

“I finally feel free,” she whispered, tracing lazy circles on my chest. “Like I can love you out loud and not have to be scared anymore.”

Anna smiled into my collarbone, her breath feathering over my skin. “That’s the whole point, isn’t it?” she asked, voice softer than I’d ever heard from her. “We’re not running or sneaking. We just… are.”

I kissed her hair, grateful beyond words.

For a while, we just rested, limbs tangled, my hands stroking Lily’s hair while Anna’s fingers played slow tattoos on my ribcage. The silence was deep, but not lonely, just a steady hum of belonging, the city noise a distant memory behind triple-paned glass.

But I had something I needed to say. Something big.

“Anna,” I started, nerves jumping a little even now, “will you move in with us? For real? I want you here. Every night.”

There was a tiny pause, and I could almost hear both hearts beat out of sync.

Anna didn’t flinch, but she did bite her lip, thinking it over. Classic Anna, not just for show, but really considering the angle from every side.

“I want to,” she said, honest as ever. “But maybe… maybe I should keep my place as a backup. That way, if one of us wants you to ourselves for a night, or if it gets crazy around here, the other could crash at my apartment. It’s only a few blocks away.”

Lily perked up, instantly on board. “That is genius. Especially since the way things are going, this place is going to be jam-packed with women. I mean, Savannah’s coming back from Paris soon, Quinn’s all aboard Team Bennett, Jordan’s never said no to a sleepover, and Natalie—well…” She trailed off, then giggled. “Honestly, I’m a little scared for your stamina. That girl is seriously a demon in bed.”

Anna poked my ribs, laughing. “He can handle it. Besides, you know he loves the challenge.”

I tried to look modest but failed hard. “I just want everyone to be happy. That’s the blueprint.”

Anna snuggled closer. “You’re such a sap.”

“Guilty as charged,” I said, kissing her forehead.

But there was still the wildcard. I lowered my voice, eyes on the ceiling.

“About Natalie, though… Let’s keep that quiet for now. Ryan’s still my brother. I don’t want to blow anything up before we see where it goes. Deal?”

Both women cracked up, shaking the bed with laughter.

“Jack,” Lily chided, “everyone knows Natalie’s into you. She has been for months. Remember the night at the club? She didn’t even try to hide it.”

Anna was smug. “Plus, Ryan’s not stupid. He might act like a dinosaur, but he’s not blind. If you two keep screwing like that, he’ll figure it out. Besides, he already respects your choices, even if he pretends otherwise.”

Lily curled tighter, voice sleepy. “She’s totally in love with you, Jack. It’s kind of adorable.”

I groaned, but inside, I was relieved. If anyone could navigate this circus, it was Anna and Lily.

They had my back, always.

The conversation drifted, words blurring as exhaustion rolled in.

“I really do love you,” Lily mumbled, her lips at my shoulder.

Anna chimed in, half asleep but all sincerity. “Me too. Even if you can be a dork sometimes.”

I hugged them both for all I was worth, heart pounding like I’d run a marathon. The future felt wide open, messy, unpredictable, but ours.

Eyes closed, I let the women’s warmth and the promise of what came next lull me under. The world could wait. Tonight, this was everything.

We drifted off, three bodies wrapped in sweat and love, the night folding around us like a promise.

If forever started anywhere, it started right here.


Movie Night Madness


You’d think one night of legendary sex would satisfy the harem for at least a week. Wrong. It only whetted their appetite for more, connection, chaos, and, if we were being honest, a little bit of drama to spice things up.

By sundown the next evening, my loft had shape-shifted into an urban blanket fort that would’ve put any childhood sleepover to shame. Anna and Lily went full engineer, dragging every couch cushion, comforter, and pillow they could scavenge into a semi-circle around the giant TV. They layered throws like insulation, then topped it off with enough fuzzy blankets to stage a five-person cuddle pile. The lights were off, except for the TV, which glowed blue and moody in the open space. The aroma of fresh, buttery popcorn drifted everywhere, mixed with the faint sweetness of Lily’s body spray and the clean, slightly floral scent of Anna’s shampoo.

Right on cue, the harem filed in.

Anna led the charge, dressed in a battered Northwestern sweatshirt and drawstring sleep shorts that hugged her hips. Her hair was up, but she’d lost the war with a few strands, which curled wild around her face. She cradled two family-sized popcorn bowls like precious cargo, and didn’t even wait to sit before shoving a fistful in her mouth.

Lily followed, barefoot, in a white cami and little blue pajama shorts that barely reached mid-thigh. The top left her midriff exposed, and her nipples pressed tight against the thin cotton, already hard from the draft. She danced a spin for my benefit, then made a beeline for the nest of pillows, bouncing into place like a golden retriever on a sugar rush.

Jordan strolled in, all calm confidence, a fitted black tank top stretched over her chest and a pair of red running shorts slung low on her hips. Her ponytail swung like a whip, and she carried a six-pack of hard seltzer and two bags of chips under her arm.

Quinn was the surprise. She showed up late, claiming a “work call,” then appeared on the landing in a loose heather gray tank that went scandalously low at the sides. No bra. Yoga shorts, black, clinging and utterly seamless. From the way she moved, and the way the shirt draped off her shoulder, it was crystal clear she wasn’t wearing a damn thing underneath.

The last to arrive was Natalie. She’d gone high-low: an ice-blue silk sleep shirt, long enough to tease, never enough to cover, with a pair of soft ribbed lounge shorts that peeked out when she moved. Even in pajamas, she looked straight out of a magazine shoot, somehow effortless and composed, her hair pulled into a lazy ponytail that still felt like runway. She snagged a seat on the armrest of the couch, crossing her legs and fixing everyone with a look that dared them to judge.

The “movie night” had officially begun.

***

Within minutes, every inch of couch real estate was claimed. Anna sprawled on my left, feet tucked under her, bowl balanced in her lap. Lily curled up against my right, head on my shoulder, her legs stretched across my thighs as if she owned the space. Jordan flanked the far end, one arm slung across the back of the couch, sipping her seltzer with practiced chill.

Quinn hovered at the edge, waiting for the opportune moment. By the time the production logos flickered on the screen, she’d wriggled in between me and Anna, then inched over until the side of her thigh pressed flush against mine.

I felt the heat where our skin met, nothing but bare flesh and maybe a few millimeters of fabric.

She didn’t play coy. Every commercial break or action sequence, she’d adjust her position, rolling her hip closer, letting her tank gap open until my peripheral vision was full of soft, golden skin and the subtle side-swell of her perfect tits.

Whoever had picked the movie, Anna, no contest, had gone for maximum adrenaline, minimum plot. A nonstop parade of explosions, one-liners, and heroes too pretty for real life. The film was ridiculous, but the peanut gallery made it a thousand times better.

“Oh my god, did he just defuse a bomb with his shoelace?” Lily cackled, popcorn flying everywhere.

“Meanwhile, her hair hasn’t moved in two hours of running from helicopters,” Jordan deadpanned, raising her can in silent salute to the miracle of action-movie updos.

“Continuity, people,” Natalie said, tossing a handful of popcorn at the screen. “How does he have a fresh shirt every scene?”

Anna grinned, sharp and victorious. “That’s just good project management. Always have a backup. Jack knows.”

Quinn snickered, her voice low and private. “I bet he does. Bet he always keeps a toolkit handy.”

The banter spiraled from there. Popcorn became ammunition, with Jordan lobbing a perfect curveball that landed square in Lily’s cleavage. Lily shrieked, then retaliated by dumping half her bowl onto Anna’s lap when she wasn’t looking.

The chaos felt right. Warm. Alive.

***

But the deeper we got into the movie, the smaller the gap between Quinn and me became. At first, it was casual, a knee resting against mine, her arm grazing my side when she reached for snacks. But by the midpoint, she’d collapsed the distance entirely. Her thigh pressed hard to my leg, and when I shifted to get more comfortable, it just gave her an excuse to drape her arm behind my back, fingers trailing the seam of my shirt.

She didn’t talk much. Her attention flickered between the screen and me, but every once in a while, I caught her eyes on my hands, or the line of my jaw, or somewhere lower. Every time I looked straight at her, she didn’t flinch. Just held my gaze, daring me to break the spell first.

By the time the credits rolled, hero saved, villain exploded, dramatic kiss delivered in slow-mo, Quinn had migrated half onto my lap, angled so that the hem of her tank top brushed my abs every time she breathed.

Anna jumped up to swap discs, loading up the horror movie and cueing up more popcorn. She left the bowl in my lap as she darted to the kitchen. Jordan followed, claiming she needed to “supervise,” which left the rest of us in low light, movie menu flickering and the sounds of girls giggling in the kitchen.

That’s when Quinn made her move.

She shifted, slow, as if just stretching her legs, and pulled a throw blanket off the back of the couch, flipping it over both of us. For plausible deniability, of course.

Under the blanket, her hand moved with surgical precision: first to my knee, squeezing, then skipping straight up the inside of my thigh. Every inch, she paused, fingers tracing circles, measuring my reaction.

I held still, every nerve sparking.

She slid her hand higher, right to the crotch of my sweats. I was already hard; no amount of action-hero distraction could change that. She found my shaft, gripped it through the cotton, and gave a lazy stroke that made my head spin.

I risked a look around. Lily and Natalie had their eyes glued to the TV, chatting about something on Instagram. Jordan and Anna were still at the kitchen, arguing about the merits of kettle corn versus classic.

Quinn squeezed my cock. The message was clear: pay attention.

With the blanket cinched tight, no one could see what happened next. Quinn popped open my waistband and slipped her hand inside, skin-to-skin. Her palm was cool and electric, and when her fingers wrapped around my shaft, I nearly groaned.

She stroked, slow, letting the movie’s soundtrack cover the rhythm. Every upward sweep making me even harder, her thumb swirling on the tip to smear the bead of precum that was already leaking out.

I wasn’t about to let her have all the fun.

I angled my left hand under the blanket and slipped it beneath her tank top, palm flat against her stomach. She shivered, muscles tightening at the touch. I slid my fingers up, gliding over her ribs, then cupped one bare breast. Quinn’s tits were even better up close, warm and round, the nipple a perfect berry already stiff with anticipation.

I rolled her nipple between my thumb and forefinger, then slid my hand to the other breast, taking my time to knead and tease. She adjusted, arching just slightly to push into my touch.

Her eyes stayed on the TV, but every second or third breath caught in her throat. She kept pumping my cock, gradually picking up the speed, but careful not to give away what she was up to.

That’s when I went lower.

My hand drifted down, slow and steady, until my fingers found the waistband of her shorts. There was zero resistance. In fact, Quinn shifted her hips, as if inviting me to go further. I slipped my hand into her shorts and found her pussy, bare, waxed smooth, and already slick with arousal.

She was burning up.

I parted her folds, using two fingers to tease her clit, circling, pressing just enough to make her tense. Quinn’s hand faltered on my cock for a split second, but she recovered, stroking me faster, the competitive energy practically radiating off her.

Meanwhile, I worked her pussy, sliding my middle finger in, curling upward, then switching back to rub her clit with slow, deliberate movements. I felt every micro-reaction: the little tremors in her thighs, the way her ass flexed against the cushion, the slight hitch in her breath every time I grazed the sensitive spot right at the top.

The movie started, something about haunted houses, ghosts, and jump scares. Most of the crew bought in, laughter dying down as the opening credits oozed across the screen.

But under the blanket, Quinn and I were in a world of our own.

She’d started to sweat, just a little, and every so often, her thigh would clench against mine, tension building toward something explosive.

I didn’t let up. I alternated between slow, lazy circles on her clit and quick, focused flicks, never keeping the same pattern long enough for her to anticipate it. The pleasure locked her up. She bit her lip, face illuminated only by the movie’s wild blue light.

There was no mercy.

I doubled down, rubbing her even harder, feeling the heat radiate off her skin. She stopped stroking my cock for a few seconds, hand frozen, the rest of her body going stiff.

She was right at the edge.

I leaned in, lips near her ear, and whispered, “You gonna come for me, or do I need to finish the job upstairs?”

Quinn shivered, then clamped down on my hand, her hips jerking just once. She came, silently, the orgasm rippling through her muscles. Her hand squeezed my cock so tight I nearly lost it, but through some miracle, I held back.

She sagged into me, trembling, breath coming in short, shaky bursts.

I didn’t stop. I kept teasing, just a little longer, until her pussy gushed slickness all over my fingers.

She gripped my thigh, desperate, and tossed her head back, eyes closed.

The girls were still locked into the movie, throwing the occasional scared-yelp or joke at the screen. Nobody noticed how wrecked Quinn was, except maybe Natalie, whose eyes darted over once or twice, the corner of her mouth curving like she had the whole game figured out.

Eventually, Quinn came back to herself. She relaxed, let out a slow exhale, and looked at me. This time, no masks. She wanted me. All the way.

She kissed me, softly at first, our lips barely brushing. But once the boundary was crossed, it went zero to sixty, her tongue darting into my mouth, her breath hot with hunger.

She fisted my cock under the blanket, and I palmed her breast, squeezing, pinching, making her moan softly against my lips.

We must’ve gotten louder than we thought, because the next second Lily turned around, clocked us, and grinned.

“I knew you two wouldn’t last,” she whispered, biting her knuckle to keep from giggling too loud. “Why don’t you just go upstairs and get it out of your system?”

Anna, on her way back from the kitchen, caught the tail end of that and shot us a knowing look. “Don’t break the bed, please. Some of us want to actually sleep tonight.”

Jordan and Natalie exchanged smirks. If they were shocked by the PDA, they didn’t show it. Jordan raised her seltzer. “Go get him, Q.”

Quinn’s cheeks flushed, but she was grinning from ear to ear. “Don’t wait up.”

I stood, tucking my cock back in, then grabbed Quinn by the waist. She didn’t hesitate. With a practiced move, she wrapped her thighs around me, arms locked behind my neck, and clung like she’d never let go.

I kissed her, first on the neck, then on her jaw, then captured her lips and let the world fade away. She tasted like popcorn and challenge, a hint of fearlessness under the sweetness.

She peppered kisses up my jaw and behind my ear, her breath coming fast and wild. “God, I’ve wanted this for months,” she whispered, as if the honest confession made it more real.

“Hope you’re ready,” I said, hoisting her higher. She shuddered at the contact, then ground her bare pussy against my abs, leaving a hot, wet trail through the fabric.

I didn’t bother with subtlety. I carried Quinn, legs locked around me, up the open stairs and toward the bedroom, her mouth working my neck the whole way.

Behind us, the harem’s laughter followed, punctuated by Lily’s parting shot: “She’s not coming back down until you ruin her, Jack!”

The bedroom door closed behind us, and the rest of the world vanished.

For the next few hours, it was just Quinn’s hands, her mouth, and the promise of every unspoken need finally getting its turn.

And if the girls in the living room wanted a recap?

Well, they’d have to wait and see who limped down first in the morning.

***

The second the bedroom door thudded shut behind us, we were animals. All the pretense, all the slow-burn tension of the last month, finally unspooled. Quinn clawed at my shirt, lips crushing mine, her body flush to my chest as if she could fuse us by force of will alone.

I shoved the blanket aside and pressed her against the door, devouring her mouth, hungry for the sweet, cinnamon taste of her tongue. Her hands were everywhere, my hair, my jaw, skimming down my torso, nails biting hard enough to leave marks. Any trace of professional reserve had been torched by the first pass of my palm over her ass.

“You’ve been killing me for weeks,” she panted, breaking the kiss just long enough to yank my tee over my head and toss it to the floor. Her gaze raked down, drinking in every cut of muscle, every scar from a decade of swinging hammers.

She traced the line of my pecs with both hands, lingering at the center of my chest, as if she wanted to memorize the shape. Then she seized my face and dragged me back into another bruising, deep kiss.

I needed her naked. Now.

I grabbed the hem of her tank, fisted both sides, and peeled it off in one slow, hungry motion. Even before it cleared her head, my hands mapped every inch of skin, hot and flushed. Her tits bounced free, perfect teardrops, the nipples dusky pink and already puckered.

“God, you’re just—” I couldn’t even finish the sentence. I cupped both breasts, thumb and forefinger rolling and pinching, pulling her nipples hard enough to make her whimper.

She didn’t shy away. She arched into my grip, nails digging furrows into my biceps, her breath gone ragged.

“Fuck, yes—more,” she begged, and I obliged, pinching, twisting, then ducking my head to suck one nipple between my lips. I flicked it with my tongue, then bit gently, savoring her gasp.

She writhed, grinding her bare pussy against the bulge in my sweats. I could feel her heat, the wetness already slicking the fabric.

I kissed down her chest, tracing the ridges of each rib with my tongue. As I reached her shorts, I hooked my thumb in the waistband and knelt, drawing them down her legs inch by inch.

She stepped out with dancer’s grace, letting the shorts fall away. Her pussy was exposed: clean, bare, and already glinting with arousal. The lips were delicate and flushed, the clit standing proud and desperate for attention.

“Beautiful,” I muttered, kissing up her thigh, then up her belly, pausing to admire every detail.

Quinn let out a shaky laugh. “Hope you like the view,” she said, voice a little shy but loaded with pride.

“Best thing I’ve ever seen,” I answered, and meant it.

I surged up, lips catching hers, hoisting her off the floor. She wrapped her legs around my waist, just as she had downstairs, but now there was nothing between us but sweat and nerves.

I carried her to the bed, set her down, and let her sprawl, arms open, hair fanned across the pillow like a halo.

She looked up at me, eyes wide, lips parted. “You gonna fuck me, Jack?”

That was all the invitation I’d ever need.

I stripped off my sweats in one motion, cock springing free, hard and already leaking.

She licked her lips. “Please. Need to feel you inside me.”

I crawled onto the bed, hovering above her. She reached, guided my cock to her entrance, and pressed the head right against her slit. I teased, dragging the tip back and forth, coating it in her slick. She moaned, desperate, hips bucking up to meet me.

I lined up and drove in, slow at first, letting her feel every inch. The tightness was insane, her pussy clenching me, pulling me deeper, as if she wanted to keep me there for good.

The first thrust bottomed out, and Quinn arched, her tits thrust toward the ceiling, mouth falling open in a breathless gasp.

“God, you’re thick,” she choked out, voice already blurry with pleasure. “Don’t stop. Harder, please—”

I took the cue and started moving, deep, slow thrusts, grinding our hips together. Every time I slammed in, her pussy flexed, squeezing me tight. I never broke eye contact. She locked on, blue eyes huge, hungry, unguarded.

The connection was electric. Every breath, every motion, synced up. This wasn’t a one-sided fuck; it was a conversation, a duel, a dance.

I braced my hands by her head, angled for maximum depth, and began to fuck her in earnest. Our bodies met with the wet slap of skin, sweat already beading on both of us. Her thighs spread wide, heels digging into the mattress as she threw her head back and moaned, unfiltered.

I bent to take her nipple in my mouth, biting softly, sucking until she begged.

“Don’t ever stop touching me,” she whispered, voice shattering.

“Not planning to,” I grunted, thrusting harder, chasing the edge but wanting her to break first.

She came apart fast, the orgasm wracking her body, milk-white thighs trembling as she convulsed around my cock. I felt every spasm, the way her walls gripped me, and it nearly finished me off, only grit kept me from letting go.

She rode the shudders, hands locked behind my neck, pulling me down to kiss her through the aftershocks.

When the spasms faded, she blinked up, half-wild, half-laughing.

“Your turn,” she said, and then, with a single hard shove, rolled me onto my back.

She wasted zero time. Quinn swung a leg over and straddled my waist, grabbing my cock in both hands to line it up with her dripping entrance. She sank down in one greedy, glorious motion, taking me balls-deep.

She didn’t hold back. She fucked me like she’d been waiting her whole life to do it.

Every bounce of her hips sent shockwaves up my spine. Her tits jiggled in time, sweat glistening between them. Hair fell forward in golden curtains, framing her face as she stared down at me, every wordless confession flickering in her eyes.

I met her rhythm, hands locked on her hips, guiding her up and down, matching the movement so every thrust hit just right. Our bodies moved in perfect sync, her ass slapping my thighs, her pussy drawing me in and refusing to let go.

“God, yes, just like that—” she panted, bracing on my chest for leverage. “You feel so fucking good—nobody’s ever filled me like this.”

The praise ripped through me, animal and proud. I bucked up, driving into her, and she responded by riding faster, fingers digging crescents in my pecs.

She leaned in, hair wild, and kissed me, tongues tangling, the taste of sweat and need blending into something that felt almost dangerous.

I felt Quinn’s body tense, a silent premonition in the microspasms of her thighs and the tightening, convulsive motion in her hips as she threw herself back and forth over me. It was a kind of warning, the staccato flex of muscle and will, and I met it with a matching surge, grit teeth, hands locked on her hips, eyes never leaving hers. I could feel her slick and molten, the way she seized and pulsed around my cock with every thrust, the rhythm sharpening, dangerous, as she sped up.


I was right at the edge, holding myself together with a threadbare scrap of self-control, but there was no holding out if she took me with her.


She clapped her thighs tighter to my hips, her pussy so wet and hot it felt like being swallowed whole. The air between us was thick with sweat and the animal tang of sex. Her hair swung forward in a golden haze, tips brushing my face. She rode me with a fever in her blue eyes, and everything else, my name on her lips, the way her fingernails carved half-moons in my chest, the rough velvet of her voice, faded to the perimeter, the whole world boiling down to the place where our bodies locked together.


Those last seconds were pure, raw desperation. I felt my own orgasm lighting up my spine, the pressure behind my balls, the way my cock twitched inside her. I wanted to hold out, wanted us to get there together, but I was seconds from losing it.


Quinn must have read the panic in my face, because she gave a shaky, breathless little laugh and leaned over me until her forehead touched mine. Her breath was wild and uneven, and her voice tripped over every word:


“I want to come with you. Please—”


It was all I could do not to explode just from that. I clamped down on her hips, grinding her down onto my cock, and nodded, completely unable to speak, the world going stroboscopic at the edges.


“Do it,” I managed, voice barely more than a snarl. “Let go. Show me.”


She let out a sound I’d never heard, a kind of desperate, keening moan that started in her toes and ripped all the way up. Her whole body arched, every muscle trembling, tits jutting out so hard I could see the blood rushing in her chest. She shuddered, then shattered, her pussy clenching down in a series of wild, uncontrollable pulses, pulling my cock with her, taking me right over the edge.


I barely managed a warning grunt before I lost it. My vision went white at the edges. I came so hard my toes curled, stomach clenching, every muscle locked, one, two, three pulses, then a desperate torrent. I drove up into her with everything I had, cock buried to the root, feeling the flood of cum flood into her, leaking out, coating her thighs, pooling under my balls. I’d never filled a girl like that in my life; even at the height of college, nobody had ever wrung me dry the way Quinn did.


She didn’t slow. She kept riding me, hips undulating, grinding every last bit out of both of us. Her pussy milked my cock for more, the little aftershocks of her orgasm wringing every drop out, until it was almost too much, almost pain, almost overload. But I craved it, wanted to keep her locked there until the sun came up.


Quinn’s hands went from raking my chest to clutching at my face, her lips finding mine in a frantic, messy kiss. Her tongue licked sweat from my upper lip, her teeth nipped at my jaw. Our bodies were a tangle of limbs and desperate clutching, clinging to that last shuddering moment before the crash.


The world came back in slow increments: the sound of her breathing, ragged and sweet; the pounding of my own heart; the smell of sex and skin. I couldn’t tell where my body ended and hers began, and for the first time in weeks, I didn’t want to know the difference.

Finally, she collapsed, folding forward to rest her cheek on my chest, the faint shudder of her pussy still clamping me tight inside.

We lay there, fused together, the sweat cooling on our skin, the mess between our thighs a badge of honor.

I wrapped her in my arms, kissed the side of her head, and just basked in it, the feeling of rightness, the sense that maybe, just maybe, this was the start of something huge.

For a few minutes, we floated. There was nothing but the sound of our breathing and the distant echo of the girls’ laughter downstairs.

Quinn finally spoke, her voice muffled against my shoulder. “I’m gonna miss you like crazy when you’re in Paris. Feels like I wasted half the summer pretending I could be just your employee.”

I stroked her back, savoring the heat of her skin. “Not anymore. When I get back, I’m taking you away for a weekend. Somewhere nobody knows us. Just you, me, and room service. Deal?”

She giggled, a soft, gorgeous sound. “God, yes. Make it Friday to Monday, or I might die.”

I flexed inside her, making her gasp. “Anything you want. As long as you never try to hide yourself from me again.”

She nuzzled in, kissing my chest, my jaw, then found my lips for a lazy, perfect kiss. Her pussy still hugged my cock, squeezing out the last echoes of pleasure.

There was a pause. She hovered, searching my eyes, like she was almost afraid to say it.

“I think I’m falling in love with you,” she whispered. The words made my heart stutter.

I didn’t hesitate. “I already fell for you, Quinn. No point pretending otherwise.”

She glowed, actually glowed. Her giggle vibrated through her whole body, as if she’d just won something.

“I love you, too, Jack. You ridiculous, perfect man.”

We kissed again, slower, and this time there was nothing left to prove.

As the minutes bled into memory, and the sweat dried, and the world beyond the loft called to us, my thoughts drifted to what came next.

Savannah was waiting in Paris, promised sex and drama and connection unlike anything I’d dared to imagine. Anna, Lily, Jordan, the whole harem, they were my anchors now, my family, my future and my every reason to get out of bed in the morning.

But right now, with Quinn still warm and tight around my cock, I realized there was no blueprint for this kind of happiness.

Only the challenge of building it, one night at a time.

And hell, I was ready to work overtime.


Close Enough to Choose


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


Close Enough to Keep


The Weight of Everything


There’s something about the smell of printer toner in the morning that always told me whether it was going to be a good day or a shitshow. Today, the air in the Bennett Brothers’ office conference room had the zing of fresh blueprints, black coffee, and five different agendas on full display.

I pushed open the glass door and walked into a wall of tension you could’ve cut with an angle grinder.

Ryan stood at the head of the table, arms folded, already in general mode. Jenny sat at his right, pen poised and eyes sharp, cataloging every move like she was running a silent audit. Anna flanked Jenny, legs crossed, tapping an understated heel against the floor in a rhythm that didn’t sync with anything. Quinn was next, designer laptop open but hands folded, shoulders set back tight. And then there was Natalie Vaughn sitting cool and unbothered beside Anna, jacket perfectly fitted, eyes scanning the models in front of her like she owned the place.

I felt the charge shoot right up my spine.

“Morning,” Ryan said, like he resented giving me the word. “Glad you could make it.”

Jenny didn’t bother with a greeting, just a nod as she jotted something in her planner.

Anna gave me a half-smile that said we were way past the friendship stage, but I was on notice.

Quinn offered a neutral “Hey, Jack,” barely looking up.

It was Natalie’s gaze that lingered. She didn’t smile, not right away, but her lips parted slightly, and for a half-second she let her eyes drop from my face to my hands, then my chest, before meeting my eyes again. Subtle, but she knew I’d caught it. A private spark under the conference LED.

By the time I took my seat, two down from Ryan, directly across from Natalie, the party was in full swing.

In the center of the table, the 3D-printed model of the new project held court: a four-story, Beaux-Arts stone relic soon to be the crown jewel of Logan Square, if we didn’t kill each other first. Rolled blueprints, sample boards, and Quinn’s iPad with a looping render competed for space. And in the middle of everything, a rough prototype for one of Natalie’s custom light fixtures, a brushed steel marvel that looked like the offspring of a city skyline and a diamond necklace.

The scent of burnt espresso from the kitchen drifted in, but the real flavor in the room was anticipation and challenge.

Ryan started us off, as always.

“So, this is it,” he said, voice pitched just loud enough to flatten any small talk. “Enterprise Building. Built in 1914, landmark status means we follow every rule in the book, or the city’s preservation board will skin us alive.”

He looked around, daring anyone to contradict.

“Natalie’s outfit is on point for this one,” he added, flipping a glance at her before continuing. “Her lighting design is what gets us on the cover of Architecture Now, so we’re building around her vision. Anna, you’re on client comms and city paperwork. Quinn, you start on the material palette for common areas and lobby. Jenny’s going to keep us from lighting the budget on fire, and Jack—” He turned those pale blue eyes on me. “—you’re quarterbacking. Don’t fuck it up.”

Ryan’s version of a pep talk.

I nodded, keeping my reply simple. “Copy that.”

Natalie’s lips twitched at the corners, like something about Ryan’s delivery amused her.

Anna leaned forward, voice crisp. “Timeline?”

Ryan gave her the numbers. Quinn typed as he spoke, not missing a single date.

But the undercurrent was there from the jump. Natalie didn’t just fill a chair, she shifted the air around her. Even the overhead fixtures seemed to bend their focus toward her side of the table.

Details, Details

I wanted to look professional, hell, I was professional, but every move Natalie made sucked up bandwidth. The way she wrapped a pen between her fingers, the way her blouse fell soft at the shoulder but sharp at the collar, hinting at muscle underneath. She’d caught me already, though; now she paid extra attention to whatever paper I put my hands on.

When she finally spoke, her voice was honey and challenge rolled into one.

“I appreciate the confidence, Ryan, but we’re talking about hand-blown glass and custom metalwork on a scale we haven’t attempted before,” she said, trailing a fingertip along the edge of the model. “If the fixture heights don’t line up with the ceiling grid, it’ll look like amateur hour.”

She looked at me, not Ryan. “Jack, you get it. This space needs drama, but if you can see a junction box from twelve feet away, it’s all dead.”

I grinned before I could stop myself. “We’ll figure it out. I’m not letting three months of your designs tank on install day.”

Anna smiled, like she’d just watched her favorite reality show plot twist.

Quinn gave me her “don’t overpromise” side-eye, but kept her mouth shut for now.

Ryan just snorted. “Jack lives for complex builds. The bigger the headache, the happier he is.”

Jenny, who hadn’t written anything for two whole minutes, finally spoke. “Let’s get down to numbers before everyone starts lighting bonfires with the budget.”

She pushed a thin binder across the table toward me and Natalie. “Here’s a preliminary cost sheet for the feature fixtures, assuming Natalie’s team can hit the target ratio of impact to expense.”

Natalie barely looked at the sheet, all her attention on me. “I’m less worried about materials than getting your guys to run wiring without playing ‘let’s see what short-circuits first.’”

You could almost smell the testosterone spike from Ryan’s end of the table.

I played it cool. “Not my first rodeo.”

“Speaking of firsts,” Anna cut in, “does anyone want to predict which inspector’s going to be the hardest ass about the restoration details?”

Quinn, who’d stayed quiet too long, seized her moment.

“I toured the Enterprise two weeks ago,” she said. “There’s original plaster scrollwork on the third floor no one’s maintained in a century. If we want to float recessed fixtures behind the cornice—” she looked at Natalie, then me, “—it’s a hell of a lot more than picking a cool sconce off a catalog page.”

Natalie gave her a smile, all business. “That’s why Jack and I need to walk it together with real measurements before demo.”

The line hung in the air, loaded. I couldn’t tell if she was playing to the room or just didn’t care what anyone thought. Either way, I liked it.

Ryan’s gaze flicked from Natalie to me and back, like he’d just traced the live wire running under the table. He didn’t say a word, but his jaw flexed. Message received.

We moved through the agenda, but it was more like an hour-long chess match than a project update.

Quinn played it cautious, sticking to specifics and never conceding an inch unless it made her look sharper. She presented a digital mockup of the lobby, highlighting where Natalie’s fixtures would become visual anchors (“If the city lets us put this here, no one else in Chicago comes close,” she said, voice barely hiding her pride). I nodded along, knowing she wanted my endorsement but also wanted to one-up Natalie’s “drama” comments from earlier.

Anna kept sliding in reminders about deadlines and public relations talking points. It was clear she’d read every preservation board memo twice. Twice as thorough, twice as intimidating.

Jenny never once put down her pen. She interjected with surgical precision, mostly to ask questions nobody else was brave enough to ask: “Natalie, does your team have capability for glass at that height, or do we need to contract out?” “Jack, what systems go in first? HVAC, or do you want finishers staged behind demo?” “Quinn, are these finishes even available at current lead times?”

If I’d blinked, I would’ve missed the way Jenny watched the power plays between Natalie and Quinn, or how her eyebrows arched when Anna tried to squeeze two weeks off the project schedule. She was clocking all of it, building the real agenda behind the scenes.

But Natalie, she was the centerpiece. The more she leaned in, the more Ryan tracked her moves. And when she let her guard slip, just a little, our legs brushed under the table. It was quick, accidental, but a flash of heat that made the rest of the conversation drop a few octaves in my head.

Natalie never looked down, never glanced at anyone else. “I’d be happy to do a site walk with Jack. We can talk lighting in context.” Matter-of-fact, like it was just math.

Anna gave a little “hmm” and didn’t even try to hide her smile.

Ryan looked like he wanted to throw a wrench through the glass wall, but instead just stared at me, as if daring me to say no.

Professionalism or theater? I couldn’t tell anymore.

The meeting circled back one more time for action items.

Ryan finally let the tension show. “Jack, you and Natalie handle the walkthrough by EOW,” he said. “No delays. Quinn, sketch revised elevation details for the lobby and main stairwell. Anna, get a call in to Landmarks, they’re still pissed about the last project. Jenny, budget updated by the end of the day.”

You could tell the meeting was over by how everyone’s posture changed. Jenny actually smiled, Anna exhaled, and Quinn closed her laptop like she’d won a round.

Natalie just stood, slow, deliberate. She collected her notes with a brush of her sleeve that left the scent of her perfume in the air, subtle but impossible to miss. Her gaze locked on mine for a beat too long.

“I’ll email you a time for the site visit,” she said to me, but we both knew everyone else heard it, too.

“Sounds good,” I replied, keeping it as neutral as possible, though my heart rate didn’t get the memo.

Jenny packed up, already giving Anna pointers on how to butter up the city inspector.

Quinn hung back, probably to soak in final notes from the board.

Ryan lingered a moment as I gathered my things, but he said nothing. His glare did all the talking.

I followed everyone out, the taste of adrenaline and Natalie’s perfume hanging on my tongue. If anyone doubted what was brewing, they weren’t paying attention.

Game on.

***

I made it three steps from the conference room before Ryan’s hand wrapped around my bicep.

“Walk with me,” he muttered, barely loud enough for anyone else to hear.

He didn’t wait for a reply, just steered toward the glassed-in corridor that separated the bullpen from the loading dock. Less traffic. Fewer eyes.

He didn’t waste time.

“Are you serious with this?” Ryan stopped, turned so his back hit the exposed brick wall, arms folded like a barricade. His voice was low, controlled, but braced for impact.

With anyone else, I’d have played it off. Not with him.

“Serious about what?”

“Quinn.”

He didn’t even bother pretending it was about business anymore.

“She’s not just another name on your list, Jack,” he said. “She’s family. She’s a critical piece of our business. You want to make your personal life complicated, knock yourself out. But you start mixing it into the core, our core, it could go sideways in a hurry.”

I kept my expression neutral, but my pulse hammered anyway.

“Look, I know what I’m doing.”

“Maybe you think you do.” His jaw flexed. “But you’ve already got enough going on with Lily, with Anna, hell, with the project load this quarter. Don’t add fuel to a fire we can’t put out if it gets loose.”

He wasn’t mad, he was worried. Which, for Ryan, was damn near the same thing.

“If that’s what you’re really after, fine. Just don’t bring it into everything, too.”

I didn’t push. Didn’t snark, didn’t deflect.

Instead, I let the silence hang just long enough.

“I’m not making accidental moves here,” I said. “Whatever’s happening with me and Quinn, it’s not a stunt, and I’m not hiding it. I get the stakes, Ry.”

He stared for a beat, searching for cracks. Didn’t find any.

Finally, he pushed off the wall. “You just remember who’s holding up the foundation when the walls start moving.”

He walked, slow and wide-shouldered, back toward the bullpen.

I took a steadying breath. Reset my jaw. Then followed, rolling my own tension into stride.

The open office hadn’t changed, but the vibe had. Jenny looked up from her screen and clocked us instantly. Her lips hitched, just barely, like she’d already guessed the theme of our private huddle.

Megan’s rapid-fire typing paused mid-keystroke. She glanced our way, eyebrows up, calculating whether this was the kind of drama she needed to document for the files or just text about at lunch.

Quinn looked over her shoulder, and for a split-second, I caught the flash of concern in her eyes before she masked it with a practiced flip of her hair.

Anna caught my eye too, speculative, like she liked the friction more than she should have.

But it was business as usual on the surface. No fireworks, no shouting, just the invisible fracture lines that develop when the ground shifts under a building’s weight.

Ryan reached his desk, snatched a folder, and barked out a new work order to Jenny without missing a beat.

I moved to my station, booted up my laptop, and pretended nothing had changed.

But the tension hung in the air, heavy as dust after demo. Everyone felt it, whether they’d admit it out loud or not.

The bottom line: I wasn’t folding. Not for Ryan, not for the peanut gallery. I’d made my choice, foundation be damned.

Let’s see if it held.


Pressure Points


Istepped inside the loft and the door clicked shut behind me, sealing off the day like insulation in a wall cavity. The raw brick, the scent of concrete and lemon cleaner, the soft hum of evening traffic through old factory windows, all of it should’ve felt like home. Tonight, it just felt like a holding cell. Shoulders up around my ears, jaw set tight enough to grind teeth, I moved on autopilot: keys on the counter, boots by the door, jacket slung onto a barstool.

My thoughts wouldn’t shut up. Ryan’s warning, hell, his whole load-bearing scowl, still rang in my ears. Quinn’s poker face at the meeting had left me second-guessing every word and glance. And Natalie, if she wanted me to sweat under her microscope, mission accomplished. My mind replayed her eyes, her laugh, the brush of her leg under the table. The day left me feeling like a bundle of exposed wire, half a spark from shorting out.

Then I saw her.

Lily sat curled up in the far corner of my sectional, knees tucked to her chest, scrolling on her phone. She wore gray joggers and a faded college tee that hung loose over her shoulder, baring a line of that golden skin and the hint of a pink bra strap. Her hair was down and wild, like she’d been running her fingers through it for hours.

Whatever tension rippled through my body, she read it before I made a sound.

“Hey,” she breathed, low and coaxing, like she was talking to a startled animal. “Rough day, builder?”

Maybe it was the way she said it. Maybe it was just Lily. I exhaled a sharp little laugh, the first one all night.

“You could say that.”

I didn’t realize how stiff I was until I tried to move. Every step toward her was a negotiation between stubborn muscle and stubborn mind.

She ditched her phone and padded over, bare feet silent on the concrete. No preamble, no questions, just both hands on my chest, right over my pounding heart. Her touch was warm, gentle, the way you’d lay a hand on a piece of old wood before sanding it smooth.

Lily’s eyes met mine, wide and impossibly blue. “C’mere,” she murmured, fingers sliding up over my collarbones.

She kissed me slow. Soft, at first, just a brush of lips, as if testing the surface finish. Her hands worked up around my neck, curling behind my head, pulling me down to her. If I had resistance, she sanded it down on the spot.

The tension in my chest started to crack, just a little.

She nuzzled in closer, lips tracing my jaw, my throat. Each kiss was a blueprint for what she wanted, comfort first, hunger second.

“I missed you,” she whispered, letting her hips press up against me.

The scent of her, vanilla lotion, shampoo, and something that was just her, pushed out all thoughts of design meetings and cold-shoulder conversations. Suddenly, all that mattered was Lily’s body pressed tight to mine, her hands moving with purpose.

She tugged at the buttons of my shirt, quick and deliberate. “Let’s get this off you, baby,” she said, voice a decibel lower.

One, two, three, her fingers flicked down the front, grazing my skin, the backs of her knuckles raising goosebumps I hadn’t signed off on. She let the shirt fall away, exposing my bare chest to the cool loft air. With her touch, the chill didn’t last.

Lily’s hands explored, mapping every inch. She traced my pecs with her palms, then slid down over my abs, fingertips swirling light patterns just to watch me flinch.

“You’re wound tighter than steel rebar,” she teased, grinning up at me.

“Occupational hazard,” I shot back, voice rough with want.

She laughed, a real, loose, happy laugh, and leaned in, kissing the hollow at the base of my throat. By the time her hands reached my belt, I was definitely not thinking about construction budgets.

She didn’t rush it. Even as her fingers slipped under the waistband of my jeans, Lily paused, searching my eyes. “Okay?”

“More than okay,” I managed, threading my hands through her hair. The strands were impossibly soft, just like the girl herself.

She bit her lip and smiled, loving that she could do this to me. Jeans hit the floor, and she backed me toward the bedroom like she’d memorized the path.

Before we left the living room, she caught my mouth again, pulling me down for another long, slow kiss. Her tongue teased at my lips until I gave in, opening for her, letting her take what she wanted. My hands went to her waist, feeling the gentle curve of it, the softness as my thumbs brushed under the hem of her shirt.

She shivered, but not from cold. I could feel the goosebumps that raced up her arms as I pulled her closer, letting her body press flush against my own.

She broke the kiss, eyes dancing. “Someone’s eager.”

“That’s on you,” I growled, and she giggled, loving every second.

Lily didn’t stop until the backs of my knees hit the edge of the mattress. She eased me down, standing between my legs, her body a living, breathing invitation.

She pulled off her shirt in one smooth motion, baring that pink bra and the mouthwatering swells of her breasts. Her nipples poked at the thin fabric, two perfect peaks made for my hands, my mouth. Without waiting, she reached behind and unclipped it, letting her D-cups spill free.

I groaned, couldn’t help it. She was art and architecture and every wet dream from high school all rolled into one.

Lily’s smile said she knew exactly what it did to me. The bra came next, gone in a flash.

She straddled my lap, bare-chested now, nipples brushing my skin as she leaned in to kiss me again. Her hair made a curtain around us, blocking out the rest of the world.

She let herself grind against my cock, slow and lazy, every inch calculated to drive me crazy. Her hands were all over me, my shoulders, my jaw, my chest. When my mind started to wander, flashes of Quinn’s tight-lipped smile, Natalie’s arched brow, Ryan’s warning echoing, I felt Lily pull me back with a sharper, hungrier kiss.

“Hey,” she murmured, planting her lips at the shell of my ear. “Stay with me tonight. Just us.”

I nodded, a little breathless, maybe a little needy. “Trying.”

She grinned and gripped my hair, using it to anchor me as her hips shifted, ass pressing down harder against me. Even through my boxers, the friction was unreal.

Her breasts bounced mere inches from my face. Perfect, round, springy, the kind that made a man forget his last name. The more caught up I got, the more she used it, arching her back, letting her tits sway with every grind, moaning soft and high.

I lost all sense of time. It was just skin, heat, and Lily’s laughter in my ear.

She peeled off her joggers and panties in one skilled move, letting them hit the floor. Now she was completely bare, flawless, golden skin, perfect lines, that legendary ass shifting as she moved. A walking wet dream. Her thigh nudged against my cock, and she smiled, glancing down with hungry appreciation.

“Lose the boxers, handsome,” she ordered.

I did, and suddenly we were nothing but skin and sweat and wanting.

She pushed me back on the bed and climbed on top, her hands sliding up my stomach, tracing every line and scar. She studied me for a second, eyes soft.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” she said, and the word punched me right in the gut, harder than any insult Ryan ever threw my way.

I wanted to say something back, but Lily was already lining herself up, guiding my cock with a practiced grip. She teased me with the head, running it up and down her slit, collecting slick, then pushing down slow.

The sensation was instant overload. Tight, hot, perfect, her pussy hugged every inch, pulling me in until she was seated fully in my lap, her gorgeous tits heaving as she caught her breath.

Lily rolled her hips, working me deeper. The way her ass flexed, the way her breasts bounced with every upward thrust, it was like being hypnotized.

I bucked up, desperate to be all the way inside her. “Fuck, Lily—”

She silenced me with a kiss, strong and greedy. “No thinking,” she whispered against my lips. “Just feel.”

So I let go. Every thrust, every grind, was a little less about control and a little more about need. She moved on me with purpose, hips circling, her moans getting higher and hungrier each time I hit that spot deep inside.

When my mind started to drift, Quinn’s laugh, Natalie’s perfume, the weight of responsibility, Lily pulled me back with a sharp roll of her hips or a command whispered right in my ear.

“Eyes on me.”

Or:

“Don’t go anywhere, baby. I need all of you.”

She had me—body, soul, and all the pent-up, trembling need I’d spent a whole damn day trying to bury. The world outside that loft, with its warnings and power moves and cat-and-mouse games, faded to a distant, muffled hum the second Lily’s thighs boxed me in. She rode me harder, taking what she needed, breathing it in through clenched teeth and letting it out in little gasps that got sharper, louder, and less controlled with every passing second.

Her skin was slick with sweat, glimmering under the bedroom track lights, half golden, half shadow, all appetite. The way her hair whipped when she moved, wild and untamed, the way every muscle in her body tensed and released in perfect rhythm, it was like watching her come alive molecule by molecule. I reached up, cupping her tits in my hands, squeezing until she shivered and arched into me, nipples tight as marbles under my thumbs. She loved when I palmed her rough, loved the way it turned her skin pink and swollen.

Lily was never the demure type, she was a force. She ground down on my cock, squeezing with those impossible muscles, milking me for every hint of control. Every time I tried to match her rhythm, she upped the tempo, denying me any chance to take over. “Let go,” she ordered, voice gone throaty and rough, “let me have you.” It didn’t even sound like a request.

I could feel myself getting close, faster than I wanted, the tension in my gut doubling with every grind. I tried to slow her, grip her hips, but she pinned my hands above my head, planting her palms on either side of me and staring down with ocean-blue eyes, daring me to resist. Her lips peeled back in a grin that was half challenge, half victory.

“You’re almost there,” she taunted, riding me faster, the slap of our bodies echoing off the bare concrete and steel. “I can feel you, Jack. Don’t hold back.”

The force of her, the confidence, the sweat dripping down her neck and between her breasts, it all blurred into heat and pressure and a need that made everything else meaningless. I bucked up into her, desperate to fill her, to hold onto her, to become a part of her the only way I knew how. She laughed, a wild, unfiltered sound, and leaned forward to kiss me hard. Her tongue pushed deep, matching the way she took me inside, keeping me pinned and breathless.

She broke off, lips glistening, hair plastered to her cheeks. “Come with me,” she demanded, staring straight through me.

She clenched down, fucking me so tight I could barely see straight, and as the first wave of orgasm hit I felt her nails dig into my chest, a line of raw sensation that only made it better. She wanted every drop, and she wasn’t subtle about it. I pulsed deep inside her, rope after rope, filling her until it leaked out. All the while, Lily’s hips worked me through it, milking, wringing me out, until she started coming, her voice breaking on a high, hungry moan that shuddered through her entire body.

For a moment I lost track of everything, mind wiped blank, the only thing real was her body spasming around mine, those perfect tits bouncing with every aftershock, hair fanned out like a halo as she rode me all the way through.

We collapsed together, trembling and tangled, her pussy still twitching around my cock, her hips rolling slow to keep the pleasure rolling, my hands gripping her ass so hard I was sure she’d have bruises in the morning.

It wasn’t just sex. It was grounding. It was the closest thing to peace I’d found all week.

I let myself breathe, really breathe, not the shallow, chest-tight kind I’d been running on since the meeting. The air was thick with sweat and sex, the sheets already sticking to my skin, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to hold onto her, the only constant I had left.

Lily slumped forward, arms wrapped tight, her breath warm and wet against my neck. She laughed, low and satisfied, and I felt the smile in her body before I heard it in her voice.

Neither of us spoke for a while. There wasn’t a blueprint for this kind of connection.

But even as the sweat cooled, she kept me anchored, her steady breathing, her hands at my sides, her body draped over mine like a weighted blanket built for two.

If the world wanted to spin out, so be it.

She had me, I had her, and for now, that was all that counted.

***

After, there was nothing but the steady rhythm of her head rising and falling on my chest, and my fingers tracing random blueprints on her bare shoulder. Lily felt impossibly soft against me, warm, smooth, smelling like sweat and that don’t-fuck-with-me confidence she wore better than perfume. The room had gone quiet. Out the window, Chicago hummed along: a distant siren, a couple car horns, the steady whoosh of L trains working late.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. But the words stacked up inside me anyway, all the things I hadn’t said in the office or anywhere else. Eventually, they spilled over.

“Today was a mess,” I started, voice muffled by her hair and the leftover surge of emotion. “The meeting, Ryan, that whole scene.”

Lily didn’t move, just hummed in acknowledgment. Her hand curled around my ribs, thumb stroking in slow loops.

I took a breath. “He basically told me to keep my distance from Quinn. Made it sound like if I fucked that up, the whole business falls apart. But then there’s Natalie, too. She walks into a room and it’s like gravity changes. And now all these pieces of my life, work, you, them, it’s all bleeding together. I thought I could keep everything in its own corner. Compartmentalize, you know?”

She lifted her head just a bit, chin nestled on my chest, giving me space to keep talking.

“And today, it finally hit…I can’t. It doesn’t work that way. Not with the project, not with—” I gestured weakly, “—any of it.”

Silence again. Not awkward, just…waiting.

Lily finally propped herself up, hair spilling down her back, breasts pressed to my side. There was a flint in her eyes that I rarely saw unless she was dead serious.

“Let me get this straight,” she said, voice calm but crisp, “your brother goes all ‘this is family, protect the business, blah blah,’ and Natalie lights you up every time she looks at you, and Quinn pretends you barely exist when you know she feels it just as much?”

I almost laughed. “That’s the blueprint, yeah.”

She cocked her head, analyzing me the way she did spreadsheets at her real job. “And you’re feeling what right now?”

I hesitated, chewing on the words. “Like if I fuck up, the whole thing falls apart. That I keep making it harder than it needs to be. Or that maybe, maybe I’m not the guy who can actually hold it together when everything starts crossing over.”

Lily’s lips parted, tilting up at the corners. She leaned in until her nose brushed mine, gaze locked hard on my face.

“You really want it to be easy?” she asked. “Because that’s not how you built any of this. Not the business, not this.” She splayed her hand over my chest, directly above my heart. “You choose the complicated shit every time, Jack. So don’t act surprised when it asks something from you. Or—” she raised her brow, “—when it turns you on.”

She let the point settle before she went on.

“Seriously, you don’t get to build something like this and then act like it’s a mistake. You want clean lines and simple plans, you go buy a condo somewhere and date someone who only texts you once a day. But that’s not you. You want messy. Passion, layers, challenge. You want people who test you. You want women who make you ache. That’s why you’re here. That’s why we work.”

Her voice was low, but every word landed.

She smoothed a hand down my chest, then rested her head over my heart again, like she was staking a claim.

“You’re not gonna break it. And even if you did, I’m not going anywhere. Neither are they.”

My body finally sagged into the mattress. Some tension hung on, but most of it melted, the kind of relief you only get after a day of brutal manual labor, knowing you’ll wake up sore but satisfied.

I cupped her arm, thumb stroking her skin. “You make it sound simple.”

She laughed, the whole laugh, chest and all. “Simple’s for people who don’t know what they want.”

She was right. I did know what I wanted. I always had. The hard part was letting myself hold onto it, even when it didn’t measure up to the plan.

Quiet fell again. I let it.

Lily’s breathing evened out, her weight grounding me, her skin warm against mine. Out on the street, a car radio played something old and familiar, barely audible. Inside, nothing moved except our own slowing pulse.

Eventually, she spoke again, softer this time.

“You good, Jack?”

I thought about it. Thought about Natalie’s eyes, Quinn’s smile she tried not to let me see, Ryan’s voice in my ear. Thought about how all of it fit together with Lily at the center, keeping the rest from collapsing.

“Yeah, Sunshine,” I whispered. “I’m good.”

I could feel her smile, even if I couldn’t see it.

She held onto me tighter, her hand tracing idle shapes on my abs until sleep finally started to close in. The world outside could shift all it wanted.

Inside these four walls, there was nothing but comfort and the girl who knew every fault line in my soul and loved each one for what it was.

That was more than enough.


Strategic Positions


The first time I walked the Enterprise Building in daylight, it felt like stepping inside the ribcage of some city giant that refused to die. The outside looked stately as hell, four stories of old stone and brick, Beaux-Arts bones holding up despite a century of Chicago winters, but inside, the place breathed dust and ghosts.

The door fought us every inch, then groaned open with a deliberate complaint. Anna ducked through first, tablet at the ready, stylish wrap jacket cinched over tight black jeans and boots that looked more street than site. She paused, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom and the streaks of sunlight streaming through half-shuttered windows. If she was nervous about the cobwebs or the cold, she didn’t show it. The way she squared her shoulders, you’d think she ran the place already.

Natalie stepped in behind her, surveying the lobby with a kind of predatory focus, lips parted in anticipation. Her hair, down today, honey-blonde waves loose around her jacket, caught every bit of stray sun. She wasn’t interested in the dust or the dented floors; she was looking at the empty air, the way shadows moved as the sun shifted, the canvas waiting for her lights.

Quinn hung back, letting the rest of us lead. She wore her professional armor: tailored blazer, pale hair pulled tight, eyes cool as she logged details on her phone. She kept a careful distance, never letting herself get close enough to brush sleeves with anyone unless the corridor forced it.

Ryan followed right after, slamming the door and instantly filling the space with his presence. He moved like the walls should get out of his way. Today, he’d swapped his usual flannel for a battered hoodie and official Bennett Bros hat, his version of “try not to scare the clients” mode. From the second we stepped in, his attention locked on Natalie with laser focus. Every chance he got, he inserted himself near her, tossing off technical specs and one-liner trivia about the original structure, just to keep her orbiting his.

I brought up the rear, scanning the perimeter, cataloging every century-old flaw and every hidden potential. The place was freezing. Echoes bounced off the stone, dust motes drifted in golden shafts of light from windows two stories up, and every step left a footprint on the floor where the old finish had given up forty years prior.

It was magic. And it was going to be a nightmare.

“Look at this place,” Anna said, breath coming out in a quick white cloud. She swept her tablet camera in a slow arc, fingers swiping for quick photos. “Lobby sightlines are insane. If we anchor the branding at the front desk, you’ll see it from every angle.” She eyed the wall behind me. “Is that original marble?”

“Sure is,” I said, tapping the veined stone with my knuckles. “Probably weighs more than my truck. All of these surfaces clean up, but the trick will be keeping the details without making the space feel like a museum.”

Natalie prowled closer, eyes still tracking the way the sunlight hit the plaster scrollwork. “You let me run two lines of recessed track through there, just above the cornice, and the whole entryway goes from ‘old money retirement plan’ to ‘private club after dark.’ I’d glass up the fixtures, clear, heavy, nothing dainty.”

She glanced over her shoulder at me, then Anna. “If you can’t see the sparkle from the door, we’ve failed.”

Quinn’s voice piped up from a safe distance, all business. “We’re going with blackened steel for the accent hardware, right? If you try to match the marble with bright chrome or brass, it’ll fight you. Plus, there’s already a ton of natural texture, anything shiny just competes.”

She didn’t look at me when she spoke, but I felt the prick of her words anyway.

Ryan snorted, “That’s what I told him last week. No fussy finishings. Let the materials be honest. But—” here he leaned into Natalie’s space, “—if your design weighs more than the original fixtures, we’ll have to reinforce the supports. You know what the inspection process is like in these old buildings.”

Natalie’s smile was thin, but sharp. “I’m not bolting in lamps from Ikea, Ry. If you can’t hang three luxury chandeliers without taking out the ceiling, we’ve all seriously overestimated your core strength.”

Anna grinned, already loving the banter. She edged closer to the wide open stairwell, mapping out how a visitor would see it. “Take a look at this. If you stand here, the view to the second-floor landing is framed by the big windows to the west.” She swiped her tablet to a sketching app and drew a fast overlay. “If you let Natalie run something dramatic above that, like a custom pendant or a light sculpture—”

“—people will stop in their tracks,” Natalie finished, eyes locked on the landing. “Drama, but not Vegas. Maybe a glass ladder effect? Something that draws your eye up without looking like a chandelier exploded.”

Quinn slid next to Anna, peering at the mockup. “If you go with pendant clusters, you’ll need to plan wiring runs so the junction boxes don’t telegraph through the historic molding. I’ve got a workaround with plaster medallions that cover most sins.” She tapped a note into her phone. “I’ll show you.”

I moved forward, clapping my hands. “Not bad for two minutes on the ground. All right, let’s work the first floor, then go up. Natalie, you take point on mapping shadows and fixture positions. Anna, try to poke holes in every step, from a client or city inspector’s view. Quinn, note anything that’ll trip us up with finishes or code. Ryan—” I smirked, “—I assume you’ll be quality control.”

Ryan just grunted, but didn’t argue.

We advanced, boots and heels echoing off the old tile as we funneled into the main corridor. The air got colder, and the light changed, less direct, more blue, more haunted. Someone’s footsteps slipped on the fine layer of dust, and Anna shot me a look over her shoulder. “Does this floor get leveled, or don’t you want tenants to notice they’re tilting east after two glasses of wine?”

I grinned. “We’ll correct the drift, but I’m leaving some imperfections. Adds character.”

She arched a brow. “You say that about everything, Jack.”

Natalie drifted ahead, nearly floating, like she was already in the after photos. The way her hair picked up the cold sunlight, the sharp intelligence in her gaze as she mapped the perimeter, it was straight-up intoxicating. She paused at the far wall, lips quirking.

“Jack, walk over here a sec.”

I obeyed, enjoying the show. She pointed to a stretch of aged brick with a row of old electrical scars.

“You see this? The original wiring got slotted in after the fact. Hideous.” She traced the path with a fingertip, and for a split-second I watched her hands instead of the wall. “If you chase new lines, you’re going to want to bury them this time. Or surface-mount with something deliberate and industrial, no plastic covers.”

She met my eyes, not bothering to hide the dare in her expression.

“You’re the only guy I trust to pull it off,” she said, just loud enough that Anna and Quinn heard it.

Ryan’s jaw tensed, but he let it slide.

Quinn swept by, careful not to bump my arm, and crouched at a window ledge, flicking dust away with a paper towel she’d stashed in her blazer pocket. “These sills are shot. You can salvage the stone, but you’ll need custom-cut glass. If you let someone sub that out to the lowest bidder, it’ll wreck the whole profile.”

She logged the detail, then moved on, clearly preferring to stay ahead of any group huddle.

If I didn’t know better, I’d have said she was avoiding me. Maybe she was.

Anna, meanwhile, had set herself up right in the middle of the corridor, shooting photos, then switching to jot quick notes. “If you’re thinking about visitor impact, the first ten steps off the lobby are where everyone makes their snap judgment. If you don’t wow them, you lose the chance.”

She swung to face me, eyes sharp. “You’re planning a feature wall here, art, or more exposed brick?”

I smiled. “Could go either way. Art can rotate, brick is forever.”

Anna weighed the options, lips pursing. “I’d do both. Let the brick be the anchor, but float sculptural pieces so nothing looks flat.”

Natalie made a humming sound, clearly approving of the synergy. “If you let me uplight the art, you’ll get motion on the wall all night. Like a living gallery.”

Ryan, right on cue, edged closer to Natalie. He pointed out a ceiling crack that ran directly above the soon-to-be feature wall.

“How’re you planning to reinforce here?” he asked, voice low, intent. “If we hang anything heavy from that point, you risk pulling on the original joists.”

Natalie glanced up, saw where he was going with it, and offered a half-smile. “You handle the steel, I’ll handle the glass. Deal?”

He shot her a look. “Just don’t make us demo the second floor to accommodate ten tons of chandeliers.”

This was how it went, every minute: Ryan using hard questions to hold court, never letting Natalie stray more than arm’s length from his oversight. Quinn sticking to the margins, working her own agenda. Anna living for the interplay, documenting everything and asking the kind of pointed questions that forced me to get real about process and presentation.

And through it all, the building watched. The way the sun angled in through the high windows, throwing dust motes into the air, made every woman in the room look like she belonged on the cover of a damn magazine.

I led them deeper, past the battered elevator shaft (Quinn: “You’re not planning to rehab this, right? The code paperwork alone would kill us”), up the echoing marble stairway (“The sound in here is killer,” Anna said, running a thumb along the railing. “With the right fixtures above, you could turn this into a whole vibe, make people feel like they’re entering an exclusive club, or an event”).

Upstairs, the light changed again. You could see the cityscape through square panes of grimy glass, Logan Square’s promise of new money and old tradition staring back. We stepped into a wide-open room, probably used for management or parties back in the Roaring Twenties, and everyone paused at once.

Anna circled the perimeter, knuckles running along exposed brick. “This whole room is a statement piece. If you’re brave, you turn it into a flex space for events. Leave it open, just clean up the edges.”

Quinn inspected the ceiling, measuring with her phone. “The plaster’s been patched a dozen times. If you want to add weight, you’ll need new anchors. We could keep the exposed beams and make them a feature, paint or stain them to highlight the structure.”

She offered the idea to me without any softness. It was Quinn at her purest: practical, demanding, almost daring me to cut corners.

Natalie paced the center, eyes closed, like she was listening to something no one else could hear. After a beat, she snapped her fingers and pointed out two key spots where, at sunset, you’d get cross-shadows through the window glass.

“If you drop a custom sconce there, and there, and keep everything else subtle, it’s going to frame the whole space. You’ll get highlights on the brick that make every photo pop.” She cocked her head. “Perfect for events, and for Anna’s dream of social media domination.”

Anna threw me a grin, pleased at being seen. “That’s the play. Every space is a photo op. Let the tenants do your marketing for you.”

I worked the perimeter with them, hands on hips, letting every voice sink in and mentally adjusting the invisible blueprints. The dynamics were the real fun. Anna and Natalie vibed, sharing a creative wavelength that made them finish each other’s thoughts. Quinn, for all her distance, contributed brutal clarity, cutting through bullshit, catching every flaw before it became a crisis. And Ryan never dropped his silent defense line around Natalie, always stepping in before any comment could go more than one layer deep.

We crisscrossed the building floor by floor, the light shifting and the conversations layering. Sometimes Anna would drift, chasing the best angle for a shot, leaving the rest of us in her wake. Sometimes I’d catch Quinn glaring sidelong at a misaligned piece of trim, jotting notes but never breaking stride.

But Natalie was always moving, always working, the most interesting thing in the room and damn well aware of it. She liked to brush past me just close enough to catch my scent, to linger a quarter-second longer when handing me a sample tile, to let her laugh echo in the wide corridors.

Ryan saw every move.

Finally, we reached the roof access, a raw, half-refinished platform with a mouthwatering view over the city grid and enough potential to pay off every investment twice over. The sunlight up here was brutal, bouncing off dirty windows and making the dust in the air look like confetti.

Everyone stood in a loose half-circle, letting the cold wind bite at fingers and faces as we eyed the skyline. Not a word for almost a minute.

Then Anna broke the silence, voice almost reverent. “You could launch a whole brand from this view.”

Natalie nodded, blue eyes squinting against the glare. “If you run lighting along the parapet and keep everything low-glare, you’ll get drama after dark without lighting up the neighbors.”

Quinn nodded, for once in agreement. “Also keeps the sightlines clean. You don’t want to see the fixtures, just the effect.”

Ryan clapped his hands together, shattering the moment. “All right, let’s not freeze our asses off up here. We still have the mezzanine to check.”

Quinn was already backing toward the door, making notes on her phone without looking up. Anna captured one last panorama, the late afternoon light catching on her cheekbones.

I lingered at the edge, letting the city sprawl beneath me, honest brick and steel in every direction, and for a second, I saw the building through my grandfather’s eyes: a challenge worth accepting, a canvas worth the sweat.

The team funneled toward the stairs, each falling into formation, Anna taking point, Ryan and Natalie shoulder-to-shoulder, Quinn three steps behind. I knew the building wasn’t the real project here.

The door clanged shut behind us, the echo chasing us down the stairwell like the building itself was laughing, knowing we’d be back to face it again after the mezzanine.

***

We’d barely made it to the mezzanine before Jenny materialized out of the shadows like a redheaded audit fairy.

She didn’t need to clear her throat or wave her arms. She just stepped into the dusty corridor, green eyes sweeping the group, not missing an inch. For a beat, nobody acknowledged her, too caught up in Anna’s latest pitch for a “statement lounge” at the landing.

But I saw the flash of Jenny’s expression: cataloging, comparing, already calculating the odds.

She drifted into the perimeter, sliding up beside me just as I flagged a gap in the subfloor with my boot. She leaned in, close enough that the scent of her perfume, something sharp, citrus and high-impact, drove out the musty smell of neglect.

“Do not let anyone from the city step in that,” she murmured, eyes flicking to the half-rotted floorboard. “That’s an ankle sprain waiting to happen, and the insurance adjuster will have a field day.”

I smiled. “Noted.”

Jenny didn’t linger. She eased away, giving Anna space to gesticulate with her tablet. Anna’s voice echoed down the hall, bouncing off the plaster:

“If you want a true wow-moment when visitors step up, the long run of exposed brick here is the canvas. People come off the stairs, and boom, it’s a whole new mood.”

Quinn, barely glancing up from her phone, dryly intoned, “If you care about the budget, you might want to keep the brick, not replace it.”

Natalie strolled through a shaft of sunlight, fingers stretched wide to gauge the bounce off the wall. “I can give you mood with uplighting alone. If the fixtures are invisible and you just deliver the effect? That’s the magic. No fancy buildout necessary.”

Jenny circled them all, never quite standing in the dead center. Always observing, never stepping on anyone’s line. But even when she offered a practical comment, you could tell her mind was on high alert, running background checks on the way Anna’s hair brushed my arm, or how Natalie claimed her space with a cool, deliberate presence.

Jenny made a little scribble on her clipboard. “If we want to hit the ceremonial ‘client walkthrough’ deadline, electrical and finishes have to run in parallel. Assume demo takes three weeks, but the city’s going to ping us on at least two inspection delays.”

She shot me a sidelong glance. “Think your team can keep up with the design changes?”

I shrugged, letting a smile crack my professional façade. “Depends on how wild the requests get.”

“Oh, I don’t think ‘wild’ is the problem,” Jenny said, voice loaded with layered meaning. She didn’t elaborate, just went back to watching.

It was weird, the way tension didn’t stick. Anna and Quinn shot each other the occasional challenge, but no knives drawn. Natalie slid through the cracks, always just outside arm’s reach, but never really jostling anyone for dominance. Ryan, as usual, ran a defensive perimeter around Natalie, but there was no active combat.

Instead, the dynamic pulsed, like everyone was tuned to the same frequency, even when they pretended otherwise.

Jenny watched all of it, her gaze never missing a beat. She clocked the way Anna laughed at my corny construction puns, how Quinn’s lips twitched when Natalie got creative with her metaphors, how all three of them seemed to orbit closer whenever I stood still for too long.

At one point, Jenny caught my eye over the edge of her clipboard. For a second, I thought she was going to call me out for juggling too many balls at once.

But her look wasn’t judgment. It was pure curiosity. Like she was trying to reverse-engineer the entire system in real time.

We rounded the next bend, sunlight streaming through cracked panes, clouds of dust exploding like special effects in an old movie. The echo of voices made it feel like we were ten people, not six.

Anna paused to shoot a photo of the light pooling on the floor. “This is insane. If you don’t freeze the effect, you’re wasting it.”

Natalie stepped in, her pose deliberate, hands framing the air. “Lighting from below, but indirect. Keep the energy soft so you never see the hardware, just the ambiance.”

Quinn nodded, for once not arguing. “You’d need thin runs of concealed strip lighting. Locator mockups in CAD first, then we fine-tune after install.”

Ryan broke in, arms folded, eyes fixed on me. “So you’re going to direct demo and framing so it all hits at once?”

I shrugged. “If we want to finish on schedule, I’ll have to.”

Jenny finally spoke up again. “Just so you know, with glass delays running nationwide, it’ll take more magic than Anna’s marketing to get custom windows before the holidays.”

She smiled at Anna, who grinned right back, unbothered by the challenge.

The conversation kept flowing, sometimes playful, sometimes blunt, but the dynamic was never hostile. If anything, the women seemed to relish each other’s presence, pulling insights and energy from the group rather than looking for reasons to undercut.

Jenny’s attention drifted from Jack-in-the-middle to the outer ring: Anna, quick with a joke or question; Natalie, cool and quietly dominant in any technical debate; Quinn, efficient and unafraid to call out bullshit; and Ryan, the silent enforcer, shadowing Natalie wherever she moved.

You could practically see Jenny’s mind working: how does this social math even add up?

She didn’t voice it. She didn’t need to.

Instead, she let the rhythm of debate and dust-clouds fill the space. She added notes, tossed in a scheduling fix or budget reality check when needed, but mostly, she let us run, fascinated by the lack of drama, maybe even a little awed by how the group not only functioned, but thrived on the tension.

Near the end of the walkthrough, someone knocked hard on a wall, sending a torrent of dust into the air. Sunlight caught every swirl, making the space look surreal, a hundred thousand motes in constant, beautiful motion.

Jenny smirked as the crew coughed and swatted at the haze. She leaned close with a confidential whisper: “If you ever need a field guide for this species of chaos, let me know.”

It cracked me up. For all her stone-cold practicality, Jenny got it. She saw the architecture of want and ambition, watched it play out in real time, and, unlike most, didn’t judge or flinch.

By the time we wrapped, Jenny’s note pile had grown, the others were still deep in creative banter, and the building itself felt strangely less cold. Maybe it was the bodies, or maybe it was just the feeling of purpose sneaking into the cracks.

Either way, Jenny’s curiosity never quit. Every glance my way said she was dying to see what the next layer would reveal.

And as we headed for the stairs, voices echoing, tension reset but not erased, I realized the hardest thing about this project wouldn’t be the demo, or the budget, or even the city’s relentless bureaucracy.

It was going to be keeping every one of these beautiful, brilliant, stubborn people happy and still get the job done on time.

Good luck with that, I thought.

But damn if I wasn’t ready to try.

***

If there’s a moment that freeze-frames in your mind, it’s not always the most dramatic. Sometimes it’s just a quiet patch of sunlight and the right pair of eyes, catching you dead in your tracks.

Natalie and I broke from the pack on the third floor, following the line of brutalist skylights spaced at uneven intervals above. The others’ chatter faded down the halls, something about parking, a punchline from Anna, Quinn’s velvet-dagger laughter echoing in the stairwell.

Up here, it was almost quiet. Shafts of raw daylight sliced through busted panes, making the dust hang like smoke. It dappled the exposed beams, ran slow over the old tile floor, and turned the air into something alive and dangerous.

Natalie didn’t hesitate. She stepped into the biggest patch of sun, head tilted back to take in the skylight, arms folded. The light caught in her hair, making every strand go gold and wild, and for a second, she looked so effortless it hurt to stare.

I joined her, boots crunching loose plaster.

“Well,” I said, “if you wanted natural light, you won the lottery.”

She grinned, a crooked, knowing smile. “This is what every designer dreams about. Most people cover skylights, afraid of glare, of imperfection. But if you control the angles with interior lighting, you don’t have to kill the effect. You amplify it.”

She pointed up, fingers drawing invisible lines between the beams.

“Imagine a run of low-profile pendants set along there. During the day, they vanish. At night, the artificial light fills the same space as the sun, picking up all the texture most people never even see. The fixtures themselves can echo the geometry, make them about shadow and negative space, not just shine.”

Her hands danced through the air, mapping the vision. I couldn’t help but focus on the grace in every gesture, the way her sleeves bunched at the wrist, exposing quick, capable fingers.

“It’s all about rhythm and restraint,” she said, glancing at me with that laser-blue stare. “Too much, and you ruin it. Too little, and the space falls flat.”

I leaned in, not quite close enough to break the line. “You ever get tired of making me look bad in front of the clients?”

She laughed. “You do fine. Honestly, most guys just want to slap a chandelier in the center and call it a day. This—” she waved at the sunbeam and dust, “takes vision. Or maybe just a willingness to risk the budget.”

We both smiled, holding the moment, not pretending the current between us was anything but real.

Another gust of wind rattled the glass overhead. She didn’t flinch. “I like this place, Jack. It’s got history, but there’s room for something new. If you can pull off structural without fights and fiasco, the rest will sing.”

She stepped back, looking me up and down, not shy about cataloging every detail.

“You going to be straight with me on install, or just let the trades wing it?”

I matched her stare. “You want it perfect, you show up for every walkthrough. I’ll build what you draw, no shortcuts.”

“Good answer,” she said, voice smooth.

The energy built, thick as the sunlight and dust, daring either of us to step over.

Before it hit combustion, a door banged hard on the other side of the stairwell. Ryan’s boots pounded the boards, every step a warning shot in time.

He appeared, planted himself in the doorway, and didn’t bother with pleasantries. “We need to make sure the structural support can handle the additional weight of those fixtures,” he said, eyes flicking to Natalie, then to me. “Especially if you’re running a line of custom glass along the beams. You’ve seen the original joist configuration, there’s flex, but it’s not infinite.”

Natalie didn’t bristle, not even a blink. “Lightweight, but oversized. I already have a mockup. You want to see it?”

Ryan barely hesitated. “Yep.”

She flashed me a sly smile, then shifted her entire attention to specs and weight limits, running the numbers like she hadn’t just upended the air between us.

I stepped back, letting Ryan’s gravity pull the scene back to neutral.

He and Natalie traded details, but the line had been drawn. Not in plaster or steel, but in who got to set the agenda.

And in that sunlight, watching the two of them volley specs, I realized I’d take a hundred punch list headaches over navigating the live wires running between me and every woman on this crew.

Managing a building? It was nothing.

Managing this?

Every day was going to be balancing act, with a fortune and a future riding on every move.

But then I looked up, caught that glint in Natalie’s eyes as she sparred with Ryan, and felt my own pulse rise.

Bring it on.

I was built for this.


Physical Foundations


The city was still dark when I stepped into the building, barely past six, the chill in the hallway biting down to the bone. I swiped my keycard and let the door close behind me, sealing off the rest of the world and its baggage.

The gym was exactly how I liked it, empty, orderly, machines lined up like soldiers against the industrial brick. Early sunlight crawled through the windows in thin, anemic streaks, paling against the matte black of the exposed pipes and the burnished steel of the weight rack. Track lights hummed overhead, casting tight cones of pale light that made the rest of the gym feel hushed, secret, like a place for confessionals.

And Jordan Hale, already on the mats, a study in perfect control, all lean strength and laser focus, looked like the only thing in here built to last.

She wore a dark fitted tank and compression leggings that left zero doubt about the muscle packed into her frame. Her ponytail whipped behind her as she finished a set of split squats, the movement precise, powerful, ruthless. Even at rest, she radiated discipline, shoulders set, jaw tight, green eyes skimming my every move as I dropped my bag on the bench.

“Cutting it close, Bennett,” she said, voice low and even. Not a dig, just the facts.

I tried to summon a smirk, but all I managed was a dry, “Didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

Jordan didn’t waste a second. “Warm up. Five minutes. Rowing machine.”

No chit-chat, no small talk, just a direct order and the click of a stopwatch.

I nodded and moved to the rower. The seat was ice cold under my ass, but after the first few pulls, the heat started to build. Every stroke shredded tension from my back and shoulders, burning out the leftovers from yesterday’s walkthrough and the conference room standoff earlier in the week, Ryan’s silent lectures, Natalie’s challenge, Quinn’s cool avoidance. My head wanted to script out a dozen confrontations, but Jordan’s routine was built to shut that noise down.

The gym felt different at this hour. The rubber flooring underfoot absorbed every impact, muting the drone of the rower and the slap of my feet. Even the sound of my own breathing seemed hushed under the white noise of the vents, the constant exhale of climate control doing its best to erase the world outside.

Five minutes flat, and she was there, hovering. Not close enough to touch, but close enough to smell the faint mix of her skin and cedar sauna behind her, clean, unfiltered, tougher than any perfume.

“Mobility next,” she said, showing zero mercy. “Lunge matrix. Ten each side.”

Jordan stalked around me while I moved, watching my form like a hawk. The first few sets were textbook, but she pushed for more. “Lower,” she commanded, voice just above a whisper. “Tighten your core. Don’t let your knee drift.”

Her hands landed on my hips with the practiced familiarity of someone who’d traced every inch of my body in darkness. She adjusted my stance, fingers finding their usual place against my obliques, the same spot they’d rest when we’d wake tangled in sheets. The contact still made my senses snap to attention, not from surprise but from the body’s instinctive response to its other half.

Hard to say if it was the lack of sleep, the leftover adrenaline, or just Jordan herself, but every correction hit different.

No matter how I tried to focus on rep counts and breathing, every move pulled awareness back to her: the way her own muscles flexed, the way her tank clung to the sweat on her abs, the way she paced around me, close but never careless.

After a dozen more sets, I was breathing heavy, sweat starting to gather at the base of my neck. Jordan tossed me a towel without breaking eye contact.

“Bench press. Let’s see if you still have an upper body after yesterday.”

I almost laughed, but my arms already felt it. We moved to the rack. The scent of metal and chalk dust hit my nose, fresh and sharp. I loaded plates, Jordan’s choice, not mine, she called the numbers higher than usual and settled into position.

She spotted me, standing behind the bench, thighs tensed, arms folded. “Don’t bounce the bar this time,” she said, voice deadpan, but her eyes didn’t miss a thing.

On the first set, she let me sweat in silence. By the second, her hands were there, correcting my grip, thumbs tracing along the inside of my wrists, guiding, not requesting, exact form.

The third set, she leaned over, breasts nearly brushing my forehead as her fingers wrapped around my right hand, adjusting the angle. Her breath was unhurried, but heavy enough to mist the air between us.

“There,” Jordan said, her tone edged with approval. “That’s how you keep the joints safe.”

The final reps burned, pushing lactic acid and frustration out in equal parts. By the time I racked the bar, my shirt was glued to my chest and my hands shook, but Jordan’s expression was barely changed, just the faintest uptick at the corners of her lips, pride or hunger or both.

She wasn’t trying to make conversation. She was breaking me down, set by set, sweat by sweat.

Incline dumbbells next, then pushups, then an infernal gauntlet of pull-ups alternated with heavy medicine ball slams. She didn’t let up, not once. Every new move was harder than the last. By the time we hit box jumps, my legs wobbled, but the only thing I wanted more than to rest was to not give Jordan the satisfaction.

She made a circuit of each station with me, both coach and adversary. Her footfalls were silent on the rubber mat but she left a wake of focus in her path. When I started to flag, she moved in, palms on my shoulder blades, urging me upright, making me dig deeper.

“Don’t collapse,” she murmured as I sank into a deep squat, her hands bracketing my waist for support. “You’ve got more in you. Show me.”

Every time her fingers landed, it was a jolt, steady, commanding, warm where they dug into me through sweat-soaked cotton. The way she held contact longer than necessary, the way her eyes softened for just a heartbeat before drilling into mine whenever I hit my limit. It was the same touch that would trace patterns on my chest at 3 AM when she thought I was sleeping, the same eyes that watched me across our kitchen counter every morning, fierce with something that had nothing to do with proper form.

Even the air felt hot, thick with ozone and the smell of bodies in motion.

Final round, deadlifts. I set up over the Olympic bar, chalking hands, blood already pounding in my ears. The bar felt heavier than usual, and my hamstrings screamed on every rep, but Jordan was right there beside me, mirroring my posture, her own glutes flexing with every set.

When my form started to drift, she stepped in tight, one arm around my middle, the other bracing my back, her body flush to mine.

“Keep your chest up,” she said, the words brushing past my ear. “You’re not finished until you’ve nailed the last one.”

She could have corrected from a distance, but instead she pressed her hips to my ass, her forearm locked across my core. The firmness of her body, the heat and tension, made it impossible to focus on anything but her.

I finished the round, vision swimming, sweat dripping everywhere.

Jordan backed off just long enough for me to catch my breath, then hit me with, “Ten burpees. All-out.”

The challenge was clear, finish, or fold.

I dropped, palms slapping the mat, then popped up, driving harder than I thought possible. Jordan tracked every move, crouched at eye-level, her eyes locked on mine.

“Nine… ten.”

I collapsed, gulping air, muscles screaming for relief.

Jordan didn’t say shit. She just stood over me, arms crossed, breathing calm and steady.

Finally, she offered a hand. “Not bad,” she said, pulling me up, her grip iron.

We stood, inches apart. My heart hammered, my t-shirt stuck to my skin, and Jordan’s face was flushed but composed, a thin sheen of sweat making her look even more dangerous.

That’s when she reached up and smoothed my hair off my forehead, the pad of her thumb lingering on my hairline. Her hand stayed there, slow, proprietary, like she was appraising the work.

“Better,” she said, voice husky.

Any line between professional and personal vanished in that instant. The gym was still and charged, our breathing the only sound in the world.

I wanted to pull her in right there, to let the tension go nuclear. But Jordan always made the first move.

She stepped in, tight enough I could feel her chest rise and fall against mine, lips close enough that her next words vibrated right into my jaw.

“You wanted to stop thinking, right?”

I nodded. Words were gone.

She grinned, a rare, hungry flash.

“Then shut up. And follow.”

Before I could catch up, her fingers hooked my waistband and pulled me toward the wall.

The rubber mat swallowed our footfalls, but nothing could mute the heat roaring between us now.

The rest was pure instinct.

***

Jordan yanked me the last few feet, and our bodies slammed into the rough brick just past the weight rack. My back hit hard, but I didn’t give a shit. I had her pressed against me, abs-to-abs, sweat-slicked and vibrating with need.

For a split-second she studied me, jaw tight, eyes shining with the same savage edge I felt all over. Then our mouths crashed together, no finesse, just raw, hungry clash, teeth and tongues and the taste of salt on her lips.

I gripped her arms, pinning her wrists above her head as I ground my thigh between her legs. Her breasts mashed against my chest, nipples hard enough to drill through fabric. She bit my lower lip, dragged her mouth down to my jaw, then growled in my ear.

“You’re not tapping out, are you?”

“Not a chance,” I rasped, breathing her in, detergent, skin, pure challenge.

She bucked against my thigh, and I felt how wet she was, heat pouring through her leggings. My cock went from half-mast to steel in half a heartbeat, straining at my waistband.

Her hands tore free, grabbing at my shirt, riding it up my abs until the sweaty cotton bunched at my shoulders. Jordan’s touch was harsh, possessive, her nails scoring my skin, marking territory.

I spun her, reversing our positions, and caged her to the wall with my hips and forearms. She didn’t flinch, just smirked, staring me down, daring me to go harder.

She hooked a finger into my waistband and yanked my shorts low enough to free my cock. It bounced up, flushed and thick and leaking, the air cool but her hand burning. She pumped me a few times, thumb rolling over the head, then shoved her own leggings down her hips with brutal efficiency.

No ceremony. No “are you ready.” We were way, way past that.

I grabbed her by the waist and lifted, letting her wrap those sculpted thighs around me. Her ass cupped perfectly in my palms, weightless in spite of my fatigued muscles. The smell of her, clean sweat, primal want, hit me straight in the brain.

She lined me up with the slick of her pussy, rubbing the tip just long enough to tease, then jerked her hips forward, impaling herself all at once.

We both groaned, the sound swallowed by the padded walls and the hum of the vents.

Her cunt was vise-grip tight, hot, milking every inch. I pistoned into her, using the leverage of the wall and the angle of her legs. Every thrust slammed her back, making her tits bounce between us, her abs flexing with effort and pleasure.

Jordan’s arms locked around my neck, pulling me deeper, her nails digging into my traps. She didn’t beg, she ordered.

“Harder,” she spat. “I want to feel it tomorrow.”

I gave her everything. Slamming forward, not holding back, sweat pouring down my spine. The friction was insane, her slickness, my cock dragging over every nerve ending inside her, the way we hit and hit until you couldn’t tell pleasure from pain.

Her head banged the wall, but she laughed, wild, eyes rolling up before she locked them back on mine.

“Fuck, yes,” she gasped, biting at my earlobe. “Just like that, don’t stop—don’t—”

Everything blurred as she slammed down and seized around me, her cunt clamping so hard it felt like she’d snap the head of my cock clean off. I saw white-hot flecks behind my eyelids, stars supernova across my vision. My whole brain cored out, the gym itself dissolving into raw light and pressure. Her name might’ve left my mouth. I couldn’t hear it through the roar of blood in my skull.

Jordan’s hips kept rolling, pounding, grinding her pelvis tight to mine like she was trying to fuse us there. Sweat dripped down her temple and traced a line over her cheek, catching in the dip above her lip before she bit at it, teeth bared, eyes locked on the ceiling like she was searching for something to hammer her soul against. I let her have it, every inch, every spasm, every animal throb my body could give. She met me beat for beat, never yielding, never looking away.

Her hair lashed across my forehead, sticking wild to my face and then snapping free with each bounce, every strand a whipcrack in my peripheral vision. I caught her scent now, salt and shampoo, tang of iron, the faintest ghost of citrus from her body spray, and it filled my lungs, turned my whole inside animal. Every part of me wanted her, wanted to lose myself in her.

She was a machine, and I was the payload. When the pressure finally peaked, it felt so absolute I almost blacked out. My balls cinched and I shot hard, deep, everything I’d saved up since the last time she broke me down. I rutted up into her, desperate, her thighs clamped around my hips and locking me in place, the insides of her knees slick with sweat and the tremors running through both of us.

She must’ve felt the change. Jordan’s whole body went rigid, chest heaving, then she let out a sound, half scream, half gasp, that echoed off the vented ceilings and rattled against the glass. She didn’t let go; she just clenched tighter, riding every pulse of my cock through her own aftershocks. Our chests mashed together, heat rolling off skin, hearts pounding so loud it felt like the only thing in the world.

She kept moving even after I’d finished, grinding in slow, hungry circles, drawing out every last spasm. Her cunt milked me, a rhythm that started at her core and rippled all the way to her fingertips, which dug into my traps so hard I’d probably have her fingerprints in bruises by the next set. I didn’t care. I wanted them.

I came so hard my knees buckled. Jordan caught me with the prison of her thighs and with her arms, refusing to let me slip. I think we both forgot what gravity was for a second, just hanging off the wall and each other, the rest of the gym evaporating until all that was left was her breath hot in my ear and the split-second stutter between our heartbeats.

Everything tingled, my cock, my fingers, the edges of my vision. I wanted to move, to take her again right there and stretch this out until one of us passed out, but every nerve ending was short-circuited. My muscles twitched, already spent, but I wasn’t about to let her have the last word.

I slid both hands under her ass and lifted, pinning her harder to the wall, and this time I shot my tongue into her mouth. She bit it, just enough to sting, then sucked it like she was draining the last drop of willpower out of my body. Her taste was sweat and fury, and I wanted to live in it.

When I finally pulled back, her hair was plastered to her face and her eyes were wild, pupils so blown out they were almost black. She licked her lips, breathing ragged, and grinned at me. I realized then that she was just as far gone as I was; she just hid it better.

She shifted her hips, and I heard the wet squelch of our bodies, felt her cunt still fluttering around my cock, unwilling to let go even as the last tremors faded. Jordan’s legs relaxed just enough for her feet to find the floor, but she didn’t step away. Instead, she leaned in, forehead pressed to mine, sweat mingling as we panted into the tiny space between us.

It was the closest we ever got to a soft moment.

I let my hands roam her back, down to the curve of her ass and up under her sports bra, feeling the compact muscles, the vibrating heat, the way her skin pulsed with the aftershocks. It grounded me, her body, my body, the simple fact of being alive and locked together.

Neither of us said anything for a long moment. The air was thick with the echo of what we’d just done, the padded floor and battered dumbbells the only witnesses. My cock softened inside her, but I didn’t want to leave. I could’ve stood there all morning and let the world end around us.

Eventually, I felt her start to laugh, quiet, breathless, a shake in her abs that traveled right into my core. “Fuck,” she muttered, still not letting go. “Did you spike your pre-workout, or is that just pure, dumb determination?”

I caressed her hip and shrugged, still barely able to move. “You said go harder.”

She leaned back an inch and looked at me, sweat shining in her lashes. “I did.”

Her mouth found my jaw, nipped it, then kissed just below my ear. She stayed there, letting her breath tickle the skin, settling into the space like it was hers. Which, for that moment, it was.

We hung there, sandwiched to the wall, breaths ragged, sweat dripping, arms trembling from exertion.

Jordan’s hair clung to her cheeks, her face red and radiant with victory.

For a moment, nothing else existed.

Just the sound of our breathing, the slow drip of sweat down my back, and the aftershock twitch in her cunt as she drew every last pulse from my cock.

No talking. No apology. Just raw, wild satisfaction.

She shimmied her leggings back up, not bothering to wipe away the cum oozing down her thigh. Instead, she reached down and swiped a finger through the wet, then licked it clean, her gaze flat and unblinking.

“Efficient,” I managed, still catching breath.

She grinned, lips shiny, and gave my shoulder a playful shove.

“Get your shit together, Bennett. We’re not done.”

And just like that, she was all business again, unflappable, focused, ready to move forward.

But the pulse of what just happened lingered, thick as the rubber mat beneath our feet.

Jordan grabbed a fresh towel from the rack, tossed it at me, then turned her back and stretched her arms overhead, shoulders popping as she limbered up.

Every move she made was deliberate, no wasted motion, no soft edges.

I wiped the sweat from my brow, tucked my cock back into my shorts, and watched her, still riding the high from one of the most intense fucks of my life.

Jordan didn’t look over her shoulder. She didn’t need to.

Everything she wanted to say, she’d just driven straight through me.

All that was left was the verdict.

***

Jordan didn’t bother with a victory lap. While the aftershocks still ran through my thighs, she snapped her leggings back in place with one practiced motion and grabbed a towel from the cubby. She ran it over her neck, mopped her face, then tossed it aside, looking me up and down like she was grading a rep.

There wasn’t a trace of soft or sweet, not even from the girl who’d just wrung me dry against a cinderblock.

She pulled a fresh top from her gym bag, stripping off the one clinging to her skin, totally unselfconscious about the flash of bare tits before she slipped the new one on. I caught the glint of sweat tracking between them, and my cock gave a halfhearted twitch, but Jordan’s eyes said we were back on the clock.

“You look like hell,” she remarked, not even trying for gentle.

I barked a laugh. “You don’t exactly play by the Geneva Convention, Hale.”

She leaned in, braced both hands to the wall behind me, and let her gaze slice off anything I might’ve tried to hide.

“Are you running this?” she asked, her tone flat, “Or are you just keeping up?”

The question landed with a thud.

My first instinct was to deflect, maybe throw out a line about how no one could keep pace with the women in my life, but Jordan’s eyes never left mine. Didn’t blink, didn’t budge.

I rolled my neck, trying to blow off the new tension spooling in my traps. “That’s not how it works—”

“Bullshit,” she cut in, voice as precise as a scalpel. “You think I don’t see the pattern? Ryan’s pushing you at every turn, testing if you can outlast him. Quinn’s got one foot out the door so she doesn’t get pulled under if things go sideways. Natalie? She’s not just pulling focus, she’s making you chase her every second you share air, and you fucking love it. And Jenny, she’s clocking every move you make, waiting to see if you’re going to pull it all together or self-destruct for her afternoon entertainment.”

Jordan stood upright, jaw set, arms folded across her chest.

“You want my read? You’re more reactive than the goddamn fire alarm. You act like you’re a bystander here. But you built this,” she said, jabbing her finger into my sternum. “You don’t get to react to something like this. You either run it… or it runs you.”

I should’ve argued. I should’ve said she didn’t know the half of it. But the look in her eyes dared me to even try.

The gym spun down silent around us, nothing but the low hum of the HVAC, and the faint drip of sweat landing on rubberized flooring.

Jordan closed the gap, dropping her voice. “You built something most people couldn’t handle. So stop acting like it’s happening to you.”

I took a breath, let it rattle through my chest. Her words burrowed in, deeper than I wanted to admit.

She didn’t slow down. “You don’t get to run from the center line. You either drive it or you’re just along for the ride. And everyone else? They’ll know which it is the minute you open your mouth.”

I felt all the old reflexes fighting to push back. The excuses, the impulse to point at the workload, the pressures, the way it was always someone else’s move.

But she was right. I’d spent years taking responsibility for the bricks and mortar, the budget, the deadlines. But the relationships? I’d let them drive me, let them blur into each other, tell myself I was managing the chaos when really I was just staying out of the blast zone.

Jordan saw through the whole façade.

I straightened up. The tension in my jaw wasn’t gone, but it was different now. Not shame or anxiety, but resolve. The set of my shoulders changed, and I saw her clock it, a flicker of approval in those green eyes.

“Fair enough,” I said, and this time it wasn’t a dodge. “No more sidelines.”

Jordan grinned, a sharp, predatory thing. “About damn time.”

We stared each other down for another beat, the implicit contract settling between us.

She snagged her bag and slung it over one sculpted shoulder. “Get cleaned up, Bennett. You’ve got a day to run.”

She didn’t wait for a reply, just strode out, every line of her body telegraphing that she’d said her piece. No backward glance, no second-guess.

I stood in the stillness of the employee gym, catching my breath, soaked with sweat and the sting of raw clarity.

The world hadn’t gotten simpler. But the blueprint was mine now.

Time to act like it.


Creative Friction


Late-night traffic on Milwaukee had already fizzled out by the time I pulled up to the Vaughn Lighting studio. The block was so dead you could practically hear the paint drying on the old brick buildings, every corner underlit by street lamps that made shadows stretch for miles. It was the kind of Chicago quiet that felt like an empty stage before the lights went up, charged, expectant, no audience in sight.

Inside, the lobby ran dark except for a single trail of LEDs guiding me past the showroom to the back near her office. Even the reception desk had gone dormant, the only movement a muted screensaver flickering Vaughn’s gold signature logo.

But Natalie’s workspace, the epicenter, was lit like a cathedral at midnight: a soft halo from desk lamps washing over the walls, sketches pinned up in dramatic clusters, prototype pendants and sconces glowing on their pedestals like small, controlled suns. The air held a trace of machine oil and warm beeswax, a chemical honesty you didn’t get from most design studios, and beneath it all, the hum of electricity weaving through custom metal and glass.

She was exactly where you’d expect her: sleeves rolled, jacket off, hair loose, the rest of the building empty except for the woman who could stop time just by standing still.

Natalie didn’t turn when I cleared the doorway. She let me watch her for a second, the slow drag of a pencil over tracing paper, the way she bracketed her work with both hands and leaned in, studying the shadows tossed by a single desk lamp. For a moment, I just stood there, letting the scene imprint in my head: her silhouette against the blueprints, the way the light played off the fine lines of her features, the absolute focus.

Finally, she spoke, voice soft but not surprised. “Punctual. I like that.”

“Wasn’t about to keep your creative genius waiting,” I said, making it sound a lot more casual than it felt.

That earned me a glance, nothing so simple as a smile, but a subtle quirk at the corner of her lips, like she was already grading my performance.

She set her pencil aside and stepped back from the table, arms folded just under her bust, which, incidentally, looked better than most fashion ads even in a plain white blouse. “Good. We’ve got a lot to cover, and I want to make sure you get the full effect.”

I swept the room with my eyes, taking in everything: the custom filament lamp that tossed perfect shadows across a raw concrete wall, a cluster of hand-blown glass pendants that shimmered like rain drops over the small round table, even the way Natalie’s own sketches overtook half the pinboard behind her.

The studio didn’t feel like an office. It felt alive, nervy, full of potential, the kind of space you wanted to get lost in.

Natalie motioned me closer, and I crossed the room, letting my boots ring out against the original maple floor. She brought me to a stop in front of a mockup she’d arranged dead-center, three vertical rods of brushed steel, each topped with tiered glass shades, so new the wiring still wore colored tape.

“This is where we start,” she said, flicking a fingertip over the polished metal. “Not just a sconce. This is the signature piece for the lobby. Anyone walks in, and this is what tells them the building means business.”

I looked closer. The design was different from her usual, more aggressive, taller, less willing to fade into the background.

“Feels sharper than your last rounds,” I said, running my thumb down the center rod.

She nodded, eyes intent on mine. “It is. I finally stopped worrying about what some preservation board or client committee thought they wanted and just designed what the building needed.”

I could hear the pride, the edge, in her tone. It matched the look in her eye: not just confident, but… unconstrained. Like she was finally letting herself take up all the space in the room.

We bent over the plans together. She walked me through the lobby elevations, pointing out where the light would hit, how the fixtures would cast long, dramatic shadows across the original stonework. Her hands moved with purpose, never hesitating, sketching lines in the air as if she could manifest the finished project right here and now.

“Lighting isn’t just about making things visible,” she said, sweeping her hand to indicate the pool of gold on the floor. “It’s about emotion. Perspective. How you want someone to feel the second they touch the door handle.”

“You want them to feel what?” I asked, watching her.

Natalie’s gaze snapped to mine and stayed there. “Awestruck. Like the world flexed just to let them in.”

The words hit me like a power surge. I nodded, feeling my own pulse in my throat.

“Fair enough. Nobody’s going to forget a lobby like that.” I flipped through her latest renderings. The work was the strongest I’d ever seen from her, bolder brushstrokes, bigger risks, almost cocky. “When did you shift gears? The old Natalie was more… diplomatic.”

That got a laugh, soft, but entirely unfiltered.

“The old Natalie was too concerned about keeping everyone happy,” she said. “Now? I don’t know. Something changed. I started trusting that what I wanted was enough.”

She let the silence stretch, almost daring me to fill it.

I didn’t.

Instead, I looked around the studio, soaking it in. The shifting interplay of light and shadow from her prototypes made every inch of the space feel intentional, deliberate. Even the way she stood, feet planted, chin high, broadcasted a fresh kind of certainty.

I thumbed through the next set of plans. “If you keep going this direction, the city’ll name a building after you.”

Her eyes softened a little, but there was steel underneath. “You sound like Ryan. He always wanted to win.” She paused, arms folded. “But that’s not why you’re here tonight, is it?”

I straightened. “Nope.”

Natalie didn’t bother with pretense. She set the plans aside, one hand braced on the edge of the desk, blue eyes leveled straight through me.

“We can talk about fixtures and budgets all night, but I’m not going to pretend this is just another job,” she said. “Not with the way you look at me. Not with what we both know about the lines we’re crossing and have already crossed.”

Her voice dropped lower. “This mess? The work, the project, you and Ryan, and me? It’s not just some office soap opera. If we keep doing this, there’s no going back to ‘normal.’ So the question is—Jack—”

She let my name hang, heavy as a beam in a half-finished wall.

“Is this what you want to choose? All of it?”

I should have dodged, cracked a joke, pretended this whole thing was a slow-motion accident. But the memory of Jordan’s words in my head was a broken record: “You either run it… or it runs you.”

I stepped closer, trimming the gap between us to nothing.

“Yes,” I said, steady as I’d ever been. “This isn’t just some sideshow. I want you. I choose this. I’m choosing you, Nat. I know what it complicates. I know what it means for the project, for Ryan, hell, for both of us. But the feelings aren’t going away. They’re only getting stronger.”

Natalie blinked once, the only crack in her armor. Then her expression went more certain, almost relieved.

She nodded, like she needed to hear it out loud, maybe more than she’d admit.

“Good. Because I’m done pretending, too.”

For a second, neither of us moved.

The rest of the room didn’t exist. There was just her, the slow arc of a desk lamp reflecting off her cheekbones, the heat coming off both of us, and the words that finally knocked every excuse out of the air.

Her hand found my wrist, deliberate, not shy. She studied my face, reading every micro-expression, looking for even a hint of hesitation.

She didn’t find any.

Natalie straightened up, the movement smooth and unhurried. “I don’t want to sneak around,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “Not with you.”

“Then don’t,” I said. “Not with me.”

The final blueprint was set. Nothing left to debate.

She stepped into my personal space until the scent of her perfume filled my lungs and the only thing that mattered was the way her hands closed around my waist, not needy, just sure. The electric charge between us wasn’t a live wire anymore, it was a completed circuit, humming with yes.

“Let’s see how it feels when we stop holding back,” she whispered.

She pulled me in, no warning, no half-measures.

And everything else, the work, the rivalry, the risk, they all faded into the background, drowned out by the anticipation between us.

This wasn’t just about wanting to see how the light hit her skin, or how well our bodies would fit on the studio sofa.

This was a deliberate choice. The kind that built futures.

And I was done running from it.

We stayed there, locked in that charged moment, and for once the silence between us felt earned, not empty.

Natalie tilted her chin up, lips parted, eyes unguarded. She was ready.

And so was I.

***

We didn’t move right away. We just breathed, a measured pause, neither one of us looking away.

The office, her office, was empty except for the hum of the lights and the after-hours silence pressing in from the rest of the building. If there was a soundtrack, it was the drumline of our hearts, racing in unison. I was painfully aware of every detail: the way the lamp behind Natalie rim-lit every wave of honey-blonde hair, the flush blooming along her cheekbones, the not-quite-steady rise and fall of her breasts inside a blouse that already looked too tight for the hunger building beneath it.

She made the first move, not coy, not unsure at all.

She stepped in and put her hands at my jaw, cool, steady, gentle with just a hint of demand. Her lips found mine deliberately, not a sneak attack, but a claim. The taste of her, rosé from earlier, maybe, but mostly just woman and want, hit me like a double shot.

She didn’t pull back. If anything, she lingered, her breath fanning across my face, mouths fitting together with a focus that dared me to look away. I didn’t. I let my hands circle her waist, feeling the heat of her body, the way she molded to my grip, all nerves and anticipation and the coiled power of letting herself finally go all-in.

We traded breath for breath, tongue for tongue. Every brush of her lips felt like she was spelling out exactly how much she’d wanted this, maybe for longer than either of us would admit.

When she finally broke for air, her eyes fluttered open and met mine, inches apart. She didn’t smile, not yet. This was too important for jokes. Instead, she let her forehead rest against mine, her hands tracing down to the back of my neck, fingertips playing along my hairline.

“So this is what it feels like,” she breathed, the statement barely a wisp.

I pressed a kiss to the corner of her mouth, letting her know she didn’t have to narrate, she could just let it happen.

She pulled me by the hand, no ceremony, just a quiet insistence, and led me to the wide, low sofa beside her desk, already half-sunk in ambient glow from a prototype perched on a marble pedestal nearby. The fixture threw layered patterns onto the walls and cushions, painting us in stripes of light and gold and shadow.

We sat. Or maybe collapsed, desire and nerves tangling together.

Natalie climbed into my lap, knees bracketing my thighs, straddling me with purpose. She traced my jaw with her thumbs, searching my face for a sign, uncertainty, regret, even a hint of sorry. There wasn’t any.

She leaned in for another kiss, deeper, hungrier, her body relaxing into mine as if she’d trained herself for years to resist, and now she was finally allowed to want. My hands found her hips, then the small of her back, tracing the line of her spine through the blouse, thumb finding the gentle rise at the base. She shivered under the touch, not from cold, but anticipation.

We took our time. The world outside could wait.

Natalie worked my buttons open, each one a little slower than the last, fingertips grazing bare skin, mapping lines from my chest to my stomach. When she parted my shirt, she ran her palms over my skin, nails dragging gentle, deliberate scratches that made me twitch. She loved the way her touch landed, no question about it.

I made quick work of her blouse, sliding the silky fabric off her shoulders to reveal a lacy, pale pink bra that did nothing to contain her. The light from her own creation hit her like a spotlight, making the blue of her eyes pop and putting every line of her body on display.

She arched her back, silently asking me to help unclip her, and I obliged. The bra fell away, revealing the soft roundness of her breasts, nipples already tight and begging for my mouth.

I didn’t keep her waiting. I sealed my lips around one perfect peak, flicking my tongue until she gasped and tightened her thighs against my hips. Her hand cradled the back of my head, urging me closer. Every sound she made, every breath, felt like a reward I’d worked years for.

She rolled her hips forward, grinding against my cock, which was already straining the zipper of my jeans. I let my hands roam her back, down over the curve of her ass, and she moaned, arching closer, hungry for more.

Neither of us hurried. We built it up, layer by layer, always returning to eye contact, always checking in with a touch, a glance, a whispered “yes” or “more.”

She pushed me back gently, steady in control. Her hands made quick work of my jeans and boxers, freeing my cock, swollen and flushed, already slick at the tip. She traced the length of me with her fingers, no hesitation, just calculated appreciation.

“Every inch of you,” she whispered, voice trembling with need, “I want to know every inch of you.”

I helped her with her own skirt, sliding it over her hips and admiring the line of her legs as the fabric pooled on the floor. Her panties matched the bra, pale, lacy, ruined in seconds as I peeled them down her thighs.

She was soaked, the scent of her arousal mixing with the air and the ambient tang of metal and beeswax from the lamps. It went straight to my head. My hands found her hips, steadying her as she lined up over me.

Natalie never broke eye contact as she took my cock in her hand, guiding it to her entrance. She sank down slowly, claiming every inch, her inner muscles fluttering tight as she adjusted to the size and then took me deeper.

The first thrust was pure overload, hot, tight, slick, her body shuddering as she bottomed out on my lap, our pelvises flush, her breasts bouncing just inches from my mouth.

She let out a long, shaking exhale.

“Perfect,” she said, letting the word float between us.

We moved together, not with the clumsy urgency of secrets in a stairwell, but with the confidence of people who finally knew what they wanted. Each roll of her hips was measured, intentional, a calculated test of what drove us both wild.

I braced her with one hand at her waist, while the other explored the curve of her spine, following it from her nape to the dimples above her perfect ass. She melted under my grip, surrendering where I was strong, then reclaiming control with a sharper grind, a hungrier kiss, the flex of her thighs pinning me in place.

She rode me slow at first, savoring the stretch, the friction, every pulse. I rose to meet her, matching her tempo, letting my cock drive deep and true, always mindful of the synchronized push-pull between us. We kept our eyes locked, even as the tension built; if I glanced away, she’d pull my face back with a grip on my hair or a greedy, devouring kiss.

The patterns from the lights flickered across her skin, bands of gold and shadow tracing her cheekbones, her throat, the line of her breasts as they moved with every thrust. I could have watched her for hours. Maybe I did.

She was pure velocity, clutching my shoulders, her nails leaving streaks of heat through my shirt. Every slam of her hips was a dare, every bounce an escalation. She rode me with a kind of single-minded abandon I’d never seen in her, nothing reserved, nothing held back, no room left for the old, careful Natalie. She was all sweat and breath and blue-eyed focus, every muscle straining for that edge.

I wanted to see what it looked like when she fell apart. I wanted to be the reason.

Her pussy gripped my cock like a silken vice, squeezing in unpredictable pulses, making it impossible to think of anything but the way it felt to be inside her, how wet, how desperate, how fucking alive she was in my lap. Each time I drove my hips up to meet her, she gasped into my mouth, barely stifling a whimper, her lips shaking with the effort to keep quiet. If I’d known she needed this, I’d have come to her years ago.

We kissed through it, sometimes messy, sometimes gently, she’d tug my face up for a greedy, open-mouthed clash of lips, then slow to a teasing brush, only to lose herself in the next surge and start all over. Her hands mapped me, clinging to jawline, to hair, to shoulders, desperate for anchor points as she galloped toward her own undoing.

The heat rising off her skin slicked my palms as I grabbed her hips, pulling her down harder, rougher, grinding circles that made her moan straight into my mouth. The rest of the office, the world, didn’t exist. Just Natalie, all of her, not a single part held back. Even the light fixture she’d made, throwing gold and shadow in wild, shifting bands on the wall, felt like it was performing for us. For her.

She tightened, all over: the muscles in her thighs, the cords in her neck, the high, trembling pitch of her breath. Her eyes rolled and closed, then opened again, blue and darker than before, hungry as hell. I watched her, wanted to memorize it, how she transformed when she came apart.

I felt it first, a ripple, a squeeze, the clench of her walls around my cock. She was close. Beyond close. She was right there, and it was fucking beautiful. She let out a tiny, high-pitched whimper, not even trying to stifle it, clutching at my shirt like she’d drift off without the anchor. I held her tighter, knees bracing her weight, never letting her fall.

“Fuck, Jackie—” The nickname was a gasp, a plea, a finish line.

Her body went rigid, then trembled, and the orgasm hit her hard. She ground down against me, her whole frame quaking, head thrown back, mouth open in an ecstatic silent cry. The feeling of her pussy fluttering, spasming, milking me for all I was worth, it nearly undid me. I’d never been so close to the edge, never so desperate to follow someone over it.

She kept moving, riding the aftershocks, each new spasm drawing another helpless twitch from my cock. I met her thrust for thrust, angling up and deeper, needing to give her everything. My balls drew tight; my vision tunneled. I locked my eyes on hers. She was watching me now, both of us right on the knife’s edge.

“Come with me,” she whispered, voice gone rough and trembling, “please, baby, come with me—”

She slammed down, taking me to the hilt, and I lost it. The pressure, the heat, the sound of her, all of it converged and detonated at once. I pulsed inside her, every contraction more intense than the last. She clung to me, nails digging into my shoulders, mouth smashed to mine, devouring every grunt and shaky breath.

The world narrowed to that single point of contact, the impossible, wet, perfect grip of her cunt, the smell of her sweat and perfume, the sound of our bodies slapping together, the way her hair tangled in my fingers as I hugged her tight. Her legs quivered around my waist, every ripple in her thighs transmitting straight to my cock, extending the orgasm, dragging it out until I was nearly dizzy from the force of it.

We were fused, shaking, holding on for dear life as the climax wrung us both dry.

Neither of us moved for a long time. She slumped against my chest, forehead pressed to mine, our breaths coming ragged and perfectly in sync. I could feel her heartbeat racing as fast as mine, our bodies trembling with the afterglow.

I found her mouth again, softer now. She kissed me back like it was a language, every brush saying something she’d never dared out loud. Her hands gentled, tracing the back of my neck, threading into my hair, keeping me close. I never wanted her to let go.

Her pussy still pulsed around me, lazy and rhythmic, as if her body wanted to remember this forever. I let my hands roam her back, soothing the muscles that had worked overtime, fingertips drawing gentle circles down her spine until she shivered again, this time from sensitivity, not anticipation.

“Holy shit,” she said, finally, voice vibrating against my lips. “That… you… I’ve never—” She stopped, laughing, breathless and shaky, and buried her face in my neck.

I grinned, not trusting myself to say anything smarter than “yeah.” I didn’t need to. The way we clung together said enough.

We just stayed like that, wrapped around each other, while the world slowly trickled back in. The light fixture’s patterns flickered and faded, settling into a slow, steady glow that felt almost like a heartbeat. Natalie’s body softened against mine, her arms loosening just enough to let me breathe, but not enough to risk losing the closeness. She pressed her lips to the hollow below my ear, then my jaw, then the corner of my mouth, soft, endless, like she couldn’t get her fill.

I stroked her hair, watched her face as she caught her breath. She looked different now, relaxed, radiant, a half-drunk smile tugging at her lips. All the old tension, the rivalry, the self-doubt had melted away, at least for tonight.

She traced her fingers over my collarbone, following the lines of scars and freckles like she was learning a new map. “You ever do that on a job site before?” she teased, voice back to playful.

I had in fact, with Anna not that long ago, but she didn’t want to hear about that. “Not unless you count demo day at the old bakery.” I grinned, then kissed her again, loving the way she returned it, more confident every time.

She let out a happy hum, forehead resting against mine. “Having sex in my office is becoming a habit for us. I can’t keep my hands off you.”

“You were decisive. I respect that.”

She snorted, sliding her forehead down to my chest. “God, I can’t feel my legs.”

“I can help with that,” I offered, hands squeezing her thighs, earning a tiny yelp.

“Don’t tempt me,” she whispered, nuzzling closer.

We stayed locked, hips flush, her breasts mashed tight to my chest, arms around each other, holding on for dear life while the climax faded in slow waves.

“I could do this forever,” she murmured, voice hoarse and lazy.

I cradled her in my arms, one hand painting slow blueprints down her spine, the other spread wide on her back. Our skin glowed gold under the shifting light, every cycle of the lamp above catching us at a different angle, sometimes shadow, sometimes brilliance, always locked together.

We didn’t bother covering up. The studio windows were already dark, and the only illumination came from Natalie’s own creations. We were fixtures now, too, flesh and heat and want, perfectly paired.

She rolled to the side, tucked under my arm, leg thrown over mine, still full of me and making no effort to pull away. Our hands found each other, fingers twined, the connection as comfortable as it was electric.

Neither of us spoke for a while.

There was no need.

Sometimes you just know when you’ve crossed a point of no return. We didn’t bother pretending we hadn’t.

Natalie’s breathing slowed, her lips tracing gentle lines along my jaw. I closed my eyes, letting the aftershocks settle, memorizing the feel of her body, soft and strong, yielding and assertive, her every curve and pulse mapped out under my hands.

The air was thick with sex and something heavier, trust, maybe, or the sense that from here on out we were building toward more than just another wild night.

She turned to face me, hand pressed to my chest where my heart still hammered, and smiled the real smile, unguarded, warm, painfully beautiful.

“This is what I wanted,” she said, voice barely audible.

I brushed hair from her cheek, drank her in one more time, and sealed the statement with a kiss.

The lights stayed on, drawing golden rings over our naked bodies, making the entire room feel less like a studio and more like a sanctuary.

We could’ve stayed there for hours, and maybe we did.

Nobody was waiting for us. No one to interrupt, no deadlines, no morning-after regrets.

Just the warmth, the glow, and the absolute certainty of what had finally, finally been made real.

We held on.

And the rest of the world could wait.

***

We hung on for a long time, just letting the moment breathe. The lamp’s halo drifted across Natalie’s bare thigh, painting lines of gold that traveled up her stomach and over her breasts, every curve memorized and mapped by my hands. The air stayed thick with sex and possibility.

Eventually, she stretched, rolling more on top of me, and grinned. “We’re going to get nothing done tonight at this pace.”

I smirked back, loving the sight of her splayed across my chest, hair wild, cheeks flushed. “I’d argue we just made some serious progress.”

She laughed, that real, full laugh she usually reserved for victory laps in the showroom, and propped herself up on one elbow.

“Speak for yourself. I’ve got three new fixture models to vet before Friday—” she made a face at the paperwork on her desk “—and now I’m thinking we need to blow up the whole lobby plan.”

I raised a brow. “You sure you’re not just high on endorphins?”

Natalie rolled her eyes, but I already saw the gears spinning. She reached for a nearby sketchpad, yanking it off the table, then gestured for me to scoot over. We settled side by side, skin still warm from before, and let the work take over.

Except it wasn’t like before.

Every word flowed easier. There wasn’t a filter, or a layer of caution. When she started penciling a dramatic new sconce, I was already sliding a prototype into place, testing shadows on the far wall. Light scattered across her back, streaks of brightness and shadow making her spine look like it had been drawn by a master.

She explained the new vision in a rush, voice breathless and electric. “I want the entry sconce to be bigger, way bigger. Two meters, minimum. If it floats off the wall, the shadow play doubles, and the glass stays cool against the marble. People step inside and actually stop. That’s drama. That’s memory.”

I caught the vibe instantly. “If we thread the wiring through the support column, you could skip visible junction boxes entirely. Seamless install, even on a heritage wall.”

She grinned, eyes alive with possibility. “Yes, exactly. And if the city inspector freaks about the weight, we anchor here—” she stabbed the sketch with her pencil “—and here.”

Our hands brushed as we both reached for the sample swatch, and she didn’t pretend it was an accident. Neither did I.

We moved around the studio, re-setting fixtures, testing throws of light against every surface. I followed her lead, but there were plenty of times she deferred, letting me shift a mockup or re-hang a pendant to test the sightline. We volleyed ideas without hesitation, no ego, no hiding, just two people fully in sync.

When she found a lighting error in her own CAD printout, she threw her head back and groaned. “Unbelievable. I’ve been overthinking this for weeks. If I’d just started here, it would’ve worked days ago.”

I ruffled her hair. “You were waiting for the breakthrough. Sometimes you need the wrong design to find the right one.”

She fixed me with a sly look. “Are we still talking about the fixtures?”

I just smiled, refusing to break the playful standoff.

We kept going. The sketches mushroomed into new ideas. We played with dimmers, tested color temperature, hell, we even got so into one mockup that both of us ended up standing on the same stool, arms tangled, cracking up as we tried to adjust the height together.

Somewhere in there, Natalie paused, expression softening.

“You know, the work and the want, it’s not two different things anymore. I think that’s why it works.”

I nodded, feeling the truth of it down to my bones.

Neither of us was afraid to let the connection show. When her hand landed on my chest, I covered it with my own. When I grazed her arm to point out a detail, I let my fingers linger. Every touch, every shared smile, was a promise: no going back, and no regrets.

She wrapped up the last draft with a flourish, stepping back to admire the finished product. “That’s it,” she said, voice low and content. “That’s the story I want to tell.”

I pulled her in for another kiss, slow and grounding. “It’s a good story.”

We cleaned up together, papers sorted, lamps powered down, tools stacked away by the back wall. Even the act of tidying up felt like a shared ritual, the kind of closeness you only get after you’ve both peeled off every layer.

When she bent to grab a stray sample tile, I wrapped my arms around her from behind, lips brushing her ear.

“Ready to get out of here?” I whispered.

She hummed, folding into my hold. “Only if you promise not to leave.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

We finished locking up, side by side. The light from the last lamp hit our reflections in the office window: two bodies close, every angle matched, every look telegraphing the new normal.

I helped her with her jacket, even though my hands lingered at her waist longer than necessary. She noticed, but didn’t call me out, just shot me a knowing smile, eyes promising hours more of this when we got home.

As we stepped into the hall, our fingers stayed laced. The building was dead quiet, but inside both of us it was still all current, all anticipation. We’d crossed a line, and neither of us had any urge to turn around.

Natalie brushed hair from her face and glanced my way. “You realize what this means now, right?”

“Yeah,” I said, holding the door for her. “It means we don’t have to pretend anymore.”

She nodded, and for the first time all night, she looked completely, utterly at ease.

We walked out together, every footstep echoing down the darkened hallway, every sense dialed up to max.

Whatever the morning brought, it would start here.

Us, in the light.

Not hiding.

And ready for whatever came next.


Boundary Lines


The scent of stress in the Bennett Brothers conference room was so thick you could bottle it and sell it to overachievers. Half-drained coffee cups huddled near the lip of the glass table, blueprints fanned like poker hands, and enough glowing tablets to make the place look like a NASA mission control.

Ryan took up his usual post at the head of the table, arms folded, jaw already locked in a familiar pattern of don’t-fuck-with-me. He’d ditched the marketing-friendly polo for his favorite flannel, sleeves rolled up to show off the workman tan on his forearms. You could practically see the checklist scrolling behind his eyes.

I claimed the spot two seats down, feeling every gaze in the room. Anna perched beside me, pen twirling with the casual menace of a stiletto. To her right, Jenny’s laptop gleamed like a loaded weapon, her face unreadable and her gaze flicking between every speaker as if she was running silent diagnostics. Quinn was across from me, guarded as hell, hair immaculate, blazer even sharper.

Then there was Natalie. She sat at the far end, totally unbothered, legs crossed, skirt just high enough to tease, eyes cool and precise. Just looking at her made my pulse skip a beat, but that was nothing compared to the way she radiated calm dominance, like she’d already mapped out every move before the meeting started.

The air buzzed with anticipation. Or maybe that was just the poor bastard espresso machine limping along in the kitchen. Either way, nobody had shown up to play nice.

Ryan kicked off, voice pitched to fill the glass box without ever needing to shout:

“Let’s call it. Enterprise development. Demo starts in four business days. Anna, what’s the verdict on the city permit?”

Anna didn’t miss a beat. “Green-lighted on demo, but they want an updated environmental impact within forty-eight. Otherwise, you risk an early stop-work.”

She flicked her pen, logging the response but never letting her gaze linger too long on one person. Always scanning, always in control.

Ryan grunted, nodding approval, then bulldozed forward. “Jenny, run the numbers. Are we on track for the lobby as spec’d?”

Jenny slid a printout across the table, her voice as cool as the numbers. “Assuming no major change orders, we’re within margin. Unless someone triple-bids on custom lighting, then all bets are off.”

You didn’t have to be a genius to decode the look she shot toward Natalie, half amuse-bouche, half warning shot.

I gave Natalie a glance: unreadable, eyes dancing with the challenge. She didn’t even flinch. Just lifted her chin and locked onto Ryan like she’d been waiting all week for this moment.

Time to turn up the voltage.

Ryan wasted no time. “Now, about these lighting specs.” He reached for Natalie’s mockup, a brushed steel and glass fantasy that looked like Gotham City’s crown jewel, and set it down with a thud. “I’ve looked at the engineer’s take. You’re running triple the planned fixture count in the lobby alone. Power, cabling, not to mention the custom glass—”

Natalie cut in, voice velvet-wrapped steel. “Don’t forget labor. If you source to spec, install is plug-and-play. I already ran it past two contractors who did the Wicker Park retrofit last year. They begged to bid.”

She leaned in, every line of her body telegraphing confidence. “You want the project to make headlines? You need a feature wall that actually stops people. That doesn’t happen with out-of-the-box fixtures and discount ballasts.”

Ryan wasn’t outdone. He kept it civil, on the surface. “You know I respect the vision, but what’s the maintenance plan? If we install six grand worth of hand-blown glass just to have it crack during the first winter’s freeze-thaw, who’s putting it back together?”

He tried to make it a joke, but didn’t bother to smile.

Natalie’s lips twitched, a quick flash of teeth. “We finish the install with a thermal break behind the mounting brackets. The glass is anchored with vibration dampers, tested down to negative twenty. If you’re worried about vandalism, you can run polycarbonate overlays, but it’ll flatten the effect.”

She was pure composure. It wasn’t just about defending her work, she made you want to see if you could knock her off her game.

Ryan shifted in his seat, shooting a glance at me as if to say, “can you believe this?”

But I didn’t bite.

Instead, I leaned forward, elbows on the table. The plan was clear: draw the line, make it unmissable.

“Natalie’s right. If you want to make the Enterprise Building the talk of Logan Square, you don’t pull punches in the lobby. This lighting isn’t just decoration, it’s the signature move. It’s how people know we’re not just flipping another rental. We’re redefining what these old bones can do.”

The words came out clear, confident. There was no walking it back.

For a second, nobody breathed. Anna’s lips parted, Quinn’s knuckles went white on her iPad. Even Jenny stopped typing.

Natalie’s eyes found mine. For a half-second, her confidence softened into something else, gratitude, maybe, or just the rush of being seen and backed, full stop.

Ryan finally broke the silence, voice lower. “So we’re just blowing the budget because it ‘feels right’?”

I shook my head. “No. We’re investing in a vision that actually sets us apart. Cut corners, and we’re forgettable. Go bold, and we become the gold standard. And the tenants pay top dollar.”

Quinn saw the opening, her voice slicing in with surgical calm. “If I may, there’s a middle ground. We can phase in the more dramatic fixtures, pilot in the lobby, and mirror with staging sconces on upper floors. That manages cost while still delivering the jaw-drop first impression.”

She glanced at me, then Natalie, her face polite but her eyes loaded. “If Natalie’s open to adapting finishes for the off-lobby installs, I can make sure the look stays unified. And we lock down a playbook for maintenance on day one.”

Natalie considered it, then nodded once, as crisp as a boardroom handshake. “That’s reasonable. We’ll spec three materials, two colorways, and two different mounting styles. You get the showstopper in the entry, and the rest stays on budget.”

The tension didn’t evaporate, just shifted. Like reinforcements rolling in to shore up a wall that nearly cracked.

Ryan grunted, arms crossed, but he didn’t push back. He knew when the tide had turned.

Anna, ever the strategist, pounced. “If I can reframe, this isn’t just about the aesthetics. It’s marketing. A building like this, with Natalie’s lighting, becomes a destination. Social media churn alone is worth five figures a month in free PR.”

She tapped the table, punctuating the pitch. “Your tenants don’t just get nice apartments. They get bragging rights. That drives up value. You want an identity for the brand? This is it. Lead with design, and every other metric falls into line.”

Jenny let the silence hum for a few beats. Then she set her pen down, gaze drifting from Ryan to Quinn to Natalie, before finally landing on me.

She didn’t say a word, but the message was clear: this is a different game now. The old balance was gone. Everyone saw it.

Ryan looked at me, then at Natalie, and something in his stance changed. The steel in his posture softened, not much, but enough.

He spoke slow, every word measured. “If that’s how we’re playing it, Jack’s running point on all things design. Every spec, every pull, every finish. If it goes off the rails, it’s on him.”

He met my eyes, holding the line, not backing down but not barring the door, either.

“Deal,” I said. “I’ll take it.”

Natalie’s lips parted, maybe in surprise, maybe just to savor the win. Her eyes flashed, blue and brilliant, all the way across the table.

Anna leaned back, smiling like she’d watched her favorite underdog upset the league champion.

Quinn’s expression didn’t shift, but you could see her recalibrating, already mapping new angles and alliances.

Jenny just logged it all, silent, a half-smile ghosting at the corners of her lips.

For the next hour, we hammered through the rest of the agenda, demo sequencing, vendor timelines, marketing rollouts. Every so often, the argument buzzed back, like a live wire in the wall. Sometimes it was Quinn challenging Natalie on lead times or code compliance; sometimes it was Anna running Anna-style PR on every decision, spinning risk into reward like a magician.

But the real current never quit. The air was thick with it: my stand for Natalie, the shift in leverage, the way Quinn kept her offers tight and specific, as if daring me to second-guess her.

Jenny’s gaze tracked every motion, every word, every tactical retreat. She watched the ripple effect whenever I backed Natalie, saw who blinked, who dug in, who quietly recalculated. It wasn’t just project management, it was a masterclass in live-group psychology.

By the time Ryan called the meeting, you could practically smell the ozone of burned-out expectations.

He cleared his throat, voice deliberate. “Everyone knows their targets. Next check-in is Tuesday, but if you hit a snag, bring it to Jack.”

He didn’t look at me when he said it, but he didn’t need to.

Quinn gathered her things in perfect, silent order, logging action items with a precision that made the rest of us look like amateurs.

Anna stretched, tossed a wink my way, and started a side conversation with Jenny before they even left their chairs.

Natalie lingered. She took her time stacking her sketches, the brush of her sleeve leaving a trace of perfume in the heated air. Her eyes caught mine, and the next smile she gave me was private, hungry, more than a little victorious.

Ryan lingered by the door, arms folded, face carved from stone. He didn’t say a word, but the energy radiating off him was different. Not anger, not quite. More like he was standing at the edge and finally realizing the land beneath had shifted.

Once the others peeled off, Jenny paused just outside, clipboard hugged to her chest, watching the room with an intensity that was almost clinical.

I locked eyes with her for a heartbeat. She offered nothing but a tiny nod, acknowledgment, maybe respect, or just a note that she’d seen every move and would remember them all.

And then it was just me and the echo of the confrontation, the buzz of new alliances, the dry taste of adrenaline and coffee gone cold.

The power lines had been redrawn. Everybody knew it.

Game on.

***

I barely made it two steps past the conference room before Quinn materialized at my side, as if she’d been timing her exit with a stopwatch. Her hand landed on my forearm, nails cool and precise against my skin.

“Can we talk?” she asked, voice neutral but laced in aftershock.

The hallway outside the bullpen was quieter, angled sunlight striping across the polished concrete and catching dust motes in mid-spin. The only sound was distant phone chatter and the clack of Megan’s keyboard hammering out the next onslaught of emails.

Quinn didn’t waste a beat. She pulled me toward the window, careful to angle us so we were just out of sight from the conference glass, but not so hidden anyone would call it secret.

She squared her shoulders, voice dropping to a hush just for me.

Quinn’s gaze dropped momentarily, fingers fidgeting with her watch strap. “I know I’ve been... difficult. Cold, even. Keeping you at arm’s length. You must think I’m mental.” She looked back up, a flash of vulnerability breaking through her professional veneer. “But even so, people see the way we look at each other, Jack. It’s not subtle. The whole office feels it. And you know what? I’ve come to a decision.”

Her words hit with surgical clarity. No spin, no shame.

She closed the distance, head tipped so her hair shielded her face from the rest of the office. For a second, she just watched me, eyes flicking between mine, looking for any hint of uncertainty.

“I’m done pretending,” Quinn said, voice low but unwavering. “I’m done standing on the edge of something I already want. I’m not out here for some drama or to play games with jobs on the line. I just—” Her jaw clenched, and she exhaled slow. “I’m in. For real. Not asking if you want it, not asking for permission. Just letting you know where I stand.”

She let the words hang, weighty, no escape route built in. It was pure Quinn, efficient, decisive, impossible to argue.

I started to answer, but the air shifted. I caught movement in the bullpen. Ryan stood there, arms folded, leaning against the edge of his desk. His gaze was a laser, locked on us with predatory stillness.

He wasn’t pissed. He wasn’t even trying to hide it. If anything, he looked like a man who’d finally seen the blueprints unrolled, every secret, every load-bearing wall, plain as day.

Quinn felt it, too. She turned, slow, matching his stare with one of her own, cool, unashamed, maybe even a little defiant.

Nobody spoke. We just stood there, an architectural standoff, watching the sun crawl across the floor, office sounds spiking and fading in the background.

Someone’s phone rang on the other side of the glass. Megan barked a laugh at an email, and I heard Jenny’s heels click down the corridor as she ran her own silent audit on the building.

But none of it touched the triangle of energy between me, Quinn, and Ryan.

We all knew exactly what just happened. The roles had shifted. The lines redrawn.

Ryan didn’t blink, just took it in, as if this was the moment he’d been bracing for since the day I moved into the loft.

Quinn stood tall, her body practically vibrating with adrenaline and relief. She was done hiding, done waiting for the right moment to break out. Her hand found my arm again, lighter this time, but loaded with promise.

I caught her fingers in mine, grounding both of us. But the real gravity was across the room.

For one long heartbeat, everything else faded out, phones, keyboards, the Chicago skyline beyond the glass.

It was just us, locked in a silent reckoning.

Then Ryan broke the spell. He nodded, a short dip of the chin, as if to say “message received” and “let’s see what you do with it.”

He turned away, casual as ever, voice echoing across the bullpen as he called out an update to the crew.

Quinn looked at me, lips parting, eyes shining with the afterglow of decision.

She didn’t say another word. She didn’t have to.

The verdict was set: we were in this, no deniability, no way out.

Inside, the office sounds picked up, normal as drywall, but I knew and Quinn knew and Ryan sure as hell knew that the ground had just shifted for good.

We lingered, holding onto the moment, feeling every watt of tension and, for the first time, not pushing it away.

There was nothing left to pretend. Nothing left to compartmentalize.

The new order was raw, open, and alive.

For a guy who once thought every relationship could be managed like a build schedule, I’d never felt more exposed. Or more ready for whatever came next.


Calculated Risk


Itook the stairs in silence, Quinn’s address pulling me in like a blueprint sketched on the backs of my eyelids. If there was a script for this moment, I’d thrown it out before I even made it to the second floor landing. The last few hours hours had blown the doors off any illusion that we were just colleagues trading glances behind punch lists. Tonight wasn’t about hesitation, or old power plays, or keeping shit safely compartmentalized. Tonight was about walking through the front door and dealing with whatever waited on the other side.

The city was in blackout mode, clean, cold, and sharp as vodka. On the drive over, I kept replaying that final look from Quinn in the office. The way she’d shed the professional armor, even with Ryan watching, like she was carving out a path and daring anyone to step in her way. Every move since our weekend in Michigan had built to this: less sideline, more center stage.

I knocked once, maybe a little heavier than necessary.

No lag, no fumbling. She swung the door open fast, like she’d been standing by it for ten minutes, waiting to see if I’d blink first.

“Hey,” I said, voice rough at the edges.

Quinn didn’t even blink. She looked me up and down, blue eyes laser-focused. Whatever agenda she’d brought to the table, she was running it on nuclear power tonight. No hedging, no flirt, just clarity.

“Come in,” she said, stepping aside, voice flat and calm at the same time.

Her apartment was her ethos, built into square footage: open, crisp, no mess. The living room, if you could call it that, was a study in white and soft grays, with a knife-edge sectional that looked imported straight from a Milan showroom. Every surface gleamed, but not like anyone had polished it for show. The table in the corner had one closed laptop and a stack of design mags, bookmarked with sticky notes in colors that matched her palette. Track lights hugged the ceiling, set to a tone that made shadows vanish and made even my boots look like they belonged in a gallery.

It was minimalist, but not cold. The only real color came from a deep blue vase on the sideboard (architectural, zero frills) and a framed photo of her and her sister at some ribbon-cutting, smiling like they’d just won the Nobel. The kitchen counter was pristine, brushed steel, not a crumb or coffee cup in sight.

She waited until I’d shut the door behind me. Then she faced me, hands in the pockets of her tailored jeans, like she’d timed the whole sequence in advance.

No drinks, no “How was your day?” Just: “I know this is a lot.”

She let the words hang for a beat, every syllable controlled and deliberate.

“We can skip the small talk,” she said. “I’m not here to test boundaries or see how much I can get away with. I know what I want, Jack. And I know exactly what it risks.”

I leaned in the doorway. “You make it sound like I’m the last to know.”

She hit me with a sideways smile that cut right through the tension. “I doubt you’ve ever been last at anything.”

That was the only opening she allowed for banter. Quinn moved across the room, every step smooth, every shift of her hips as intentional as a design detail caught in final review. She stopped just shy of the kitchen island and folded her arms, shoulders squared.

“Here’s how I see it,” she said. “That weekend in Michigan? It didn’t just change things between us. It clarified everything. I don’t want to dance around it anymore. Working together, then pretending we’re not thinking about fucking each other every time we share air? That’s not honest. I’m done with that.”

She looked up, chin high. The spotlight from the track lighting threw faint shadows behind her, making her blonde hair glow like she’d staged the whole moment just for effect.

“I know the risks. Ryan. The business. My job, reputation, the fact that my sister is half the reason I have any credibility in this city. I’ve run every scenario, every possibility, and I keep circling back to the same answer.”

She stepped toward me, closing the gap until I could smell the faint citrus of her body wash, the warmth of skin under perfume.

“I’m not staying on the outside of this anymore.”

The words didn’t come out trembling, or soft, or loaded with hope for reassurance. They were pure statement. Fact. You could set your watch by her conviction.

I felt my pulse snap into overdrive.

She searched my face, scanning for any sign of retreat. Not that it would have changed her mind. Quinn was driving tonight; I could feel it in every molecule that made up the space between us.

“I get that being with you isn’t just an add-on,” she said, voice lowering. “It’s a shift. If I step in, it’s not as a side piece or a kept secret. It’s as someone who lives in your world, who matters to the same degree as anyone else. That’s not a threat, it’s just the reality.”

Her eyes locked on me, the blue so intense it practically lit up its own corner of the room.

“I’m not looking for drama. I’m looking for clarity. This—” she waved a hand between us, “—is only complicated if we pretend it’s not real. So, I’m not pretending anymore.”

She took another step forward. If I reached out, I’d have her in my arms. But she made zero move to give control away.

“You asked me once what I wanted. I couldn’t answer then. But I can now. I want this. All of it. And I want my part in it to be undeniable.”

She let the last word hit like a nail gun.

For a second, all I heard was my own breath and the muted hum of her fridge. The room felt charged, but not with tension, more with inevitability. Like every road map had led to this intersection and now there was nowhere else to turn.

I looked at her, really looked, beyond the sharp clothes, the perfect hair, the attitude that could freeze a boardroom. She was shaking a little, not from nerves, more like she’d finally put down a load she’d been carrying since the first time our hands brushed at a job site.

“I didn’t want to drag you into the mess,” I said, voice half apology, half awe.

She tilted her head, expression softening just enough to make the next line sting with honesty.

I’m not being dragged,” she replied. “I’m stepping in. Because I want to.” Her voice softened, the professional edge giving way to something raw. “Because I love you, Jack. And it’s better here than on the outside looking in.”

For a split second, the unresolved weight in my chest didn’t just loosen, it cracked open. Whatever she thought she was risking, I felt every bit as exposed.

Quinn watched me process, but she didn’t fill the silence. Even in this moment of vulnerability, she held her ground, chin up, eyes steady on mine.

I walked toward her, slow, careful not to shatter the moment. My heart hammered against my ribs as I closed the distance.

“I love you too,” I said, voice barely above a whisper. “But you sure you know what you’re signing up for?”

She smiled, this time letting the warmth roll all the way to her eyes. “Pretty sure the fine print is in sixteen-point font.”

That cracked the tension, but only for a second. Quinn stepped closer, just enough that our bodies nearly touched, the heat between us thrumming like live wire. She didn’t blink.

“I don’t do half-measures, Jack. Especially not with things that matter. You’re the most important person in my life. So if you want me, really want me, it’s as an equal. Not as some ‘after-the-fact’ attachment or as a booty call. If that’s too much, say so now.”

My cock throbbed at the challenge, but it was my chest that answered. “It’s not too much. You’re exactly what I want.”

The look that flickered across her face was victory, but not the fragile kind. She knew. Maybe she’d always known.

She exhaled once, then reached out and hooked her fingers through my belt loops.

If I’d thought the old Quinn was a force, I hadn’t met this version yet.

I let her pull me in, surrendering to the gravity. Whatever came next, it would be on her terms.

She didn’t say another word. She didn’t need to.

The blueprint had changed.

And we were both all in.

***

She hooked my belt loops and pulled me flush. I let her do it, loving the authority in every finger twitch. The old Quinn, the one who ran hot and cold, always hovering between advance and retreat, was gone. In her place stood someone who’d shredded the boundary lines and rebuilt them from scratch.

She didn’t need to seduce me. Every movement was a claim. She ran her hands up my chest, analyzed the fabric, then started on the buttons with a precision that would make a brain surgeon jealous. No unnecessary touches, no wasted motion.

She paused when she hit the last button, fingertips brushing bare skin, eyes tracking the line from my throat to my belly. “Still with me, Bennett?”

“Yeah,” I said, throat dry, “I’m with you.”

A half-second smile, nothing shy about it. She guided my shirt off, peeled it down my arms, then doubled back for a slow, thorough inspection. I felt the weight of her stare on my scars, my abs, the trail of hair running south. She wasn’t bashful about what she wanted; if anything, she cataloged it, making mental notes for later.

She stepped back and cocked a brow, a silent dare. I got the hint, undid my belt, dropped jeans and boxers in one go. In another life, I might’ve led the charge, pressed her to the nearest surface, but tonight? I was content to let her build the moment brick by brick.

Quinn circled, running fingers across my shoulders, down my arms, stopping just above my ass. “You always look this good, or is it just for me?”

I grinned, a little shaky. “Depends who’s asking.”

She brushed her lips over mine, featherlight, then took my hand and pulled me toward the sectional.

Minimalist, like her, but the cushions held a secret. Once we landed, the architecture of the room turned into a haven for what came next. She shoved me down (gentle, not rough, just non-negotiable) and straddled my lap, her blazer and blouse still buttoned, hair back in a perfect, no-nonsense ponytail.

The angle gave her full control. She didn’t rush. She just let her hips settle against my bare cock, fabric stroking skin, eyes locked on me.

I caught her jaw in my hand. “Planning to interrogate me all night?”

Quinn’s lips curled, predatory and amused at once. “Would you prefer decisive action?”

“I’d prefer whatever you want.”

That broke through any lingering chill. She closed in, kissing me slow, not sloppy, not desperate, every tilt of her head, every drag of teeth, felt like a proposal, a new order. Her tongue traced the seam of my lips, not asking, just taking. She never looked away, not even when her hands dropped to my thighs, nails digging in enough to sting.

After long, measured foreplay, she sat back, fingers working each button on her blouse, opening herself up inch by inch. She shed the top like it was nothing, no performance, just intent. Next, she shrugged off her blazer, letting it slide to the floor. If her hands trembled, it was from anticipation, not nerves.

Underneath? She wore nothing but a navy lace bra, the kind that screamed money and taste. Her tits, perfect, high, proportional, strained at the cups, nipples hard, the line of her collarbone sharp and gorgeous under the custom lighting.

“Like what you see?” she asked, voice lower now, loaded.

“Yeah. Fuck, yeah.”

She reached behind, unclipped the bra, and let it drop. Her breasts bounced free, pale and impossibly soft, the nipples tight and pink. She didn’t rush to cover up. Instead, she braced her hands to the back of the couch, shoulders back, chest out, giving me the whole display.

I groaned, couldn’t help it. She took note, filed it away, then palmed her own breasts, rolling the nipples just to watch my reaction.

She made a show of it, but not for display, this was for information. Data gathering.

Then she leaned forward and kissed me again, letting her tits press to my chest, skin sliding against skin. Her hair dragged over my face, cool strands mixed with the heat of her body.

I wrapped both hands around her waist, hungry to get at more, but even then, she let me know she was in charge: her fingers closed around my wrists, pinning my arms to the cushion, effortless, powerful.

“I’m setting the pace tonight,” Quinn said, eyes like daggers.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Another victory smile, this one wider. She undid her jeans, worked them down her hips with slow, steady friction, making sure I saw every detail, the subtle flex of her thigh, the curve of her ass, the perfect lines of her body. She was sleek and athletic, every muscle earned, not gifted.

She stripped to nothing but lacy blue panties, cut high but full coverage, and for a moment just watched me. I don’t know if it was for effect, or to make sure I was exactly as wrecked as she needed me to be.

Spoiler: I was.

My cock stood straight up, hard as steel, leaking at the tip just from being under her gaze.

She smirked, then tugged the panties off, slow. She stepped out of them, composure never breaking, and tossed them over my head.

Her pussy was bare, perfect, with just a glimmer of wetness catching the track lights. She settled back into my lap, lining herself up, letting the head of my cock brush her slit but not giving in right away.

She rocked her hips slow, teasing us both, grinding her bare pussy up and down my length until I was nearly shaking with the need to be inside her.

“You gonna keep me waiting?” I growled, unable to hide a hungry edge.

She leaned in, licked my earlobe. “Waiting is half the fun.”

She reached down, lined me up, and, finally, sank onto my cock in one single, confident motion. No hesitation. Her eyes stayed open the whole time, cataloging every twitch, every staggered breath I let loose.

She was tight, hot, perfect. The grip around my cock was like living electricity. I bucked up, desperate to fill her, but Quinn drove the rhythm. She kept her palms on my chest, using me as leverage as she rode me, slow at first, grinding circles that shot white-hot pleasure right to the base of my spine.

She never looked away.

Every time I tried to take over, she clamped her thighs tighter, holding me in place, forcing me to match her tempo. She bore down, squeezed, then lifted until just the tip stayed inside, then slammed back down hard enough to make her tits bounce.

She liked the effect. She liked seeing how I responded.

My hands landed on her waist, then her ass, kneading, holding, but even then, she only allowed what she wanted.

“I own this tonight,” she whispered, breathless, “You’re mine.”

“Yours,” I gasped.

Quinn fucked me, pure and simple, no illusion, no half-measures, just her rhythm and the force of her will. Every move she made was calculated, but not cold; it was the kind of precision a surgeon brought to a scalpel, except tonight I was the body on the table.

I’d thought I knew her limits, that we’d circled this line so many times before that I could predict her next move. But this wasn’t the woman who’d once held every part of herself back for fear of cracking the foundation. This version of Quinn showed up to dismantle all pretense, and I realized, somewhere between the first grind of her hips and the first time she let her head fall back and moan without apology, that I’d walked right into her trap. And god, it was exactly where I wanted to be.

She started slow, finding a pace that kept me just shy of losing it, her hands pressing into my chest as if to pin me to the cushions and remind me whose show this was. The look on her face was all focus, no anger or frustration or even hesitation, just raw determination.

She fucked me like it was a thesis defense, and I was the committee she planned to break down and convert. Her breath quickened, beads of sweat collecting at the hollow of her throat, trickling down to pool between her tits, which she displayed like an offering but also a challenge. Her ponytail, so carefully pulled tight at the start, came undone strand by strand, until it became a golden, wild halo around her face. She was beautiful before, but in this state of controlled savagery, she was devastating.

She shifted her angle, lifting her knees and digging her heels into the edge of the sectional. The new leverage let her bounce, harder, rougher, forcing my cock deeper than I’d thought possible. Every thrust brought us closer, her internal heat clenching around me, squeezing out every last drop of control I had left.

The sound of her skin slapping against mine filled the room, competing with the wet, obscene noises of her pussy greedily swallowing me in over and over. She never broke eye contact, not for a second. It was like she wanted to memorize the moment I surrendered, to prove to both of us that she could take everything I had and leave nothing in reserve.

I tried to put my hands on her hips, to guide her, but she swatted them away, her rules tonight. Instead, she braced herself with one arm behind her, arching her back so her tits thrust forward, nipples taut and begging for attention. With my hands denied purchase, I let them wander up to her ribs, tracing the lines of her abs, feeling the muscles flex beneath soft skin every time she slammed herself down onto me. I pinched her nipples, hard, and she gasped, lips parted in surprise. She didn’t slow down. If anything, she rode the pain into pleasure, using it as fuel to grind her clit against the base of my cock, chasing every ripple of sensation without shame.

The tempo built, steady at first, then surging. Her thighs started to tremble, but she never let up, never eased off. The sweat on her skin shimmered under the lights, and her face, fuck, her face, was pulled into a mask of almost feral need. No one had ever wanted me like this. Not even Anna on our best nights, not Lily in her secret, hungry way, and certainly not the girls who’d loved me out of habit or boredom. Quinn wanted to possess me, to erase every other lover by sheer force of will, and the crazy thing was, she pulled it off.

I felt my orgasm spool up, a low, insistent threat that got louder with every bounce. She could see it, sense it, the way my muscles tensed, the way my hands clawed at the cushions and then at her thighs when I couldn’t hold back. She started to laugh, a wicked, breathless sound, as if she was delighted at how close I was to coming completely undone. She squeezed her pussy around me, milking my cock with every upward pull, every slow, deliberate retreat before she slammed back down and took me deeper than the last.

“Fuck, Quinn,” I gasped. “I’m—”

She didn’t let me finish. She slammed her hand over my mouth, fingers digging into my cheek. “Come for me,” she ordered, voice sharp as a knife. “Let me watch you lose it.”

There was no resisting her, not now. The orgasm crashed through me, violent and spectacular, like she’d opened a pressure valve I didn’t know existed. My cock pulsed, unloading in furious waves, and I grabbed her ass to hold her down, to make sure she took every drop. I could feel my cum flood her, hot and thick, leaking out to coat my balls and the slick leather beneath us. It should have embarrassed me, but with Quinn above me, totally unashamed, it felt like a prize she’d earned.

She didn’t stop even as I shuddered, didn’t slow down even when I thought I had nothing left. She kept grinding, riding out every last tremor, her own climax building inside her like a storm. Her pussy milked me, drank down every pulse, and I realized she was as close as I’d ever seen her. Her eyes fluttered, her nails raked my chest, and then she bit her lip and came, loud and glorious, not giving a fuck if the neighbors heard. Her body locked, every muscle going rigid, and then she collapsed forward, tits mashed to my chest, sweat and hair everywhere, her breath coming in high, sharp gasps.

She stayed like that, impaled on my cock, twitching every time another aftershock hit. My hands found her back, holding her tight, feeling the shudders work their way out of her system. The moment stretched, neither of us willing to break it, both of us suspended in the rush and the aftermath.

Eventually, she lifted her head, hair stuck to her cheeks, eyes glassy with satisfaction. “You’re a mess,” she said, voice soft but triumphant.

“Look who’s talking,” I shot back, and she smirked, wiped her damp forehead with the heel of her hand.

She slid off, slow, letting my softening cock flop free, strings of our combined mess tracing from her thighs to my lap. She didn’t bother to clean up, didn’t flinch at the sight of it on the cushions. Instead, she sprawled beside me, naked and sated, legs tangled with mine. Her head landed on my chest, and for the first time all night, she seemed content to let someone else set the pace.

I wrapped my arm around her, palm resting on her hip, and felt the last of my own tremors settle. The comedown was soft, warm, almost gentle, a reversal of the violence that came before.

For a long time, neither of us moved. Her sweat and mine mixed everywhere, on skin, in hair, on the pristine white sectional she’d probably never let another guy stain again.

She was still. Not soft, not melty, not looking for comfort. Just composed, present, letting the new world settle around us.

She leaned forward, caught my face in both hands, and kissed me, tender but deliberate, the final stamp on the contract.

“Next time, we do it my way,” I joked, voice hoarse.

She laughed, forehead pressed to mine. “Maybe. But I wouldn’t count on it.”

Her body stayed locked to mine, her pussy still full, her legs tangled around my thighs, but her eyes, her entire expression, said it all. Quinn wasn’t just taking part; she was a partner. Every old doubt, every wall between us, was dust.

She rolled off, wiped sweat from her brow, then snuggled up to my side, head on my shoulder, her hand low on my abs.

“You okay?” she asked, voice soft but not uncertain.

“Better than okay,” I answered. “You?”

She grinned, biting her lip. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

For a while, we just sat there, bodies cooling, hearts syncing up again.

There was no tension, no residue of old rivalries. Just the architecture of satisfaction and a new equilibrium.

Whatever lay ahead, I knew one thing:

This was Quinn at her most unstoppable.

And I was damn lucky to be along for the ride.

***

We lay there, Quinn stretched out at my side, her skin flush against mine, her hand tracing slow, proprietary circles on my abs. She didn’t go syrupy or suddenly shy. She just let the afterglow breathe while her mind ran diagnostics on the new normal.

After a few minutes, she turned, propped herself up on one elbow, and eyed me the way she did blueprints, like if she stared long enough, the building would reveal its faults.

“So,” Quinn said, dry, “logistics.”

I raised a brow. “That’s where your head goes first?”

She smirked. “You thought this was all improv? Please. I like to know what I’m walking into.”

Already, I could feel the pulse of the conversation shifting, moving from just the two of us to the network, the thing we’d been building in the shadows but never really acknowledged as a system.

She rolled her shoulders, gathering herself, hair sticking in damp strands to her cheekbones. “Jenny cornered me on Tuesday. Said she noticed you don’t really keep a schedule. Just, hostile takeovers in the lunch hour, late meetings after work, random disappearances. She wants to know how the rotation works. Who you’re sleeping with. If there’s a chain of command, or if it’s just chaos. All the details.”

I blinked. That was the last direction I’d been expecting.

Quinn read the surprise on my face and just kept going. “She’s not subtle about it, Jack. She’s noticed the office tension, how some days Anna looks like she’s running on no sleep, or how you and Lily disappear at the same time, or that Savannah magically books her events to overlap whatever you’re doing. Jenny’s got spreadsheets, calendars… she probably has a graph. She’s piecing it together.”

I scratched my jaw, the idea of Jenny as the harem’s project manager detonating in my brain. “Shit. I figured she clocked stuff, but—”

“She’s invested,” Quinn cut in. “And not just for company gossip. She acts like it’s her job to understand what makes you tick, and what keeps the core group from blowing up in your face.”

Quinn sat up, pulling her knees to her chest, and for a second she was all business again, every line of her body saying: no more hiding, no more slow rollouts. “She asked if I felt left out. Or if being ‘the new girlfriend’ bothered me. Like she was evaluating my onboarding process.”

That image broke me. I barked a laugh. “Onboarding?”

Quinn shrugged, but her eyes were steel. “I told her she’d have to ask you. But here’s the thing, I’m not going to keep acting like I’m not part of this. I’m done letting Anna and Lily run interference, or letting Savannah smooth over every social event. I’m not the outsider anymore.”

Her voice was unshakable. Zero plea, zero note of apology.

“I want to meet with all of them. Not as a guest in their world, or as your office accessory. I want in, and not just on nights when everyone else calls in sick.”

I couldn’t help it; that fired off a whole new shot of want straight to my chest. This wasn’t Quinn getting sucked in by accident, she was making a power move, and it was hot as hell.

I rolled over to face her, letting the honesty hit. “You’re sure.”

She nodded. “You think I’d do anything halfway?”

I shook my head, grinning. “Not for a second.”

Quinn’s expression softened, but only slightly. “This is how I see it: whatever the outside world thinks, the people inside matter more. I don’t need everyone’s approval, but I do need to know where I stand. I want to talk to Lily, Anna, Savannah, Jordan, see what they want, what they expect, how the system works. Maybe I’ll even invite Jenny to take notes.”

She said it like a joke, but the subtext was all business.

I mulled it over, piecing together the way each woman had responded in the last few weeks: Lily’s sly glances, Anna’s determination, Savannah’s effortless pivot between friend group and party circuit, Jordan’s quiet but unmistakable loyalty. And now, Jenny’s forensic audit of my love life, suddenly snapping into focus.

Quinn wasn’t the only one recalibrating the rules.

I sat up, pulling her into my side, and let myself enjoy the strength in her. “You realize you’re going to upend every precedent, right?”

She snorted. “Good. I hate hand-me-downs.”

That was the line that stuck. She wouldn’t settle for less than full parity, and honestly, I didn’t know why I’d ever thought otherwise.

Quinn stretched, popping her back, then started gathering her clothes with methodical precision. She didn’t bother with a robe or blanket, just put one foot in front of the other, walking naked to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water.

Watching her cross the minimalist space, confidence in every stride, I couldn’t help but compare the moment to the old way: the scramble after sex, the return to professional boundaries, all the acting like nothing had happened. This was so much better. No artifice. No pretense.

She tossed me the water bottle and slid back onto the couch, this time right in my lap, bare skin on bare skin, not caring about sweat or the mess or anything but the reality of us together.

“You’re going to have to own this, too,” she said, voice level. “The more people see, the more questions there’ll be. I don’t mind, but I want you to know I’m not tapping out if Jenny decides to write a user manual.”

I laughed, feeling the last of my anxiety dissolve. “Bring it on. I’ll host a summit if you want.”

She grinned, blue eyes bright. “You’ll need a bigger table.”

We sprawled for another half-hour, trading banter and rehydrating. Every now and then, Quinn would drop another razor-sharp observation about the women in my life, or how the office dynamic shifted when people thought they were unobserved. She even did impressions, Anna’s rapid-fire debate mode, Lily’s pretend innocence, Jordan’s dry one-liners. I loved every second.

But it wasn’t all jokes. Quinn circled back to the real stuff, too.

“I’ve watched you juggle relationships like you’re prepping for a reality show finale. But I’m not here for drama or to play the villain. I just want my seat at the table. The rest of it? We’ll figure out as we go.”

I nodded. “Fair enough. You’ve more than earned it.”

The words settled, comfortable and tight.

When it was finally time to go, I stood, started to pull on my shirt, but Quinn stopped me. She palmed my jaw, kissed me slow, then locked her gaze on mine one last time.

“You don’t have to choose,” she said, “not unless you want to. But I’ll never compete for a spot that I know damn well I deserve.”

It hit like a wrecking ball. The old guilt, the need to smooth things over, vanished. This was the new order, and Quinn had made sure I couldn’t miss it.

I pulled her close, breathing her in. “That’s exactly what I want.”

She smiled, satisfied, and let me go.

I left her apartment in a daze, mind racing with new possibilities, new tensions, and the growing certainty that the world we’d built inside those walls was about to expand, fast.

Outside, the city felt different, like every light in every window was switched on, as if the next move had already been made, and Jenny, or Anna, or Lily, or any of them, could be waiting at the threshold to step in.

Nothing was hidden anymore.

And I wouldn’t have it any other way.


Strategic Alliance


Sunday mornings had a way of peeling back pretense. No office noise, no reason to armor up. Most days, my townhouse felt like a layover between job sites, but today, it hummed with something closer to actual home.

I’d slept in. Not typical, but after last night’s post-Quinn adrenaline, I’d needed the extra hour. The scent of dark roast coffee hit me before I even made it out of the bedroom. There was a cinnamon undertone, too, probably Anna’s doing.

She was already on the sofa, legs stretched out, tablet perched on her thighs, and a mug cradled in both hands. Her hair was loose, falling in soft, dark waves past her shoulders, face scrubbed clean of makeup but alive with intent. She wore a faded tee and runner shorts, which, paired with thick socks, made her look so girl-next-door it hurt.

She didn’t notice me at first. She was locked in, eyes scanning the glow of her device, lips pursed in concentration. If ever there was a sight that made the ache in my chest and the tension in my neck pop and fizzle out, it was Anna like this, comfortable, present, already plotting five moves ahead.

I dropped onto the opposite end of the sectional, then reached for her feet, pulling them gently into my lap. Her toes curled at the touch, but she didn’t flinch, she just angled her legs so I could knead the arch with my thumb.

“Morning, baby,” I said, voice rough from sleep.

Anna flicked her gaze up, dazzling hazel-green eyes meeting mine. “Morning, yourself.” She grinned, then nudged her heel into my palm. “I was starting to think you’d finally succumbed to harem fatigue.”

“Never,” I deadpanned, digging my thumbs into her instep. “I’m basically a machine at this point.”

She snorted, then scrolled to the next slide on her tablet. “Speaking of machines, I’ve been scoping the social media campaign for the Enterprise project. I had some ideas last night, pulled a few numbers. Want the full download?”

I gave her a look, somewhere between wary and amused. “Hit me.”

She set her coffee down, then tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, a move that drew my eyes to the delicate line of her jaw and the way her lips pursed with focus. She was impossibly beautiful. Anna in strategy mode, god help anyone who underestimated her.

She angled the tablet so I could see. The first screen was a mockup: the lobby, lit in Natalie’s dramatic blue-gold, with a tagline that read “Old Bones. New Brains.”

“Every photo is a brag,” Anna said, tone crisp. “You’re not selling units. You’re selling the flex, living somewhere that’s smarter, hotter, more Instagrammable than anything else in the neighborhood. The tenants do the marketing work for you, if you give them the right backdrop.”

She flipped to a competitor analysis, fast and brutal. “No other project in a mile radius has a lobby like what you’ve spec’d, and only two have social numbers worth mentioning. But both of those are copy-paste, no character.”

She pinched and zoomed on the next slide: an influencer campaign, all lifestyle shots, nothing staged.

“This is where you get the edge. Instead of payment-for-post, you invite local micro-creators, fitness junkies, foodies, design nerds. They tour the building, hit all the touchpoints, get content nobody else can score. If you’re smart about the rollout, you get three months of hype before the first tenant even signs.”

I watched her scroll, twisting her ankle in my palm, the heat between us lazy but insistent.

“That means you need launch events,” she added, flicking me a look. “More than just a ribbon-cutting. You spotlight the design team. You do after-dark parties on the roof. Savannah’s crew can make that go viral before you even pour the first drink.”

She went full throttle for maybe ten minutes, walking through every angle: the timing, the market saturation, potential backlash, and how to own the narrative if the Logan Square old guard grumbled about gentrification.

She punched the end by running a finger down the last list of names: “You put the right people up front, Natalie, Quinn, and me handling the digital narrative; Jenny as the behind-the-scenes operator smoothing over every scheduling disaster; Jordan gets the wellness space in every feature article; Savannah lines up the guest list and the city’s socialites.”

She paused to take a breath, then leaned back, legs still locked in mine.

When she looked at me again, her expression had shifted from pitch to something more intimate.

“Did you catch all that, or are you just zoning out?”

“I caught it,” I said, rubbing her heel. “You’re scary-efficient when you want to be.”

Anna smiled, then bobbed her heels in my lap, soaking up the touch. “I have to be, with this crew. Most days it’s like running a focus group for the world’s sexiest soap opera.”

She tucked her hair again, a little slower, and her tone shifted from campaign mode to pure Anna:

“Can I say something without you rolling your eyes or running off to repair drywall?”

I nodded. “Fire away.”

She set the tablet aside, then rolled her shoulders. The mood in the room thickened, less business, more surgical.

“Ryan’s not actually fighting Natalie because he hates her work. That’s just the surface. He doesn’t get what’s changing, so he throws his weight around, hoping the old rules come back.”

She met my gaze, letting it linger.

“Jenny’s clocking every detail, not just for business. She’s building a model of your life, how you juggle, what you prioritize, how the whole system works. She wants to know if she’s backing the right horse. She’s not judging, she’s just running analytics in real time.”

Anna’s eyes locked on mine, and the color in them sharpened. “And you? You’re at the center, but you’re not setting the pulse. You’re reacting. To tension, to noise, to whatever drama crosses your desk. You’re letting things build instead of defining the tone. That’s the gap.”

Her words landed hard. I felt my jaw tighten, my spine go ramrod straight under the weight of it.

She reached out, set her hand gentle on my knee, not a slap, not a comfort, just a physical anchor.

“I know you’re used to fixing what breaks. But this? It doesn’t need another patch or another workaround. It needs structure. Direction. The kind only you can give.”

She let the silence stretch, and I realized I’d buried my fingers deep into the soft arch of her foot, as if I could solve the whole thing by brute force.

I tried to deflect. “You’re saying I’m too passive.”

“No,” she said, slow and direct. “I’m saying you react instead of decide. You have all the power, but you wait for someone else to move. That’s not conflict avoidance, Jack. That’s orphaning your own story.”

The living room held the tension like a loaded spring. Anna, confident and poised, sat there in her Sunday clothes and made it impossible to pretend she wasn’t the smartest person in the house.

She watched me as she spoke, and every word unspooled a little bit of armor I’d layered up.

“You think you’re herding cats,” she said, “but really? You’ve already got the loyalty. You just need to be honest about how much influence you actually have.”

I stared at her, letting it sink in. The sound of the old heating unit ticking in the background filled the silence.

Every point she made was dead on. Ryan’s stubbornness, Jenny’s silent audit, the way I let the women’s needs set the pace instead of steering the ship.

Anna gave me a soft, knowing look, like she’d been waiting for this moment since the first time we’d ever curled up on this couch.

“You don’t have to run the business like your grandfather would have,” she said, her thumb caressing the edge of my kneecap. “But you get to set the tempo, if you want.”

There it was. The truth, stripped and sunlit and impossible to ignore.

I could feel something click inside me. Not shame, or even discomfort, but relief. Somebody had finally named it.

Anna’s eyes sparkled, a private smile breaking through her serious mask.

“If it makes you feel better,” she said, “I still think you’re the hottest guy in the room. But you could be the hottest CEO, if you stop waiting for approval.”

I let out a breath, my chest loosening in increments.

She withdrew her feet from my lap, then sat up, her hands braced on the cushion, looking at me like she saw every inch, inside and out.

“So,” Anna said, “are you going to own it, or do I have to build a marketing plan for your balls, too?”

I laughed, the surge of affection and arousal rippling right through my morning haze.

“You keep pitching like this,” I said, “and I’ll follow you into battle.”

She cocked a brow, but her cheeks went a little pink. “Battle, huh?”

“Or bed,” I offered, catching her ankle and tugging her closer.

Anna let herself be pulled, the warmth of her thigh sliding into my lap, not a hint of resistance left. The tension between us shifted, less about power, more about belonging.

But before the next move, we just sat, letting the moment crackle, letting the new order settle between us.

I knew exactly where I stood now.

And so did Anna.

***

She shifted onto my lap with a smooth, practiced roll, knees bracketing my hips, her eyes never once leaving mine. Even the way she arranged herself felt intentional, soft, no rush, no hint she thought she needed to prove anything. Just the easy confidence of a woman who’d made our sofa her throne.

I let my palms roam the backs of her thighs, up to the curve of her ass. Under cotton, her skin was warm, soft, the muscles tensing and relaxing as she found her balance. Anna cupped my jaw, thumb tracing the stubble at my chin, gaze fixed and open, searching for anything I hadn’t said out loud.

“You know what’s funny?” she breathed, close enough for her words to spark heat across my lips. “I can always tell when you’re about to make a move, even before you do.”

She pressed her coffee-warmed lips to mine, and for a second all the morning thoughts, the pressure, the weight of everyone else’s expectations, gone. There was only Anna, only that feeling of rightness as she deepened the kiss, tongue flicking, exploring, teasing. She tasted of coffee and something sweet, maybe cinnamon left over from breakfast.

We took our time. No urgency, no desperation. Just Sunday morning and sunlight and the sound of her breath going ragged as I palmed her through the runner shorts. She ground down, slow and steady, already slick even through the fabric. My cock strained in the loose boxers I’d thrown on, but there was no hurry. This was foreplay for people who didn’t need to rush, who’d had enough sex to know the value of slow escalation.

She tugged at my t-shirt, dragging the hem up and over my ribs, grazing knuckles across skin. I let her strip it off, then doubled down, skimming both hands up her sides, thumbs circling under the hem of her shirt. Anna arched, hair spilling forward, her tits pressing hot against my chest, nipples stiff under cotton. With a smile, she raised her arms over her head, spelling out exactly what she wanted me to do next.

I stripped her shirt in one practiced move. She caught the motion with a spark of humor, quirked a brow, and reached behind to unclip her own bra, letting it fall between us. Her breasts, perfect handfuls, topped with dusky, eager nipples, pressed flush to my skin.

Anna’s hands wandered my torso, pausing to trace the line of old scars or the cut of my abs. It didn’t feel like appraisal. It felt like reading an old favorite book, slow and deliberate, soaking up every line.

She wriggled out of her shorts, and I helped, sliding the waistband down her hips, then skimming off her panties in one lazy stroke. Anna’s pussy was bare, soft, glistening, and already wet enough she left a streak of slick on my thigh where she straddled me.

I shucked my own boxers, freeing my cock, the head already dripping, desperate to be inside her. Anna watched, eyes hungry but still calm, the predator in her sizing up the next step.

She lined me up, stroked the length once, twice, coating my tip in her wetness, then positioned herself and sank down slow. The heat of her wrapped me up, tight, perfect, every inch a reminder of why this never got old.

She took me deep, bottomed out, pelvis pressed flush to mine. For a second, neither of us moved. Just breathed. Let the sensation bloom and sizzle and settle.

“God, you always fit so fucking good,” I muttered, voice thick.

Anna rocked her hips, rolling in tiny, controlled circles that made her clit drag against me with every pass. She liked to set the pace, and I let her, hands bracketed at her waist, letting her ride out the first lazy waves of pleasure.

We kissed, messy and deep, tongues tangling, her breath hot against my cheek. Sometimes she bit my lip, just hard enough to sting, then soothed the spot with her tongue. Her fingers combed my hair, tugged at the roots, then mapped the line of my jaw as if she needed to memorize it all over again.

Anna started slow, savoring the stretch, controlling the rhythm. She’d lift until just the head of my cock stayed inside, then drop down, impaling herself, moaning against my mouth. The sound shot straight through me, made my whole body vibrate with want.

I let my hands explore, palming her ass, dragging my thumb across the base of her spine, roaming up to cup her tits. I thumbed her nipples, hard, and she gasped, arching her back to offer more. Her pussy gripped me, milking my cock with every subtle shift in angle.

Anna and I moved together, instinct and memory and raw need guiding every shift in pressure, every slide of skin on skin. It wasn’t frantic or clumsy, not some wild tangling. The rhythm was tight, practiced, the choreography of two people who’d logged months together, each of us knowing exactly how the other wanted it.

Every time she ground down onto me, rolling her hips in slow, deliberate circles, I matched her, thrust for thrust, making sure she felt every centimeter of my cock hitting just where she liked. Her hands bracketed my face, fingertips digging in, and her eyes never flinched, not for a heartbeat.

I watched every little flicker across her extraordinary face, a twitch at the corner of her mouth, the way her lashes fluttered when I hit deep, the way her tongue darted out to wet her lip before she pressed her mouth to mine. It was all Anna, all the things I’d spent almost a decade learning, loving about her, but every time felt a little different, a little unpredictable. She made a sound, a caught moan, as I palmed her ass and drove her down hard, and I felt her clench, a ripple that traveled up her spine and into her throat.

My hands couldn’t get enough of her, up her back, along the cut of her ribs, over the arch of her hip. The memory of her skin was etched into my palms, but I needed to run it back every time, remind myself she was real and here and mine. Her tits pressed against my chest, warm and damp from the heat building between us, and when I hooked a thumb around her nipple and pinched just right, she gasped and clamped down on my cock, nearly sending me over the edge then and there.

“Jack,” she said, panting, turning my name into a demand and a prayer at the same time. There was sweat on her brow, her hair a wild halo, the green in her hazel eyes so electric it made my vision short out for a second.

I fucked up into her, gentle first, then harder. She liked the push and pull, the control and the surrender, and I gave it to her, every stroke a conversation, every grip and grind a promise. I knew her tells: the tremble in her thighs, the way her nails started to rake lines instead of just press, the little hitch in her breath when she was seconds from losing it.

She didn’t let go easy. Anna was competitive even in pleasure, holding out, drawing it out, making me work for every scrap of release. She raked her hands down my chest, leaving pink comet trails, then grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked my mouth to hers. We kissed like we were still fighting over who got to breathe, teeth and tongue and spit and heat. Her body started to lose the rhythm, staccato shudders as she rode, and I knew she was about to break.

“Don’t stop,” she hissed, hips stuttering, “don’t you fucking stop, baby, oh my god—”

I locked both hands around her waist, holding her in place and driving up into her with everything I had left. The slap of skin was loud in the quiet living room, louder than the panting or the muttered curse words. Her pussy went tight, vise-like, and I felt myself swell, the surge at the base of my spine turning electric.

She came first, but just barely. Anna’s climax was never silent. She keened, eyes wide and wild, the sound echoing off brick and stucco. Her whole body shivered, her muscles drawing tight until she was almost vibrating, and she threw her head back, hair sticking to her throat and shoulders in frantic, beautiful chaos. Her cunt pulsed around my cock, squeezing and milking and begging for every drop.

She collapsed onto me, forehead pressed to mine, her breath a hurricane, her arms looped desperately around my neck. My own orgasm hit a split second later, whiteout intensity, the kind that left me blind and breathless. I buried my face in her hair, bit down on her shoulder to keep from yelling, and shot inside her, so hot and sudden it felt like my bones might liquefy. We shook together, Anna’s cries muffled by the skin of my neck, our hearts pounding so loud I could swear we must be setting off seismographs somewhere.

The world shrank to just the two of us, bodies tangled, sweat and slick and the faint, sweet scent of sex thick in the air. Sunlight painted our skin in gold. Anna stayed clenched around me, her pussy still fluttering, refusing to let me go, like she was trying to memorize every part of me from the inside out.

Time twisted. Maybe a minute passed, or an hour. We didn’t care.

I held her, palming the small of her back, tracing lazy, impossibly gentle circles against her hot, shaking skin. I could feel her pulse through the layers of flesh, beating in frantic counterpoint to my own. We stayed joined, not moving, bodies glued together in the afterglow. I cradled her, palming her back, mapping lazy circles on her damp skin as her heartbeat thumped against my chest.

Anna softened, tension gone, her pussy still fluttering around my softening cock. She nuzzled into my neck, cheek pressed to my jaw.

For a while, we just stayed there, tangled on the couch, not bothering to fix the mess or even catch our breath.

She murmured something, too soft for words, but the sound was pure satisfaction.

When she finally shifted off, her eyes caught mine, sleepy and happy and utterly sure.

I brushed my lips to her temple. “You good?”

She wriggled closer, draping her thigh over mine, skin-to-skin and unhurried. “I love you,” she whispered. “But if you tell anyone I get sappy, I’ll deny it.”

I smiled, content and more alive than I’d felt in months. “I love you too, baby.”

The energy between us wasn’t just sex, it was belonging, the kind you couldn’t manufacture if you tried.

Anna’s hand strayed down, fingers tracing gentle patterns on my abs, lazy but proprietary. We didn’t need words to fill the quiet.

Sometimes, that’s all you need. Good sex, good coffee, and a woman who called you on your bullshit but loved you anyway.

The rest of the world could wait.

***

It was almost noon when we pried ourselves off the sofa, dragging a blanket of afterglow and satisfaction into the kitchen. Anna wore nothing but my old flannel, buttoned crooked and hanging just long enough to barely cover her amazing ass. Every time she reached for a plate or leaned against the counter, I wanted to toss her right back onto the table and start over. But she moved with purpose, already shifting from personal to business, as she layered bread and cold cuts with the same precision she used running campaigns.

I lined up beside her, pulling condiments from the fridge and pretending not to notice the way she shimmied her shoulders every time I brushed past. This was the heart of things, Anna relaxed, at home, totally herself. Unfiltered, she was even more dangerous.

She built her sandwich with ruthless efficiency, turkey, lettuce, a swipe of spicy mustard, then a diagonal cut that would make any chef proud. “You know,” she said, not looking up, “Ryan’s getting more territorial by the day.”

I raised a brow, pausing while I picked the perfect slice of provolone for my own stack. “Because of Natalie?”

She laughed, low and smooth. “That’s part of it. But there’s more brewing beneath the surface than just that mess.”

She plated our sandwiches, then perched at the island, tablet propped open again. I dropped into the seat beside her, and this time I watched the wheels turn.

“Here’s what you’re missing,” Anna launched in. “Ryan’s running defense, playing the old rules, classic big brother, but now add in a dash of not knowing who’s supposed to call the shots.” She took a bite, chewed, then pointed at me with the sandwich. “Natalie, she’s finally cutting loose, but half the time she has to outsmart your brother just to get a word in. The more intense it gets, the more she doubles down on control.”

I didn’t interrupt. She was on a roll.

“Jenny knows everything before anyone says it out loud. She cross-references people’s moods with your calendar, your moods with their lunch orders, hell, she probably has a mood board for the harem rotation.” Anna grinned, eyes shining at her own joke. “She’s obsessed, but not just with gossip. She thinks if she can chart every variable, nothing can surprise her.”

I couldn’t deny a word of it. I’d seen the pattern myself, but never connected the dots as tight as Anna just had.

She polished off her sandwich, then leaned in, elbows on the countertop.

“Quinn’s the wild card, or she was. Everyone’s been wondering where she fits, if she’ll bolt or get fed up or just ghost the group because it’s too much drama for her taste.” Anna flicked a piece of bread crust at me. “But the second you tell people she’s actually staying, really staying? You change the whole math.”

I swallowed, a little sheepish. “That’s the thing. Quinn’s in. Like no more half-measures, no more pretending she’s on the outside. She told me herself last night. If I want her, it’s as an equal. Like you, Lily, Savvy, and Jordan. Which… is exactly what I want.”

Anna’s mouth went slack for a second, then she covered it with a smile, one that started sly and grew more impressed the longer it stretched.

“That’s not a complication, Jack. That’s structure.”

She said it like it was the best punchline I’d ever missed.

I just blinked, waiting for her to unpack it.

She did, of course.

“Quinn isn’t going to destabilize anything,” Anna said. “If anything, she’s the perfect fit for the gaps. She likes complexity. She can navigate chaos because she never takes anything personally. She gives you backbone without making it a competition. She’s going to make everyone else step up, too. It’s like replacing an old load-bearing wall with a steel beam. The rest of the house doesn’t collapse, it finally becomes stable.”

I didn’t know how to answer, because inside, it felt so spot-on it was almost embarrassing.

Anna grinned again, then picked up her phone and started scrolling.

I watched as she drafted a group text: Lily, Savannah, and Jordan in the top row, then a simple, unblinking message: Dinner tonight. Be home for it.

Only Anna could make a four-word text feel like a signed treaty.

She didn’t even ask if I was okay with it. She just sent.

“Done,” she said. “Everyone deserves a heads-up that the world changed overnight.”

I made a joke about her running the house like a mob boss, but she just shot me a look, half love, half warning, that told me to stop underestimating her.

“What you did with Quinn? That’s the move. That’s leadership. We don’t need another week of silent guessing games. We need a new normal. Great job, babe.”

She set the phone down, her hand warm on my knee.

“This is how it goes from random to real, Jack. Not another placeholder, not another theory, just… action. You set the table. Now everyone else can show up.”

In that moment, I saw it, how easy it could be, if I just stopped playing defense and started calling my own shots.

With Anna beside me, not just supporting but pushing, it was like someone flicked on the lights in a room I’d been wandering through for years.

I pulled her in, forehead to hers, both of us braced on the edge of something brand new.

Maybe the next chapter would be all about chaos, maybe it would be smooth.

But for the first time, I knew what it was to actually run the system instead of patch it as I went.

Blueprints and bedhead and all.

Bring on dinner.


Expanding Circles


If the kitchen had a soundtrack, it would’ve been a cross between Motown and tactical ops. Anna ran the show, laser-focused as she dusted the island, her every move precision. Lily handled stemware, fingers nimble as she lined up the glasses and shot me a wink, hips swaying in her favorite sundress. Savannah taste-tested the wine, purely out of duty, she claimed, while Jordan manned the salad prep, her ponytail already slick with post-workout shine. You could smell the energy: garlic, fresh basil, the tang of vinaigrette, Savannah’s sugar-vanilla perfume, and underneath it all that subtle ozone note of anticipation.

I set the table, making sure the linens sat straight and the candle flames hit that fine line between “mood lighting” and “house on fire.” Every detail had to be right, not because Quinn needed a grand entrance, but because this marked a new era. Her era, if she chose to claim it.

Anna tossed a dishtowel over her shoulder and eyed my progress, lips quirking as she spotted candle number five. “Going for romance or interrogation lighting, Jack?”

“Figured I’d hedge my bets,” I said. “This crowd requires both.”

She grinned, shaking her head, then started arranging the serving platters. The whole atmosphere was so practiced, so easy, you’d have thought we’d been doing this potluck for years rather than months.

Lily drifted in, her hair shining gold under the dim ceiling spots. She gave my arm a squeeze and checked the silverware spacing. “You know she’s going to be surprised, right? The last time we did candles was Anna’s birthday.”

Savannah, heels off, perched sideways on the countertop, wine glass twirling between her fingers. “I think it’s sweet. If you want to impress a woman, start with carbs and alcohol. Works every time.”

Jordan let out a hmmph, but there was a ghost of a smile at her lips as she stacked plates with military precision.

You could hear the apartment complex go quiet as six rolled around. The city outside faded to a low hum. Inside, the air pulsed with expectation. It was domestic, but not boring. Every woman here brought her own chaos to the recipe.

I glanced around the finished product, feeling like a project manager with the final inspection pending. Table set, drinks cold, bowls tossed, even the lighting perfect.

“You sure she’s coming?” Anna asked, voice low but loaded.

Before I could answer, the smart lock beeped at the front door. That was the tell: someone was at the lobby, ready for validation.

Savannah hopped off the counter, already in hostess mode. “Showtime, boss man.”

I wiped my hands on a towel and crossed the living space, heart pounding in a way I couldn’t blame on caffeine. The hallway was cool, the echo of high heels and careful steps drifting up from the elevator bay.

Doorbell rang.

I opened it.

What I expected: Quinn, ready to step into the new world order.

What waited on the other side of the wood: Quinn, sure, but with Jenny standing beside her, red hair immaculate, blazer sharp enough to draw blood, green eyes already clocking the details before the door even finished swinging open.

My brain stalled about as fast as my pulse.

“Hey,” Quinn said, calm, but she gripped her tote bag like a shield.

Jenny’s mouth curled into a wolfish smile as she shouldered past her sister. “Don’t look so surprised, Bennett. I had to see what my baby sister was getting herself into.”

She surveyed the room like she was already prepping a status update for the family group chat. Her gaze darted over my shoulder, towards the kitchen, then back to Quinn, reassurance, challenge, maybe both.

Quinn caught my look. Fuck, I hoped I masked the shock better than it felt, and gave a tiny, almost invisible shrug. This was happening. She was all-in. Even if it meant walking into the lion’s den with her own personal auditor in tow.

The ripple effect hit instantly.

Anna looked up from the island, one brow climbing. The rest of her face stayed poker, but her eyes gleamed with calculation.

Jordan straightened so fast you’d think someone had called inspection. Posture: locked.

Lily froze in place, glass halfway to the table, eyes flicking from Jenny to Quinn then straight to me. Savannah, always the pro, nudged Lily’s elbow and shot her a “be cool” smile, but even she looked like she’d been caught mid-pose by an unexpected camera flash.

Jenny drank in every reaction, her diagnostic mode already running.

She breezed forward, kissed me quick on the cheek (a formality that felt more like a courtesy warning), then set her purse on the entry credenza, careful not to muss the succulent Lily had arranged.

“Wow,” she said, her gaze sweeping the main room. “Either you’re expecting the Mayor or you’re really hoping Quinn doesn’t back out.”

She didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she pivoted to face the women, barely blinking as she took them in, one by one. There was no malice in her stare, just the pure, precise curiosity of a woman used to walking into a pitch meeting with the numbers already on her side.

I cleared my throat and found my voice. “Wasn’t expecting two of you, but we’re stocked for an army. Come on in.”

Jenny grinned, hanging her blazer over a chair. “Couldn’t resist. Quinn sounded so… resolved. I owed it to myself to see why.”

Quinn shrugged, the tension in her spine barely visible to anyone who didn’t know her. “She wanted to make sure the contract terms were fair.”

Anna snorted, the softest flicker of humor. “You here for the food, Jenny, or to check your brother-in-law’s references?”

“Both,” Jenny answered, not skipping a beat.

Jordan moved to the kitchen pass-through, arms folded, expression unreadable behind her dark lashes. “Take comfort. Jack gets glowing reviews. Especially with logistics.”

That drew a quick snort from Savannah, who caught Jenny’s gaze and toasted her with grape juice, eyes sparkling. “Welcome to the circus.”

Jenny flashed a two-finger salute and slid into the newly minted role of observer, already cataloging personalities like she was drafting a team.

Quinn followed, quiet but composed, taking off her coat and pausing just shy of the kitchen threshold. Her eyes flicked over the table, candles, wine, place settings, and she let out the faintest exhale. Her gaze found mine. For a split second, I saw it: the gratitude, the nerves, the sense that this was a threshold, and she was crossing it on her own terms.

Lily broke the spell, sweeping in for a quick hug, her bare arms looping around Quinn with genuine affection. “You look amazing. That color is perfect on you.”

Quinn accepted the hug, but her eyes never left Jenny; she waited for a comment, a jab, anything.

Jenny just smiled, wolf-quiet, and let Quinn have the moment.

Anna took the host cue and started ushering everyone toward the dinner zone. “Food’s hot. Let’s sit while we still remember table manners.”

We clustered around the table, the arrangement almost ceremonial. Quinn and Jenny took the seats at the far end, flanked by Lily and Anna. Savannah and Jordan filled out the flanks, leaving the head spot to me.

For a beat, nobody moved. Then Savannah broke the tension with a low whistle. “Okay, can we all agree this is the best-dressed group north of the river, or does someone want to launch an HR investigation?”

Lily laughed, pouring herself a hefty glass. “I’m not even on the clock and I feel like I should take minutes.”

Jordan helped herself to salad, eyes flicking to Jenny. “You’re really just here to scope the talent, aren’t you?”

Jenny shrugged, grabbing a dinner roll. “If you spent a decade keeping my brother-in-law out of trouble, you’d be curious too. And I wanted to see the new dynamic for myself. It’s not every day your little sister joins… whatever you call this.”

Her words weren’t sharp, but her eyes tracked every reaction.

Quinn answered for her, tone even. “Call it what you want. It’s real.”

Anna nodded, soft but sure. “It’s more transparent than most families I know.”

Savannah gestured dramatically, wine sloshing. “We even have a schedule. Jack gets a D-minus for punctuality but is otherwise acceptable.”

The table cracked with laughter. The awkwardness washed away, at least for the moment.

I watched as plates and storytelling got passed around, the group settling into a new formation. Even with Jenny’s eyes tracking every micro-expression, the women didn’t shrink. If anything, they seemed to relish the challenge, each one determined to make a case for exactly why this arrangement worked.

Jenny played her role to the hilt. Occasionally, she’d lob in a question, soft at first, probing, testing the boundaries more than the food.

“So how do you actually split time, or is it just luck of the draw?”

Lily fielded it, smile lazy. “It’s a negotiation. If you want something, you ask. If you’re not in the mood, you say so. No drama.”

Savannah cut in, grinning. “But you do have to call dibs, or you’ll get steamrolled.”

Quinn’s posture softened as she realized no one was gunning for her. “Nobody gets left out,” she said, meeting Jenny’s gaze head-on.

Anna nodded. “It’s not about competing. It’s about making the system stronger.”

Jordan, never a woman of wasted words, added, “Most important thing is respect for boundaries.”

Jenny seemed to catalog every response, her calculating gaze shifting from face to face.

I caught Quinn looking at her sister, that old silent comms routine firing on all channels. For a blip, I saw myself from Jenny’s perspective: a room full of independent, dangerous women, all staking their claim, but somehow making space for each other. Maybe not tidy, but real as hell.

We ate, we drank, we sparred. The conversation never turned ugly, just electric. I could feel Quinn’s tension unwind, muscle by muscle. She belonged here, and everyone knew it, even Jenny, who might pretend to be above the fray but was secretly loving the sociological fireworks.

By the time the first bottle drained, the table buzzed with something new. Not just acceptance, but anticipation. The edge was gone. In its place: the sense that whatever came next would be navigated together.

The candles burned lower, shadows flickering on the brick, and I realized this was as close to a perfect launch as any project I’d ever run.

Quinn glanced my way, eyes shining, and I knew: no more sidelines.

The real show had just begun.

***

Dinner had a rhythm: pour, pass, provoke, repeat. The food was almost secondary to the way the women volleyed the conversation, every shift in topic marked by a sharper look, a raised glass, or the flicker of brag-worthy cleavage when someone reached for the butter dish. But about halfway through the main course, the banter thinned, and I felt the undercurrent hit. There was an agenda tonight, and it was time to call it.

Lily nudged her glass forward, subtle but insistent, her blue eyes locked on Quinn. “I just want to say this out loud,” she started, her voice clear over the clatter, “when I met Jack, it was all about fun. But the second I really saw what was happening here, I realized there was room for more than just history. There’s space for all of us, even if it looks different from the outside.” She smiled, softer than usual. “I was nervous for you, Quinn, when you first showed up. I saw myself, kind of, how scary it felt to step up and claim a seat. But I also see how far you’ve come, and how sure you are. That matters.”

Quinn didn’t flinch. She accepted the words, not with some bashful duck of the head, but with a calm, steady acknowledgment. “Thank you,” she said, the syllables weighty, deliberate.

Anna was next, of course. That was her move, never missing a beat. She set her fork down and turned slightly in her chair, gaze direct. “From a purely logical perspective, this group needed you. The more chaos, the more we depend on structure. But what most people miss is that stability doesn’t come from pretending things are simple. It comes from everyone being fully bought in, no caveats, no disclaimers.” She caught Quinn’s gaze, a flick of mutual respect passing between them. “You’re the missing piece, and don’t let the old rumors or office politics convince you otherwise. You keep us sharper.”

Savannah, undeterred by the rising intensity, lifted her wine. “I agree. This is the most together group I’ve ever met, and I went to a sorority famous for sending its best girls to reality TV. Most people think a setup like this is a train wreck waiting to happen. But, actually, the more we lean into what makes us different, the stronger we get.” She looked at Quinn, smiling pure warmth. “Welcome to the good part. Officially.”

Everyone clinked, even Jordan, though she mostly sipped water. She set her glass down and leaned in, eyes serious but not hard. “This isn’t an easy decision, Quinn. Not by any metric. So I’m saying it straight: I respect that you’re here, and I don’t think anyone else at this table could have pulled it off the way you just did. You want honesty, you got it.”

Quinn breathed in, let it out slow, and gave each woman a nod, one by one. “I thought about it,” she said. “Every angle, every possible risk. I know this isn’t some fairy tale or a guarantee of bliss. But it’s real, and it’s worth it. I’m not here to play the exception, and I don’t need special consideration. I want to be part of this, messy and complicated as it might be. I want my seat at the table, no more, no less.”

There it was. Not just a statement, but a line in the concrete.

Jenny leaned forward, arms folded on the table. Now that the walls were down, her questions came faster.

“So, logistically, what happens when you disagree? Who gets the tie-breaker vote?”

Lily fielded it, no hesitation. “You talk it out. Nobody steamrolls anybody, not unless it’s a bedroom thing, and even then, it’s usually by request.”

Savannah grinned. “Jack likes to think he’s in charge, but the truth is, it’s a collective. He’s like a cruise director, keeps us moving, but doesn’t steer unless there’s a hurricane.”

Anna nodded. “There’s power in the group. If someone’s unhappy, it comes up, fast. There are more check-ins than a therapy session.”

Jenny took it in, scanning for weakness. “But what about jealousy? Isn’t that just… inevitable?”

Jordan weighed in, blunt. “Jealousy’s real, but so’s trust. If you’re honest, and you don’t hide things, it burns off faster. Plus, if you’re worried, you say so. No shame.”

Jenny’s brow furrowed, not in skepticism, but honest curiosity. “Okay. But you’re not just roommates. You’re sharing a guy, a life, a vision. What keeps it from blowing up?”

There was a silence, short but meaningful. Then Quinn, steady as a surgeon, answered.

“Because it’s by choice, every day. Not by default or inertia. We’re here because it works for us, not because it’s easy or cute or even just for fun. We fit, and if it stopped being real, we’d walk. That’s what makes it stable.”

She looked Jenny dead in the eye, not challenging, just clear.

“That’s not really the point, anyway. The logic is secondary. What matters is whether you feel seen and wanted. The rest is just window dressing.”

Jenny sat back, absorbing the force of that. She seemed almost satisfied, like the last data point had finally clicked into place.

The intensity faded, just a shade, as Anna rolled her shoulders and stretched her neck. “Well, I don’t know about you all, but if we keep this up, we’re gonna have a group cry and ruin the mascara budget for the quarter.”

Lily laughed, and so did Jordan, and for a second the mood reset, lighter, the post-conflict ease better than pretense ever could’ve managed.

“Let’s table the psychoanalysis before Jack starts sweating through his shirt,” Savannah cut in, grinning at me. “Tell Jenny about the electrical sub-panel drama, babe.”

I swallowed, grateful for the redirect. “We discovered that the building inspector’s ‘preferred electrician’ didn’t know the difference between ground and neutral. Ryan nearly had an aneurysm.”

Jenny pressed for details, eager for a topic that didn’t require revealing her own feelings. The group let the conversation drift, more casual, more normal, the kind of banter you get when nobody’s proving anything anymore.

Quinn relaxed so visibly I thought she might sink into the upholstery. Lily refilled everyone’s glass, and Anna ran a rapid-fire roast of the city zoning department that sent Jordan into a rare fit of laughter.

Jenny still watched the room, but it was different now. Less adversarial, more participant-observer, like she was seeing the logic of it on her own terms, and maybe, just maybe, not hating the idea as much as she’d thought.

And me? I sat there, feeling the pulse of belonging, the new normal settling over us like perfectly tuned light.

Quinn caught my eye again, her smile crooked and proud. She knew what she’d just accomplished. So did I.

This wasn’t about managing drama or containing fallout.

It was about building something that would actually hold.

The last of the tension bled out of the air, and for the first time all night, everyone looked like they belonged.

Even Jenny.

The light through the windows faded, candles burning lower, the energy softer now, but unbreakable.

History was being written at that table, one confession and one toast at a time.

And I wouldn’t have missed a second.

***

By the time dessert hit the table, every candle on the island had burned down to a flicker and the vibe in the loft was straight cozy, more clubhouse than cocktail party. The noise from the street was a rumor; the real action was right here, where six women and a guy in a t-shirt and jeans tried to re-invent family from the ground up.

Anna corralled the migration, ushering everyone from the dining zone to the living area with all the authority of an air traffic controller. Within seconds, the sectional was covered in bodies and blankets, glasses refilled, heels kicked off, and the subtle thump of a streaming playlist bubbling up from the speakers.

I flopped into the corner with a fresh pour, boots propped on the old oak coffee table. Quinn landed next to me, tucking legs under herself, hair perfectly unravelling from its earlier precision.

But unlike any old “new roommate” scenario, this wasn’t just about where people sat.

Lily immediately draped herself on one side of Quinn, looping an arm around her shoulder like they’d been sisters for years. “You know you’ll need a whole shelf in the bathroom, right?” Lily said, fake-serious. “And I refuse to budge on the top left. I have product seniority.”

Quinn snorted, taking the ribbing in stride. “Noted. I’ll underbid your shelf, but I might try to steal your hair serum.”

Savannah, sprawled across the ottoman, kicked at the air and grinned. “You’re both fighting over bathroom real estate when the real test is the closet. I’m willing to trade a drawer for early access to the washer. Otherwise, you’re gonna have to arm-wrestle me.”

Jordan sipped her club soda, gaze locked on the lot of us. “Why not set her up in the end unit? It’s closest to the gym, and the windows are bigger. Less hallway noise, too.”

Anna nodded. “Plus, you get the best morning light. You could even fit a work desk if you wanted.” She snapped her fingers, pulling up a calendar on her phone. “If you’re moving in, we should block out the shared kitchen time. Jordan and Lily do early runs, Savannah has event nights… and Jack, you basically just graze.”

I tried to look offended, but everyone ignored me.

Jenny, who’d been observing with forensic intensity, piped up, “So you actually prefer the ‘everyone gets their own space’ model? Even with the shared… whatever this is?”

Quinn looked at me, then around the group, the confidence in her answer so locked in that I almost wanted to stand up and clap.

“Of course,” she said. “That way, if you want privacy, you have it. But when you want company…” She shrugged, the gesture honest as daylight.

Lily jumped in, “We do a lot together. Coffee, yoga, Netflix, even work sometimes. It’s not all sex and drama. The rooms are for recharge, not exile.”

Savannah winked. “Though sometimes, it’s both.”

Jenny shook her head, a smile ghosting her lips. “I honestly thought this would be chaos. But you’ve… systematized it. I’m impressed.”

Anna turned to her, arch as ever. “You expected pillow fights and territorial breakdowns?”

Jenny held up both hands. “Not judging. Just learning. This is the opposite of how most people would run it. But maybe that’s why it works.”

The conversation pinged back and forth, pure energy. Every time someone suggested a wrinkle, how to handle breakfast overlap, or who got the prime spot in the fridge, two more solutions appeared.

Jordan favored practical: “If storage is tight, we can add racks above the closet line. Or switch out the desk for modular shelving.”

Savannah, dry: “I’ll draft a wine rotation calendar so you all don’t drink my private stash.”

Lily: “I’ll bring flowers for the new room every week, so it doesn’t feel sterile.”

Anna: “Be careful, she’ll make your work deadlines vanish. She’s notorious for motivational texts.”

Quinn, for her part, fielded every suggestion, cataloging what stuck, what didn’t. Occasionally, she met my gaze and gave me a look that said “can you believe this?” but there was no overwhelm, no regret. She wanted it. All of it.

When Jenny drained her glass and checked her phone, the whole group paused. There was no awkwardness, just a natural, collective pivot to see her off.

Quinn stood, brushing imaginary lint from her jeans, and stepped close for a hug that lasted a beat longer than protocol demanded.

“You okay?” Jenny asked, voice low.

Quinn smiled, real and a little sentimental. “Better than okay. Go home to your husband. I’ll call if I need backup.”

Jenny kissed her cheek, then snagged her blazer from the chair and made her way to the door, pausing only to give me a final, pointed “don’t screw this up” look.

The door clicked behind her. The energy shifted, subtle, but even more intimate than before.

The girls bunched close, every conversation layering over the other: Lily’s hand on Quinn’s knee, Anna drafting a morning plan that looped in everyone, Savannah trading digs with Jordan about optimal snack storage, Jordan rolling her eyes but offering solutions anyway.

I watched from the center, feeling the blueprint of belonging click into place. Nobody was running the show, nobody needed to. It was like the system built itself, everyone pitching in, each woman claiming space while folding the others into it.

I felt a strange, electric sense of pride. And not just that I’d managed to survive the new order, but that together we’d done something nobody else had the balls (or brains) to try.

Quinn caught my eye, across the tangle of legs and wine glasses and laughter.

She smiled, soft and certain, her entire body language telegraphing home.

That’s when I got it.

This wasn’t about keeping peace, or juggling egos, or playing at being boss.

It was about making a life, together. Every late-night talk, every group text, every argument about closet space, every orgasm and inside joke and collective “screw it, let’s do this”. That’s what built the house. Not rules, not fear. This. Us. Together.

I raised my glass and, for once, didn’t even try to make a toast. I just drank, letting the moment burn and settle and belong to us, exactly as we were.

The laughter got louder. The group bunched closer, bodies angled toward Quinn, drawing her into the circle in a way that made it crystal clear: she was here to stay.

From the outside, maybe it looked like chaos. But from the inside, I’d never seen anything more perfectly engineered.

We sprawled together, no need for costumes or company manners. Just sweatshirts, bare feet, desire and lazy affection, history written on every inch of the room.

Quinn’s hand found mine, fingers lacing through.

Anna propped her head on my shoulder and let her hair tumble down my sleeve.

Lily nuzzled Quinn’s cheek, cheeky as ever, her lips ghosting the spot below her ear.

Savannah straddled the arm of the sofa, half her body weight landing on my lap as she grinned around another quip.

Jordan leaned against the back cushion, arms braced to anchor everyone, even as she muttered about crowding.

All of us, tangled up, at ease, and as unstoppable as a midnight current.

Whatever tomorrow brought, we’d build it together, one night at a time.

The future felt not just possible, but fucking inevitable.

Quinn squeezed my hand, her smile saying everything words couldn’t.

This was our blueprint now.

And I wouldn’t trade it for anything.


Crossed Wires


The ultra-luxe hotel bar felt more like a penthouse set piece than anything designed for actual humans. Crystal stemware, polished marble that glowed under a grid of pendant lights, and staff so seamless you’d think they were conjured up by Savannah’s will alone. The air was all citrus top notes and the perfume of freshly uncorked champagne.

Savannah didn’t ease through the entrance, she owned it, every inch. The room pivoted around her. Her heels sank into the marble with staccato precision, a confident, rhythmic announcement that sent subtle ripples through the curated crowd.

Heads turned. Some discreet, others openly greedy for a better look. Phones came out, capturing quick snapshots like souvenirs. A couple of the braver ones trailed their stares all the way from her high-cheekboned profile down the line of her tailored dress to her legs, then up again, double-time.

She never blinked. Never hesitated.

She towed me right into her slipstream.

The host’s smile tripled in wattage when he saw who’d just arrived. “Ms. Pierce, we have your table. Your guests are already waiting.”

Savannah shot him a dazzling, zero-effort grin that had the guy melting faster than an ice cube in a steam bath. “You’re a gem. We’ll take it.”

I trailed her, playing the role of VIP’s arm candy, and honestly, I didn’t hate it. Savannah’s fingers laced into mine, firm and unambiguous, and the warmth alone made every nerve ending hum with pride.

The group was tucked into a semicircle near the windows. I recognized her agent, Brianna, impossibly tall, jawline that could cut glass, and a red lipstick that said “don’t fuck with the retainer.” Beside her were two men in high-dollar suits: one silver-haired, blinged out just shy of parody, the other an artfully rumpled creative type who probably spent more time curating his stubble than most people spent on their taxes.

As we closed in, Savannah didn’t break stride, didn’t pause for dramatic effect, she just dropped my hand, slipped her arm around my waist, and made the introduction as easy as breathing.

“Everyone, this is Jack. My boyfriend.”

Simple as that. No disclaimer, no wink, no “he’s here for tonight.” Just a declaration.

The effect was instant. Brianna arched a brow, hit me with a once-over scan, then smiled as if she was already plotting a press release. The creative barely managed a “nice to meet you,” and the suit, Phil, a brand director, just nodded, as if needing time to recalibrate.

Savannah slid into the booth, knees angled just wide enough to keep me close. I settled in at her side, feeling the buzz of her skin through the fabric, the way she adjusted the seating to make sure I was comfortably positioned before she even glanced at the drink menu.

“Thanks for meeting after hours,” Savannah said, her tone brisk but friendly. “Hope you weren’t expecting a secret meeting. I’m not big on hiding.”

Phil, the suit, raised his glass. “We prefer working direct. That’s why you’re here.”

Brianna synced her iPad with the restaurant’s wifi, already prepping a slideshow. “Let’s talk numbers, then.”

The agent didn’t bother with small talk. Savannah didn’t need it.

Within seconds, they volleyed requests and pitches, campaign structure, digital billboards, influencer hooks, all at a velocity that made my head spin. Savannah didn’t just keep up, she set the damn pace.

Brianna tried to press her into a twelve-month exclusivity, but Savannah countered with a smile so sharp it was practically a weapon. “I like the longevity, but I won’t sign away national rights for local rates. If you want all access to the face and the name, you’ve got to match the numbers. Otherwise, we stick to the city campaign, and you get the premium. Simple.”

The creative, whose name I caught as Theo, jumped in with a concept: “We see you as authentically Chicago, modern, beautiful, but with an edge. We want to highlight that. You’re not just the product, you’re the aspiration.”

He blushed when he said it, but Savannah just leaned in, nodding, turning the table dynamics on its head.

“Then tell that story,” she said. “Don’t shoot me in a sterile white box. I want the skyline, the neighborhoods, a sense of movement. I’m fine being the centerpiece, but don’t treat me like a mannequin. Let’s make it feel like the city itself is the co-star.”

The men melted, visibly. Brianna’s face said, “this is why you’re getting the big bucks,” even as she pretended not to smile.

Savannah gripped my thigh under the table, subtle but loaded. The contact shot straight to my core, not just sexually but in a way that made every insecurity about being “the plus one” vanish on the spot.

As the agent sifted through contract language, Savannah’s phone vibrated on the table. A text, probably. She didn’t check it. She just kept her gaze locked on the negotiating party, never yielding, never apologizing for her own presence. She never once made herself smaller, softer, or easier for anyone in the room.

I studied her in action and realized it wasn’t just confidence, it was architecture. She built the energy, brick by brick. When the brand guy struggled to frame a creative problem, she helped, but gave him space to save face. When Brianna pushed for a faster timetable, Savannah shut that down with a simple, “Logistics is my boyfriend’s specialty. If you let him consult on the location shoots, I’ll guarantee we finish five days ahead.”

Their attention snapped to me, hungry for validation. I shrugged, played the straight man, and said, “If Savannah’s on board, you’ll get the result. I don’t miss deadlines.”

Phil actually took notes.

The pitch volleyed on for another thirty minutes, details, deliverables, media strategy, but through it all, Savannah never flinched. She laughed when it fit, laced warmth into her tone, but always circled back to leverage. She refused the “sweetheart” clause on usage, insisted on final-veto image rights, and when Brianna started to propose a stretch option that would have tripled the billboards but slashed the per-placement fee, Savannah just said, “Not worth it. I’d rather have less exposure at a higher rate than play bargain Barbie for the entire Loop.”

No argument. The room just nodded along.

I kept stealing glances at her, wonder mixing with lust. Watching Savannah in this zone was like watching a queen seize her throne and then re-upholster it to match her own aesthetic.

Through it all, voices from nearby tables ebbed and flowed.

But the real action was always right here.

Every so often, someone would look over, phones angled low for a sneaky pic, or just outright staring. One couple even whispered, the woman’s eyes glued to Savannah’s every move, like she was studying the playbook.

Savannah caught several of the looks and didn’t shy away. If anything, she reclined so her silhouette was even sharper in the glass. She didn’t hide her laughter or her full-lipped smile, and when she pivoted toward me, she did it in a way that made every man in the bar instantly memorize the move.

When the check came, prepaid, of course, Savannah thanked the group and slid a business card toward Phil. “You get one call, after hours, if you hit a snag. Otherwise, run it through Brianna, and we’ll keep it clean.”

Everyone stood. There was a round of handshakes, all the warmth and “so glad you’re here” pleasantries you’d expect. Brianna gave me a double-cheek air kiss, the creative guy gave an awkward thumbs-up, and Phil just tried not to stare at Savannah’s legs when she stood.

A minute later, it was just us. The hum of the room thinned out, but I could still feel the residual heat of every stare, every phone snap, every little tremor Savannah had left in her wake.

She took a breath, then turned to face me, her posture softening at the edges, but her composure never dropping.

She’d just landed the biggest campaign launch in the city’s last two years, and she did it without shrinking herself for a second.

I realized right then: nobody in the world could do what she just did.

And I was damn lucky to be the one she brought to the table.

***

The second the clients faded past the crystal doors, Savannah cut loose.

She curled closer, trading the boardroom posture for a lounge-cat sprawl that drew every eye left in the place. Her hand landed on my thigh, this time up high, just inches from where my cock strained against the zipper.

I felt the shift in her, hot and immediate.

“You realize what just happened, right?” she said, voice pitched low, meant for my ears only.

“Yeah,” I said, grinning. “You owned the room. Probably doubled the campaign budget in the process.”

She rolled her eyes, but her lips curled in smug satisfaction. “Not about the money, Jack. This is the first time anyone’s given me permission to run the show and not apologize for it.”

She said it with a casual confidence, but underneath was a spark of raw, unfiltered pride.

Savannah hooked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and refocused, blue eyes locked on me like searchlights. “Every agent in New York said I had to bury the real me. Lose the accent, sand down my edges, be whatever their clients could swallow. But here? I get to be the main character. Fuck, I get to be the whole story.”

She squeezed my leg, as if punctuating the line.

“This campaign, it’s not just about flexing for some brand. It means I get to plant both feet in Chicago. I get to choose.” She paused, voice turning softer but not fragile. “I’m not giving up anything, you know? I’m just picking something better.”

It hit me right in the gut. Savannah, all shine and armor, letting me see the hunger underneath. Not just for work, not just for the win. This was her staking a claim, on the city, on a future, on me.

So I leaned in and dropped my own truth. “If you’re choosing, I want to match you. That’s why I booked the suite upstairs. We don’t have to go home tonight. I wanted a night in your world.”

I expected a coy smile or maybe a mock protest.

What I got: a flash of recognition so fierce it almost burned. Savannah’s eyes went molten with approval.

She didn’t wait to process it. She just leaned in, cupped the back of my neck, and brought our mouths together.

The first kiss was slow; the second, open and dirty, her tongue slick against mine, not giving a fuck who watched.

A hush rolled over the bar, champagne glasses stilled, and every patron on our side of the room whipped out a phone. They weren’t even subtle about it. The moment belonged to us, and Savannah reveled in it.

She broke the kiss with a soft, satisfied exhale, lips still brushing mine. “I love you. I don’t care who hears it.”

It wasn’t a secret. She said it with the same clarity she’d used to close six-figure deals.

I felt the heat crawl up my neck, not embarrassment, but rush. She made me want to shout it, echo it right back.

“I love you right back, baby,” I said, matching her intensity.

Savannah lit up, pure sunshine, pure winner. She knew every camera in the hall caught the moment, but she didn’t shrink. She just draped her arm around my shoulder, leaned in, and claimed the space.

People stared, some with envy, some with awe. A woman at the bar whispered “goals” to her husband, and even the bartender grinned as he poured another round for the far table, eyes flicking back to us again and again.

I’d never felt more seen. Never felt more desired, or more anchored in someone else’s world.

Savannah didn’t hide her intentions, she made them a feature.

After a beat, she pulled back, eyes glittering. “Let them watch. That’s half the fun.”

And honestly, it was. The energy was a live wire coiled between us, humming with anticipation.

She scooped up her purse, gathered me close, and aimed us at the elevators.

“You ready for the next level?” she whispered, the words a tease and a promise all in one.

I didn’t even try to play it cool.

“Lead the way,” I said, already desperate to be alone with her.

We cut through the bar, every step a performance, every footfall announcing we were there for ourselves, not to play the background for anyone else.

Savannah never looked back. She made the whole world her audience.

And for one night, I was right there at center stage with her.

***

The suite was pure fantasy, a king bed so big you could host a bachelorette party on it, sheets white and high-thread-count soft, the kind of lighting that made every angle look seductive. You could see the Blue Line trains flicker through the windows, but the room felt a universe away from Logan Square and all the chaos below.

We hardly made it past the door before Savannah locked me up against it, her mouth on mine, her hands hungry. For a second, the world narrowed to the taste of her lips, champagne and the lingering spice of her signature perfume, and the way her body fit against me, as if we’d been engineered to snap together.

She shoved my jacket off, watched it slide to the rug, then started on my buttons, popping them one by one with ruthless efficiency. She worked me open, stripping my shirt wide, and pressed her palms to my chest, nails dragging lines down my stomach. Her fingers found my belt, yanking it loose with a sharp metallic clink. She tugged my pants down my thighs, boxers with them, freeing my cock, already hard, the tip glistening wet against my stomach.

“Still with me, superstar?” she teased, eyes bright.

“Never more ready in my life,” I said, already reaching for her hips, desperate to feel her bare skin.

Savannah smirked, enjoying every hint of need she provoked, and then she spun in place, presenting her zipper. I got the hint, and with one low tug, her dress dropped to the floor, puddling around her heels.

Underneath, she was all curves and confidence, matching midnight-blue bra and panties, sheer enough to reveal everything. The light made her hair glow, her skin gold and perfect, her stomach taut, her ass so goddamn high and tight it should have been an architectural feature.

Savannah kicked off her shoes, then bent at the waist, showing off her incredible legs as she fished the panties down. She held my gaze the whole time, daring me to look away.

I never stood a chance.

She stalked toward me, pure predator, her bra already unfastened and slipping free. The bounce of her tits, perfect and full, made my cock twitch in anticipation.

“Go ahead,” she said, voice a purr, “touch.”

I didn’t need a second invite. I palmed both breasts, squeezing, rolling her nipples between my fingers until she gasped. The way she responded, immediate, uninhibited, claws-out pleasure, would’ve made anyone watching spontaneously combust.

She pushed me backward until the back of my legs hit the bed, then dropped to her knees and took my cock in hand.

Her grip meant business. She stroked once, twice, slow, then looked up through her lashes, smile gone sly.

“Been thinking about this all night,” Savannah confessed, before leaning in and licking a perfect stripe up the underside of my shaft.

She took the tip into her mouth, swirling her tongue, stroking the length with both hands, watching my face for every reaction. She bobbed on my cock, slow at first, then faster, until my hands found her hair and my hips jerked helplessly in reply.

“God, Savvy—” I growled.

She relished every sound, every twitch.

Just when I thought I’d lose it, she pulled off, letting precum slick her lips, and climbed onto the bed, straddling me with authority. Her pussy hovered over my cock, glistening, begging for the next step.

She guided me in, seating herself with a low moan, taking me all the way inside in one deliberate plunge.

Her heat, her grip, the absolute precision of her angle, made fireworks go off behind my eyes.

Savannah rode me like she was on a victory lap, grinding, bouncing, using her thighs to control the depth and speed. Her tits swayed, every bounce a shock wave of pleasure.

She didn’t just take what she wanted, she orchestrated it, guiding my hands to her hips, to her tits, to wherever she needed more. She set the tempo: slow, rolling circles, then sudden hard thrusts that had both of us gasping.

She liked to watch me lose control. Every time my grip tightened, every time my cock twitched, she dug her nails in and went harder.

“Want it all, baby,” she whispered, voice rough. “Don’t hold back.”

I couldn’t have if I tried. I grabbed her ass, pulled her down, pushed up into her until my balls slapped against her skin. She raked her fingers down my chest, marking me as hers.

Her pussy clamped around me, sucking me deep, squeezing with every flex of her muscles. The bed squeaked, the headboard slammed the wall, but Savannah didn’t care. She was locked in, hair wild, sweat glistening, every sound she made raw and victorious.

She leaned in, mashed her tits to my face, and moaned as I latched onto her nipple, sucking, biting, giving her everything she wanted.

Savannah’s hips never stopped moving. She rode me with a purpose that wasn’t just about getting off: this was a claim, a tattoo, a proof of dominance she’d script into the bones of anyone lucky (or doomed) enough to love her. She drove down hard, grinding her clit against me, using my cock for leverage as much as pleasure. The rhythm was controlled, almost cruel in its precision. She’d speed up, then slow to a maddening crawl, holding herself just at the edge of something, then blitzing it apart with a sudden, frantic roll.

I tried to keep my eyes open, to watch her, but fuck if she didn’t make it impossible. The way she looked down at me, lids heavy, mouth open, hair wild and sticking to her cheekbones, it was like getting pinned beneath a goddess and a devil at the same time. I dug my fingers into the meat of her hips, trying to give as good as I got, but she had all the leverage and none of the hesitation.

She leaned forward, bringing her tits to my mouth. I sucked a nipple, hard, and she gasped, shuddered, then bit her own lip to keep from screaming. I could feel her muscles clamp down on me, every pulse of her pussy sending a shockwave through my cock. My balls ached, swollen with the pressure she’d built up.

“Fuck yes, just like that, baby, don’t you dare stop,” she growled, voice ragged but steady.

She slapped my cheek, not mean, not even to mark me, just to keep my focus exactly where she wanted it. Her other hand cradled the back of my head, fingers weaving into my hair, holding my mouth to her breast as she bucked against me.

The mattress squealed, headboard thumping in time with our bodies. If anyone on the floor above or below cared, they were getting their money’s worth tonight.

I felt the first tremor run through her, tightening her thighs around my ribs, a shiver that started in her toes and worked its way up. She didn’t slow; if anything, the tempo only got more demanding. She wanted to break me, and I wanted to let her.

“Give it to me, Jack,” she said, almost a snarl. “Fill me up. Want every fucking drop as deep as you can.”

That was the trigger.

I bucked up, lifting her clean off the bed, my hands wrapped white-knuckle around her ass, and fucked into her so deep I saw sparks behind my eyelids. The orgasm hit like a freight train, violent, shaking, every nerve ending at the mercy of her body. My whole body tensed, then convulsed, shooting pulse after pulse inside her.

But Savannah wasn’t done.

She threw her head back and screamed as she came, the sound raw and beautiful and completely, unapologetically hers. Her pussy gripped my cock like a fist, milking every last spurt out of me, drawing it all in. Her arms locked, shoulders trembling as she rode the aftershocks. She collapsed forward, catching herself on my chest, still twitching and grinding, milking out the last, desperate scrap of pleasure.

We both shook, sweaty and spent, our chests heaving in time. Her hair stuck to my skin, my tongue still tingling from her taste. The smell of sex and sweat and Savannah was everywhere.

For a long time, neither of us moved. Time didn’t just slow, it stopped completely. The world outside the suite faded, no trains, no city noise, nothing but the rapid-fire beat of our hearts and the hum of blood in our ears.

When I finally blinked the room back into focus, she was watching me, eyes huge and weirdly soft. She looked at me like I was a secret she’d been waiting her whole life to tell.

She collapsed at my side, draping a leg over me, tits pressed to my chest, her breath gradually returning to normal.

For a while, neither of us spoke. The silence wasn’t awkward, it was earned, heavy with everything we’d just shared.

Savannah broke it first, her voice low and a little hoarse.

“You know I don’t need this, right? That’s why it matters that I’m here.”

The line didn’t just settle in the air, it rewrote it.

I held her tighter, unsure if I could even reply without unraveling.

But before I got the chance, my phone rattled on the bedside. The screen lit up blue: Ryan. I reached for it, swiping to answer and hitting speaker without thinking.

“Jack.” Ryan’s voice filled the room, tight and strange. “I need to see you. Tonight.”

Savannah’s eyes met mine, her expression shifting as she caught the edge in his tone.

“Everything okay?” I asked, sitting up straighter.

“Just—“ Ryan’s breath hitched. “Meet me at Lockwood’s in thirty. It’s not work.”

Savannah nodded once, decisive, then kissed my shoulder. “Go,” she murmured against my skin. “Take care of what you have to. I’ll be waiting at home.”

“I’ll be there,” I told Ryan, already feeling the night collapse around me.

There was no need for comfort or bravado. She knew what we had was real, untouchable.

“Anna mentioned something about wine night,” she added, smile blooming, voice now pure steel. “You’ll find me there with them. And I’m not talking about just tonight.”

She rolled off, naked and so fucking beautiful it hurt. She didn’t pout or cling, just watched as I dressed, every line of her body telegraphing confidence.

I buttoned my shirt, fingers shaky, brain running a thousand scenarios about why Ryan was calling so late.

Savannah padded over, wrapped her arms around my waist, and kissed me one more time.

“You’ve got this, babe. We’ve got you.”

She slid back onto the bed, owning the space. I paused, keys in hand, then crossed back to her in three quick strides. My lips found hers, not desperate now but certain. “I love you,” I whispered against her mouth, the words simple but weighted with everything we’d become. She smiled against my lips, her gaze tracking me as I finally turned away.

In the hallway, I paused, letting the moment land. The smell of Savannah lingered, sex and shampoo and something sweeter.

This was what it meant to be chosen. Not because I filled a need, but because the life we’d built was better than any alternative.

I stepped into the elevator, heart still pounding. No matter what curveball Ryan threw, I knew where I’d land.

Savannah had seen to that.

And tonight, I didn’t doubt it for a second.


Breaking Points


Lockwood’s was a CPR hit to the nervous system, too many voices, too many surfaces, music and glass and the low-grade hum of city urgency. Even with the late hour, the place buzzed like an electrical panel left open in a rainstorm. The bar was packed, but Ryan’s frame made a crater of solitude at the far end, his presence chasing off anyone hoping for a friendly exchange.

He looked like a man three shots past the comfort zone, but nowhere close to quitting. His elbow bracketed a sweating glass, the other hand sketching restlessly on the wood as if running a tape measure over a problem he couldn’t quite fix.

I slid in without ceremony. No “hey, bro.” Just flagged the bartender and said, “Mitch, set him up again, and I’ll take the same.” Ryan’s usual, neat, decent price point but nothing softer than a sledgehammer.

For a moment, he didn’t even clock me. His eyes were tracking something between the ice cubes, jaw set in a line I recognized from every family standoff we’d ever staged.

Mitch dropped the drinks, one for each of us. Ryan grunted a thanks, then knocked half of his back in a single go.

I let the burn settle before forcing a sound. “You want to skip the bullshit and just tell me what’s got you blowing up my phone at midnight? Or should I order coffee and pretend we’re pacing ourselves?”

That drew a smile, but it was more fracture than humor. “Gotta say Jackie, never figured you’d be the last man standing. Everything else was always a split, but now? You got the girls, got the building, got the stories. Hell, even Jenny’s started keeping a file.”

He swirled the ice, watched it drown.

I kept my voice easy. “What’s Jenny doing, exactly? Running odds on my sex life? You sound like the world’s saddest bookie.”

Ryan’s hand went through his hair, slow and rough. “You know she’s sharper than anyone. Not just asking ‘how’s Jack,’ like some soccer mom. She’s grilling me about logistics, man. The rotation, the overlap, how you keep them all from going thermonuclear on your ass. She’s got theories.”

He shifted on the stool, hunched in as if bracing for impact. “She’s not talking to Anna, or Lily, she’s talking to me. And it’s not for gossip, it’s…” The word jammed, then fell out: “Research.”

I played it light, just to see if he’d bite. “You want to call it a harem audit, be my guest. I figured Jenny would just roll her eyes at my drama, not send in the forensic team.”

Ryan shook his head, eyes still fixed on the melting cubes. “Nah, this is different. She’s actually interested, not just as a sister-in-law or whatever, but as a… paradigm shift. She said, ‘How does Jack line this up and not end up with a murder-suicide in the laundry room?’ Like there’s some method, and if she cracks it, maybe… I dunno. Maybe she can relax about you fucking it all up.”

I knew the look he wore. I’d seen it across board tables and at three a.m. in the old Wicker Park apartment: the face of a man haunted by an answer he desperately needed, but couldn’t voice directly.

“Jenny always hated loose ends,” I said, careful. “She never trusted me to juggle anything bigger than a pizza order. But I’m not hiding bodies in the crawlspace, Ry. I just…”

The conversation threatened to skid toward the personal, but Ryan interrupted.

“It’s not just Jenny,” he said, and this time the words came with a bite. “It’s the whole setup. Anna and Lily, fine, that started ages ago. But now it’s Savannah, and Jordan, and…” He dropped his voice, fingers tapping out a code neither of us wanted to translate. “At what point do you start running a waiting room?”

I let it hang. The noise of the bar surged, then dipped, as if the world was pressing my brother for answers, too.

“I guess when the line gets too long,” I shot back. “But it’s not a queue, Ry. It’s just… what works. You ever met women who didn’t need a shadow play or a fallback? Half the time they’re the ones running the scene.”

He pulled a sour face, then went right at the nerve. “Jenny thinks you’re reinventing the wheel. She said, get this, ‘Jack’s managing a blended family better than most people manage a work crew. What’s his secret?’ Like you’re some kind of polygamy guru.”

His tone was dry, but every syllable hid a layer of something rawer. Envy. Curiosity. Maybe even fear.

“She’s seen the inside,” I said, slow. “She knows what it costs. Some days it’s a win, some days it’s—”

“Don’t,” he cut in. “Don’t take the out, Jack. For once, just tell me, how the fuck do you do it? Jenny thinks you have a system. I think you’re just lucky or stubborn enough to ride it til it explodes.”

His hand went through his hair again, knuckles white. He hunched over his glass, as if the answer might float up from the bottom.

I took a second, weighed the response.

“No system,” I said. “Just honesty. No bullshit, no cover-ups, no pit-stops at the confession booth. The only way it works is if nobody’s pretending it’s normal. They own it. I own it.”

I watched his face. The desire to believe wrestled with the need to punch holes.

Ryan barked a low laugh. “Jenny asked if you ever just wanted… out. Like, do you ever wake up and think, ‘fuck this, I want a regular life, one woman, one mortgage, one set of in-laws’? Or is the chaos just what you’re wired for?”

He finally looked over, eyes rimmed in fatigue and something a little meaner. “Don’t lie to me. I know you, Jackie. You could have picked the easy road. Just you and Lily. You could have stayed where you were, but instead…”

He dropped the thought, let it crash.

I held his gaze, steady as I could. “You want me to say it’s all about control? That it’s some kind of power trip? It’s not. It never was. But what’s the alternative? Pretend you don’t want what you actually want, and then spend a lifetime pissed off at everyone in shouting distance?”

He snorted. “You sound like a therapist.”

I kept going. “Maybe. But you asked, so there’s your answer.”

A silence fell. It wasn’t comfortable, or even civil. It was a waiting game, both of us letting the next step come unforced.

Ryan went back to his glass, thumb smearing condensation in distracted circles. “Jenny said you’re happiest when things are just about to get out of hand. That most guys, hell, most families, would have gone up in flames by now. But you just keep adding more. Isn’t that a little…”

“Insane?” I offered.

He shrugged. “Inflationary.”

That got a real laugh out of me.

But he wasn’t letting up. “Look, I get it. You always had to outdo the last project. One-upping the old man, or even me, that’s just Bennett DNA. But Jenny…” His voice dropped. “She’s worried. Not about the girls. About you. You ever think about what you’re going to do when it does blow up? You got a contingency plan, Jack?”

I stared at the wood grain, years of spilled stories and bad decisions etched into every scar.

“No plan,” I said. “But there’s one rule I never break: I don’t lie to them and I don’t lie to myself. If it stops working, we fix it or we end it.”

Ryan mulled it, drinking the words like he wanted to spit them out.

He ran his hands through his hair, again, then hooked both arms on the bar and pressed his forehead to the bridge between.

When he spoke, the voice was hollowed out. “Jenny thinks you’re a fucking magician, man. She hates not being able to diagram it all out. She tried, I think. Even asked if I could get you to explain it, but I know you, explaining’s never been your thing.”

He peered at me, eyes bloodshot but laser-sharp. “So is it just that simple? Or is there something you’re not saying?”

I tipped my glass to buy time, the whiskey biting all the way down.

“The truth?” I said, voice low. “I never wanted to wake up one day and wonder what I missed out on. I built it so nobody had to play second string, not even me.”

His finger tapped the bar, faster now. “Quinn, too?”

I didn’t blink.

“I know you saw her at the office,” I said. “That wasn’t a slip. She wanted to make her claim public. That’s the way it is now.”

Ryan sucked in a breath, the tension vibrating through his back and shoulders.

“Years ago, Jenny said it’d be you,” he said, almost to himself. “Of course it’s you. Even when we were kids—”

He caught himself, shook it off, tried to align the moment.

“Never mind. All I’m saying is, she’s right. You’re running a franchise, and somehow the lines keep moving, but you never lose the plot. Jenny just wants to know if you even see what you’re doing to the structure.”

He looked up, finally, jaw tight. “Do you?”

I didn’t have a neat answer. Not one that would patch things or rationalize the whole circus.

So I said the only honest thing left.

“I see it. Maybe more than anyone else.”

Ryan let the words settle, then signaled for another round.

Whatever he needed to get off his chest, it didn’t fix a damn thing. But we both knew the next shot wasn’t for the road. It was to brace for all the old patterns refusing to stay buried.

I raised my glass, watched the city lights slice through the bottle behind the bar, and waited for the rest of the reckoning to land.

This was only the first punch.

Bring on the next.

***

A long silence clung to the bar like a dirty film, every scrape of glass and scrape of metal a reminder that whatever brotherly goodwill existed was strictly on pause. Ryan stared forward, jaw working like he was chewing through finish nails.

He ran his hands over his face, rubbed both palms together, and then, finally, dropped the next bomb.

“It’s Natalie,” he said, barely masking the ache under the gruff. “I know what you’re thinking. She ended it for a reason, right? She said it was timing. But it wasn’t, at least, not all of it.”

He knocked the fresh whiskey back, wincing as it hit.

“You remember what it was like? The way she made everything better, like any job, any disaster, you bring Natalie in, she lights it up. Makes it look easy.” His finger traced the rim of his glass. “I kept pushing, ring shopping, house hunting. She’d change the subject, and I’d just push harder. Then one night she packed a bag while I was talking about some five-bedroom in Oakdale. She was the best thing that ever happened to me, and I fucked it up because I couldn’t let her breathe. Now I’m not sure the business even means a damn thing without her.”

I let him talk. It was that or risk the whole night imploding.

He kept going, voice gathering speed, like a man accelerating toward a crash just to see the wreckage.

“I see her, you know. Not just in emails or calls or bullshit vendor meetings. I see her when we walk a job site, or she drops off some fixture, and for a split second, it’s just… right. Like we never ended. Like I could say one sentence, just one, and we’d fix it. But I always freeze. Every damn time.”

He flexed his hands, restless. The next words came out raw, no filter.

“She said she moved on, but I don’t buy it. People don’t just move on. Not from something that real.”

I found my voice, just enough to keep the rumble steady. “Sometimes they do, Ry. Sometimes they have to.”

He gave a sharp, humorless snort. “Don’t tell me you believe that. Not after everything you’re juggling. How many people you got in orbit now? Six? Seven? And you don’t lose a single one. Not ever. How’s that happen?”

He turned in his seat, face twisted, and even the bar’s bad lighting couldn’t soften the bitterness.

I didn’t answer. Didn’t have to.

Ryan barreled forward, hands slicing through the air, as if he could cut the bullshit with brute force.

“You get everything, Jack. The building, the legacy, the women. Anna and Lily, they never bailed on you. If anything, they just pulled in more. You even got Quinn.” He barked out the last word like it stung just to say it.

He drew in a breath, fighting for control.

“You know what Jenny said about Natalie?” Ryan’s voice went low, almost a growl. “She said, if anyone was going to win her over, it’d be you. Not me, not some guy out of a catalog, but you. Because you don’t play games. You just say what you want, and people line up to give it to you.”

He shook his head, the motion tight and angry. “But Natalie… fuck. Natalie was the thing I got right. I was supposed to be the guy who fixed things, who never let go. And now she looks at you the way she used to look at me.”

He glared at the back bar, voice almost breaking.

“I see it every time, Jack. Every time she walks in a room. Doesn’t matter who else is there, her eyes go straight to you. You think I don’t see that? You think I’m fucking blind?”

I kept my voice level. “Nobody’s taking anything, Ry. People just—”

He cut me off with a flat, desperate laugh. “Don’t say people just choose. Don’t. Not tonight.”

The words landed between us, ugly and raw.

He faced me square this time, every old scar and memory firing at once. “You got Quinn, you got Anna, you got a fucking all-star team, and now Natalie’s circling, too? What? Was there some memo I missed? Or do you just get to bag every woman who ever mattered to this family?”

I shook my head, slow. “No, Ry. That’s not—”

He slammed his hand on the bar, rattling glasses, eyes glassy with a cocktail of grief and adrenaline.

“You can’t have her too,” he said. Not a whisper, not a plea, just a dare. “She’s off-fucking limits.”

In that instant, even the bar noise seemed to hush, as if the entire city was waiting for me to answer.

But I didn’t.

Because for once, I knew better than to try. Any word would just make it worse.

I sat there, letting my brother’s desperation settle, all the old rivalry and loss spinning around us like sawdust in a demolition zone.

Ryan dropped his head, one hand to his temple, breath ragged.

There it was: the real wound, bared and ugly, the one that had nothing to do with women, or legacy, or even Natalie.

It was about losing.

And the fear there might not be anything left to catch him.

I placed a hand on his shoulder, not for comfort. Just to steady the tilt of the moment.

He didn’t move. Didn’t even shrug me off.

We sat in silence, the whiskey unfinished, the air between us stripped bare.

No clever fix. No blueprints. Just two brothers at a dead stop, the night daring us to find a way out.

But maybe there wasn’t one.

At least, not tonight.

Let it break, let it burn, let it breathe.

Tomorrow would have to answer for it.

Tonight was just the moment before the roof caved in.

***

I didn’t answer Ryan, not even with a blink.

Instead, I slid my phone from my pocket, thumbed through to Jenny’s number, and hit call. She picked up on the second ring, her voice as steady and composed as if I’d just woken her from a business-class nap.

“It’s late, Jack. This better be urgent.”

“It is,” I said, keeping my tone as level as drywall. “Ryan’s at Lockwood’s. He’s not in shape to make it home. Would appreciate if you could swing by, maybe bring him back. He’s at the bar, end cap.”

Jenny didn’t waste time on pleasantries or questions. “Got it. Fifteen minutes.”

She hung up. Clean, clinical, efficient.

When I looked up, Ryan was right where I’d left him, hunched over, eyes locked on the glass with the same intensity you’d use to study a blueprint the day before demolition. Whatever fire he’d carried into the night was burned down to embers now. No anger, just the hollow quiet of a man who’d finally admitted the problem was unfixable.

I let the moment linger, half-wishing for some movie scene where wisdom or brotherhood rewrote the finale. Instead, I just paid the tab, tossed a tip onto the bar, and stood.

“I’m heading out,” I said, voice as neutral as I could manage.

Ryan didn’t look up. Didn’t say a word.

So I left him alone, right where the world had finally caught up.

Lockwood’s felt like a pressure cooker as I pushed through the crowd, all noise and heat and the scent of cheap aftershave and city sweat layering over top-shelf booze. Every step toward the door felt like a countdown, a warning that nothing about tonight would be so easily contained.

The street outside slapped me with a jolt of October wind. It was cold and clean and honest in a way the bar could never be. The city ran on, traffic pulsing in steady waves, sirens in the distance, the hum of neon and the glow of three a.m. promising secrets and regrets in equal measure.

I braced my hands on the edge of the awning and let the cold chew through the last of the adrenaline.

This was what it felt like, when the boundaries collapsed.

Ryan knew about Quinn. He suspected Natalie, even if he couldn’t bring himself to say it aloud. Jenny was on the case, running her own inquisition, this time with me as the prime exhibit. Every wall I’d ever built to keep my worlds separate, the family, the women, the business, was shredded. There was no hiding, no compartmentalizing. The chaos was total, and the future waited in the shadows, already writing new rules.

Headlights washed over the curb as Jenny’s car glided to a stop. Her arrival was as surgical as promised: she swept through Lockwood’s front door, barely sparing me a glance, and a minute later, led Ryan out with an arm braced under his shoulder, her expression as impassive as fresh concrete. Ryan didn’t fight her. He let himself get maneuvered into the passenger seat, blank-eyed and silent. Jenny clocked my face through the glass with a look I’d learned to interpret: Clean up your mess. Then she was gone.

The wind cut sharper now, but I let it numb me. For a while, I just stood there, watching the city cycle through its rituals, drunk laughter from the taco truck on the next block, a bus coughing black smoke as it lurched into motion, the trance of taillights receding into the night.

I pulled my phone again, thumb hovering on the screen.

For a second, I considered calling Natalie. Some old part of me wanted to hear her voice, but instinct said it was safer to keep this one off the record. With a few taps, I sent the message:

Ryan isn’t thinking clearly. Be careful.

I didn’t wait for a response. Didn’t need one.

Instead, I let the city noise fill the silence, every horn and heartbeat reminding me that the life I’d built was out of hiding, and maybe, finally, ready to be lived without apology.

The wind hit harder, but the air tasted cleaner.

Tomorrow would bring new complications. Maybe even bigger ones.

But tonight, all I could do was breathe, and brace for whatever was coming next.

Let the world collide.

I’d build on the ruins if I had to.


Illumination


The drive over was pure fog, nighttime city, headlights and streetlamps blurring together, my gut still twisted from the shitshow with Ryan the night before. By the time I pulled up to the site, the whole block was quieter than a confession booth after last call.

But inside? The building hummed with its own energy, a charged hush that felt nothing like an empty shell.

Natalie’s lighting hit first. Not some practical construction-site setup, but a system. Even the entry had drama built into it: the main hallway was dark except for a procession of gold-edged pools, each one casting hard lines across the concrete like a fashion runway for bare walls and exposed beams. The air smelled like fresh drywall dust and a top note of beeswax, the kind of scent that lingered on fingers for hours after you handled her custom fixtures.

I pulled the door closed behind me, every footstep echoing in a way that made the silence thicker instead of thinner.

“Jack.”

Natalie’s voice cut across the hush, perfectly modulated, like she didn’t notice it was creeping up on ten p.m. and the windows rattled with October wind. She stepped out of a shadowed alcove, phone in one hand and a toolkit in the other, her hair pulled back to show off the sharp cut of her jaw.

She wore slim black jeans, boots that could’ve kicked a hole through my ego, and a perfectly tailored blouse that highlighted the line of her shoulders. Professional. Polished. But the subtle flex at the corner of her mouth said she’d read the room before I ever entered it.

“Was starting to think you’d bailed,” she murmured, and the way she gazed at me in the half-light said she already knew I wouldn’t.

I made a play at easy confidence. “Didn’t want to miss the show.”

Natalie flicked her eyes up, not quite a smile. “Hope you like it. Consider tonight the dress rehearsal.”

She beckoned, winding deeper down the unfinished hallway. I followed, the soles of my boots sinking into the dust, every step pulling me out of my head and into the world she’d built.

The first landing was all mood. Exposed rough concrete, yes, but lit with a pair of mounted discs that pulsed like moon phases, one silver, one a perfect, calculated amber. The effect was wild: walls that should have looked raw or cold now felt like the inside of a high-end loft, juiced with drama and intention.

Natalie waited, watching for my reaction. When I reached out to touch the nearest fixture, the warmth surprised me. The metal was just shy of body temperature. She must have left them on for hours.

“Details matter,” she said, noticing. “Lighting isn’t just about making things visible. It’s about making people feel something whether they realize it or not.”

She nudged my elbow, showing me where the next switch was hidden behind a vertical beam. Our hands brushed. Heat snapped straight to my core. Neither of us acknowledged it, but my pulse hammered in my ears like a drill bit.

The lights in the next quadrant flicked on, one after the other, revealing a rough-textured wall that, under daylight, would’ve looked like an unfinished mess. Here, it looked intentional. The shadows caught every imperfection and made it glow; even the chipped brickwork became a design feature.

“See that?” Natalie said, dropping the pro tone just a bit. “The shadows aren’t a flaw, they’re the feature. Most contractors try to hide this stuff with paint or drywall. I want people to see the history. The old scars.”

I almost laughed, too on the nose. “That’s your plan? Highlight every flaw?”

She grinned, this time letting it soften her whole face. “Not flaws. Stories. You can spend a fortune making something look perfect, but it’ll always ring false. Here, every shadow is an asset. That’s the difference between a cover-up and a transformation.”

We moved through the space, and the deeper we went, the more deliberate her scheme became. She’d set up a row of variable lights on a scaffold, the controls wired to a temporary panel. When she toggled a setting, the whole room shifted color and mood, carving out new sightlines with every adjustment.

She talked as she worked, voice low and steady. “People move through space based on what their eyes chase. If you want to guide someone, you don’t shove; you lure.” She flicked a dimmer and the east wall popped, the red brick suddenly alive under a tight band of blue-white that she’d angled to catch the mortar lines just so.

I tracked the effect, imagining how it’d play when the lobby had furniture, or when a crowd gathered for opening night.

“You thought about how wild this will look once the place is full?” I asked.

Natalie nodded, hair catching a glint of the blue light. “That’s the point. The work comes alive when people fill it. But for now, all I care about is the reveal. The first time someone walks in and their expectations get rewired.”

Her attention shifted to a sconce mounted near a doorway. She gestured for me to join; our shoulders brushed as she adjusted the housing. Up close, Natalie’s scent was pure certainty, clean and cool, laced with the ozone hit from static-charged LEDs.

She guided my hand to the fixture’s edge, showing how the hardware could pivot in micro-increments. My skin touched hers, a half-second longer than necessary.

“You engineered these yourself?” I asked, half in awe.

“Custom job,” she said, a hint of pride peeking through. “Most vendors think accent lighting is about wattage. They miss the point. It’s about the feel.”

I moved to the next fixture, and she shadowed me, our bodies close enough that the heat of her presence tickled the hairs on my forearm.

“Has your vision changed since we started?” I asked, keeping my tone light but curious.

Natalie hesitated, just for a breath. “Yeah, it has. I used to play safe. Clean, classic, no risk. Now?” She gestured to the whole dark-and-bright corridor. “If the space demands bold, I don’t hold back.”

I studied the run of lights, how each pool of gold or white seemed to draw the eye forward, creating a path from darkness into warmth.

Even Natalie herself seemed different tonight. More herself. Less guarded.

She noticed my stare and cocked her head. “You look like you’re going to diagnose the sheetrock.”

I smirked. “Just running the numbers. It’s easy to forget how much the building shifts after dark.”

Natalie considered, then dropped her voice to a hush. “Best time to see it. No distractions. Just the real materials and the choices you made.”

She stepped farther down the unfinished hallway. The walls closed in, making the space feel tight, intimate. The overheads were off; only the accent lights survived, painting our shadows as giants on the concrete.

At the next landing, she gestured for a pause, then demonstrated the switch, fingers expert. My hand ghosted over hers, another circuit closed, and the light ramped from low to high.

She was close enough now that I could count the flecks of gray in her blue eyes.

“Every zone gets its own character,” Natalie said. “Here, it’s transition. You want people to linger in the entry, but move them along once they hit the core.”

I was only half-listening. Most of me was caught on the brush of her wrist against mine, the warmth of her voice, the way the light caught the line of her jaw.

We moved again, slow, her hand on my elbow guiding. Every surface seemed to hum with some new energy, as if the building itself could feel us walk through it.

The next cluster was a little stage of its own. Natalie had set up a trio of pendant lights, two warmer, one icy white, arranged at eye level, throwing wild, overlapping shapes onto the far wall. She dialed them one by one, each tweak changing the pattern.

I caught her gaze. “You always this hands-on for a test run?”

Natalie tucked a stray hair behind her ear, a gesture that was one hundred percent her, every move deliberate. “With you, always.”

She lingered at the switch, fingers tracing the curve of the knob. I went to help, and our hands overlapped, her knuckle grazing mine. For a second, the noise in my brain cut out. Only the static of her skin on mine remained, goosebumps mapped from wrist to bicep.

She didn’t call attention to it. But she didn’t move away.

We lingered in that space, lit gold and blue and shadow-wrapped, the kind of scene you staged for a magazine but never expected to live inside yourself.

Natalie walked me through the technical points, sure, but behind the script, her gaze was all heat.

“Do you ever get tired of making everything new?” I asked, voice lower now, not even pretending it was just a business consult.

She glanced up, lashes long, lips soft in the tight ellipse of light. “You never really make it new. You just reveal what’s been hidden.”

We stood there, side by side. I could feel her heartbeat in the air, in the way she leaned just close enough to close the gap, but not so close that it felt like she was the one risking anything.

A new silence crept in, heavy but not awkward. The kind of hush where everything you want to say has already been laid out, and the next move is just waiting for the tempo shift.

Somewhere in the background, the city’s hum pushed through the windows, but inside, we were the only thing alive.

Natalie leaned in, fixing a bit of hardware, her arm brushing my ribs. “You know what most architects get wrong?”

I shook my head.

“They design for sunlight and forget that ninety percent of memorable moments happen after dark.”

The way she said it, I wondered if she was talking about us or the building, or both.

I rolled the idea around, then smiled. “So, what’s this moment for?”

She glanced at my mouth, just a flick, then locked eyes with the kind of challenge you didn’t back down from. “You tell me.”

We stayed like that, suspended in angled light and shadow. Her hand, casual but bold, landed on my wrist, guiding my fingers to tweak the dimmer. I let her do it, let her move my body as if it was an extension of her design.

The fixture responded, the whole corner blooming with warm, buttery light. She watched my face, hungry for reaction, for the mark of approval.

“Perfect,” I said, and I meant it.

Natalie’s lips curved, satisfied.

For another minute, we orbited each other like that, talking, barely touching, every gesture mapped in the glow she’d engineered. My fingers remembered the exact curve of her hip, the spot on her neck that made her gasp when kissed. Our bodies recognized each other from our nights together, bodies entangled under messy sheets, yet still we circled, prolonging the moment. The air didn’t just hum, it vibrated with familiar electricity.

She edged closer, her body heat wrapping around me. Every time I moved, she matched it, until the gap was erased.

I let my hand linger on the cool metal of her fixture, but my thumb grazed hers, the touch electric.

Natalie breathed in, slow, the sound almost a moan.

I held her gaze, and neither of us looked away.

The lights did all the talking, shadows dancing across the unfinished floor, our own forms stretched and blended together, like the building had decided to skip straight to the climax and let us play catch up.

We didn’t move on yet. The tour wasn’t done, but pretend was.

Natalie took a breath, voice suddenly soft. “There’s one last thing I want to show you.”

She turned, led the way, her hips swaying in a way that made a joke of professional boundaries.

I followed, the pulse in my chest hammering out a blueprint for everything that was about to happen.

Tonight, nothing would be hidden.

Not in this light.

Not with her.

***

Natalie led me down a side hall, pausing where the new concrete met the old, weathered brick, and the lights shifted from theatrical pools to something even more precise.

She gestured at the wall, where a trio of sculpted sconces melted the mess of construction into pure drama. The light was warm, almost gold, but edged in white, giving the whole space a sense of being both under construction and already immortal.

Natalie said, “This corner’s my favorite. I wanted to see if I could make people feel like they were standing inside a secret. Like every detail got revealed, but only for the ones who look close.”

Her words vibrated in my chest. Under the new light, I saw everything: the brushstrokes of paint tests, the seams in the drop cloths, the faint shiver of anticipation that hung between us like a loaded circuit.

We faced the wall together, shoulders brushing, both pretending to study the installation. But the tension now wasn’t architectural.

It was hers.

And mine.

Natalie reached up to tweak a fixture, her blouse riding up to bare a slip of midriff. I caught her eyes in the reflection, and that was it.

The last domino fell.

She turned and pressed her body into mine, smooth and confident, like she’d laid out the blueprints for this moment months ago. Her hands bracketed my face, her breath just shy of trembling.

We paused. Let it settle.

Then I kissed her.

Not like our usual kisses, the ones we’d shared a hundred times before, but something deeper, hungrier, as if I’d finally stopped holding back the part of me I never trusted around my brother’s ex-girlfriend.

Natalie opened for me, slow at first, her lips plush and warm, the taste of her stretching my whole body tight with want. She tilted her head, changed the angle, upped the ante, her tongue flicked against mine, hungry, no chill left.

My hands landed on her waist, then roamed up her ribs, fingertips mapping the line of her bra, cataloging every inch as if I could memorize the pattern in one pass.

She moaned softly, and the sound shot straight to my cock, turning a slow burn into a live wire.

Natalie pressed closer, her tits grinding against my chest, nipples stiffening through two layers of thin fabric. I let my hands roam, squeezing the curve of her ass, pulling her hips flush so she could feel exactly how hard I’d gotten from her little lighting tour.

She didn’t play coy. Didn’t bother with the slow roll.

Natalie surged forward, pinning me to the brick, and kissed me with an intensity that left nothing on the table.

Our breaths synced, rough and needy.

I slid my hands under her blouse, palming the hot skin of her waist, then higher, until I reached the soft weight of her breasts, cradled in a tailored bra so sleek it almost melted under my touch.

Natalie shivered and bit my lip, nails digging into my shoulder as if to mark her ownership.

She didn’t wait for me to lead.

She yanked her blouse loose, popping buttons with two brutal tugs. The fabric gapped, revealing her bra in the low light, honey-blonde hair spilling wild around her face, eyes sharp with hunger.

I stripped her free, bra unhooked and off in a single motion. Her tits were fucking perfect, visibly swelling as she arched her back, nipples tight and pink under the gold-warm light.

She caught my shirt and tore it upward, dragging it off over my head. Our bodies collided, skin to skin, sweat already slick between us despite the cold echo of the unfinished floor.

Natalie’s hands mapped my chest, pausing to trace each scar, each muscle, as if she was reading a blueprint in braille.

She pressed her breasts into me, her nipples leaving heat trails every spot they touched. I palmed her ass, lifted her off her feet, and she wrapped her legs around my waist, crushing her pussy to the hard bulge of my cock through my jeans.

Her breath hitched, and then she was grinding, using her whole body to notch the friction higher.

I staggered backward until we hit the wall, the surface rough but grounding. Natalie’s arms locked behind my neck as she kissed me, deep and raw, her thighs squeezing my ribs with more muscle than I expected.

Her hands fumbled at my fly, undoing the top button, then yanking down the zipper so fast I thought she might rip it clean off.

She shoved my pants and boxers down, freeing my cock, which bounced up, leaking and hard as steel.

Natalie’s eyes zeroed in, blue going electric.

“Fuck,” she whispered, voice half-wrecked.

She stroked me once, twice, then lined my cock up with her soaking heat.

Natalie pulled her panties aside, dragging the fabric against her puffy, wet lips, showing off the flash of pink and the glimmer of precum already slick on my tip.

She didn’t tease. She just took me in, all at once, raw and desperate, like I’d been cast for this role and she was here to direct every move.

Her heat hit me, deep and perfect, the sensation ratcheted higher by the way every damn inch was visible in the shifting lights around us.

She braced her feet and started to ride, grinding her clit against the root of my cock, every downstroke punctuated by the slam of her hips into mine.

We didn’t bother with slow. Not tonight.

Natalie’s hair stuck to her temples, sweat already dotting her chest. She rode me with a kind of concentration I’d only seen in boardrooms, like she was determined to set the new record and make sure I knew who’d signed off on the win.

I planted my hands under her ass, using the leverage to fuck up into her, slamming my cock deep until she gasped and clawed at my shoulders.

The noises she made weren’t neat. They were wild, honest, echoing in the empty room and bouncing off bare concrete like an uncensored anthem.

Natalie locked her gaze on me, eyes wide, face almost glowing in the shifting light. “Don’t hold back,” she snarled, “give me all of it.”

So I did.

I let go of all the bullshit, of the past, the boundaries, the ghostly rules we’d both been tiptoeing around. I fucked her like the whole city had gone dark and the only thing left was the rhythm of our bodies smacking together, sending up echoes into the rafters. Her breath came in deep, wracking pants, sucking in air like it was the first time she’d ever needed it, and every time I bottomed out inside her she met the thrust with a twist of her hips that had my head reeling.

The sound of us, wet, brutal, relentless, was the only music in the world, and it was perfect. Natalie’s fingers knotted in my hair, yanking my head back so she could bite at my jaw, my neck, leaving marks she wanted me to feel tomorrow. She told me what she needed in every motion: faster, deeper, rougher. When I gave it to her, she scratched at my back, pushing her nails in until I was sure she’d draw blood.

Her ankles locked behind me, legs iron-tight, and she started to tremble, first a shudder, then a full seismic event that made the light fixtures vibrate on their mounts. I saw it happen before I heard it: her head thrown back, hair wild and damp, mouth open in a silent scream as her orgasm tore through her. Her pussy clamped down on my cock so hard it almost hurt, milking me for everything she could steal.

The sensation ripped the words out of my throat. I slammed into her, chasing my own finish, and as I came I felt every nerve in my body go white-hot. The climax gutted me, emptied me, left me raw and real in a way I hadn’t been in years.

Natalie kept grinding during the comedown, using the aftershocks to wring out every last flicker of pleasure, both of us greedy to make it last one second longer. She bit my lip, hard enough to sting, and then kissed me, needy and wet, the taste of her sweat and spit like a craving I’d never fully satisfy.

Somewhere in the haze I realized I was growling, literally, a low rumble from my chest, primal and involuntary. I tried to ease off, but she raked her fingers down my back and said, “Don’t you dare stop yet.”

I didn’t. I held her up with one arm and used the other hand to press between us, finding her clit and working it with my thumb. Natalie’s body jerked, almost a panic-spasm, and she let out a string of fucks that I felt as much as heard. I could see how close she was to a second orgasm and I dragged it out, teasing her with just enough to make her beg.

She said my name, first in a whisper, then a growl, then a scream. I felt her pussy start to flutter, the tension building until she detonated again, this time with a sob that sounded like relief. I barely remembered to breathe.

She sagged against me, boneless, her head on my shoulder, gasping. I held her tight, both of us shaking a little, clinging to the last tremors of shared flesh.

We should’ve collapsed then, but our bodies wouldn’t let go. I pulled her tighter, feeling her heartbeat punch against my chest in erratic, beautiful bursts. My cock was still deep inside her, twitching with after shocks, held in place by the impossible grip of her cunt and the refusal of either of us to break the connection.

We stood there, braced against the wall, the world outside erased by the heat and scent and light. When I finally managed to let go, I staggered with her over to a drop cloth on the floor, lowering her down, bodies still joined, refusing to separate until the last shudder faded out.

We sprawled on the cloth, breathing hard, letting the world spin back into focus.

Natalie’s hair was a mess, stray strands glowing gold and red in the hot white light above. Her tits heaved against her ribs, chest slick with sweat, nipples still tight from the abuse.

I lay beside her, letting my hand roam her body, mapping the rise of her breasts, the dip of her hips, the perfect arch of her thigh. The light painted patterns over her skin, every curve a study in contrast and color, the pale of her breasts against the pink flush of her chest, the way her abs gleamed in the low light.

I couldn’t stop staring.

Natalie caught me, grinning. “You like watching?”

I nodded, still a little hoarse. “You’re fucking beautiful.”

She rolled over, stretching out so the light caught every inch. Her pussy was wet, lips puffy and red, my cum leaking out in slow, lazy drips. She propped her head on my chest, her hand tracing lazy circles on my abs, like we had all night and no reason to move.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. Words weren’t needed.

The air was thick with the scent of sex and sweat and fresh paint, the only soundtrack our ragged breathing and the hum of ambient light.

We lay there, together, bodies cooling under the careful choreography of her vision.

And for the first time in weeks, maybe months, I felt not just wanted, but home.

In the space Natalie built, for me.

And for her.

Perfect symmetry.

***

Time slowed to a crawl. The two of us sprawled naked on the painter’s drop cloth, Natalie tucked beneath my arm, the lights she engineered still casting intricate patterns over every inch of our tangled bodies.

We didn’t talk at first. Didn’t need to. Her touch said enough, fingers tracing lazy circuits along my ribs, her cheek pressed just below my collarbone, hair draping across my skin like gold thread. I let my hand drift over her back and down the curve of her ass, soaking up the impossible fact of her, right here, finally mine in every way that counted.

The quiet lasted forever and no time at all.

She twisted to peer up at me, blue eyes sharp even in the haze of afterglow.

“Jack, there’s something I need to tell you. I’ve felt this way for a long time so I’m just going to come out and say it. I’m in love with you.”

No flutter, no prepping the landing. She just said it, like it was the only logical outcome.

My pulse spiked, different from sex, this was all heart. I wanted to laugh and maybe cry and also never move from this patch of dirty canvas again.

“I love you too, Nat. More than words, but there it is.”

She smiled, soft but not shy. “Then it’s real.”

“Yeah.” My voice caught. “It’s always been real. I just—”

But she shook her head, gently, and my words ran out.

“You need to know something,” Natalie said, and the tone was different now. Weighted, careful, but not afraid.

She rolled up, propping herself on one hip, breasts still out and proud, sweat already drying in the cool echo of the space.

“Ryan came to see me today. Before you showed.”

The words dropped between us like a new wall.

I tensed. “What did he want?”

Natalie didn’t look away. “He tried to… relitigate everything. Asked for another chance. Said maybe we could get it right this time, if I wanted stability, if I was tired of chasing things that weren’t built to last.”

She fluttered her hand, dismissing the argument as old scrap.

“I told him I was done. That we were over, really over, and I meant it. But when he started poking, he asked if there was someone else. If it was you.”

I braced, expecting the worst. “What did you say?”

She shrugged, honest as always. “I didn’t give him anything. Didn’t deny it, didn’t confirm. Just told him my future was none of his business.”

That landed hard. Not guilt, not really jealousy, but the sense that what we had couldn’t stay hidden any longer.

Natalie touched my cheek, pinning me in place with a glance. “I wasn’t keeping you a secret. I just needed to know, without any noise, that it was real. I do now.”

I let out a breath, the decision already made.

“No more shadows,” I said, voice stripped of all the old caution. “I’m tired of living like I’m not allowed to want this, or you, or any of it. I’m telling Ryan. Not next week, not when it’s convenient. I’ll see him as soon as this ends. He gets the truth. All of it.”

Natalie’s eyes flared, but she didn’t blink. “He deserves it.”

“Yeah. And you do too.”

She gave a tiny, almost invisible nod. “What about after?”

I caught her gaze, made sure she saw every part of the offer.

“You move in,” I told her, the words more certainty than question. “You join us, not as an afterthought, not on the periphery. I want you in the home we’re building. Not some part-time situation. You belong.”

Natalie considered it, not with hesitation, but with the weight of a woman who’d never gambled on something this risky before.

She rolled those blue eyes, cocked her head. “So, I just jump in feet first? Even with all the history? You sure that’s what you want?”

“More than anything,” I said. “You aren’t a placeholder. You’re the next phase.”

Natalie’s lips curled into a small, dangerous smile. “Good. Because if I say yes, I don’t want to audition for alpha status. I want to meet the rest of the women as a partner, not a backup.”

I grinned, the old tension swapped for sheer, giddy want. “That’s what they want too. But Ryan has to be clear first. No secrets. No drama.”

“Deal,” she said, the word sharp as a signature.

She relaxed back into my arms, the fight gone, every muscle loose and sated.

The building’s light wrapped around us, erasing every old doubt.

For a while, we lay like that: two bodies, utterly exposed, letting the world see us exactly as we were. The heat faded, but not the connection.

I traced the line of Natalie’s spine, memorizing the way the shadows played over the rise and fall of her hips, the gentle swell of her tits, the wild perfection of her.

Eventually, she ran a hand through my hair and whispered, “Ready for the fallout?”

I snorted, palming her ass. “With you? Worth every dime of drama.”

She laughed, brash and alive and so completely herself it was impossible not to feel like we’d already won.

Whatever storm waited outside, it would never undo what happened here, in this space, under her light.

This was our blueprint now.

No hiding.

No half-measures.

Just truth, lit up, undeniable, and ours.


Dangerous Territory


Monday nights after hours had a flavor all their own. The office felt stripped and a little haunted, emptied of the daytime chaos, every sound amplified by the hush. With the crew long gone and the second floor hollow as a drum, the only thing left was the hum of the AC, the persistent click of my pen, and the soft pool of light from the lamp on my desk. Out the windows, the city glowed in patches, nothing but the red and blue flickers of Logan Square’s nightlife and the occasional headlights sliding past.

I was deep in submittals and change orders when the elevator stuttered to a stop.

At first, I thought it was just a delivery run, maybe a forgotten bag or someone from the team crashing back in for a laptop. But the footsteps that followed were too decisive, too composed, not the scuff-and-bounce of a project manager or the panting of Jordan fresh from the gym.

A second later, Jenny Bennett entered the suite.

She looked like she could’ve stepped out of a board meeting, not a Monday night in a half-lit office. Dark blazer, hair snapped tight, makeup prepped for interrogation. The effect was immediate: the temperature in the room went up five degrees, and my pulse lagged a step trying to catch up.

She didn’t waste a beat.

“Is Ryan here?” Jenny’s voice was low, cool, but familiar enough to skip the pleasantries.

I glanced at the time, then back at her. “He wrapped up about an hour ago. Said something about meeting the supplier for those custom fixtures, the ones with the lead time issue. Mentioned drinks at Aviary.”

Jenny didn’t so much as blink. She scanned the space, clocked every detail from my half-empty coffee mug to the project wall and the little stack of invoices I’d been pretending to organize. Instead of making a quick exit, she strode over and settled herself into the guest chair across from my desk, legs crossed, posture perfect.

She didn’t even bother to fake an excuse. Just sank in, almost daring me to call her out.

For a beat, it was just the air conditioning and the low whir of her phone buzzing in her purse.

I closed my laptop with a soft click, attention locked on her now.

Jenny let her gaze slide over the desk, but the tilt of her head was pure observer. “You keep the office neater than Ryan. He’s still old school, paper everywhere. I don’t know how you find anything.”

I shrugged, playing it casual. “Control the inputs. Otherwise, the chaos wins.”

She smiled at that, just a flicker at the edge of her mouth, then glanced at my hands, as if the calluses might tell her something my words wouldn’t.

“Long day?” she asked, tone shifting softer.

“Always,” I said. “But I don’t mind the cleanup. Lets me reset before I head home.”

Jenny leaned back, the blazer creasing at her waist, and studied me. There was nothing overtly predatory, nothing sharp, but the intent was surgical.

“You’re not wound up, are you?” she pressed, letting the words hang.

I hesitated, caught between running a polite defense and giving her something real.

“Less wound up, more… tuned,” I said, picking my words. “This place doesn’t sleep. It just pauses long enough to reload the punch list.”

Jenny gave a tiny nod, the kind you’d use to reward a good answer in a deposition.

“Is that how you keep them—” she caught herself, then clarified, “all the women in your life. Is that how you keep them on an even keel? By staying tuned to the chaos?”

I clocked the shift immediately, but I didn’t acknowledge it. Not yet.

Instead, I let my gaze roam. Jenny had a way of bracing her gaze, prepping for your answer, never betraying what she wanted until you’d already tripped over the trap.

I shrugged, opting for honesty, but not too much. “Comes down to communication. If you don’t signal, the system breaks down fast.”

“Communication,” she echoed, the syllables rolling off her tongue like she was testing the fit. “You make it sound like traffic control.”

I grinned, the self-deprecation automatic. “Sometimes it is.”

Jenny’s eyes narrowed, not in suspicion, but as if she was cataloguing everything, running a log of my micro-reactions. She uncrossed her legs, angled her chair a fraction closer, and dropped her tone.

“I’m genuinely curious,” she said, and I felt the undercurrent now, the real reason she hadn’t just texted Ryan and called it a night. “How does it work, Jack? Not just the org chart, how do you manage the actual… emotional bandwidth? What’s your secret?”

She asked it with the kind of calm that made it clear she didn’t expect a throwaway answer. It was a real question, one she’d probably carried around for weeks, maybe months.

I felt my jaw tense, thumb flickering over the edge of my notepad.

“I don’t know if there is a secret,” I said, measured. “It’s just about being honest. No bait-and-switch, no pretending everything’s seamless. If there’s a problem, you talk about it, fast. Otherwise, you end up with a bomb under the floorboards.”

Jenny nodded, listening with the kind of intensity I was used to seeing in the conference room during a profit-and-loss review. She didn’t scribble notes, but she might as well have.

“Has it ever… blown up?” she asked, eyebrows arched.

I considered. “Not in the tabloid sense. But yeah. People get their feelings twisted. Jealousy, insecurity. If you don’t deal with it, it festers. You have to be ready for tough conversations.”

“And what if they don’t want to talk?”

Jenny’s question landed tight. I could feel her gaze pinning me in place.

I steepled my hands, buying a second to study her. The green of her eyes looked sharper in the desk lamp, the kind of color that hinted at warning signs, not just curiosity.

“Then you give them space,” I said. “But you don’t ignore the problem. You let it breathe, circle back, make sure they know you give a damn.”

Jenny absorbed that, her lips pressing together, the faintest twitch at the corner. She didn’t blink, didn’t shift away. If anything, she leaned in.

“So you’re the emotional anchor. That’s your role?”

I let out a breath, more laugh than sigh. “Not sure it’s that noble. But if nobody steps up, the whole structure fails.”

She weighed that, fingers rolling her ring in slow, calculated circles.

For a blip, I caught the way she glanced at my hands again, then back to my face.

“You ever think it’s… too much?” Jenny asked. “The weight of it. Like, does it ever bury you?”

The question was rawer than before. Less theoretical, more confession hidden inside a cross-examination.

I let myself be real. “Some days, yeah. I compartmentalize. But the flip side is, I don’t mind being needed. It’s when I’m not needed that things feel off.”

Jenny smiled, but it was softer, almost sad. “So you build your worth on what you provide.”

That landed. I didn’t argue.

She let the silence linger. The air in the office had shifted; it felt heavier, the kind of weight that signaled you were about to cross a line if you weren’t careful.

Instead of digging deeper, Jenny pivoted, her voice smoothing out.

“And the women, Anna, Lily, my sister, the rest, they don’t care that they’re not solo? They’re okay being… multiples?”

I shrugged, watching the way she phrased it. “It’s not about settling. It’s about choosing. Every day, every week. If they weren’t into it, they’d bounce.”

Jenny snorted, not unkind. “That simple?”

“Nothing’s ever simple. But the logic doesn’t scare them off. If anything, most of them thrive on it. They’re drawn to this life, same as me.”

I caught the shift in her posture, the way her knee tapped against the desk leg, restless. Her eyes tracked the light on the tabletop, but her focus was still locked on me.

“And you?” she asked, her voice lower now. “Are you actually happy?”

I didn’t see that one coming. I hesitated, then let my answer crack out honest and spare.

“I’m getting there, yes,” I said. “I think for the first time, it feels like I’m actually building something, not just holding it together.”

Jenny’s mouth quirked, the old familiar cynicism fighting with something a little more vulnerable.

She let her eyes meet mine, no more dodging.

“I think you’re underselling it,” she said. “Most people can barely handle one relationship. Some can’t even manage themselves. You’re… making a whole ecosystem work.”

I grinned, but the pride didn’t quite land. “Maybe it’s beginner’s luck.”

She shook her head, hair catching the light in a way that made her look every inch the power-player she was. “No. You’re doing the thing most people can’t even admit they want. And you’re not hiding it. That’s rare. Honestly? That’s impressive.”

The compliment stuck, partly because I knew how hard it was for Jenny to hand those out.

She let her stare linger, the silence stretching not awkward, but taut, like she was building to a final point.

The office felt smaller. The light, hotter.

When she finally spoke, the words were for her as much as for me.

“I look at my friends, most of them living in shadow plays, convinced that monogamy is the only definition of success. But they’re miserable, Jack. So many of them are alone even when they’re married. What you have… it seems impossible, but it works.”

For a second, I thought she might let it hang there, but she didn’t.

Instead, she adjusted her chair, closing the gap, just a few inches, but enough to register.

“I guess the real question is: how do you know you belong, if nobody’s ever told you it’s allowed? How do you make space for yourself, when the blueprint was always someone else’s?”

Her voice trembled at the end, barely noticeable, but my ears caught it.

I looked down, then back at her. The green in her eyes reflected a new storm. Loneliness, sure, but something else, too, a hunger to understand how you could step outside the default and not implode.

I let my own vulnerability surface. “You don’t ever really know. You just decide. You make the structure fit your life, not the other way around.”

Jenny nodded, slow and deliberate, as if cataloguing the words for a future she hadn’t admitted to anyone yet.

The chill in the office was gone. The boundary across the desk felt paper thin.

Neither of us pretended it was just business at that point.

She watched me, expression unreadable, and for a long minute, neither of us said a word.

But the air? It was loaded.

This was no longer a diagnostic. It was, at its core, an invitation.

And the next move was already tilting toward something neither of us had bothered to name.

***

The second Jenny let the silence stretch, you could feel the office change phases. Before it had been a neutral zone, one desk, two chairs, a negotiation table for audit-grade questions. Now it was something else entirely. Everything between us buzzed with the kind of static meant for midnight confessions, for unscripted moves.

Jenny watched my face, her own mask slipping a fraction. She didn’t try to retrench or make light. Instead, she let the moment take up space, as if testing if I’d break the stare or rush to fill the void.

I waited her out.

She was the first to move, shifting forward, elbows braced on her knees, posture relaxed but intent. The sharp edge of her earlier approach had softened, and what was left behind felt almost shy. Or maybe it was just tired, tired of managing, tired of pretty lies.

When she started in again, her voice was lower. Not warm, exactly, but real.

“You want to know something?” Jenny said. “Even with all the planning, the calendars, the family structure, there are nights when the house feels empty. With Ryan, it’s… different from what people think.”

She glanced away, eyes scraping the wall behind me, then back down. Her hands rolled her ring, again and again, a nervous tick that cut straight through the polished exterior.

“You two always made it look easy,” she continued. “Brothers, always in sync. But it isn’t like that at home. There’s space, even when we’re in the same room. Sometimes I wonder if I married a ghost.”

She caught the words, surprised herself by how naked they sounded. But she didn’t backtrack.

I didn’t move, didn’t say a damn thing. Just let her fill the room.

Jenny’s lashes went low. “Truth is, I know Ryan’s still hung-up on Natalie. It’s not even her fault. I don’t know all the details, but enough. Sometimes you can feel when you’re not the center of someone’s story. You try to fix it, you try to be extra, more, hoping they’ll notice…”

She trailed off, voice all ragged edges now.

I watched every tic, the clench in her jaw, the way her breath hitched when she had to say Ryan’s name.

“He’s not cruel,” she said, “he’s not even mean. He just… leaves. Even when he’s sitting next to me. Some nights, I think he’s running finish nails through every thought that isn’t work, or Natalie, or whatever helps him not be here.”

Jenny’s eyes flicked up, met mine for a heartbeat, then darted away.

“What you have, it shouldn’t work,” she said, and this time the words came softer, confession and longing all tangled together. “But it does. It’s wild, and it’s messy, but it’s real. It’s more real than anything I see at home.”

Her hand drifted from her wrist to the tabletop, fingers splayed wide. She wasn’t thinking about neatness now; she was bracing for something bigger.

“You don’t have to answer me,” Jenny whispered, “but how do you do it? How do you build something that holds, when the whole world says it’s destined to collapse?”

I took a long, deliberate breath, letting her see the effect she was having.

“It’s not magic, Jen,” I said, my words slow, careful. “It’s just not quitting. Not hiding from the ugly parts, even if they suck. You patch the leaks, but you don’t fake the foundation.”

She gave a half laugh, bitter and honest.

“I tried patching,” she said. “I really did. I thought if I could just—” Jenny broke off, a tremor in her voice she didn’t bother to hide. “But there’s a threshold. After enough failed fixes, you start to wonder if maybe the structure just… isn’t for you.”

She leaned in more, and this time the space between us was as slim as a legal pad. The way she held herself was deliberate, but not manipulative. It was like she needed to be closer just to feel anything at all.

Jenny’s scent drifted over, shampoo, clean linen, a hint of something sharp, maybe her perfume or just the emotion rippling off her skin. Her foot tapped under the desk, restless, but her gaze was locked.

“What you have…” she started, the words landing heavy, “it works. It shouldn’t. But it does.”

The way she said it, her voice wasn’t just curious. It was hungry.

For the first time, I saw the whole blueprint. She wasn’t just studying me for Ryan. She wasn’t even just looking for ammo, or solutions, or gossip.

She was seeing if there was a door she could walk through, if there was ever a place for her, not just in my system, but in a universe where someone stayed, listened, didn’t drift into the walls.

That realization landed like a steel beam to the chest.

I stayed motionless, but my brain went into overdrive, every heartbeat a pulse of “do not fuck this up.” Jenny, for all her strength, was as raw as I’d ever seen her. Her marriage was a shell, her husband a ghost, and here she was, testing if I’d catch her if she leaped.

She inched even closer.

Now her hand rested at the edge of my desk, fingers just barely brushing the surface, nails short and clean. The gap between us wasn’t just physical anymore.

Jenny dropped her voice, so soft I barely caught it.

“I think what scares me the most is the idea that maybe there isn’t supposed to be a place for people like me. Maybe the best we get is to help everyone else make it work, while we just… watch.”

She looked up, and this time her eyes didn’t flinch. They were wide and honest and shimmering with a vulnerability that hit harder than any late-night come-on could.

I felt my muscles coil, not from lust, not even from fear, but from the realization that this wasn’t a one-off moment. Jenny wasn’t just curious, she was desperate for a line out of the cold.

On instinct, I leaned forward just a little, closing the last inch of daylight between us.

“No matter what anyone says, you always have a place,” I told her. “Maybe not in the way you expected. But nobody’s meant to go through this life invisible.”

She didn’t smile. She didn’t move.

But the tension between us wasn’t just theoretical now.

It was a living thing.

Every detail was sharper, the tick of the desk lamp, the pulse in my neck, her chest rising in quick, shallow breaths.

Jenny waited, letting the charge draw tight until the moment snapped.

She was right there, inches away, her loneliness as naked as the words she’d just thrown down.

I could have crossed that line, easily.

But I didn’t.

Not yet.

Instead, I let her close the last gap, her palm now flat on the desk, her knees brushing the edge. Her hair slipped out of the tight bun, strands falling around her face, giving her a softness I’d never seen.

She was all in, but not reckless. This wasn’t a ploy. It was hope, pure and uncertain, raw as it came.

And now every cell in my body was awake to the fact that we weren’t just rewriting the harem protocols.

We were drawing a brand new boundary.

Jenny’s voice dropped to a hush, almost a dare.

“If you were in my shoes, Jack… what would you want?”

I locked eyes with her.

“Belonging,” I said, my voice steady and low. “I’d want to matter.”

A silence crashed over us, louder than any argument.

That was the line.

And whether or not we crossed it, we both knew nothing would ever be the same.

***

The line between what could happen and what should happen was thinner than a strand of thread.

Jenny was right there, three feet away, close enough to count every freckle on her cheek, to see the strain at the edges of her mouth. We both knew, in that moment, which way the gravity leaned.

But I snapped it, gentle but unbreakable.

“Jen, I can’t,” I said, voice even. “No matter how wild my life gets, where the boundaries blur, I don’t cross this one. Not with you. Not with my brother’s wife. Some things…” I let the words settle, “some things are built to last, even if they’re not perfect.”

The decision wasn’t heroic. It was just necessary.

Jenny sucked in a breath, the smallest flinch at the corner of her eye. She dropped her gaze for a second, then squared her shoulders, letting the distance reassert itself. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t wilt either.

A long, measured quiet hung between us.

“I figured,” she said, the admission barely more than a whisper. “Just… needed to hear it from someone other than myself.”

She stood, hands smoothing her skirt, composure falling back into place like a custom suit. For a second, she just hovered, as if waiting for an answer that didn’t require words.

But she didn’t run. She didn’t slam the door or torch the connection.

Instead, Jenny’s eyes slid back to meet mine, rawness replaced by something almost grateful.

“You know what’s dumb?” Her voice was light, almost a joke, but the sorrow beneath it was unmistakable. “We’ve been trying for another baby. Me and Ryan. It’s been over a year, two, if you count the first false start. Every time it doesn’t work, it’s like a piece of the house falls off. I thought it would pull us closer. But all it does is…” She trailed off, hands flexing like she wanted to shake off the weight.

I let the words hang heavy, not moving.

She pressed on. “I thought, if I could just ask you, if I could figure out how you do it, maybe I’d know how to patch my own mess. Maybe I’d stop feeling like the failure nobody wants to talk about.”

There it was. The missing piece.

I locked eyes with her, steady as I could manage. “You’re not a failure, Jen. You’re the one holding everything together.”

The compliment didn’t make her smile, but it didn’t bounce off, either.

She nodded, once, the motion sharp and final.

Jenny gathered herself, purse in hand, blazer squared. The armor was back on, but now I knew exactly what it covered.

At the door, she turned. “Can we keep this…whatever this was between ourselves?”

I gave her the only answer that made sense. “You have my word.”

Her lips twisted, a smile or a grimace, impossible to tell, and then she was gone, heels whispering down the hallway, leaving the office colder than before.

After she left, the silence was different. Not peaceful. Not resolved. If anything, the air felt heavier, the shadow of every unspoken confession settling into the brickwork.

For a long minute, I sat there, not bothering to move. The lamp on my desk cast a circle of light, holding off the darkness, and the building hummed with the slow, patient rhythm of waiting for the next disaster.

My family wasn’t just fracturing along the old lines anymore.

Trouble was coming from both sides, from every angle, and there was no blueprint for how to brace the house against this kind of storm.

I punched the power button on the desk lamp, letting the dark roll in, and listened to the building breathe.

Tomorrow, I’d face whatever came.

But tonight, I savored the silence, the kind that only comes after you turn down something you secretly wanted.

The kind that lingers, sharp and unsparing, reminding you that sometimes, the bravest thing you can do is nothing.

Lights out.

No regrets.

Only the weight of the choices you never said yes to.

And the hope, maybe, that by holding the line, you saved something bigger than just yourself.


Shared Space


The second I stepped through the door, I knew the loft was done playing at being a bachelor pad. The air was thick with the scent of caramelizing onions and something rich, maybe white wine sauce simmering on the stove, but underneath, there were hints of perfume, fresh flowers, and the faint rubber tang from the exercise mats by the window.

Gone were the old echoes of boots on concrete and the scratch of pencil across unfinished plans. In their place: life. Not the curated kind, the lived-in kind.

Lily was barefoot in jeans and a soft pink top that made her skin glow. She stood at the island, slicing asparagus with surgeon-level precision. On the counter beside her, stacks of glossy food magazines and a well-worn recipe binder, the one with her silly tabs and margin notes, sat open, half-referenced, half-for-show. The overhead pendants caught the gold in her hair and made her look like a goddess prepping a sacrificial meal.

Savannah was pure motion. Even loading the oven, she moved like every inch of her was engineered for maximum impact, hips swaying with purpose, back arched, her lips pursed in delicious concentration. She’d pulled her hair off her face in a high, clean ponytail, and wore a black sleeveless dress that made her shoulders look expensive and her legs immortal. The way she handled the kitchen gear, flipping a pan, then using her thigh to nudge the drawer closed behind her, would’ve made Gordon Ramsay propose on the spot.

I let the door click shut, adding a deliberate bass note to the vibe. Neither of them startled. Instead, Lily just grinned and waved her chef’s knife in greeting.

“You’re three minutes late, baby,” she teased. “I was about to send Savannah to drag you back from whatever man-cave you’d fallen into.”

Savannah didn’t miss a beat. “And I was going to bill him for emotional distress if the risotto overcooked. You know how I feel about wasted carbs.”

I shrugged out of my jacket and set it on the bench, soaking in the transformation. The coffee table was scattered with Lily’s books, everything from glossy art monographs to battered, dog-eared journals. A stack of sticky notes, half a crossword, and a ceramic fox I remembered from her old apartment completed the domestic chaos.

Above the sectional, Savannah’s framed photographs took center stage. Moody black-and-whites of the city at dusk, a haze of headlights ghosting along Milwaukee Avenue, an art shot of Lily laughing mid-spin, her hair wild. The canvases broke up the brick and made the walls feel like they were holding stories, not just acting as a backdrop for late-night streaming.

In the kitchen itself, Anna’s invisible hand was everywhere, labels on shelves, glass canisters lined up militant-precise, a whiteboard on the fridge already boasting this week’s meal plan in her careful handwriting. Quinn’s engineering textbooks occupied the breakfast nook, stacked beside her laptop with its distinctive sticker of Marie Curie, and a half-empty mug of green tea still steaming. And in the corner, Jordan’s gear: hand weights stacked on a bamboo rack, resistance bands looped like a minimalist art installation, and the yoga mat rolled with an engineer’s perfection.

It was overwhelming, yet my shoulders instantly dropped, tension dissolving like sugar in hot coffee. Not a mess, an arrival, the physical manifestation of everything I’d been chasing but couldn’t name. Home. Real home. The kind that wraps around your chest and makes breathing easier instead of harder.

I drifted toward the kitchen, boots silent on the polished concrete. Lily beamed as she dropped asparagus spears in a sauté pan.

“Check it out,” she said, “Savannah’s breaking out the big guns. Pro-level menu tonight.”

Savannah flicked her eyes toward me, pleased and just a shade predatory. “You hungry? I’m doing seared scallops with lemon-thyme risotto, plus a little citrus salad. I swiped the idea from a spot in Lincoln Park, but I guarantee mine is tighter.”

Lily rolled her eyes, but with affection. “She’s been playing Top Chef all week. The neighbors on four just about surrendered after trying her baklava.”

I eyed the spread: ceramic bowls of prepped veggies, a chilled wine bottle sweating on the counter, and two stemless glasses already half-full. “If you two keep this up, I’ll need to upgrade the kitchen. Maybe spring for a proper six-burner. Can’t have you outgrowing the place.”

Savannah arched a brow. “Don’t threaten me with a good time. You know I’ll have a Pinterest board ready before dessert.”

All the banter, the rhythm, it wasn’t just for show. It was real. There was a practiced teamwork, a weirdly intimate choreography in how they moved around each other. Lily slid trays out of the way just in time for Savannah to plate, and Savannah would offer her a taste before making even the smallest adjustment. No drama, no power struggle. Just mutual respect and the kind of chemistry that made every surface in the loft feel alive.

I leaned on the counter, watching as Savannah plated a curl of salad with a flourish that could’ve landed her a guest spot on Food Network. “So? How’d it go this morning?” I asked, already knowing the answer from her energy.

Savannah set down her tongs, wiped her hands on a kitchen towel, and hit me with a smile that went straight to my core. “Signed the closing papers this morning. Got the final check and everything.” She ran her fingertips along the edge of the counter, a gesture of possession so subtle she probably didn’t realize she was doing it. “No more back-and-forth. Sold my place. This is home now.”

She said it like a line of poetry, but made it sound like the most practical decision in the world.

Lily let out a soft whoop, eyes shining. “Yes! No more of that weird limbo feeling. This makes it official.” She brushed her fingertips against the deed papers on the counter.

Savannah shoulder-bumped her, careful not to spill anything. “I’m making celebratory espresso in the morning. And finally teaching you how to use the air fryer without setting off the smoke alarm.”

I caught Lily’s gaze, saw the pride there, not just in Savannah, but in the whole damn system we’d built. She watched Savannah for a second, then ducked her head and reset her focus on zesting a lemon.

“Since we’re sharing news, I should go,” Lily said, her voice warm but steady. “I got promoted, full client portfolio, my own intern, the works. And a real bonus this time. Guess that means I graduate to the grown-ups’ table?”

Savannah clapped, genuine. “Hell, yes! We should celebrate. You want a mimosa right now?”

Lily shook her head, smiling so hard it almost hurt. “I want to eat this food and not worry about checking emails at two in the morning. But thanks.”

I grinned, genuinely knocked back by the moment. “That’s fucking huge, Lil. Proud of you.”

She looked at me, a little bashful, but her blue eyes didn’t waver. “It’s because of you. All of you.” She paused, then went for it: “For the first time, I feel like maybe I’m… not just treading water. Like I can actually take up space.”

The words hung there, truer than any toast.

I let the moment land. The energy between the three of us wasn’t just easy; it was a current. No walls, no holding back, even when the compliments got naked.

Savannah reset her posture, shifting from performance back to pure presence. “That deserves something special. Hold on.”

She shot across the loft, her stride full of confidence, and returned with a bottle of champagne, the real stuff, not the generic I used to buy when I wanted to impress guests I didn’t care about. She worked the cork with a twist and pop, then poured three glasses like she’d been doing it for a camera crew.

“I propose a home-warming,” Savannah declared. “To new beginnings, old friends, and never apologizing for what works.”

Lily clinked her glass to mine, then to Savannah’s. “And to women supporting women. And guys smart enough to get out of the way.”

We laughed, genuine, piercing the last ghost of old tension.

For a handful of minutes, nothing existed but the pleasure of good food, beautiful women, and the noise of a life that belonged to all of us.

But because that’s how life works, the real topic hovered just past the edge.

As Savannah finished scooping risotto onto the plates, she cocked her head, all focus zeroed in. “What’s got your wheels spinning, Jack? You’re happy, sure, but you’re holding something.”

I’d been caught. No sense hiding it.

I set my glass down and spoke the truth. “Had a conversation with Natalie last night. The kind where you skip the small talk and go straight for the punchline.”

Lily and Savannah stopped moving. Not frozen, just fully attentive.

“She’s in,” I said. “And this has nothing to do with work. She wants to be part of this. Part of us. All the way.”

I watched their faces, looking for the micro-tells, waiting for the flicker of doubt or jealousy. Instead, I saw curiosity. Anticipation. Maybe a little relief.

Savannah was the first to speak. “She’s a baller. I knew it the moment she pitched you on the new entry.” She sipped, then looked at Lily. “Not surprised at all. She fits.”

Lily nodded, her face lit by genuine excitement. “She really does. I love the way she just… sees what’s missing and fills it.”

I let out a breath, then gave them the rest:

“Here’s the thing. With Natalie, it’s never just about moving furniture or hanging out. Her lighting, every piece, every change, is her telling a story. About herself, about what she wants. She doesn’t hide behind ‘maybe’ or ‘later’; she brings everything into the light, literally. She wants to move in, not as a project, but as family. With all the visibility that brings.”

Savannah leaned forward, elbows on the counter. “You’re saying this isn’t just another phase. It’s going to be undeniable. Even Ryan won’t be able to play casual about it.”

“Exactly,” I said. “She’s not a secret. Once she’s here, it’s in the open. No more hiding the moving parts or pretending we’re just running an extended sleepover.”

The mood shifted, not awkward, not tense, but charged, as if the truth had finally snapped all the pieces into their final alignment.

Lily spoke up first. Gone was the old hesitation. The voice she used was quiet, but so clear it practically rearranged the atoms in the room.

“I want this. All of it. And Natalie fits, Jack. She makes sense here.”

Savannah didn’t rush. She let it breathe, then gave her verdict: “The more intentional this becomes, the more real it is. I don’t want to explain myself. I want a life where people have to adapt to us, not the other way around. If Natalie’s in, I’m all in, too.”

Their answers landed like a poured concrete beam. No cracks, no doubt. Just pure belonging.

I felt the tension in my chest unravel, muscle by muscle. Not because I dodged a bullet, but because this was the last teammate in the starting lineup. Every trade-off, every negotiation, every old fear, gone.

I raised my glass, not to toast, but to anchor the moment. “Thank you. I know this isn’t always easy. But I don’t want to build a life nobody else wants. This only works if we all choose it, every time.”

Lily clinked her glass against mine, eyes shining. “We choose it.”

Savannah grinned, her hand finding Lily’s at the edge of the counter. “Every fucking time.”

We fell into easy laughter after that, the old scars forgotten, every word a new brick in the foundation.

Dinner was more than just food. It was proof.

We ate together, Savannah’s scallops ruined me for all future seafood, Lily’s salad was bright and perfect, and even the way they bickered over plating made the loft feel like home.

Everywhere I looked, there was evidence we’d done it: the books, the art, Anna’s systems, Jordan’s gear, Quinn’s handwritten notes tucked into the margins of project files she’d left on the coffee table, and now the women themselves, close enough to touch, close enough to keep, every gesture mapped in the glow of the pendant lights Natalie had designed.

A family. Not neat, not normal, but fuck if it didn’t feel inevitable.

The meal ended in a comfortable afterglow, bodies draped across the couch, plates abandoned, and Lily curled against my side while Savannah stole the blanket and wrapped all three of us with practiced entitlement.

We didn’t talk about the future like it was some problem to solve. We talked like people who’d already solved it, and now just had to let the rest of the world catch up.

Savannah said it best, voice turned lazy and a bit smug as she stretched out, feet in my lap. “This is going to piss off everyone who ever told us we were doing it wrong.”

Lily giggled, curling closer. “Let them. We’re not here for their approval.”

I ran my hand through Lily’s hair, letting my fingertips drift down her neck, and felt the final click of satisfaction settle deep in my bones.

This was home.

Not an experiment. Not a phase.

The kind of life you made one choice at a time until it belonged to you, until it was the only thing that could’ve possibly fit.

Tomorrow, we’d tell the rest of the crew. Make it official, not just here, but everywhere.

But tonight?

Tonight was ours.

And nothing had ever felt more right.

***

You could say the transition started with the dishes, with Lily licking a lemon vinaigrette off her knuckle and Savannah balancing dessert spoons down her forearm for a bad magic trick. But the real shift was subtler, chemistry more than choreography.

The meal ended, plates abandoned on the counter. We didn’t even pretend to straighten up. The three of us migrated to the bedroom, still laughing, still tangled in the afterglow of mutual approval. Instead of a switch to “sexy mode,” it felt like a continuation, a deepening of what we’d already started.

Lily led the way, stealing my hand, her fingers cool but unyielding. She didn’t glance back to see if I’d follow. She knew. Savannah trailed behind, sliding her arms around my waist, her body heat radiating through my shirt, her breath tickling the back of my neck.

The bed waited, a monument to the new order: sheets crisp, pillows over-fluffed, the faintest trace of Lily’s shampoo woven through the air. Savannah sprawled first, making no secret of her intentions, dress sliding up her thighs. She gave me a look straight from her modeling comp card, part challenge, part invitation.

But Lily was the real operator. She turned, tugged me close, and the shyness that used to color her touch was gone, replaced by that quiet certainty I’d seen at dinner. She found my mouth with hers, lips parted, tongue lapping at my lower lip before the rest of me even caught up.

“I want the first round,” she murmured, voice gone dark and hungry.

Savannah rolled her eyes, grinning. “Call it, babe. I’ll just make myself comfortable.”

She did, dropping back onto the pillows, hiking the dress higher. Her thighs flashed gold in the bedside lamp, and she just watched, no jealousy, no boredom, pure fascination.

Lily’s hands got busy right away. She popped buttons on my shirt, leaving it gaping down my chest. Her own top came free in a matter of seconds. Beneath, she wore nothing but a pale blue lace bra that barely contained the curve of her breasts. They spilled over, round and perfect, the kind of cleavage I’d have canceled a meeting for just to stare at.

She didn’t bother with sexy undressing. She shimmied out of her jeans with practiced efficiency, reached behind to unhook her bra with a single flick, letting the straps slide down her arms before tossing it aside. Her breasts spilled free, big, round, and springy, jiggling slightly as she moved. Her thumbs hooked into the waistband of her simple cotton panties, dragging them down her thighs until she stood completely naked, skin glowing in the low light as she turned to face the bed.

Savannah whistled. “New promotion, new attitude. I like it.”

Lily just gave her a wink, then straddled my lap as I sat on the edge of the mattress. The heat from her body was a thing you could measure in degrees. She ground against my hard cock through my jeans, slow and purposeful, making sure I felt every flex of her hips.

“You know what I want, baby?” Lily asked. She didn’t wait for an answer. She unbuttoned my fly, tugged my jeans and boxers down, and freed my cock with a little exhale of anticipation.

Savannah wriggled beside us, her own hands drifting lower, but she didn’t compete for attention.

Lily gripped my cock, pressing the head against her inner thigh, not even pretending to be coy. I felt the slick heat of her pussy, already wet and ready, like she’d been waiting all night. She pressed the tip between her folds and rubbed it, coating me with her juices, her eyes never leaving mine.

Then she lined me up and, with one slow, fluid motion, sank onto me.

Her heat was unreal, soft, velvet, tight as hell but yielding in the best way. She seated herself all the way down, hips flush to mine, and let out a sigh that sounded like pure relief.

The world blinked out. There was just Lily: her hair framing her face, her tits jiggling with every little shift, the greedy way her pussy clamped around my cock. She started moving, shallow at first, using her glutes to work me in and out, every grind a perfect hit to her clit.

I palmed her ass, squeezing, guiding her rhythm. She rode me with the kind of focus you’d bring to a closing argument or a championship set. No fear, no hesitation. Just hunger.

Savannah reached across the sheets, running a finger down Lily’s spine. “You look incredible like this,” she purred. “He’s barely hanging on.”

She wasn’t wrong. I felt the familiar burn of Lily’s body, the urge to lose control, but I wanted it to last.

I leaned up, finding her nipple and latching on, sucking, nibbling at the soft pink flesh until she jerked and gasped. Her hands braced on my shoulders, nails digging in, hips now bucking harder as her breasts bounced with each movement.

“God, yes,” Lily moaned, “baby, don’t you dare stop—”

I felt Lily start to lose control in the way I’d learned to crave, the tightening of her thighs around my hips, the crash of her breasts against my chest as her rhythm faltered, the tiny, shivering whimpers that meant she’d stopped performing and was just drowning in sensation. I braced her back with one arm and thrust up, meeting her with a force that made the bed squeal in protest against the floorboards. Each time she came down, I filled her, pressured all that heat and tension right back into her core.

The only sound was the wet slap of bodies and Lily’s voice, low and unguarded, muffled by the side of my neck where her teeth found purchase. She bit down, hard, just as she came. Her whole body seized: thighs shaking, fingers scrabbling at my shoulders, nails digging half-moons in my skin. Her pussy clamped around my cock, spasming, milking me as she shuddered through her orgasm.

I didn’t even have the option of composure. She wrung it out of me, the way she always did, drawing a helpless groan as my cock jerked inside her, as I emptied into her, every pulse locked to the rhythm of her own release. I felt it, deep, the way I’d wanted, her walls fluttering around me, the rush of my cum flooding her, raw and reckless.

She collapsed forward, burying her face in my neck, her hair a shield that caught her panting breaths. The sweat of her skin, the vanilla and citrus of whatever she’d used in her hair, the salt of her lips, every input was overwhelming, a sensory landslide that left me trembling. For a few seconds, neither of us moved. We just existed, fused together, taking the time to let our nerves rewire themselves.

Somewhere in the haze, I could feel the bed dip. Savannah’s hand found Lily’s hip, stroking her as she came down from the high, her touch reverent but hungry. Savannah didn’t even hide the fact that she’d been watching. One of her hands was under her dress, knuckles shining, wrist flexing with the same slow rhythm that Lily had just ridden out on my lap. The other hand snaked up Lily’s back, fingers combing through the tangle of hair, fixing it with the same care she used to style models for a shoot.

Savannah pressed in behind Lily, spooning her for a moment, her chin resting on Lily’s shoulder as she whispered something private. Lily giggled, but it was the loose, post-orgasmic kind, soft and druggy. Savannah didn’t let her off the hook. She planted a row of small kisses down Lily’s shoulder, trailing them across the ridge of her scapula, then along the curve of her spine. Each kiss was a claim, a gentle tease, a way of saying she wasn’t done yet, not by a mile.

I slid a hand down Lily’s ass, fingers splayed, guiding her as she lifted herself gingerly off my cock. The aftermath was intensely physical, her pussy so slick with both of us that I could see it glisten in the lamplight, a raw, messy proof of what we’d just done. Her thighs trembled as she shifted to the side, tucking herself in against my chest. I drew her tight, holding her there, and she let herself melt against me, completely spent.

Savannah’s eyes burned into me, wild and focused. She licked her lips, almost unconsciously, and gave me a look that said she’d been waiting her turn long enough.

“Jesus, you two,” Savannah said, voice hoarse with wanting. “You trying to make me lose my mind over here?”

“That was the goal,” I managed, but my voice was shredded, torn between afterglow and anticipation.

“You had your fun,” she said, voice all velvet and spark. “Now it’s my turn.”

She maneuvered Lily off my lap, then tossed her own dress to the floor in a blur of gold hair and tanned skin. She wasn’t wearing panties, just a tiny black thong that vanished the instant her hands hit her hips.

Savannah straddled me, her bare pussy already slick and glistening. She angled my still-hard cock up and teased the tip along her slit, eyes locked on mine.

“You like watching us?” she teased. “You want to see what happens when we really don’t hold back?”

Savannah didn’t even wait for my answer. She took control, really took control. In one furious, electrifying motion, she slammed herself down on my cock, burying me inside her in a single stroke that threatened to rip the air from my lungs. Her thighs clamped around my hips, her balance automatic, and she started working me with a rhythm that was all business, all hunger, no pretense.

She rode hard. Not an ounce of hesitation. Every bounce was deliberate, each grind calculated and powerful, her hips pistoning up and down like she wanted to fuck me through the mattress. The slap of skin rang out, animal and shameless, underscored by the wet, impossible squeeze of her pussy as she wrung out every inch of me, over and over. Her hands roamed, nails raking my chest, then clutching at my shoulders for better leverage, holding nothing back.

The eye contact was relentless. She looked down at me, blue eyes wild and locked to mine, daring me to look away, to even blink. But I couldn’t, she wouldn’t have let me. Even as her hair fell forward in gold curtains, sweat streaking down her forehead, she kept her stare trained on me, like she was branding the moment into her memory.

Lily wasn’t just a bystander, either. She’d propped herself up, nude but radiant, and watched the show with a lazy, satisfied smile. She didn’t just watch, though, her hands got involved. She ran her fingers up Savannah’s back, tracing the groove of her spine, circling her thumbs around the slick, flexing muscles at the base of Savannah’s neck. Sometimes she’d reach around to cup Savannah’s tits, squeezing them together, playing with the nipples until Savannah shuddered and cursed under her breath.

And when Lily did that, Savannah’s rhythm actually kicked up a notch. She started grinding even deeper, moaning with every downstroke, using my cock like it was the only thing that could keep her tethered to reality.

There was nothing gentle about it. No slow build, no teasing. Savannah was going to take what she wanted, and she was going to make sure everyone in the block heard about it.

“Fuck—yes—” she grunted, her voice shredded and hot. “Harder. Harder.”

I braced myself, hands gripping her waist, helping her set the pace. She didn’t need help, but she seemed to like the resistance, the push-pull of my hands against her movement. She started riding me so hard the bed actually drifted on the floor, knocking the headboard against the wall in time with her cries.

Lily laughed, the sound pillow-soft and delighted. “You’re going to break him,” she teased, and Savannah shot her a glare over her shoulder, but it was all heat and no malice.

“Not yet,” Savannah panted, teeth bared in a wicked grin. “He can fucking take it.”

She looked at me, daring, reckless. “You can, right, baby? You can give me what I need?”

I tried to answer, but the words just choked out in a grunt. She snickered, genuinely delighted, then flexed her thighs and started rolling her hips in tight circles, massaging my cock in a way I didn’t even know was possible. The sensation was so intense it bordered on pain, but I didn’t want it to stop, not for anything.

Savannah leaned forward, palms planted on my chest, her tits bouncing inches from my face. Sweat beaded between them, slicking her skin, and I couldn’t resist. I caught a nipple in my mouth, biting just hard enough to make her gasp, then licked a stripe up her cleavage to the hollow of her throat.

She shivered, a full-body convulsion, and for a second her rhythm faltered. But she’d barely recovered before she doubled down, grabbing my wrists and pinning them above my head, grinding herself down with a force that felt like it could crush me.

Lily climbed up behind Savannah and nuzzled her, whispering something in her ear that made Savannah laugh and almost lose her balance. Then Lily slipped an arm around Savannah’s waist, fingertips dipping low, until she found Savannah’s clit. She pressed, hard, and Savannah lost her composure entirely.

“Oh fuck—don’t stop—Lily, don’t stop—”

Her whole body was shaking now, muscles clenching, every ounce of her focused on the fucking and the friction and the wicked, perfect pressure. I felt her pussy clamp down, those wild, desperate spasms that told me she was right on the edge.

Lily’s voice was low, teasing, but relentless. “You like that? I think you’re close. I think you want to cum on him. You want to make a mess, don’t you?”

Savannah’s only answer was a string of curses and guttural noises, her nails digging red crescents into my skin. I could feel her getting wetter, tighter, the heat building between us like we were going to combust.

Then Lily started rubbing small circles, never easing up, and Savannah just lost it. Her orgasm ripped through her, violent and raw. She screamed, actually screamed, then bit down on my shoulder to muffle it, her whole body going rigid. Her pussy milked my cock, squeezing and pulsing, until I couldn’t take it any longer.

I grabbed her hips, holding her down as I drove up into her, every thrust rough and unrestrained. The edge hit me out of nowhere, like falling off a cliff. My vision flashed, every nerve ending fired, and I came so hard it was like I was shot through with electricity. Pulse after pulse, raw and endless, filling her deep until she groaned and shivered from the force of it.

Savannah’s body finally gave out. She slumped forward, collapsing against my chest, her damp hair fanned across my collarbone. She was still trembling, tiny aftershocks running through her, and every inch of her radiated satisfaction.

When we finally crashed, tangled in blankets and each other, anything that wasn’t necessary just vanished.

We didn’t rush to wipe off or roll away. I lay there with Lily’s head on my chest, Savannah sprawled across both of us, her hand still possessively gripping my thigh.

For a long time, we just floated.

Eventually, Lily broke the hush.

“You know what I realized tonight?” she asked, voice low and a little dreamy. “About your brother I mean.”

I stroked her hair, settling back into the pillows. “What’s that, baby?”

She hesitated, searching for the words. “Ryan’s not angry. Not at you, not even at Natalie. He’s… lost. He’s watching you build a life nobody ever gave him permission to want.”

Savannah nodded, her chin propped on my abs. “He’s not just losing Natalie. He’s losing the version of himself where he was ahead of the curve. You flipped the script, Jack. Now he’s chasing, not leading.”

I considered that, letting it settle. It was… true. The rivalry was never about the women, or the business. It was about playing catch-up in a world that changed rules without warning.

Savannah kept going. “He’s not pissed about the harem, or the building. He just doesn’t know how to go forward, because backward is familiar. Natalie is ‘before.’ You’re ‘after.’ That messes with his head.”

Lily hugged me tighter. “He’ll figure it out. But it’s not your job to fix him. You already made the life you wanted.”

The words didn’t just land, they rewrote the blueprints of my insides. Years of holding back, of managing the boundaries, now boiled down to this: three bodies, sweat-sticky and satisfied, nobody hiding, nobody losing their place.

We drifted in and out of lazy conversation.

Talk turned practical. Lily asked, “Where’s Natalie going to set up? Does she get the east suite, or does that disrupt the kitchen schedule?”

Savannah grinned. “She’ll steal your closet space and rewire the lighting first day. Guarantee it.”

I pictured it, Natalie’s precision woven into the loft, her custom fixtures glowing over our late-night huddles. It fit. It wasn’t compromise, it was completion.

We talked about Quinn’s new lighting installation in her bedroom down the hall, how she’d reorganized the pantry last week without asking anyone, the way she’d started leaving her work boots by the front door like they’d always belonged there. Last night she and Savannah had demolished half a pizza in their pajamas, planning the rooftop garden renovation nobody had officially approved yet. There was no friction, just the quiet certainty that she’d claimed her place, not as a visitor, but as one of us.

Lily speculated on what it would mean to go public, not as a scandal, but as a feature. “People will talk,” she said, “but eventually, they’ll just accept it’s us. Nothing weird about being happy.”

Savannah was more blunt. “We’ll be a trend before anyone thinks to judge. The only people who matter already live here.”

I thought about that, the permanence of it. The way the loft had shifted from cold brick and steel to something you could actually call a legacy. Ours.

I wrapped my arms tight around both women, feeling the heat, the pulse, the certainty of belonging.

This wasn’t a trial run or a demo phase.

This was the payoff nobody else had the guts to design.

Eventually, we drifted to sleep, bodies entwined, the future mapped out in whispers and gentle hands.

And I knew, as clear as daylight, this wasn’t something you lucked into.

This was built, one risk, one decision, one perfect, chosen night at a time.

Forever started right here.

And I was never letting it go.


Critical Mass


Iparked on the side street, killed the engine, and let the afternoon settle around me. The building wasn’t finished. Hell, half the beams were still raw, and the floors kicked up dust with every step, but it already radiated a weird, hungry energy. Sunlight slashed through the high windows, painting the haze gold in the open lobby. Each breath tasted like drywall and anticipation.

It was hours before turnover, but I wanted extra time. The clients for this project were particular, a pair of married execs, obsessed with Instagram moments and the “narrative” of a space. What they wanted, more than four walls, was mood, style, a fucking signature. And today, the feature wasn’t exposed brick or polished concrete. It was Natalie’s lighting, the custom stuff she’d been burning the midnight oil to finish.

I crossed the unfinished entry, tracking the last week’s progress. The paint had barely dried in the east stairwell, and drop cloths still covered the hallway, but it didn’t matter. The real showstopper would be the reveal, the way light cut up the imperfections, making them look intentional. That was all Natalie. She’d promised bold, and I knew better than to doubt her.

Still, there was a trickle of doubt in my gut. Ryan wasn’t going to just stand back and let Natalie run the table, not after the month we’d had. And today, we had every player in the same room for the first time since the rumors started flying. Anna. Quinn. Ryan. And Natalie, who had no more reason left to hide.

I set my tablet on the makeshift credenza, double-checked the client renderings, and took a second to breathe. Above me, the steel girders glowed in the afternoon light, and dust motes danced in the air like tiny spotlights waiting for their star.

That’s when I heard the click of heels on concrete.

Natalie strode in, cutting through the gloom like she owned every square foot of the place. Her hair was up, face framed by a pair of angular glasses that made her look like someone you’d see on the cover of Architectural Digest. She wore a deep blue blouse, tailored, not fussy, with black cigarette pants that made her legs look a mile long. But the transformation wasn’t in the outfit. It was in the way she moved: confident, every step measured, every glance already calculating the next reveal.

She set her rolling case down on the paint-splattered mat, unzipped it, and started arranging her lighting samples with a precision that would’ve made NASA engineers cry. As she pulled out each fixture, the difference was immediate. The old Natalie might have leaned toward safe, neutral options, but this lineup was pure flex, sculpted brass, geometric glass, fixtures that looked like art installations but were engineered to a tenth of a millimeter.

Natalie lined them up on the display table, each one catching the sunlight and throwing wild shadows against the unfinished wall. The whole tableau was a dare. Come at me.

She turned to me, chin lifted. “I went with the bolder palette after all. Figured it’s time to make a statement.”

Her voice carried the same confidence as her posture. Gone was the careful, guarded edge. Today she was all-in.

I took in the fixtures, the way they gleamed even before power ran through them. “This is going to blow their minds. Seriously, you couldn’t have nailed it harder.”

Natalie flashed a half-smile, but her fingers worked restlessly, aligning the samples, making sure every lamp, every LED track, was angled for max effect. Even the air around her felt charged, like the city before a summer storm.

The sound of a door opening echoed through the shell. Our clients, Thomas and Rochelle, suit-and-dress power couple straight from a luxury magazine spread, stepped into the entryway, their expressions already shifting to “high-expectations mode.” Behind them, Quinn appeared, arms loaded with samples and a folder tucked under her arm. She was all business: khaki dress pants, a crisp white blouse, and hair in a flawless ponytail, not a strand out of place. Her blue eyes clocked every surface, every flaw, as she set her samples down next to Natalie’s with a quick, subtle nod.

Anna followed, gliding in with a tablet open and smile dialed to warm-but-not-intimate. She positioned herself by the windows, favoring the light, as if by sheer force of will she could direct the energy however she wanted. On the surface, she was mellow, but I caught the micro-movements: the way she scanned the clients, the position of her body perfect for sliding into a negotiation at a moment’s notice.

And then there was Ryan.

He entered without fanfare, but the effect was as sharp as a splash of ice water. He wore work boots, jeans, and a pressed shirt, but his hair was a little wild and his eyes never left Natalie. He took up a spot by the renderings board, arms crossed, scanning the room like he was prepping for demolition.

For a second, nobody talked.

The building hummed, every shaft of sunlight marking us like pieces on a chessboard.

Natalie was the first to move. She clicked the control panel, and her sample lights winked on, bathing the corner in a soft, layered glow. Instantly, the concrete and exposed brick transformed, warmth in the shadows, drama at the edges, every surface suddenly telling a story. The clients actually stopped midstride.

“Wow,” Thomas said, his eyes wide. “That’s… I didn’t expect this.”

Natalie’s smile was pure polish. “We wanted to go beyond a standard install. The lighting here is designed as the focal point. It’s not just about visibility. It’s about bringing the space to life.”

She swept through the key points, how each fixture was custom, how the color temperature shifted through the day, even how the mounting hardware complemented the building’s original structure. She spoke with a level of eloquence and precision that would’ve had half the downtown design firms crying envy.

Rochelle touched the glass of a pendant, watching it scatter gold across her palm. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. “But it’s not just style, is it? There’s a plan behind this, a logic?”

“Yes,” Natalie said, confidence undimmed. “Everything here is engineered for both mood and function. Each zone is programmable, so you can curate the experience as you move through the space. It’ll look just as dramatic with a party crowd as it does right now, empty.”

The clients exchanged a quick, excited glance. Even Anna caught it, her lips tightening in approval.

But I wasn’t the only one watching the show.

Ryan’s jaw flexed as Natalie clicked through her demo, and Quinn’s fingers drummed the table, almost itching to jump in. The tension built, thread by thread.

Natalie finished her spiel, landing the final beat: “We’re proposing this installation as the headline feature. Everything else in the build flows from these focal points. If you want a signature look, this is how you get it.”

There was a long pause.

Thomas inhaled, visibly impressed. “You’ve just set the bar for the entire project. I love it. Rochelle?”

She nodded, enchanted, already picturing the parties, the photo ops.

For a beat, I thought we were home free.

Then Ryan stepped forward, voice all gravel and skepticism. “It’s a killer look, Nat, don’t get me wrong. But the timeline seems ambitious. And the cost implications of custom fixtures at this scale, are we really talking about this being delivered on schedule without busting the budget?”

The words landed hard. The clients, flush with excitement seconds ago, now glanced at each other, visibly recalculating.

Natalie’s shoulders stiffened, just a hint, but she didn’t lose her cool. Not even close.

She waited, letting the silence hang. But the mood had shifted, a ripple of doubt threatening to undercut everything she’d built.

That’s when I jumped in.

“Custom lighting is what will set this property apart from every other build in the area,” I said, keeping my tone measured but unwavering. “We’re not slapping something on top at the last minute. Natalie’s fixtures are being integrated into the bones of the space, and our schedule reflects that. It’s tight, but that’s the point. You want it to be memorable? You trust the person who does it best.”

Thomas hesitated, caught between Ryan’s reality check and the promise of something iconic.

Anna slid in, smooth as silk. “What you’re looking at isn’t just an expense line. It’s an investment in the experience. Signature features like this create long-term value and allow you to command a premium whether you’re living here, renting, or selling down the line. It’s not a splurge, it’s smart asset play.”

Quinn picked up the thread, her voice precise and cool. “I took a look at the fabrication plan. We can escalate some of the assembly off-site, which will cut weeks off the on-site install. And the vendor list is local. No slowdowns from international shipping. The cost delta versus generic fixtures is about twelve percent, but what you get is… exactly this. Actual wow factor.”

The synergy was undeniable. Anna handled the psychology, Quinn fielded logistics. But the air was still wired, every exchange a live current.

Ryan wasn’t done.

He stared at the samples, then at the clients. “It’s a great look. Just want to make sure nobody’s selling you an ideal that can’t be built at scale. These jobs have a way of eating up margin fast.”

Natalie faced him, eyes hard as polished marble. “I stand by the estimates. I don’t make promises I can’t deliver.”

Every muscle in her body telegraphed steel. If she was sweating, she didn’t show it.

I didn’t flinch. “What you’re seeing here is the team at its best. If there’s a bottleneck, we’ll handle it. The lighting isn’t just decoration, it’s the whole story. The backbone every other decision follows.”

For a beat, it was a standoff.

The clients watched us volley, and I could see the old doubts flicker on Thomas’s face, but then Rochelle put her hand on his wrist.

“I want it,” she said, softly. Then, to Natalie: “You’ve sold me harder than anyone ever has. This needs to be the center of the house.”

Thomas nodded, some old fear vanishing from his eyes. “Let’s do it. Just keep us updated if anything shifts on the schedule, okay?”

Natalie softened, just a touch. “Absolutely. I’ll send you the revised milestones this afternoon.”

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the whole room exhaled.

The clients wandered the samples, pointing out details, already talking as if it was a done deal. Anna shadowed them, weaving in subtle reassurances. Quinn hovered nearby, ready with a tablet in case there were more questions. Even Ryan stood down, though his eyes never really left Natalie for more than a second.

I still reeled from the spectacle I’d just witnessed. My brother, mid-pitch, torpedoed our own presentation for what? A flex of ego? He’d made us look like amateurs, as if the whole team hadn’t pored over these questions in advance, hashed them out together. He was there for every conversation. And if this was his version of ‘handling’ client relations, I’d need to keep him on a much tighter leash. There was no way I’d let him anywhere near a meeting like this again.

The meeting wrapped with a round of handshakes and promises of follow-up. The clients were all smiles as they swept out, already making plans for the “big reveal” party once the project was done.

As the lobby emptied, the air felt heavier, the sunlight now slanting low across the concrete. The dust had settled, but every nerve in the room still buzzed from what just went down.

Ryan lingered by the samples, jaw tight, gaze fixed on something only he could see.

Natalie gathered her fixtures, hands sure and steady, but the rush in her cheeks betrayed the adrenaline. Quinn packed her folders, shooting glances my way, equal parts pride and caution. Anna hung back, the very picture of serene, but I knew her game, she was already recalculating the next play, the next challenge.

A single sentence from the clients hung in the air, stuck like resin: “You’ve sold me harder than anyone ever has.”

The win was locked, but so was the next phase of fallout.

The job wasn’t just about finishing the build now.

It was about navigating what came next.

And this room, the dust, the beams, the shafts of stubborn afternoon sun, suddenly felt less like a project and more like a crucible.

The real test was next.

And I was ready to bring it home.

***

The second the door sealed on the clients, the space stretched out, cavernous and weirdly private. The air vibrated with leftover adrenaline, every unfinished wall and exposed beam amplifying the silence. It felt less like a project now and more like an arena, three women and two Bennetts circling, waiting for the fuse to burn down.

Ryan didn’t waste a beat. He stalked closer to the table where Natalie was breaking down her samples, his voice pitched for the room but meant for her.

“That went well,” he said, emphasis hard on the first syllable, “despite some… unconventional choices.” His eyes pinned Natalie, every ounce of his attention zeroed in like a spot-welder.

Quinn stiffened, the folder in her hand snapping shut with a crisp click. Anna, standing by the window, went almost preternaturally still. It was like she’d shut out the noise and was now running the scenario ten moves ahead.

But Ryan wasn’t here to posture. He had business, the kind you wrap in pleasantries but aim for the jugular.

He circled the table, halting an arm’s length from Natalie, voice dropping. “Maybe we should set aside a few minutes to go over unresolved design elements. Seems like a lot’s shifted since the last review. Wouldn’t want to miss anything important.”

It was a direct shot, but Natalie didn’t blink.

She faced him with a calm that said she’d already braced for this. “There’s nothing unresolved on my end, Ryan. The design’s locked and the timeline is clear. You saw the plan.”

He pressed, frustration leaking into his words. “We both know that’s not what I meant. I’m talking about us. How things ended, hell, how they never even finished.”

Anna’s head turned just so, catching every micro-expression; Quinn’s eyes narrowed, fixed on the spot where Ryan’s fist clenched against the sample board.

Maybe in his ego-induced fugue he’d forgotten that Quinn and Jenny were sisters while he made a play for his ex right in front of her.

Natalie kept her hands steady, but her jaw tensed. “There’s nothing to revisit, Ryan. What we had ended because it needed to. There’s nothing unfinished between us.”

The words were sharp, final, like a sledgehammer to old plaster.

Ryan tried to mask the blow, but his composure cracked. The edge in his voice was gone, swapped for something raw and jagged. “Is that really it? After everything? You just moved on to him, right?”

He jerked his chin in my direction, eyes hunting for confession.

I felt the air ripple, every molecule in the room reorienting around the accusation. Anna’s gaze snapped to me. Quinn hovered, her eyes flicking between all of us, calculating angles and risks.

The spotlight was brutal.

I’d planned to tell Ryan about me and Nat, maybe over drinks, maybe in a context where all hell wouldn’t break loose but that luxury was shot to hell.

Before I could answer, Natalie stepped in, voice like steel cable.

“This isn’t about moving on,” she said, her tone even. “This is about me choosing something different than what we were.”

Ryan recoiled, as if the words packed a physical punch. For a second, something behind his eyes crumpled, grief, maybe, or just the last dregs of hope. But then the mask slammed back into place, harder, meaner.

“Something different,” he repeated, the phrase hanging in the air like dust after a jackhammer. “Or someone.”

This time, the stare was locked on me, point-blank. He wanted a confession. He wanted pain.

But I didn’t flinch. Didn’t let him take the satisfaction. This wasn’t the time or place to come clean, and I wouldn’t let him drag me over the edge with him.

I met his gaze, steady as a brick wall.

The silence didn’t just stretch, it went nuclear. Anna and Quinn both vibrated with the need to intervene, but knew better than to step into the blast zone.

Ryan held my stare, waiting for the lie or the apology. Neither came.

After a long, savage pause, he shook his head, as if the world had just proved him right about everything wrong in it.

He stepped back, lips white with fury, hands braced on the table. The only sound was the hollow echo of breath and the distant whine of a circular saw from the block over.

Nobody talked. Nobody even pretended to be okay.

The demolition was clean, surgical, and absolute.

For a heartbeat, all I saw was the exposed wiring and unfinished studs behind Ryan’s eyes, the old ambitions, the memories, the stubborn refusal to let go.

And then he looked away.

But not before the damage was done.

***

Ryan tried for dignity, but the effort showed in every line of his body. He straightened up, forced a laugh that bounced off the concrete. “All right. I can see I’m outvoted. Just hope you’re ready to eat those numbers if the install goes sidewise. Wouldn’t be the first time somebody’s promises outpaced the product.”

He spat the words at Natalie, but the accusation was double-parked: part professional, mostly personal. His face was too red, his hands too fast as he shoved samples into his case. The performance was for me now, pure brother-on-brother. He wanted to call me out, to dare me to push back.

I eased between him and Natalie, blocking the line of sight. My voice was soft, but I didn’t give him room to sidestep. “This isn’t the time or place, Ry. Let’s hit pause and come back to it when we’ve all had a chance to step back.”

Ryan looked me dead in the eye, searching for the weak spot. He didn’t find it.

He nodded once, but it wasn’t graceful. He scooped up his kit, nearly tearing the zipper, and headed for the exit. The noise he made slamming the door echoed through the unfinished space, ricocheting between brick and steel like a gunshot.

Suddenly, it was just the four of us and the sound of our own breathing.

Anna was already remote, dialing her focus into the tablet, fingers flicking across the screen as she prepped client-facing updates. Her lips were pursed, analytical, already racing to head off any fallout.

Quinn lingered by the sample table, arms folded, eyes never leaving mine. There was no judgment, just steady, unspoken support. She made it clear, whatever mess I’d just inherited, she was in for the cleanup, too.

Natalie stood straighter, but the confrontation cost her. The shine she’d worn in the meeting was tempered now, not dimmed, just matured into something harder. She looked around at what remained, at the wreckage and the rebuilding.

And for the first time, I saw it. The site as a living metaphor for us: raw, exposed, foundations solid but still vulnerable to every storm that passed through.

I drew a breath, felt the dust settle on my tongue. “We need to finish this,” I told them. Not loud, but absolute.

Natalie’s eyes met mine, the flame restored but now forged in iron. Anna looked up, nodded right away, catching the double meaning. Even Quinn, usually the most reserved, cracked a little smile.

The four of us stood in the mess, not broken, just at halftime. The echo of Ryan’s exit still rang, but in its wake, something new was possible, a version of this team, of this family, that belonged to us.

We started packing up, but the unspoken agreement was clear.

We weren’t just building out a job site.

We were sealing the future.

No more hiding. No more apologies.

Just a finished story, done our way.

Let the world catch up if it dared.


Real Foundation


The streetlights glowed electric against the sidewalk, but inside, Natalie lingered at the bottom of our stoop like she was on the doorstep of a courthouse, not a home. She wore a watery blue sweater over a pale camisole, the kind of soft, layered look that was supposed to downplay how delicate she was feeling. But even at this distance, I could see the hesitation in the curve of her shoulders, the way she flexed her hand before reaching for the doorbell.

She didn’t ring it. She just stood there, fingertips inches from brass, eyes shut like she was calling up courage from someplace deep and risky.

For a full ten seconds, she hovered, the queen of custom lighting, used to controlling every watt and shadow, now awash in pure uncertainty about how her own story would be illuminated.

I caught her hesitation through the peephole and decided to short-circuit it.

I opened the door slow, letting the light from the foyer splash across her face.

“Hey,” I said, voice dialed down and inviting.

Natalie startled, then laughed once, hand flying to her collarbone. “Jesus, Jack. You move quiet for a guy built like a demolition crew.”

“Habit,” I said. “Didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

Her hair was down tonight, waves of honey gold just brushing her shoulders, and the smell of her perfume, a subtle beeswax and something sweet, flatlined my nerves. The blue layered look softened her, but it was a dead ringer for the palette Lily lived in, and there was no way that was accidental. If she was trying to camouflage herself as comfort, she’d almost nailed it.

But she still looked like someone waiting for the other shoe to break a window.

I stepped close, put my hand on her waist, and kissed her.

Not a show-kiss and not a let’s-get-this-over-with peck. Something in between. Grounding.

Natalie melted into it, tension sluicing off like rain down vinyl siding.

When I pulled back, her eyes were brighter, more focused.

“Ready?” I asked, the word loaded.

“That’s an impossible question,” she said, voice trembling at the edge, “but I’m here.”

“Then that’s all you need.”

I led her inside.

The smell hit first, the warm, happy chaos of dinner nearly ready. Roasted vegetables, a garlic blast, something sweet and lemony, too. Underneath that, the rubbery tang from the gym mat and the sharp edge of Savannah’s favorite perfume floating over fresh flowers. It was a whole new ecosystem, a sensory loadout calibrated to say: welcome, but only if you’re serious.

Natalie hung back for a second just inside the entry, scanning the scene like a general mapping out a siege.

There were voices from the kitchen, Lily and Anna, side by side at the island, talking about which green vegetable belonged in the salad. Jordan’s laugh barking from the pantry, an undercurrent of steel even when she was teasing. Savannah at the stove, wielding a wooden spoon like a conductor’s baton, and Quinn perched on a stool, long legs crossed and eyes careful even as she sipped her wine. They were a unit already, a team in perfect sync, not a spot of awkwardness in the mix.

If Natalie was expecting a performance, she was out of luck. This wasn’t an interview.

This was home. And she was about to become part of it, or not at all.

I watched her clock the whole tableau, how nobody froze up or shifted gears when she entered, how the energy in the room subtly shifted to wrap her in, making space but not overcompensating.

“Look who’s here,” Savannah called over her shoulder, voice bright. “Natalie! Come in before Jack lets all the heat out.”

Lily wiped her hands on a dish towel and crossed the room, her steps light as an afterthought, but her eyes fixed on Natalie like she was reading her temperature with every stride.

“Hi,” Lily said, simple and pure. She set a hand gently on Natalie’s forearm, the touch so natural it ached. “We’re so glad you’re here. Seriously.”

Natalie’s reply was quiet but steady. “I…honestly, I almost chickened out on the porch.”

Lily’s lips twisted in sympathy. “I do that every time I’ve had a bad day. But Quinn stocks chocolate now, so you get used to coming back.”

Quinn gave a soft snort from the bar. “If by ‘stock’ you mean ‘hoard for late-night deadlines,’ guilty.”

Savannah was all sparkle, hips cocked as she plated food. “You both know the real secret is the risotto. Come get in here and make yourself at home.”

Anna finished tossing the salad, her smile dialing up a notch with the new dynamic in the air. Jordan, arms folded, leaned in the entry and gave Natalie a nod of respect, nothing extra, nothing performative, just an acceptance that was plain as day.

It wasn’t a gauntlet. It was a landing pad.

I watched Natalie’s jitters visibly fade as she slipped off her coat, smoothing her hands over the blue knit, and took the seat at my left, right at the end of the dining table. A spot that said: you’re not a visitor. This is where you belong now.

Dinner started as a blur of noise and flavor, Savannah’s now-signature lemon risotto, Anna’s hand-whipped salad dressing, a pile of roasted root veggies that Lily insisted gave you “superpowers.” Jordan demolished the chicken with a surgeon’s precision, then spent most of the meal trash-talking the city’s “wellness influencers” while slyly feeding Quinn extra helpings.

Quinn, for her part, mostly watched. Clocked every reaction, every subtle shift, and logged it for later. When she did speak, it was always the line that changed the mood or refocused the crew. I caught her glancing at Natalie more than once, but there was no judgment in it, just curiosity.

For a while, the conversation darted around work, the latest teardown drama, Lily’s office gossip, and Savannah’s run-in with an ex-client who’d tried, unsuccessfully, to buy her a condo in exchange for her “exclusive event planning skills.”

Through it all, Natalie was quieter than usual. She listened, laughed at the right moments, but you could tell she was taking it all in, almost disbelieving that something this easy could actually exist outside of TV pilots and Instagram reels.

But the real shift came after dinner.

As the last plates hit the countertop, and Savannah’s third bottle of wine found its way into refilled glasses, a hush settled across the table.

You could feel it, a current running under the after-dinner glow, every woman at the table straightening just a little, bracing for the moment that transformed everything from theory to fact.

I set my glass down and let the silence stretch, just long enough to give oxygen to whatever was about to happen.

Lily was the first to speak. Of course she was.

She drew her finger around the rim of her wine glass and met Natalie’s gaze head-on.

“None of this works if people are just pretending,” Lily said. “We don’t do faking. When Jack said you were joining, it wasn’t weird. It was relief. You’ve always been part of his story. Maybe you didn’t know it, or maybe you were just waiting for the rest of us to say it out loud.”

She paused, let that land.

“When people ask what he’s like, what makes him…different, I always say it’s that you never have to wonder where you stand. With you, Natalie, it’s the same. You were already a piece of this, even before tonight.”

The simplicity of her words hung in the air, tender but absolute.

Anna picked up next, her voice calm, deliberate, every syllable rolled between brain and tongue before she sent it out.

“There’s no autopilot here,” Anna said. “No one’s just riding out the momentum. Every day, every decision, it’s a choice. That’s the secret. People think a group can’t work because ‘someone always gets left out’ or ‘it falls apart when you stop paying attention.’ But that’s exactly the point. If you don’t want to choose it every time, every day, it will fail.”

She turned, clear-eyed. “That’s why I wanted you. Because you know how to choose, even when it’s painful. That’s what keeps this balanced. Not a tradition, not a myth, just the work of committing, again and again, to the people who matter.”

She gave a small, knowing smile, the kind you reserved for a kindred spirit.

Next up was Savannah, and she didn’t miss the beat.

She set her glass down with a thud and grinned in Natalie’s direction.

“I’ll say it since nobody else will,” Savannah announced, all energy. “What we do isn’t normal. Sometimes it’s weird, sometimes it’s messy, but every second, it’s fucking real. There are days when I look around this place and think, ‘how did I get so lucky that I can actually tell people I love this?’ Not just Jack, but the women, the system, the magic of nobody pretending to be less than they are.”

She leaned in, elbows on the wood. “If you wanted basic, you’d have picked a different lane. But you wanted more. That’s why you belong here. No more hiding, no more half-in. Welcome to the club, Natalie.”

The words were irreverent, but the truth in them was deadly serious. Her approval was like getting knighted.

Jordan went next. No preamble, just a measured glance and a voice that cut straight lines through the sentimentality.

Jordan’s jaw tightened as she leaned forward. “Most people don’t have the spine to make this choice,” she said, eyes locked on Natalie’s without blinking. “Everyone claims they want honesty, but almost nobody means it. You do.” She tapped her finger against the table. “Quinn told me how you stood your ground with that impossible client. Anna mentioned the way you pushed back when Ryan tried to water down your design. You don’t just talk, you deliver.”

She shrugged. “I respect that. And I respect you for showing up even when it’s not easy. You’re not here because Jack needs another number. You’re here because you earned it, and we all see it. That’s all I have to say.”

Jordan’s statement was short, but it hit the table like a steel beam, uncompromising, final.

Everyone looked to Quinn. Even Natalie’s fingers twitched, betraying a spike of nerves.

But when Quinn spoke, her voice was softer than expected.

For a long time, she just looked at Natalie, as if searching her face for the last trace of old noise.

“When I first heard about you,” Quinn said, eyes wide and bright, “it was through Ryan. And Jenny. So, I thought I knew who you were. I thought you were this…force that came in, made things harder, maybe even broke up what worked.”

She shook her head, a tiny, almost apologetic gesture.

“Then I started actually working with you. And I realized none of it was real. Every story I’d heard was someone else’s damage, not yours. The Natalie I know now is the only one I trust with a set of keys to my life, my job, or even my actual home.”

Quinn stood, crossing to the end of the table, where Natalie sat half in shadow.

She didn’t raise her voice, didn’t try to rally the troops. She just looked at Natalie and said:

“I trust you. Not as a label, not as a legacy, but as a partner. Whatever was before, it’s gone. You’re not outside the group anymore. You’re standing right next to me. And nothing will ever change that.”

The room stilled. Even the building seemed to quiet.

And that, finally, was the solvent for the last of Natalie’s hesitation.

She blinked, once, then found a smile that wasn’t shy or awkward, but absolutely certain.

She drew in a breath, voice soft but gaining strength with every syllable.

“This is the part where I’m supposed to say thank you,” Natalie said. “But honestly? Thank you doesn’t even cover it.”

She squared her shoulders, and I watched years of defense mechanisms slide off like a jacket.

“Every day for the past three years, I’ve been told relationships are a zero-sum game. That if you want to win, someone else has to lose. But the second I started working with all of you, it changed everything. I saw what it looked like when women had each other’s backs, when the goal wasn’t to win points or get leverage but to build something that actually lasted.”

Natalie set her glass down, fingers steady as rock.

“It’s not easy. God, it is not simple. But nothing worth keeping ever is. I want to be part of this, not just as Jack’s…whatever label, but as an equal. I want to work, and fix, and build. And I want to do it with you.”

She glanced around the table, locking in on each woman in turn. “I’m all in. I won’t let you down.”

The hush was stamped with conviction.

Now, it was my turn.

I let the silence stretch, just a tick, to set the stakes. Then I looked at each woman, one by one.

Lily first: her calm, her ability to absorb chaos and turn it into warmth, her way of pulling people close even when she felt like she didn’t deserve it.

“You’re the bedrock,” I told her. “You see through people, and you never let anyone drift. You built this from Day One.”

Next, Anna: the analyst, the glue, the one who never hesitated to tell me when I was being an idiot or a coward. The one who never let things stagnate.

“You challenge me every day,” I said, “not to settle, not to get lazy. You keep me real, and you keep this team honest.”

Savannah, with her dangerous wit and her ability to drag me out of my shell, push the brakes when everyone else wanted to accelerate.

“You remind me life is about joy. About going after what you want and refusing to apologize for it. I’d have hidden forever if not for you.”

Jordan, whose discipline ran so deep it made the Marines look like amateur hour, and whose need for authenticity made every interaction burn hotter, sharper, more honest than it had any right to.

“You see straight through the bullshit. You show me how to be better by expecting better, always. I trust you to anchor me, even when I’m off balance.”

Quinn, who entered quietly, but turned every system upside down until it worked even better than before. The perfectionist who made every surface shine, every design sing.

“You changed how I see possibility. You made me realize the only limits here are the ones we accept. You built a bridge from the old life to the one I actually wanted.”

And Natalie.

I turned to her, measured but unguarded.

“You’re the fire,” I told her, “the brilliance. You light up the room, and you force everyone to rethink what’s possible. You’re not here as an extra. You’re the engine for what’s next.”

I let it settle, then made the line official:

“This is it. You six are the women who build our house. There’s nobody out there we’re waiting for, nothing left to add. We’re not looking to expand or chase some fantasy. We’re making a legacy. That’s the blueprint. That’s what I want. For all of us.”

The words weren’t just for show. They stuck, digging into the wood grain of the dining table, into memory.

The exhale around the room was physical. Shoulders dropped. Postures relaxed. The connection snapped tight, not as a circle, but as a system, every piece integral, every name etched into the foundation.

The jokes came next, right on cue.

“So what you’re saying is, no more open positions for harem applicants?” Savannah deadpanned. “Should I take down the Craigslist ad now, or…?”

Jordan arched her brow. “Might want to leave it up just to keep the neighbors guessing. For morale.”

Lily giggled, popping a grape in her mouth. “I don’t know, I think we barely have enough closet space for another toothbrush, let alone another girlfriend.”

Anna rolled her eyes, but there was steel behind the smile. “We’d have to hire a full-time calendar assistant. No way Jack could keep up.”

Quinn paused, eyes glinting with mischief. “You do realize if you ever get famous, there’s going to be a Wikipedia page, and we’ll have to fight over the headshots.”

The laughter flowed, loose and genuine, every quip building on the last.

Even Natalie joined in, the edge in her voice replaced by pure, unfiltered ease.

“That’s fine by me,” she drawled. “Less competition. More risotto.”

The last of the fear was gone.

It was just us, the heat from the dinner, the wine, the certainty that whatever we’d built, it was finally complete.

That was how you brought a family together.

No pageantry, no scripts.

Just the truth, shared, hammered down until it belonged to everyone there.

Whatever else came next, the foundation was set.

And the rest of the world would just have to catch up.

***

Cleanup should have been the awkward part. You know, the new girl wandering in with her best “please let me help” hands, waiting for someone to tell her which drawer the forks lived in.

But not this time.

Natalie jumped straight in, matching Lily step-for-step as they loaded the dishwasher, trading dry towels and jokes about who in the group was secretly the messiest (spoiler: it was a dead tie between Savannah and the person who invented “wine glass pyramids”). Anna coached them from the fridge, cataloging leftovers with military precision while Savannah hovered in the doorway, arms folded, pretending to be useless but actually making the work lighter just by her contagious laugh.

Jordan, never one to hang back, took charge of the recycling with zero drama, occasionally tossing in snarky jabs about how “clean as you go” would save them all years of back pain.

As for Quinn? She’d already anticipated the closing move, setting up the line of coffee mugs and loading a new carafe so that by the time cleanup ended, the table had already morphed into a cozy afterparty.

Natalie floated through it all, never overstepping, never stepping back. She just…fit.

Her aura blended with the rest, and it was instant, like a light you didn’t realize was even missing until it switched on.

And if you caught her smiling, really smiling, not the pressed, glossy, CEO version, but the genuine, open-throated thing you’d know she felt it, too.

When the last towel was hung, and the plates clinked into their final slots, Savannah clapped her hands with showgirl glee.

“Roof. Now. Bring wine and every blanket that isn’t biohazard level gross.”

The migration was as seamless as everything else.

Up top, the sky was deep and cold, clouds like slow-moving searchlights over the city’s jagged edges. We circled the fire table, heat lamps glowing, the kind of chill that made you huddle a little tighter, made you grab someone’s thigh just for the excuse. Blankets everywhere, nobody even pretended to have personal space.

Lily curled against my left, tucking her toes under my thigh. Anna set up shop beside Quinn, both of them swaddled to the chin in fleece, sharing a single glass like sisters on a midnight stakeout. Jordan and Savannah went for opposite chairs but immediately started angling their seats inward, closing ranks even as they pretended to own their distance.

Natalie? She settled on my right, one hand on my knee, fingers tracing idle patterns as she watched the skyline. I could feel the tension draining out of her, muscle by muscle, as the city shivered and pulsed around us.

Someone poured the wine. I lost track of whose hand filled which glass, but every refill seemed to trigger another round of confession, another avalanche of laughter.

For the first time, it wasn’t a scrum for attention. Nobody needed to remind anyone they belonged.

Quinn waited for the right lull. Then, in a voice as clear as I’d ever heard, she raised her glass.

“I’m calling it,” she said, face flushed in the firelight. “Trial period’s over. I’m staying. For real.”

The response was epic. Cheers, toasts, a volley of inside jokes about whether the building could handle another year of her “optimizing every available inch.”

Anna set down her glass and hugged Quinn, yes, actually hugged her, while Lily nearly toppled her own with a squeak of pure pride.

Jordan grinned, raising her glass. “Welcome to the big leagues, sis.”

Savannah winked at me. “Guess you’re stuck with us, huh?”

Quinn just smiled, all contentment, none of the old shadows. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

But the real moment came from Natalie, who just watched. Not studying or judging, just absorbing. The way the wineglass glowed in her hand, the way the city lights played across her hair.

She looked at the group, at the fire, the laughter, the perfect symphony of voices, and I saw something raw go soft inside her.

Whatever walls she had left, they crumbled.

She turned to me, eyes a little shiny, and kissed me.

Not a look-at-me stunt, not a tentative peck. She went for it, mouth open and hungry, fingers knotted in my hair.

It sent a jolt through the whole damn rooftop.

Savannah was the first to spot it. “Ten bucks says they don’t make it to the next bottle.”

Lily giggled, all pure sunshine. “That’s not even a gamble. I saw the look she gave him during dessert.”

Anna sipped and smirked. “Banker’s odds.”

Jordan just nodded, approving.

Even Quinn broke the usual stoic, not just smiling, but actually reaching over to brush her fingers down Natalie’s arm, a little gesture of solidarity that cut straight to the bone.

If there was any doubt left, it was torched in that instant.

From there, the mood was all afterglow. The girls got more comfortable; someone busted out chocolate, and nobody said no. The conversation circled the dumbest rumors they’d heard about us, the weirdest guesses the neighbors had made, the best (and worst) moments of the past month.

Eventually, the topic gravity-shifted to the elephant in the room: Ryan.

But this time, there was no drama, no dread.

Anna summed it up best: “We let Jack handle it. After the reveal, he can do whatever it takes. Nobody needs that energy fucking up the launch.”

There was a chorus of agreement, nobody wanted to poke the bear, nobody wanted to let him set the agenda. This was about us, not him.

I said it clear: “Don’t worry about Ryan. I’ll deal with it. This is our space now. I won’t let anybody ruin it.”

And that was it. The last ghost laid to rest, for tonight at least.

From there, people peeled off one at a time.

Jordan, ever the machine, headed downstairs for a late session in the gym, her stride all business as she cut through the autumn chill. Anna and Lily went inside together, arms still linked, trading talk about who would be up earliest for their back-to-back meetings. Savannah excused herself, something about an agent call, or maybe just not wanting to play third wheel for what she saw coming next.

Either way, in under five minutes, it was just me, Natalie, and Quinn.

We sat in the hush of chilly air, the heat lamps painting everything in soft halos. My skin buzzed from the aftereffects, not just of the wine, but of the final, perfect alignment: this was it. Nobody was circling the edges anymore, waiting for the next change.

There was a look Quinn gave Natalie. Not flirty, not even teasing. Just recognition. Today, they were the new perimeter, the final phase, and they seemed to know it without words.

Natalie leaned back, let her head rest on my shoulder, and laughed, a low, pleased sound, entirely different from the careful, measured one she’d arrived with.

Quinn reached across and took her hand.

And I… I just sat there, savoring it. The system I’d always wanted. The blueprint nobody else had the guts to design.

And for the first time in my life, I knew with absolute certainty:

It was fucking perfect.

***

The hush that fell after the rooftop toasts was a live wire, an electric hum, more anticipated than anything that’d come before. Quinn’s fingers laced with Natalie’s, and the two of them eyed me with something that was neither shy nor predatory. It was simply certain.

Natalie tightened her grip on my hand, a little tremor racing down her fingers. Quinn didn’t miss it; she brushed her thumb over Natalie’s knuckles, a silent message just for her.

Then they led me inside.

The hallway was all low, honeyed light, the hum of the city pulsing through the windows, our footsteps soft on the polished floor. If there was a script, we’d tossed it. This was new territory, no old baggage, no performance art, just the three of us moving toward something we hadn’t even dared to name until now.

Inside my bedroom, the door shut behind us with a gentle click. That’s when Quinn turned, kissing me in a way that was all declaration, hungry, deep, a wildness in her tongue that said she’d been holding this back for way too long.

Natalie stepped in, hair tumbling forward, and put her lips on my neck, her hands slipping under my shirt. She was warm, skin electric, sighing as she tasted every line of muscle and every old scar.

In seconds, my shirt was gone, Quinn’s hands mapping the new real estate while Natalie worked the button on my jeans, knuckles brushing my cock. I was hard enough to ache.

I pulled Quinn close, burying my hands in her perfect, sunlit hair, and drew a long moan from her mouth as I gripped her ass through her tight jeans. Natalie, not to be outdone, pressed herself into the curve of my back, her tits pillowing through layers until I thought I’d lose my damn mind.

The undressing was methodical, almost reverent. First Quinn, Natalie sliding the tailored blazer off her shoulders, kissing the dip of her collarbone, unbuttoning her blouse with fingers more delicate than silk. Each button revealed more of her pale, flawless skin, the rise of her breasts, the sudden pink of nipple as the fabric fell away. Quinn shivered under the attention, but stood tall, eyes locked on mine, as if daring me not to drink in every inch.

I stripped away Quinn’s jeans with a steady pull, leaving her bare thighs exposed to the cool air. She wore nothing underneath, not even a stitch, and her pussy gleamed, already wet, lips flushed and begging for touch. Her nipples were stiff, perfect pink coins that made my cock jerk with anticipation.

Natalie smiled, then let Quinn return the favor. Quinn’s touch was sure, unhurried, peeling back the soft blue cardigan, the camisole, all of it, each layer exposing more skin until Natalie stood in nothing but matching lace, tits full and high, nipples poking through sheer mesh.

They turned on me, then. Four hands unzipped, undid, peeled away every barrier, jeans, boxers, all gone. My cock bounced free, hard and leaking, and both women took a second to just admire it. Quinn reached for me first, her grip strong, thumb smearing precum across the head, stroking me slow. Natalie watched, hunger in her eyes, then leaned in to kiss the tip, her tongue swirling in a circle that made my legs nearly buckle.

But it didn’t get greedy.

There was no scramble, no rush. Instead, the three of us eased onto the bed, every move deliberate, every touch both a test and a tease.

Quinn straddled my lap, hair falling like sunlight across her cheeks, tits bouncing as she nudged the tip of my cock against her pussy lips. There was no wasted motion, she just lined me up and sank down, slow, letting me feel every inch as she took me inside, her walls gripping me in a way that was almost obscene.

“Fuck—” she whispered, eyes rolling back, then locking onto Natalie.

Natalie didn’t just watch. She curled onto her side, hand between Quinn’s thighs, fingers spreading her open so she could see exactly where I was buried inside. Then, with perfect confidence, she licked a path along Quinn’s clit, circling, teasing, drawing out the pleasure as Quinn started to ride.

The three of us moved as a single unit: Quinn grinding on my cock, working me with practiced, hungry thrusts; Natalie licking, sucking, then kissing up Quinn’s body, taking a nipple in her mouth while her hand never left Quinn’s pussy, fingers working in tight, perfect circles.

The sound was raw: wet, animal, skin slapping, breathless moans and curses. Quinn’s control lasted exactly two minutes before she clamped down, pussy squeezing me so hard I nearly lost it. Her eyes went wide as she came, hips bucking, breath coming in sharp little gasps that set off an aftershock of contractions along my cock.

Natalie held her through it, murmuring little affirmations, kissing her everywhere, hands gentle but insistent. Quinn collapsed forward on my chest, tits mashed against my abs, sweat beading between her shoulder blades.

We caught our breath, but only for a heartbeat.

Natalie was next. Quinn rolled off, still trembling, and guided me with both hands onto my back while Natalie climbed on top. She positioned herself, pussy already shiny and open, and impaled herself with a single, smooth motion. The heat and wetness nearly undid me.

She rode me slow, her eyes never leaving mine. With every grind, her tits bounced, nipples fat and swollen, just begging for my mouth. I obliged, sitting up so I could suck one nipple, then the other, switching sides until she was shivering in my arms.

Quinn, determined to return the favor, slid behind Natalie and pressed her mouth to her neck. Her hands joined mine, palming Natalie’s tits, pinching, teasing, making Natalie moan even louder.

And fuck, she was loud.

It started with the sound of her hips meeting my body, a wet, staccato percussion that filled the room, quickening to a tempo that barely felt sustainable. Every bounce, every grind, every flex of Natalie’s thighs sent a jolt through me, and she made no attempt to suppress the effect it had on her. The first gasp was high and clear, a sound that cut through my skull and went straight to my balls. The next was a whimper, low and greedy, paired with the vise-tight grip of her pussy drawing me in, milking every inch. I could tell she was close; the muscles in her stomach fluttered, her hands clawed at my chest, and her breath came in panicked little yelps that made Quinn bite her own lip in anticipation.

Quinn, for her part, knelt beside us, still catching her breath from her own earlier orgasm. She ran her hands up and down Natalie’s back, soothing, but also encouraging, punctuating each tender caress with a hard, bruising slap to Natalie’s ass. When she leaned forward and caught Natalie’s earlobe between her teeth, I felt Natalie’s whole body seize and start to shake, the beginnings of a meltdown rolling through her from the inside out.

I tried to pace myself, but the sight of Quinn’s pink, swollen clit, her perfect tits streaked with sweat and the marks of my hands, was enough to drive me right to the edge. I wanted to finish, to pound Natalie so hard that every inch of her body, every nerve, was ruined for anyone else. But I held back, just barely, letting the need coil and tighten and threaten to snap.

Natalie’s rhythm broke, her movements turning erratic, her head thrown back, eyes wild and glassy. She let out a scream that felt like it shook the bricks in the walls. I felt the tremor start deep in her core, pussy pulsing so tight it was almost painful, and then she came, hard, violent, nothing gentle about it.

She collapsed onto me, nails raking down my back, biting into skin like she wanted to carve her name there. She buried her face in my neck, breath hot and ragged, and came a second time, this one so hard she shuddered and nearly went limp in my arms.

That was all I could take.

I grabbed her ass with both hands, held her down, and thrust up into her, desperate and feral, driving as deep as I could with every stroke. The orgasm ripped through me, white-out intense, blinding, as if her body was intent on taking every drop I had to give. I finished inside her, hard, the heat of it almost a shock, and she milked me for every ounce, her pussy spasming in greedy aftershocks, refusing to let go even after the last spurt faded.

We collapsed backward onto the bed, tangling in sheets and each other, every limb a dead weight. Natalie’s body still trembled, tiny aftershocks making her pussy flutter and grip my cock, even as it started to soften inside her. Quinn laughed, soft and delighted, and curled around us, her hand running lazy circles along Natalie’s hip, then mine, then both.

For a minute, maybe longer, we just stayed like that, Natalie still impaled on me, Quinn curled up beside us, nipples and lips flushed, cum leaking from her pussy where I’d just been.

Eventually, Natalie slid off, the mess running down her thighs, and Quinn took her place. She guided my still-hard cock to her entrance, and with a sultry smile, eased herself back on, bottoming out with a groan.

Quinn took the lead this time, and the transformation was electric. She planted her knees on either side of my hips and seized my cock with a grip that meant business, no hesitation, no second-guessing. Every movement was hungry: she angled her body forward and down, impaling herself in a single, unbroken sweep, then grinding her hips in tight, greedy circles that made her tits sway and catch the city light in wild, feral arcs. Her eyes locked on mine, pupils blown wide with lust, every breath a dare.

She didn’t warm up, didn’t ease into it, instead, Quinn fucked herself on me, hard and fast, using every muscle in her thighs, her abs, her arms. The rhythm was pure adrenaline, and the slap of her ass against my skin was loud enough to echo off the walls. She set a relentless tempo, hips crashing down again and again, her hair lashing across her face, sweat flying from the tips. I could barely hold on.

Natalie watched from the foot of the bed, kneeling like a goddess in worship, hands pressed between her own thighs as she rocked in time with us. Her eyes flickered between our bodies, intense and unblinking. But then, almost imperceptibly, the shift happened: Quinn slowed her movement by a fraction, gaze flicking down at Natalie in silent invitation.

Natalie crawled up, leaning into her all-out inhibition. She ran her hands up Quinn’s trembling thighs, fingers painting fire across her skin, then parted them to reveal where we were joined, my cock slicked and gleaming, Quinn’s pussy stretched around it, every thrust making her lips kiss and release me in hypnotic rhythm.

Natalie dove in, tongue out, licking at Quinn’s clit with exquisite precision, manipulating the angle so she could see my cock driving deeper with every surge. She gripped Quinn’s ass in both hands, pulling her down onto me so neither of us had a prayer of escape, then licked up the length of my shaft every time it slid free, catching the taste of both of us. The sensation was out of body and inside it at the same time: the pressure, the friction, the heat, all multiplied by the sight of Natalie’s face buried between Quinn’s thighs, her hair, molten honey, against Quinn’s golden skin.

Quinn lost her composure completely. Her head snapped back on her neck, mouth open in a silent scream, hands clawing at my chest and then at Natalie’s scalp as if she couldn’t decide which of us to break first. Her hips pistoned; the slap of flesh on flesh syncopated perfectly with Natalie’s growling moans, the feedback loop amplifying until I thought the bed frame might actually crack. I tried to hold back, to savor it, but Quinn’s pussy was a vice and Natalie’s tongue was merciless, and every time I got close, one or both of them would push me right over the edge again.

“God, you two, it’s fucking perfect,” I managed, voice hoarse, barely able to finish the sentence before Quinn clamped down and started to come. She slammed herself down, hard, and the orgasm that ripped through her was volcanic, her pussy squeezing and fluttering around my cock, every muscle in her body clenched and spasming, sweat streaking down her sides. She screamed, loud and raw, the sound feeding straight into my bloodstream.

Natalie didn’t stop, didn’t even slow down, lapping at Quinn’s clit as if she could drink the orgasm straight from her. She reached up and tangled her fingers in Quinn’s hair, pulling her down into a bruising kiss, the two of them devouring each other’s mouths while my cock pulsed inside of her, the heat building to a point of no return.

I broke first. The orgasm hit like a truck, total loss of control, every nerve ending in my body lighting up at once. I bucked up into Quinn, the force of it making her cry out again, and I felt myself shoot deep inside her, every spasm matched by another pulse from her pussy, a feedback loop of sensation that left me dizzy and weightless. All the while, Natalie clung to both of us, her mouth hungry, her hands everywhere, and when I finally collapsed backward, spent and emptied, the three of us tumbled together onto the ruined, sweat-soaked sheets.

For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of our breathing, ragged, desperate, totally blown. Quinn draped herself across my chest, her body still twitching with aftershocks, while Natalie curled up behind her, kissing the slope of her shoulder, her arm thrown across both our bodies as if to keep us from drifting apart. My cock, still hard but flagging, slipped free from Quinn’s pussy with a wet sound, and the mess of our combined fluids drooled out onto my thigh, hot and obscene.

The room was pure afterglow—sheets twisted, bodies sticky, the air thick with sex and city light.

But the energy wasn’t just spent. It was satisfied, complete.

Natalie and Quinn didn’t let go of each other, even after we drifted into silence. They held hands, sometimes running fingers through each other’s hair, sometimes just lying with their heads on my chest, claiming the space they’d earned.

No shame, no mess, no doubt.

Just three people, bodies fused and boundaries erased.

And the knowledge that this was the real foundation, the sealing of every promise we’d made above.

Whatever came next, we’d face it together.

As equals. As a family.

***

The sheets were wrecked, twisted, damp, clinging to us like a second skin. Quinn lay on my right, her hand splayed across my chest, arm pinning me in place with a weight that felt nothing but secure. Natalie was on the other side, leg draped over my thigh, her head nestled into the crook of my neck, hair wild and warm against my jaw.

For a long time, the only sound was our breathing, slow and syncopated, and maybe the faint traffic below.

Nobody rushed to fill the silence. There was no hurry, no “next.” Just the afterglow, heavy, honest, and total.

Eventually, Natalie was the first to break the spell. She propped herself up on one elbow, tits bare and flushed, cum drying between her thighs, but her eyes were clearer than ever.

“So. Now what?” she said, almost a laugh, but more like a dare.

Quinn stretched, rolling closer, and traced lazy circles on Natalie’s lower back. “You’re asking the wrong guy,” she teased, nodding at me, “He’s the one who draws the blueprints.”

I sat up, just a little, to take in the view, two beautiful, spent women sprawled on either side, and for a second, I had to bite my cheek to keep from grinning like a complete idiot.

“Next is the project finish,” I said, “and then Ryan. I’m going to carve out a couple days to talk it through, make sure there’s no blowback for anyone else.”

Natalie nodded, but she didn’t look nervous. “Good. I don’t want this to turn into a circus.”

Quinn’s hand slid up to Natalie’s shoulder. “He’s got it handled. Even Jenny is on board now. All you need to do is show up and let the rest catch up.”

Natalie smiled, small but so damn real I felt it in my knees. She entwined her fingers with Quinn’s, lacing them together.

“I want to move in,” Natalie said. “But I want to do it on trial basis. Not because I’m scared, but out of respect for everything you’ve built. You’ve all been here, working at it, letting things find their balance. I don’t want to just crash-land. I want to make it work, from day one. For real.”

Quinn didn’t hesitate. She pulled Natalie into a kiss, soft, almost gentle, brushing lips and, for a second, nothing moved in the world but their bodies. Then she held her, tight, a silent promise written in muscle and heat.

“I want you here,” Quinn murmured, “and nobody’s going to question it, not after tonight.”

I pressed a kiss to Natalie’s hair, then to Quinn’s jaw, just because I could.

“If we built this for anything, it was for nights like this.”

Natalie curled deeper into the pile, wrapping her arm around my waist, and Quinn tucked herself close. I could feel the certainty buzzing through them, no need to articulate it. The connection was cellular.

“We’ll deal with Ryan, and the project, and whatever the world throws at us next,” I said. “But nobody gets left behind. We solve it together.”

Natalie exhaled, tension gone. “That’s the only way it’ll stick.”

The idea of “family” had always been a floating concept, something I tried to retrofit into old blueprints and cold, unfinished rooms. But with them, these women, this home, this night, it was tangible. Solid.

We drifted in and out, not talking, just skin and shared pulse and a future that didn’t require map or labels.

When sleep finally came, it was complete.

No ghosts, no missing pieces.

Just the certainty that whatever came, we’d built something that could take it.

It was beautiful. It was ours.

And nothing was ever going to tear it down.


Project Blues


After three straight weeks of eighteen-hour days, I dropped back into the job site, barely past dusk, the city’s pulse just a faint rumor outside these walls. The building no longer resembled the echo chamber I’d inherited months ago. Gone were the exposed studs, the crude pencil notes, the caked dust that had once covered every surface. The transformation was complete. Every hallway gleamed under the glow of custom lighting, every angle sharp, every surface deliberate.

Natalie’s fixtures did what I’d been promised and then some. The lights weren’t just practical: they threw webs of gold and shadow along the polished concrete, transforming plain walls into something hypnotic. It was a visual slap, the kind of drama that didn’t just fill a space, it gave it a damn soul.

I ran my palm along a finished feature wall, soft, cool, perfectly smooth. The paint was an ultra-matte, dark enough to eat up reflections, but the underlying sheen from the lights made the whole thing pulse with energy. My fingertips traced the subtle seam where drywall met wood paneling, no gaps, no stutter. Flawless.

The silence was so deep you could hear the HVAC cycle, the steady click of my own boots, and the faint hum of the accent lighting overhead. The space felt like a secret, waiting to be revealed.

I sank into the rhythm of last-minute checks. Tape measure out, double-checking built-ins. Ran a level across the east shelving, found a hairline dip, logged it for touchup. Adjusted two drawer pulls that refused to line up perfectly, now they snapped into symmetry with a whisper.

Natalie’s work stole the show. Every time I turned, another pattern caught my eye, like light itself was alive, showing off for once. The low, architectural pendants in the entry threw rings onto the floor, the glass cans along the ceiling sliced the brick in stripes, and the art-piece chandelier over the central island looked like it belonged in a gallery more than a house. All hers. All designed to provoke.

I lost track of time chasing details.

Then the front door thunked open, echo loud in the new quiet.

Ryan came in, backlit by the last scraps of daylight, carrying himself with that old-site intensity. He looked around, clocked the changes, but didn’t let anything show. Silhouette sharp in the entry, arms crossed, expression unreadable.

For a heartbeat, neither of us said a word.

The weight in the air was measurable. Old rivalry, new territory. Both of us running diagnostics before the first move.

Finally, he spoke, voice sanded down to neutral. “Just checking final details. Making sure we’re ready for the walkthrough.”

His gaze swept the space, pausing only a second too long on the lighting install, then moving on like he hadn’t noticed.

I nodded, pocketing my tape. “Finishes came in solid. The millwork’s tight. I’m just double-checking the reveals and hardware.”

He dropped his kit by the stairwell, boots heavy on the floor, and fell in beside me.

We did the lap together, like a callback to the earliest days. Punch list in hand, reviewing every room, every join, every edge. For a while, it was just numbers, workflow, the business of handing off a perfect product.

Ryan pointed out a misaligned switch plate, I logged it for the electrician. I caught a shadow line on a window casing that needed caulk. He set his phone on flashlight mode and knelt to scrutinize the lower cabinets, testing each drawer for rebound. Our conversation was stripped to the studs, no flash, no jokes, just the data.

“Clients want a showstopper,” Ryan said, glancing at the entry pendant. “That’s what they’re paying for.”

“They’ll get it,” I replied. “Nat’s fixtures are the first thing you notice.”

He grunted, noncommittal, but didn’t criticize. We kept moving, the tension parked right at the edge of everything we did.

At the main bath, he sized up the mirror and light combo, another of Natalie’s customs. “She did these?”

“Every light in the house,” I said, matter-of-fact. “All part of her install.”

He nodded, lips pressed, then ran a hand along the vanity. “Nice touch. Cabinet seam’s perfect. No gaps.”

There was a beat where he looked like he might actually say something, but it passed.

We ran the final sweep in the kitchen, double-checking appliances and counter transitions. Ryan adjusted an upper cabinet, then thumbed over the splash. “Tile guy fixed that grout line?”

“Yeah. Came out last night. It’s clean now.”

He stepped back, scanned the sightlines, and braced his knuckles against the island. “Walkthrough’s at nine?”

“Yep,” I replied. “They want the punch done before they bring in staging.”

“And Natalie? She’s coming for the walkthrough?”

“Yeah. Wants to demo the automation for the clients. It’s part of the scope.”

He didn’t react. Just logged it, moved on.

We kept working, side by side, like old times, except quieter, more surgical, every word an intentional act. For every physical adjustment we made, there was another ninety percent of the conversation that went unsaid.

At one point, our arms brushed, barely a graze, but the charge that ran up my back was sharper than any power tool jolt. It was history, rivalry, and something heavier.

As we stood by the front entry, surfing the soft shadows from Natalie’s showpiece pendant, Ryan reset his stance and started in. He didn’t waste time with banter.

“These lights,” he said, nodding at the way they bathed the walls in geometric patterns, “they’re a lot. Are we sure this is what the clients want?”

I didn’t miss the way he phrased it: we. Like he was still in the driver’s seat.

“It’s exactly what they asked for in the consult,” I replied, voice even. “Natalie’s got the plan locked.”

He looked at me, searching for a wince, some hint that I was over my skis. I gave him nothing.

Ryan ran a thumb along the edge of the door frame, as if the grain under his hand could anchor him. “She’s going to be here tomorrow for the reveal?”

“Yeah,” I said, “She’s demoing the automation and running feedback.”

He grunted. “We’re not gonna get thrown under the bus if she oversells and the clients want changes, right?”

I shot him a look, unblinking. “Her work speaks for itself. If there’s a pivot, we’ll fix it.”

Ryan’s jaw ticked. He wasn’t chewing the line, he was chewing the subtext. “You realize these fixtures are a statement, right? Like, people are going to talk. It’s not what we usually do.”

“That’s why we’re doing it,” I said. “If it wasn’t bold, it wouldn’t be worth the fee.”

He scoffed, but it didn’t have teeth. “Yeah, well, just hope it’s the right kind of bold. Sometimes standing out gets you noticed for the wrong reasons. Clients can be picky as hell.”

I shrugged. “Natalie knows what she’s doing. She’s delivered on every job, every time.”

He let the sentence dissolve into silence.

But Ryan doubled down, voice slow, words landing like hammers.

“I just want to make sure we’re not pinning everything on someone who might, I don’t know, have a different agenda.”

There it was. His favorite game: push and then stand back to see if you cracked.

“She doesn’t,” I said. “The only agenda is quality.”

He watched my face, scanning for any flicker. If he was a lie detector, he was about to overload.

Ryan looked away, then back, as if testing to see if the angle mattered.

Maybe it did.

“She really got you rethinking everything, huh?” he said, “It’s like you went all-in on her vision. You’re not worried about that?”

“No,” I said. Simple as concrete. “I trust her.”

That landed, but not where he wanted it to.

Now his eyes sharpened, the focus shifting from project to person.

“Guess that’s the thing. You seem to have it all nailed down these days. Not just the job, or the building. The whole…package.”

He hesitated, then drew the line in permanent ink:

“The women, too.”

He said it like a thrown brick.

But I didn’t pretend to misunderstand.

I let my voice drop, slow and steady. “I’ve built what I wanted to build. All of it.”

The echo of that statement filled the foyer and seemed to thicken the air.

Ryan didn’t move, didn’t blink.

He was waiting for me to fill the gap, to walk it back, to toss him a lifeline or a joke or a scrap of brotherly validation.

But I let it hang, pure and absolute.

For the first time all night, the undercurrent shifted.

It wasn’t just business now.

It was a question about birthright, about legitimacy, about what you did once you finally stepped out of the old shadow and owned your new self.

He didn’t say a word.

And neither did I.

Just two grown men, locked up in the aftershock of their own evolution.

Nothing left to fix except the last, unspoken rule:

If you wanted something bad enough, you could build it from scratch no matter who it made uncomfortable.

That’s what tonight was about.

And he knew it.

***

We stood in the hush of the hallway, the punch list dead, but the real audit just beginning.

Ryan didn’t keep up the drill-sergeant tempo. He slowed, letting his shoulders round a little as he leaned into the door frame.

His eyes did a slow scan of the finished job, but that wasn’t what he was seeing.

He gestured, loose, almost lost. “Remember when we started this, Jackie?” The way he said it, with the old nickname, felt like a sucker punch, soft, but perfectly aimed. “Everything was simpler then. Clearer. We knew exactly what we were doing.”

He didn’t need to spell out the punchline: not like now.

I let the memory work me over. The early days. Cheap coffee. Bare-bones vans. The two of us sanding floors late into the night because nobody else gave a damn. Back then, the wins and losses were easy to track, did you make payroll, did the job close, did you get home before midnight.

I looked up at him, measured. “Things change. People change. That’s how you build.”

He met my stare, wanting a rewind.

His jaw set. “Not everything has to.”

It wasn’t a question. It was the kind of statement you make when the tape is running out and you’re trying to salvage something that’s about to break.

I didn’t rush to fill the silence. I let it breathe. The whole job site seemed to slow down to listen.

Then I said it, dead honest. “I haven’t taken anything from you. That’s not what this is.”

Ryan’s eyes flicked away. That got through, landed, settled, and hurt.

For a second, I thought he might actually say what he was really thinking. But he just clenched his hand into a fist, bracing against the frame.

“I know,” he muttered, voice cracked at the edge. “Just… damn. I didn’t think it’d go like this.”

Neither did I.

But the thing about evolution? It’s messy. Nobody draws the same lines twice.

We stood there, the air dense with every frustration and unsaid apology that had built up between us since the first day of demo.

For a minute, the only thing keeping me steady was the light from Natalie’s fixtures warping across the entry, turning both of us into silhouettes on the new wall.

Ryan straightened, rolled his shoulders, putting the mask back on. “Let’s just get through the reveal. After that, we’ll see.”

He didn’t wait for me to answer.

He shouldered his kit, left a ghost of himself in the afterglow.

His boots hammered out the length of the hallway, echoing off the fresh paint, every step a little further from the old days and closer to whatever was next.

I stayed, locked to the spot, just long enough to register the shift, the way the space felt different now, like the finished rooms were more than just a deliverable.

They were a monument.

Not just to the job, or the name, or the snapshot of what we’d been.

But to the fact that, for the first time, we’d built something that actually belonged to us.

Even if it cost more than I’d ever planned to spend.

***

After Ryan’s boots faded down the hallway, the building felt vacuum-sealed, almost holy. The air lost its tension, but gained something else, a density, a presence, like every light fixture and polished edge was cut from a different brand of gravity.

I drifted to the northwest corner, Natalie’s signature move, the piece she’d obsessed over the longest. On the wall, the sconce looked simple; up close, it was a magic trick. Polished brass cradling thick, hand-blown glass, the whole thing mounted so tight to the surface you couldn’t spot a bracket even if you squinted.

I thumbed the remote, cycling through the settings.

At full blast, the sconce threw a blade of light diagonally across the room, pure drama, catching suspended dust and turning it into a streak of diamonds. With a flick, the beam widened, painting the wall with a soft, organic ellipse that swallowed harsh shadows and made even raw concrete look expensive.

I reached out, fingertip grazing the rim of the glass. There was no give, no play, dead level, cold and perfect. The chill of the metal lingered against my skin.

I twisted the angle a fraction. The new alignment transformed the space all over again, the beam refracted off the adjacent wall, splattering the fresh paint with a ripple of muted golds and deep indigos. Every move, every micro-shift, felt intentional, like Natalie had engineered the damn thing to teach you that change wasn’t just possible, it was the only way to matter.

I leaned back to let the effect soak in. The sconce seemed to rip a void in the wall and fill it with purpose. The flecks of dust in the beam, tiny galaxies, each one alive for a second before vanishing. If you believed in poetry, you’d say it was a metaphor for what we’d done here: taken chaos, channeled it, and forced it to glow.

My body relaxed against the freshly painted edge, hands braced on the sill, just watching light carve up the world.

It was… humbling.

A year ago, I’d have fixed the focus on defects, the little screw-ups only I would see. Now, all I wanted was to dial in the alignment, make the whole feel like more than the sum of the parts.

I wandered the house, nudging settings, mood-dialing each space. The kitchen, under the low pendants, felt like a speakeasy, cool and dark, but ready for performance. The bathroom was a daylight bomb, every mirror and tile bouncing back the work like crystal. In the primary, the cove lighting was so subtle you could barely spot the source, just the effect, total serenity, engineered.

Everywhere I moved, I could feel the fingerprint of everyone who’d touched the job, women and men, lovers, rivals, the whole mess. Each room was a client pitch, a personal confession, and a time capsule for the drama we’d stoked to build it.

But nothing hit like Natalie’s work. Her lights didn’t just chase away shadows. They flexed. They announced themselves. And in the morning, when the clients walked through, there wouldn’t be a single corner left to hide in.

The thought should have rattled me.

Instead, it grounded everything.

I walked the circuit one more time, checking hardware, running my hand along the master wall like it was the curve of her hip, memorizing the sensation. There was no chalk left on my fingers. Only the cold, smooth perfection of a job that didn’t flinch when you put it under scrutiny.

Standing in the center of it, I understood: the project reveal was just the first domino.

By this time tomorrow, every secret, every risk, every hard-won win would be under the brightest possible light.

No hiding. No spin.

Just the truth, polished so sharp it could cut.

And for once, I didn’t dread it.

I let the building imprint itself on my senses, one last, silent walkthrough, every footstep echoing back the certainty that nothing would ever be the same again.

I grabbed my tools, killed the last of the accent lights, and stepped out into the night.

Behind me, the space glowed from within, stubborn and unapologetic.

The world might take a minute to catch up.

But the future was already here.

And it was fucking luminous.


The Reveal


The next morning, before anyone else arrived, I prowled the perimeter of the finished job. The hush was cathedral-level—silent, waiting, like the site had anticipated this day for months. I flicked on the entrance pendants, and Natalie’s custom fixtures did their trick: the lights didn’t just “switch on.” They shattered the shadows and rebuilt them, beams and stripes and gold-edged pools crawling up every raw finish and burnished wall.

I’d been over this a dozen times solo, but even I wasn’t immune. The way the light hit the steel columns, sliced across the dark wood, and burst into wild, intricate patterns on the concrete, it was almost obscene, how good it looked. Each step into the space made it feel bigger, deeper, more alive.

The first slip came as the clients’ footsteps echoed up the stairwell. You could hear the realness coming, heels on concrete, the quick hush of last-minute breath prep. I watched from the edge as Anna met them at the landing, all grace and efficiency, moving like she’d personally cast the crew for a Netflix docuseries about urban transformation.

The clients, Thomas and Rochelle, power couple, but not the performative kind, breezed in wearing peak “ready to be impressed” expressions. But the second Rochelle rounded the corner and saw the entryway, her jaw actually dropped. Thomas, more reserved, just stood stock-still and tried to play it cool, but his eyes clocked every feature, every play of light across the brick and glass.

Natalie was already waiting, posture perfect, not an ounce of nerves showing. She tapped the control on her phone and the lighting in the foyer shifted, from bold to delicate, the color temperature sliding warmer until the wall in front of us glowed like a hand-rubbed whiskey bar. She didn’t raise her voice. Didn’t need to.

“The goal was to reveal the architecture,” Natalie said, her tone smooth as her fixtures. “We didn’t want lighting as decoration. We wanted it as an experience.”

That was the cue.

The group advanced into the space, Anna at the clients’ side, the rest of us fanning out in a practiced rhythm. Quinn took point on the living zone, her touch was everywhere, the furniture positioned so that nothing blocked the lines of sight, the textiles all sharp neutrals and blues that mirrored the best of the night skyline you could see through the windows.

Ryan stayed lateral, watching, every muscle in his jaw flexed as he patrolled the perimeter. He nodded or chipped in an occasional “Notice this transition,” but it was the restrained kind of compliment meant to keep the spotlight off himself.

Everywhere we went, the reactions amplified. In the main hallway, Natalie had designed a brass-and-glass installation that threw geometric patterns like a light show onto the wall. Rochelle gasped, running her palm over the painted surface as if expecting to feel the patterns physically.

“This isn’t just lighting,” Rochelle said, voice a whisper that cut through the hush. “It’s transformative.”

Her words felt like a shot of bourbon straight to the heart.

Anna didn’t let the momentum fizzle. She layered in perfectly-timed commentary, not over-talking, but framing each feature like it was a rare collectible. “We wanted every fixture to feel site-specific, almost custom for how you actually use the space. That’s what makes Natalie’s install the engine for the whole project.”

Thomas, all business at first, now drifted through the space in near-awe. He’d pause in front of a backlit bookcase, fingers tracing the faint line where the light washed up behind the shelving, then glance up at the main ceiling feature, half sculpture, half illumination, eggshell-finish glass interlaced with jet-black steel mesh. “This is…beyond what I pictured,” he said, as if admitting defeat was the only possible move.

Quinn clicked in, soft but certain. “The idea was to echo the industrial DNA, then wrap it in comfort. The color blocking here,” she gestured, “ties the lighting effects to the textures you see on the walls. Every detail plays off the next.”

The more they saw, the less the clients pretended to have “feedback.” They just circled and doubled back, touching walls, testing the mood lighting, peeking behind curtains and doors as if the building might have fresh surprises hiding in every closet.

Natalie’s details kept stealing the scene. The master suite’s sconce, a single slab of opaque glass, edge-lit with amber glow, turned a perfectly ordinary wall into a private gallery installation. In the dining area, the pendant wasn’t just centered over the table; its beams fanned onto the ceiling, painting shifting arcs that changed as you walked around the room.

At every stop, Anna guided the conversation, not by shouting, but by steering the questions right where they needed to go. I watched as she fielded every “How does this work?” and “Did you consider—” with a nod to Natalie, followed by a clear handoff to the collaboration: “Of course, Quinn’s palette here brings the effect to life,” or “Jack made sure the structure could actually support a fixture like this.”

She was a maestro, and the client didn’t even know they were being played so perfectly.

Ryan hung back, talking only when directly addressed. To the untrained eye, he was just “letting the designers shine,” but I knew that set of his shoulders. I’d seen it a thousand times, he was watching Natalie’s every micro-expression, clocking every time her work pulled the oxygen from the room. But he never faltered, never let the mask slip. Total pro.

We did the full circuit: kitchen (sleek, underlit shelving and a chandelier that looked like a jet engine’s afterburner), guest bath (mirrored niche, backlit to glow like a jewelry display), and even the stairwell, where a row of wall washers made the old brick ripple like water at sunset. Each hand-off was choreographed, no wasted seconds, no awkward silence.

Rochelle paused again, fingertips lingering on a hallway bend where the light sliced a diamond pattern up the accent wall. “It changes every few feet,” she marveled. “Like the building is breathing. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Thomas circled back to the entry, eyes still adjusting to the drama of it all. “Is it programmable?” he asked, almost hopeful.

Natalie handled it, effortless. “You can shift the entire mood with a single touch. We have three preset scenes, but the system is open, totally customizable.”

He let out a low whistle. “You guys weren’t kidding about signature features.”

The compliments kept stacking up, but so did the sense that the project was doing something bigger, maybe even bigger than the sum of the players in the room.

Rochelle started talking about parties. Thomas started talking about “market impact.” Anna nonchalantly dropped that the fixtures had already been photographed for a prominent shelter magazine. It was like watching a house become a brand, in real time.

Through it all, Quinn’s work kept pulling everything into harmony. Her interiors weren’t flashy, but every detail bled into the next, accent pillows that bounced light, chairs whose frames echoed the splay of the custom sconces, even the paint finish chosen to maximize the drama of the shadow edges.

Ryan rejoined us as we circled to the rooftop. He didn’t say much, just grunted approval when Thomas called the stair’s light array “movie-premiere level.” But I caught him, once, glancing at Natalie across the room with an expression that was pure, compressed dynamite. If you’d blinked, you’d have missed it.

Final stop: the main event, contracts, and ink.

The clients were already talking about hosting a reveal party, but Thomas waved the proposal agreement at Anna like it was a golden ticket. “You’re locked for the next project,” he said, half to me, half to the whole crew. “And, full transparency, I’ll be bringing my partners here next week. As a benchmark.”

He shook my hand, but lingered, catching my eye, as if the real handshake was in the respect implied.

Rochelle danced over to Natalie and hugged her, actually hugged, and whispered something I couldn’t quite catch, but it had the effect of turning Natalie’s cheeks a deeper red than any Prosecco could ever manage. She held it together, but her hands trembled with the kinetic energy of finally, truly landing the impossible pitch.

Anna locked eyes with me, a private smile: told you so.

As the clients swept out, voices rising in disbelief at the transformation, the air inside the house changed. The tension didn’t so much break as shift, to pride, to post-adrenaline exhaustion, but most of all to the recognition that we’d just crossed a line there was no going back from.

We weren’t just in the business.

We were the business now.

And everybody, Ryan, Natalie, Quinn, even the ghosts of every old project, knew it.

The door shut behind the departing crew. The silence was loaded, not with anticipation this time, but with satisfaction. The soft tick of the pendant lights, the gentle hum of the HVAC, even the faint scuff of Anna’s heels as she reset her stance, everything felt final, hammered down.

In the aftermath, nobody spoke for a good ten seconds.

Then Quinn exhaled, almost a laugh. “That… was something.”

Anna, for once, didn’t go for the clever quip. She just nodded, approving, lips curved upward.

Natalie’s gaze flicked my way, uncertain for a half-second, then settling into a calm she’d earned the hard way.

Ryan watched it all, posture locked, eyes distant, as if already sorting the consequences.

It was done.

Contracts signed. Future work teed up. The proof, not just in the hardware, but in the way every detail elevated the next.

A new league.

And for the first time, I didn’t just feel like I’d lived up to my grandfather’s legacy.

I’d taken it, wired it for voltage, and blown the ceiling right off.

***

The building didn’t quiet down. It just… evolved.

The whole crew drifted through the space, voices lower now, bodies looser, the old wariness replaced by the slow-burn afterparty kind of ease.

Anna and Quinn traded setup notes at the bar, already plotting tweaks for the next project. Natalie lingered in the living room, tracing her fingers along a shadow line on the wall, like she couldn’t quite believe her own creation. Every so often, our eyes would meet; each time, it landed like a secret handshake.

Ryan fielded calls by the window, his silhouette sharp against the light, speaking in curt bursts but never letting his gaze stray far from the room or from Natalie, tracking every move as if it might be the one that finally made the old hierarchy snap.

Savannah showed up, styled to kill in a fitted denim-and-blazer combo that clung like bespoke upholstery. She wove through the chaos, trading in-jokes with Quinn and Anna, then popped a bottle of something decent and poured for the Victors’ circle. Rooftop celebration, she announced, was non-negotiable.

Jordan arrived next, the only person on earth who could look both ready for a marathon and for a boardroom brawl. She ran the stairwell, grunted an approving “looks tight” at the work, then settled in beside the kitchen island, eyes bright and observant.

Lily, last but never least, drifted in with a cheeky smile, fresh-cut flowers, and a plate of cookies. “For the crew,” she said, then took a low-key victory lap through the main rooms, her approval unfiltered and contagious.

The women settled in, orbiting through the space, each one commenting, touching, mapping the building with their own brand of curiosity.

“Holy hell,” Lily exclaimed, “Savannah was right. These lights are like… Instagram influencers for actual adults.”

Savannah grinned, “Yeah, but better. They make you look hot, even on three glasses of champagne.”

Anna and Quinn held a micro-summit by the built-ins, debating which feature photo would land better for marketing. Jordan and Lily tested the lighting in the bathroom, their laughter echoing down the hall. Natalie hung back from the scrum, not shy, just… measured, like she was letting the win settle before she fully flexed.

Ryan watched every interaction. You could practically hear the gears grinding in his head.

As we wrapped up and headed for the exit, the next stop, our rooftop, where the real celebration would finally let down all the old boundaries, I caught one last look at the space.

It didn’t just feel finished.

It felt inevitable.

And if that didn’t say it all, nothing would.

Victory, poured concrete.

Tomorrow, we’d pay for it in new complications.

But today, we’d earned the afterglow.

***

The party started before we even made it to the top step.

Savannah had been serious about the non-negotiable afterparty, and if you’d told me she’d hired a pro crew, I’d have believed you. String lights zig-zagged between heavy beams, casting pools of amber that made the railing and potted plants look like a magazine spread. Blankets showed up on every chair and sectional—plaid, boucle, vegan “fur,” the works. The October chill didn’t stand a chance, not with three heat lamps and a fire table blazing at the center.

The city sprawled out around us, windows flicking on against the dusk like a thousand promises, but the real show was here, every detail staged to perfection by Lily, Savannah, and Jordan.

Lily took credit for the food, stacks of herbed flatbreads and charcuterie spread across a slate board big enough to double as a murder weapon. There were cupcakes with what looked like professional frosting, cut-crystal candy dishes loaded with chocolate, and fresh-cut flowers tucked into mismatched vases for a splash of color.

Savannah poured drinks like it was the damn Kentucky Derby. Champagne, bourbon, red wine, all flowing free. “None of that cheap stuff tonight,” she mocked, popping a cork so hard it nearly took out the nearest string light.

Jordan managed the seating zones: benches and low couches ringed the fire table, high-tops off to one side, even a pair of oversized beanbags parked under the glowing bulbs. She was everywhere, making sure people had fleece throws, plates, a clear path to the bar. She did it all without ever looking busy.

The full crew assembled.

Anna and Quinn arrived together, both looking sleek and professional, though Anna had ditched the heels for boots and wore her hair loose. Quinn, in high-waisted black jeans and a geometric blouse, fit the scene so well you’d have thought she’d been hosting events here since birth.

Natalie came in with a quiet confidence that almost disguised the fact she was vibrating with relief. She wore all black, tailored, sharp, totally unmissable, and the second she stepped onto the roof, all conversation slowed for a beat.

Jenny and Ryan showed up as a set, but the gap between them was obvious, even with her hand on his arm. Jenny bee-lined for the kitchen island to check in with Lily, while Ryan hung at the edge, blending in without ever really joining.

If you’d mapped the connections by proximity, you’d see it instantly: this wasn’t a loose confederation of family and crew. This was a system, all lines and gravity, attraction and repulsion. And tonight, it was humming.

I found myself at the epicenter, Lily and Anna to my left, Savannah and Jordan to my right. Natalie and Quinn hovered nearby, both within reach, but not clinging. Instead, they moved through the party independently, coming together, then branching off, but always with a sense of belonging. No outsider energy anywhere.

Jenny popped in and out of the circle, glass in hand, trading sharp banter with the women. She even let herself snark at Savannah, who just took it and fired back twice as hard. If there were old wounds, they were buried under a layer of high-gloss acceptance and open competition for who could land the funniest line.

For a long stretch, nobody even mentioned work. Not that the win wasn’t on everyone’s mind, you could see it in the way Anna and Savannah traded glances, or the way Natalie and Quinn hovered protectively near the food, always in sync. But the celebration was effortless, not a single hint of nerves or discomfort. People mixed and swapped seats, slung arms around each other, shared plates and inside jokes like they’d all been at this for years.

Natalie got pulled into a three-way debrief with Lily and Anna, who grilled her about the lighting scenes in the guest bath. Natalie didn’t hesitate, she answered with a fluency that was pure CEO-grade, then laughed and shot back her own questions about salad dressing technique or which kind of honey cake Quinn had baked last weekend.

Quinn, for her part, was everywhere: fixing drinks, popping in on conversations, catching up with Jordan on wellness stuff, then detouring to hug Savannah just because she could. She didn’t track me with her eyes anymore; she just parked herself beside me when it suited, arm draped over the back of my chair, the scent of her shampoo and the firmness of her body language all the anchor I ever needed.

And the other women? If they felt threatened by the shift in the constellation, they didn’t show it. Every interaction with Natalie or Quinn was natural, seamless, insider talk, in-jokes about old projects, even light teasing about who would be first to claim the new east suite. There was no friction, no sense of an old guard being interrupted. It was one system, one pulse, everyone welcome.

The best part was what wasn’t there.

No surprise glances when I brushed Natalie’s hand, no arched brows as Quinn leaned into me. If anything, the pattern was so established it felt like the only possible arrangement: the women, me, the unwritten rule that we moved as a unit, not as fractured pairs or side alliances.

Even when Jenny, of all people, sat close to Anna and started a rum cocktail war with Savannah, nobody blinked at the proximity, or the fact that Anna spent half the evening absent-mindedly painting her thumb along Quinn’s bare wrist.

If Ryan noticed, and he definitely did, he kept it locked down. He worked the perimeter. Watched, logged, never interfered. But I could feel his gaze whenever Natalie drifted my way, whenever she settled close, her energy now fully plugged in to the group.

That’s when it hit: Ryan didn’t need to catch a big tell. The “proof” was already on display. There was no room for pretending, or for retreating into old blueprints. The future lived here now, exposed to the open air, and if you didn’t want to adapt, you were left on the margin.

I caught the shift in his attention before anyone else.

He stood just past the last heat lamp, alone, arms folded, head tipped down but eyes very much awake. The city rolled out below him, every window another story being written, but his focus was laser-straight: to the way Natalie’s body angled toward me, the way my hand rested, easy, at the small of her back. I think he saw the whole design, finally, the way the women wove together, the absence of drama, the efficiency of a machine that didn’t need calibration anymore.

Natalie registered it, too.

She caught my glance, her own eyes flicking to him, then back to me. It wasn’t dramatic, but the electricity in it said everything. The time for hiding, for apologies or secrets, was over.

She finished her glass, didn’t gulp, just set it down with finality, and wove toward me through the crowd. She fell into step at my side, her hand warm on my forearm, even when she let go to smooth her hair or adjust her jacket.

I nodded at her, no words needed, and together, we peeled off from the main group, navigating the edge of the rooftop until we stood a few steps from Ryan. The city’s noise was a distant echo, the party a background lull, but up here, the air crackled.

“Can we talk?” I asked, voice low. I didn’t try to smile.

He didn’t turn right away. When he did, the angle of his chin was pure challenge. “Yeah. I figured you’d want to.”

I jerked my head toward the far corner, where architectural grasses and boxed holly created a little privacy zone. Anna built it last summer for “quiet time,” but tonight, it was a neutral ground, a place where you could hash out whatever needed saying without burning down the building.

Ryan went first, steps businesslike. Natalie and I followed, side-by-side, the alignment obvious. You couldn’t have staged it better for a confrontation.

The moment we stepped out of earshot, I felt the party behind me dissolve into a soft blur. The warmth, the laughter, the bright, electric happiness, it all faded to a kind of hush, the stage reset for the main event.

Natalie’s hand found mine. Squeezed, firm, her nails digging just enough that I didn’t forget whose side she was on.

Ryan stopped at the end of the walkway, back turned to us, gaze locked on the stretch of skyline, every tower lit up like it had never known darkness.

He was ready.

So were we.

And this time, no one was going to walk away with the old rules still in play.

***

He didn’t waste time with preamble.

The second we stopped at the edge of the planters, Ryan turned, eyes narrowed, voice low and sharp.

“What is this?” he said, not even a blink. “Because I’m not in the mood for surprises tonight.”

No fake-out, no gentle ramp. Just demolition right up front.

I didn’t back off; didn’t shrink into the walls or swallow my words. My voice came even, steady, because it had to. “It’s about me and Nat. We’re together, and I thought you should know. It didn’t start tonight.” I drew in a breath, preparing for the next cut. “It didn’t start recently, either.”

There it was, a truth so clean it nearly stung. No excuses, no softening the blow. My heart thudded in my chest as I watched him, searching for any sign of how he’d take it. The silence stretched for a moment, heavy and inevitable, and still I didn’t look away. I owed him that much.

Natalie stepped forward, her shoulder almost touching mine. She was a wall of calm, chin high, not an ounce of apology in her face.

“I didn’t fall into this, Ryan,” she said, tone measured but unbreakable. “I chose it.”

He stared us down, jaw clenching, arms folded so tight it looked like he might pop a tendon. I watched his eyes, he was scanning us for a tell, searching for any hesitation, any crack in the foundation. But there was nothing. Natalie didn’t flinch. And I had zero interest in retreat.

Ryan’s breathing was steady, but he let out a slow exhale that sounded like the air escaping a pressure tank after a year of too much load.

“Yeah… I saw it,” he finally said, quieter now, as if the volume might shield him. “I just hoped I was wrong.”

He didn’t blink. Didn’t look away. Just let the words hang.

Natalie’s hand slid into mine. Tight. I anchored her with a squeeze, felt her pulse ticking, sure, but not frantic.

Ryan’s attention shifted, locked fully to me now. You could see the recalculation in his face: not rage, not betrayal, just the blank, stunned clarity of a man staring at the old blueprints and realizing the whole building had moved under him.

“You already had everything,” he said, every syllable loaded. “All of them. And somehow, that still wasn’t enough.”

He flicked his chin to the glow of the rooftop behind us, voices, laughter, the women, the system.

His meaning was clear: This wasn’t about Natalie alone. This was about the unspoken code, the boundaries, the expectations, all the invisible lines that were supposed to hold everything together.

I didn’t get defensive. Not this time.

“I didn’t take anything,” I said, unflinching. “I built something. And she chose to be part of it.”

Natalie’s nerves didn’t waver. Her grip tightened, her body leaning into me as if to say: This is mine, too, and I’m not giving it back.

Ryan studied us.

For a heartbeat, I thought he might haul off and throw something, maybe a line, maybe a punch. But the storm never came. Instead, his shoulders dropped. There was a flicker in his eyes, a loss, maybe, or just the silent surrender to facts.

There wasn’t going to be a fight.

Just a new order.

He shook his head, but the motion was small, not even angry.

“You didn’t just change your life,” Ryan said, the words heavy but no longer loaded with accusation. “You rewrote the rules.”

It landed like a verdict, but not a death sentence.

Natalie breathed, steady. I let the silence build, giving him room to finish.

Ryan’s next line was so quiet I almost missed it.

“I think I’ve been behind this whole time.”

No drama. Just the sound of old scaffolding falling away.

He didn’t give us a speech. He didn’t even ask the follow-up. Instead, he stepped past, letting go of whatever he’d been packing for months, maybe years. He left us there, together, his boots crunching over pebble and frost. He moved toward the city lights, toward the edge, and didn’t look back.

We didn’t move, not for a stretch.

The main group was still laughing, still alive with post-victory euphoria. No one noticed the new story written off to the side.

Natalie leaned into me, forehead momentarily resting against my shoulder. The relief was tidal. If I could’ve bottled it, called it by a name, it would’ve tasted like honesty with a hint of loss at the edge.

“Are you okay?” she asked, voice tiny in the hush.

“Yeah,” I said, and I meant it.

She looked up, blue eyes clear now, no ghosts, no performance.

“Me too.”

We stood there, city blazing beneath us, wind tunneling through the gaps in the fencing and the old ways. The shift wasn’t just in Ryan, it was in us, too. Final. Unfakeable.

The project was done. The system was set.

And the future, fuck, the future was wide open.

We drifted back toward the sound and heat and belonging. As we stepped into the pool of string light, I caught sight of Quinn and Anna, deep in conversation, Lily pouring bubbly, Savannah and Jenny playing some ridiculous card game with Jordan at the fire table.

It was all normal, all effortless.

No old shadows left.

I took a breath, and the satisfaction hit to the bone.

This was the new reality.

For better or worse, it belonged to us.

And damn if that didn’t feel like the prize I’d always been building toward.


Aftermath


For a minute after Ryan was gone, we just stood there, letting the shock settle in like after a head-on collision. The city stretched beneath the rooftop, a scatter of neon and sodium lamp, every window another little confession flicked to life in the glass. I didn’t feel victorious. I didn’t even feel relief. All I felt was the thrum of adrenaline, nerves stripped bare, and the warm pressure of Natalie’s hand as she wound her fingers through mine.

She stepped closer, shoulder to mine, our bodies almost touching. There was a wet chill off Lake Michigan, but she radiated heat, pulse hammering against my palm, every muscle in her hand tenser than I’d ever felt. For a few breaths, neither of us spoke. We just stared out at the city, letting the silence fill the gaps our words couldn’t reach.

She squeezed my hand, just once, hard enough to drive the point home. We were in this together. No take-backs. No safe retreat.

Out there, the legacy of “crossed boundaries” didn’t just hang between us, it was the only thing holding us up.

The last thing I’d expected was for it to feel this…raw. Not ugly, not clean. Just honest. Like walking over rebar in bare feet, no glamour or bravado, just two people who’d bet everything and now had to live with it. I sucked in a breath and tried to remember why I’d been so scared to bring this thing into the open.

Natalie looked over at me, eyes bright but steady, lips parted like there was something she wanted to ask. But she didn’t. Instead, she pressed her head to my shoulder, leaning in until I could feel the subtle tremor in her body, not fear, just the aftershocks.

My instinct was to fix it, to smooth it over, but for once I forced myself to just hold still and let her set the pace.

She spoke first, voice almost a whisper. “You didn’t just rewrite the rules. You made a new one.”

It wasn’t a complaint. More like a slow realization, the kind people usually saved for 3 a.m. or a late-night postmortem after too many rounds.

I nodded, grinding my heel against the rooftop gravel. “About time someone did.”

She laughed, but it was hollow, the sound of relief with nowhere left to hide. “Is it weird that I don’t feel guilty? I thought maybe I would. But all I feel is—”

She stopped herself, reached up to graze my jaw, and turned me so she could see my face.

“All I feel is ready,” she said. “I want whatever comes next. Even if it’s messy.”

I kissed her once, quick and hard, just to anchor the moment. Her mouth tasted like Prosecco and a little leftover adrenaline, and when she broke away, her cheeks had flushed in the cold.

“We’re not going to be able to put this back in the box,” I told her.

She shook her head. “Good. Boxes are overrated.”

For a few more beats, we clung to the hush and the wind and the knowledge that whatever we’d just done, it was permanent.

But eventually, the world came back into focus. The clatter of laughs, the music, boots against the deck. The artfully carved voices of the women waiting inside the web.

We took one last look at the city. Then turned as one.

The return trip felt longer than it should have.

It was subtle at first, but if you paid attention, you could see the system flex. Nobody called out or pointed, but as we stepped back into the circle of string lights, the energy dipped and then rewired itself. Conversations didn’t break; they just shifted, syncing to the new frequency.

Anna and Quinn paused in the middle of a story, eyes tracking us with laser focus. At the fire table, Savannah and Jenny leaned in close to Jordan, but both clocked our approach with a micro-beat of silent recalibration. Even Lily, sunshine in human form, went extra still, blue eyes soft as she followed every tick in my posture and the way Natalie wasn’t letting go of my hand.

Nobody needed to spell it out: the truth was now free-range.

The air was thicker, loaded with the kind of anticipation that usually comes before a big pitch or an unexpected move in overtime. I braced, expecting at least a whisper of judgment.

But the women didn’t flinch. They just…adjusted. Like they’d been waiting for this to go public, and now that it had, they were finally allowed to get on with their lives.

Lily was the first to cross the gap. She left the cluster by the food and came straight for us, steps light but deliberate. She didn’t say anything at first, just laid her hand on my forearm, fingers curving around the muscle like she was checking for signs of damage.

Her gaze flicked to Natalie, then back to me. Something in her face was proud, not pitying, just a deep, unshakable ease.

“We knew this moment was coming,” she said. Simple. No drama, no sting. Like she’d already planned for every outcome and landed on forgiveness as the only option worth having.

I had to swallow, the knot was so thick in my throat.

Lily’s own voice was soft, quiet enough that only we could hear, but the ripple effect touched everyone. “Nobody here wanted it to stay a secret forever,” she said. “You just needed to do it on your own terms.”

Her hand squeezed my arm, and she tipped her head, hair falling into her eyes. “You’re not alone, Jack. You never were.”

She glanced at Natalie, and her smile was wide, maybe the brightest thing on the rooftop. “We’re happy for you. For both of you.”

Natalie’s lips parted, as if she wanted to answer, but Lily didn’t really need a reply. She just looped us both in, a team, finalized and ironclad.

It was the weirdest thing, how fast the tension dissolved once Lily gave the signal. Like she was the North Star, and as soon as she charted the new course, everyone else realigned.

Anna broke off her conversation with Quinn and drifted over, her approach measured, eyes sharp. She clocked the emotional temperature like a well-trained trauma nurse, but there was no hesitation in her stride.

Savannah raised her glass in a toast we could see but not hear, a grin slicing across her face like she’d just scratched off a winning lottery ticket. Even Jordan, who never broke stride unless it was life or death, dialed in, eyes narrowing in satisfaction more than surprise.

Jenny watched from the edge of the group, her stare clinical but not cold, logging every move, every smile, every word exchanged. A living audit, making sure the new arrangement stuck.

But the real story was in the micro-moves. The way Anna pivoted her body to make room for Natalie in the conversation. How Quinn angled herself closer, as if to say, “Welcome to the real game.” Savannah, always the ringleader, flashed a thumbs-up and a wink, then turned back to the group with the confidence of someone who knew her team had just leveled up.

Jordan was more reserved, but I caught the nod she gave me, like a quarterback telling the receiver the play was a go.

Lily, though, never let go of my arm. She squeezed, a reassurance that didn’t need language.

“Just so you know,” Lily whispered, “the only person who doubted this was you.”

I almost laughed. “Fair enough.”

She kissed my cheek, eyes lingering. “You do realize, this means you’re going to have to share your coffee stash with one more?”

Natalie chuckled, shoulders dropping, the tension bleeding out of her as the others welcomed her with nods and smiles.

The next few minutes played out like the most efficient project handoff I’d ever seen. Every woman dialed in, recalibrated, and made space. Nobody let anything lag. The rhythm picked back up, but the flavor was new, sharper, more open, every pause now a punctuation mark instead of a warning sign.

Lily led us right to the main table, where Anna, Quinn, and Savannah opened up the circle. Anna offered a spot next to her, and Natalie settled in, seamlessly woven into the flow. Conversation twisted from project wins to which brand of bourbon Quinn had used in the cocktails. All through it, the glances between the women and Natalie were electric, not probing, just confirming: did you see the new variable? Good. Let’s roll.

Savannah found her way over, flanking Natalie and whispering something that made both women snort-laugh into their drinks. Quinn, never one to waste time, introduced Natalie to the new custom-etched wine glasses she’d ordered last week. Anna shared a sly smile, bumping Natalie’s shoulder with her own in a move that was pure pack behavior.

Jordan stayed at the margin, making sure nobody drifted too far from the fold, but even she lobbed a dry one-liner that landed perfectly.

If there was a test, Natalie passed it in under five minutes.

As for me? It was the first time in years I didn’t feel like a divided self. The system I’d tried to build finally ran without a stutter.

Belonging was no longer a risk. It was just the new normal.

Lily drifted back to my side, her hand still wrapped around my wrist, anchoring me to reality.

“You did it, baby,” she murmured, softer now. “You finally put yourself first.”

It hit different, like a benediction and a dare in one.

Natalie looked at her, then at me. The way her hand found mine again under the table, thumb rubbing slow circles on my knuckle, said it all.

I was home.

Not just in the room, or the city, but in the unapologetic, unforgettable mess we’d made together.

And for once, I didn’t want to fix or change a thing.

This was the story I’d built.

Concrete. Absolute.

Ours.

***

Anna moved with sniper precision. I barely had time to process the new seating arrangement before she caught my eye and tipped her head toward the shadowed side of the roof, her intent so clear you could read it in LED.

Without so much as a whisper to the others, she slid away from the group, trusting I’d follow.

We found a pocket of calm tucked behind the big gas heater, the city’s pulse humming just below our feet. Anna didn’t waste the moment. She squared off, hazel-green eyes drilling through me, and got right to the point.

“This changes the timeline, not the outcome,” she said, her voice pitched low, made for private conversations and champagne secrets.

She reached for my hand, fingers cold against my wrist. The contact was brief, electric, but it left a mark.

“You’re going to want to get ahead of the PR curve,” Anna added. “Jenny’s probably drawing her own battle plan already, and if we’re not proactive, all we do is get stuck playing defense.”

She folded her arms, every inch the executive, then gave me a half-smile that was equal parts pride and dare.

Anna popped on her toes and kissed me on the lips, soft and sweet. “We’re locked in now. If you start waffling, the rest of the system falls apart. Don’t do that. You did good tonight, babe. I’m proud of you.”

Anna didn’t flinch. She let the words hang, then brushed past me, a single, confident squeeze to my shoulder. “Eyes forward, Jack. We’ve got this.”

She left me simmering, blood pounding, a live wire stretched from the past to the uncharted future.

Out in the open again, Quinn’s gaze found me across the rooftop. There was no old reserve, no measuring the risk. She’d erased every line separating us.

When our eyes locked, Quinn gave a tiny, deliberate smile, then raised her glass in a silent, unmissable salute. A promise, signed and notarized, that she wasn’t going anywhere.

She even held it a second longer, just to make sure the message landed.

I grinned back, feeling the heat build between us, an invisible thread that tied us together even with ten feet and a full crowd between.

The shift wasn’t subtle. It was tectonic.

Savannah blew in, all fire and champagne sparkle. Never content to play spectator, she made a beeline for me, hips swinging as if she was still on runway and not a Chicago rooftop.

She didn’t bother with preamble. “Finally,” she said, voice pitched intimate, as she tucked in close, her hand sliding down my arm, “you’re done apologizing for your life.”

Her touch lingered, nails grazing the inside of my wrist. There was heat in it, a challenge, a dare to step up and own the choice I’d made.

She tilted her glass against mine, coaxing a soft, satisfying clink, then smirked. “Took you long enough. Some of us had money riding on tonight.”

Up close, Savannah smelled like vanilla and orange blossom and rebellion. She watched my expression, hunting for the flicker of old guilt. When she found nothing but certainty, her smile stretched even wider.

“Don’t let anyone walk it back,” she said, planting a kiss just below my ear. “That’s an order, boss.”

Her energy left a charge in the air, a whiplash reminder that forward was the only direction this system went.

Jordan waited until the laughter lulled. She moved in from the perimeter, posture all business, eyes locked on mine like she was calling a time-out in the final quarter.

She didn’t mince words. “Is it handled?”

I nodded, pulse spiking again. “Yeah. It’s done.”

Jordan’s approval was physical, a slow exhale, the shoulders dropping, tension gone.

“Good,” she said. “Now we control what comes next.”

She clapped my shoulder, hard enough to re-anchor the moment, and gave me a look that brooked no argument. “If anyone tries to spin old drama, we shut it down. Natalie’s one of us. End of story.”

The words were as final as a locked safe.

For a second, I just stood there, the sum total of every relationship, every risk, every midnight I’d spent worrying about being “too much” or “not enough.” All of it, irrelevant now. These women had recalibrated the rules, then invited me to keep up.

There was no blueprint for this.

But that was half the thrill.

As the hour deepened, the new normal cemented itself. Anna circled back, sliding into a seat beside me, her presence confident, almost proprietary. Quinn drifted closer, conversation easy and direct, her earlier toast never far from her lips. Sometimes her hand would find mine under the table, cool and certain, an anchor, not a test.

Savannah took the lead wrangling drinks and stories, every so often casting a backward glance at me, a grin always ready, as if daring me to resist the current. Jordan operated with her own rhythm, never pushy, but always exactly where she was needed, a stabilizer in a system that no longer just survived but thrived.

They didn’t need me to fix or mediate. They’d already done the work; I was just the payoff, the last domino.

I watched them, every line and smile and flicker of knowing glance. No faking, no posturing.

This was it.

I was theirs, and they were mine.

Not as trophy partners, but as irreplaceable co-architects of something nobody else was even ballsy enough to dream about.

The sensation was dizzying and grounding at the same time.

I’d spent years thinking I had to manage everyone’s reactions. Tonight, I’d learned the truth: all I had to do was show up, tell it straight, and let them do what they did best.

And for the first time, I didn’t just believe in the system.

I was the system.

***

Jenny was never one to flinch from chaos, and tonight was no exception. While the rest of the group found their new rhythm, she planted herself at the far edge of the party, glass of gin in hand, green eyes cataloging every detail. If I’d been searching for someone to judge, it would have been her, but instead she just watched, letting the patterns unfold, logging every new arrangement as it emerged from the aftershock.

Whenever I glanced her way, Jenny wasn’t staring at me or at Natalie. She was mapping the connections between the women, Lily’s fingers laced with mine under the soft throw blanket, the way Anna and Quinn deferred to each other in conversation, the sparks of genuine laughter that caught even the normally steel-jawed Jordan off-guard. Savannah hovered at the center, drawing people together with her signature blend of snark and warmth, firing off jokes and making sure every nod, every refilled glass, every story was shared.

For a while, Jenny lingered outside the orbit, eyes narrowed but not cold. She tracked every micro-expression, every realignment of status and comfort, a living ledger of “what changed?” and “did it stick?”

If anyone had doubts about Natalie finding her place, they vanished on impact.

Lily was her on-ramp: she beckoned Natalie over with a sweep of her hand, made her laugh with a dirty joke about electricians, then kept her glued to the conversation, never letting her hang in silence. If anyone at the table veered too close to awkward, Lily rerouted like a master air traffic controller, turning the topic to whatever made Natalie’s face light up.

Anna brought her trademark professionalism to bear, pulling up blueprints for the next big job, outlining targets, then pivoting seamlessly to brainstorm weekend plans that included Natalie as if she’d been in the rotation since birth. There was nothing forced, no “trial period.” She just slotted in, every word a tacit sign that Natalie mattered.

Quinn was sneakier. She started with a knowing glance, then dropped a one-liner about Natalie’s lighting install (“next time, aim for ‘fewer ruined manicures, please’”), which cracked up both of them. It set off a chain reaction of private jokes and easy, open smiles. By the second round of drinks, Natalie was tossing barbs right back, throwing Quinn off balance more than once, something I hadn’t seen anyone do before.

Even the old guard, Savannah, Jordan, made room. Savannah included Natalie in a high-speed retelling of the worst event clients ever, with the kind of exaggeration that made everyone at the table wheeze with laughter. Jordan cut through twice with surgical strikes, teasing Natalie about her compulsive list-making, which only made Natalie beam, showing off a new side, no edge, no need to apologize for being in the mix.

The glue wasn’t me.

It was them.

Jenny finished her drink and drifted over, arms folded, gaze scanning the horizon. With her came a gravitational pull, and the conversation shifted. She didn’t bother with the usual small talk.

Instead, she stopped right at my side and looked at Natalie, then at the collective, then at me.

Her voice was softer than I expected. “You did what you had to do, Jack. Maybe now me and Ryan can actually figure out what’s left.”

She didn’t phrase it like an accusation. More like she was weighing the job against the blueprint, and wondering if we’d finally punched through the last old wall.

Her eyes lingered on the group, tracing the web. Lily giggling, chin tucked on my shoulder. Anna and Quinn in their own little huddle, alternating strategy swaps and mock insults. Savannah spinning her latest wild story, Jordan and Natalie both leaning in, totally unguarded. Jenny didn’t look jealous, or even particularly sentimental. She just... evaluated.

Satisfied, she smiled, a rare one, warm, real. “I guess you proved the concept. Pretty impressive work, considering the raw materials.”

She nudged my arm, then melted back into the collective. No more edge, no more silent audit. The verdict was clear: if this was a family, it was finally finished.

Hours blurred as the night deepened. The rooftop lights smoldered overhead, but the action stayed low-key, intimate but never exclusive. Every five minutes, the women shifted: new clusters, new jokes, two or three bodies in a hug, hands tracing backs or settling onto thighs. Natalie found her stride fast. She swapped war stories about difficult clients with Jordan, debated bourbon with Savannah, and still managed to trade inside jokes with Lily. Sometimes she’d catch my eye across the party and just smile, like she couldn’t believe she’d landed here at all.

Anna and Quinn sketched out plans for a deck upgrade, looping Natalie in at every turn, no division between old guard and new arrival. Even when someone wandered off for a call or to chase down a snack, the gap closed instantly, never an outsider for long.

It occurred to me, probably for the first time, that none of this revolved around me alone. Yeah, I’d built the base. But as the night wore on and the system flexed, it became clear: I was just another part of the architecture. The women weren’t satellites, they were perimeter and core, self-policing and self-sustaining.

I’d stumbled into something way bigger than “my” harem.

I’d found the only family I was ever meant to have.

By midnight, we’d drifted into piles of blankets, feet tucked under thighs, bodies slung around each other like old lovers and old friends. The city’s hum faded, replaced by the low thrum of voices, the soft sound of someone running their fingers through hair, or the pop of a cork as Savannah kept drinks rolling.

Nobody played for dominance; nobody lingered on the past. The old worries, how would people react, who would be left behind, had been paved over by something way more durable.

In a lull, Lily curled against my chest, her breathing steady, and whispered, “This is how it always should’ve been. I never wanted easy. I wanted real.”

I looked around the circle. Natalie and Quinn were deep in a conversation about lighting and design, Anna dissected a new project spec, and Savannah was busy teaching Jordan how to win at poker using a deck missing two cards. Even Jenny, always the circuit breaker, was in the thick of things, laughing openly for once.

If there was a blueprint for happiness, this had to be it.

Time lost meaning. At some point, someone, maybe Lily, suggested watching the sunrise from the roof, and nobody wanted to go to bed.

We pulled lanterns closer for warmth, shared whatever snacks were left, and let ourselves be lazy and together and complete.

As the city faded to gray-blue and the first streaks of morning lit up the windows below, I knew the truth, simple as oxygen: this wasn’t a holding pattern. It wasn’t for show. It wasn’t anything I’d have ever dared to wish for, not out loud.

But here it was anyway, wrapped around me like muscle and bone.

The women, the work, the building.

The life I’d chosen, and now, finally, claimed.

No apologies, no spin.

Just the payoff.

Everything I’d ever wanted, right in my hands.

It would be easy to say I’d built the harem, or the business, or even the damn rooftop.

What I’d actually done was build the family.

And for the first time in my life, I didn’t want anything more.

The city spun underfoot, bright and infinite.

My arms were full, my house was alive, and the future was set.

I belonged.

No more secrets.

No more hiding.

Just the home we’d forged together, ready to light up the world.


Choosing It


The building was a time capsule at 7 a.m. Every trace of last night’s celebration gone, the worktables cleared, the overheads set low, the whole space silent except for the hum of the HVAC. Even the air felt raw, like it hadn’t decided yet whether to let the day in.

I arrived early on purpose, weaving through the front door with two hours of sleep and more caffeine in my veins than blood. A ghost town, just the way I liked it before a storm.

First move: coffee. I ground the beans by hand, none of that automated bullshit, cranked up the French press, and let the smell cut through the fog. The aroma hit like nostalgia, reminding me of the early days of Bennett Bros, when the only thing keeping us upright was bean juice and spite.

While it steeped, I lined up everything for the debrief, laptop open to the newest client feedback file, project photos staged in a clean arc across the conference table. Every angle, every closeup, every “before and after” shot ready to flex for maximum effect. Anna had already flagged the strongest testimonials with yellow highlights like she was setting up a parade.

Ryan would notice that. He always did.

I set the mugs out, one for him, one for me, poured just as the French press reached that perfect deep brown. The rich, bitter scent made the air feel heavier, more real.

The only sound was the metallic clink as I adjusted the tray, and the way the chair wheels sang across the polished floor when I picked my spot at the end of the table.

This wasn’t just a project review.

It was the first meeting of the new era.

Ryan showed right on time. 7:25 a.m., not a minute late, not a hair out of place. He crossed the lobby with his head down, steps deliberate, every movement calculated to look casual. But the old swagger was gone. None of the usual “I own this place” energy. Instead, he moved like someone arriving at a funeral for an old friend and not wanting to make a scene.

He paused in the doorway, eyes scanning the setup.

“Smells good,” he said, nodding at the coffee like it might bite him.

“Fresh press,” I replied, keeping it neutral. “Help yourself.”

He poured a mug but didn’t take the seat at the head, not today. He sat across from me, arms folded as he surveyed the materials. The project photos. The printouts. The client reports.

For a long second, we just sat there, sipping coffee, letting the silence stretch.

Eventually, Ryan tossed a project binder onto the table.

He didn’t say, “Let’s get started.” He just went straight to the numbers.

“Client signed off on every item.” His voice was low, careful. “Not a single punch-list note after the walkthrough. You know how rare that is?”

“Never happens,” I said. “Especially not on a showpiece job.”

He thumbed through the printouts, eyes locked on the highlights. “These testimonials are legit. Not just the usual ‘great work, would recommend.’ They’re quoting the lighting design like it’s performance art.”

I nodded. “Natalie’s fixtures broke the algorithm. We’ve already had three design firms reach out for consults. Anna’s fielding calls every hour.”

He grunted approval, but it wasn’t the old chest-thump. More like a man taking inventory after a hurricane to see what he could still count on.

He flipped to a tab in the binder. “Press coverage is wild. Local architecture mag called it ‘transformative urban reuse.’ The big home show featured your walkthrough in their stories feed, got a hundred comments in two hours, and most of them aren’t even trolling.”

“Viral in our world,” I said. “Means the phones are going to keep ringing.”

Ryan scanned the numbers, double-checking that the profit column was real, not a typo. “We’ll clear a record margin, even after the bonus for the install guys.” He set his jaw, as if the words cost him something. “Never thought we’d jump two tiers in one project.”

He looked up. His eyes didn’t dodge, they just drilled through me, waiting to see if I’d screw it up by gloating.

I kept my tone measured. “This is the blueprint. Every job forward gets this treatment, design, install, and client experience. We don’t roll back to ‘good enough.’”

Ryan sipped his coffee, buying himself a beat.

“Jenny flagged the new leads. Says you might want to hire another admin if you want to keep up.”

“Not a bad problem,” I replied. “Megan’s a machine, but there’s only so much calendar in a week.”

“Yeah, well. If the volume keeps up, we’ll have to scale the crews, too.” He absently traced a line on the conference table, eyes distracted. “You’re going to need more bandwidth if you want to stay in front.”

Underneath the business-speak, there was something else. A tension, hanging like a steel cable between us. Every number shared was proof-of-life, a way to keep the conversation safe and above-board, like we were both afraid that if we started talking about anything real, the room might explode.

So we just…kept hammering the details.

We ran through the timeline on the next two jobs. One demo scheduled, one staging. Anna’s media pitches already booked for both, plus Natalie’s lighting install on the calendar for mid-month. No hangover from the rooftop drama. If anything, the world outside our little web had only gotten brighter.

But after twenty minutes, even the best numbers run out of drywall.

Ryan closed the binder and set his hands flat on the table.

His voice was softer now, not quite cautious, but stripped of every ounce of pretense.

“Tell me something,” he said. “This…shift. This new way, the client experience, the design, the way you run the crew, when did you decide to do it different?”

I thought for a second, then shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe when I realized the old way only made you tired.”

He snorted, but not unkindly. “Amen to that.”

There was a flicker in his face, something unguarded, almost nostalgic.

He looked at the photos again, running his thumb along the edge of a shot showing Natalie’s chandelier in the finished kitchen.

“Every job is going to get this level of detail?”

“Every job we take,” I said. “If it doesn’t hit that mark, we walk away.”

He nodded, the idea settling in. “It’s a hell of a gamble.”

“It’s the only thing anyone remembers,” I replied. “Nobody tells their friends ‘the toilets flush great.’ They talk about what knocked them sideways.”

Ryan stared at the ceiling, like it might offer him a cheat sheet.

“Guess I need to reset my expectations,” he said.

I sipped my coffee, then offered, “World doesn’t stay the same just because we do.”

He let that land. Then he looked right at me, the air suddenly still.

“There something else you want to put on the table?”

I considered bullshitting, but it didn’t fit anymore.

So I told him the truth.

“Not really. We’re doing the work. The rest, the personal side, it’ll sort itself out.”

He didn’t argue.

For the first time in forever, Ryan looked…not resigned, but maybe ready to stop fighting battles that weren’t on his blueprint.

He squared up the reports, took another sip, and for a second, you could almost see the gears shifting behind his eyes.

“So we’re partners again,” he said, wryly. “Just like the old man would’ve wanted.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But with better lighting.”

He snorted, and for a heartbeat, the old inside joke almost thawed the air.

We sat in the afterglow, just absorbing the reality of our situation.

The business was winning.

The building was whole.

And the only thing left to fix was us.

After the numbers were put to bed, a hush fell. Not awkward, not hostile. Just two guys staring at the skeleton of what they’d built and wondering what came next.

Ryan toyed with his mug, eyes on the shimmer of coffee as if it might hold the answers.

“I’ll say this,” he started, “the team’s never looked better. Even Jenny’s on board. She thinks you’ve built something impossible.”

I shrugged. “Doesn’t feel impossible from the inside.”

He grunted. “Maybe not. But from where I’m standing, it’s like watching someone turn sheetrock into steel. Not sure how you did it.”

“Luck, mostly,” I said.

He actually laughed at that, the sound rough but genuine.

Then he grew serious, voice dropping.

“Just so we’re clear: the women, your…system, none of that is going to tank the business.”

That wasn’t a question.

“No,” I said. “If anything, it’s the best proof we have. When people visit, they see the operation. They see you, me, and all of them. It’s not a show, but it is a selling point.”

He weighed that, careful.

After a second, he nodded. “Fine by me. Long as everyone keeps the drama off the job site.”

“They do,” I told him. “They’re better at it than we are.”

That got another laugh, this one less dangerous.

For a minute, we just sat, letting the coffee cool and the pressure bleed off.

***

Ryan didn’t circle the runway long. He let the minutes tick by after the numbers, pretending to double-check a file, but I saw it in his grip, a white-knuckle hold on the edge of the conference table, the veins in his hand standing out like cables under load.

Then, the shift.

He looked up, not meeting my eyes at first, and said, “I’ve been thinking about what you said. About building something. About choices.”

He let the line hang, heavy as wet concrete.

I didn’t interrupt. Just nursed my coffee, letting him take the time he needed.

He drummed his fingers, eyes distant. “You know, even when we were kids, I thought I understood you. I was the one who could explain Jack Bennett to the rest of the world. To Dad, to the guys at the shop. Even to the crews. I’d tell them, Jack’s steady. He doesn’t start fights, he just handles shit.”

He gave a humorless smile, the kind that didn’t make it past his lips. “Turns out, I had no idea who you actually were.”

He finally met my gaze, and the look in his eyes was stripped of any brotherly bullshit. It was just a man trying to map a new world.

He gestured at the spread between us, the reports, the staged photos, the whole microcosm of change. “It wasn’t just about Natalie. Or the women. It’s how you did this, how you changed the system, almost without anyone noticing. Like building a house one two-by-four at a time. I kept expecting it to fall apart. Thought, sooner or later, you’d hit capacity. That you’d have to choose for real. That eventually, the whole thing wouldn’t hold.”

He shook his head, marveling, almost frustrated. “But you already did choose, didn’t you? All of it. All of them.”

This time, the silence wasn’t awkward. It was earned.

I set the mug down. “Yeah. I chose every piece. Not because I couldn’t pick, but because it was the only thing that made sense.”

He wanted to argue, I could see the urge spooling in his jaw, but he let it go.

My voice came out level, no bravado, just the raw fact. “It’s not about avoiding commitment, Ry. It’s about making all-in commitments, over and over. The women, the business, the building, the crew, it’s the most honest thing I’ve ever built.”

I nodded toward the windows, where the sun had finally punched through the autumn haze. “Because none of us is pretending it’s something it’s not.”

Ryan’s chair creaked as he leaned back, steeling himself against the gravity of the moment.

He stared at nothing, then said, “I can’t say I get it. I still don’t. But I see how this works for you. I see how nobody’s faking it.”

That landed between us, a kind of honesty nobody prepares you for.

He let out a long breath, all the tension in his shoulders easing off, like letting go of an old injury. “I guess…it works because everyone’s got skin in the game. Not just you.”

“Exactly,” I said. “We all want it. Every day, every decision. That’s what keeps it real.”

He let the words sink in. You could almost hear the old blueprints being torn up, one page at a time.

For a while, he didn’t say anything.

Then he gave the tiniest nod, almost invisible. “You know, I always thought you were the risk-averse one.”

I snorted. “Only because I knew what I couldn’t live without.”

He smiled, softening. “Hell of a system, Jackie.”

This time, there was pride in it.

I shrugged, not needing the win, just the understanding. “It’s all I ever wanted. Just took a while to admit it.”

He looked down, hands open on the table.

“You did something I never could.”

I waited, letting it be his line.

Ryan fixed me with a stare you couldn’t fake. “You figured out how to build a future. Not just patch the old foundation.”

He said it like a confession, a benediction, and a dare all at once.

The building was silent around us, but my heart hammered, knowing this was the real pass/fail.

I didn’t fill the gap. There was nothing left to prove, and nothing left to hide.

We just let the truth settle, brick by brick.

And in the stillness, you could almost hear the promise, the family, the work, the women. The life we didn’t think we deserved, but built anyway.

That was the whole game.

And for once, we both knew it.

***

Ryan sat there a long minute, hands steepled, working over the words like they might bite him. When he finally spoke, it was quieter. Like a man muttering confessions to drywall.

“I still don’t understand it,” he said, not a hint of apology in his voice. “I don’t think I ever will.”

I nodded, steady, no edge at all. “Didn’t expect you to. And I didn’t expect it to be easy. Not for you.”

He snorted, just once, and for the first time this morning, his shoulders actually dropped. The weight of a year, maybe more, bleeding right off him.

He ran a hand through his hair, fixing on the mid-distance behind me. “Here’s the thing. With me and Jenny? It’s not broken. Not really. But it’s not what I thought either. That’s not on you, and it’s not on anyone else.”

He drummed his fingers again, then flexed his hands as if trying to reset the bones.

“I’ve been chasing something that wasn’t there anymore,” he said, the words coming out raw and honest. “With Natalie. With the business. Maybe even with Jenny. Some kind of idea of what life was supposed to look like, hell, maybe it never existed. All I know is, I let it run me for too long.”

He dropped his chin, eyes on the battle scars riddling his callused hands.

“Thing is, I got so busy holding onto old blueprints, I stopped paying attention to what was actually in the room. And I think Jenny knew that before I ever did.”

He looked up, no defense in his face. “That’s on me. All of it. For the first time, I’m not blaming Natalie, or you, or the way things changed. I just… I want to figure out what’s actually possible for us now. Not just as a business, but as a family.”

I didn’t offer a fix. Didn’t slide in with a sentimental line or a solution. I just let him have the air.

Because sometimes, getting heard was the only thing that mattered.

We let the words just hang there, undiluted.

After a while, Ryan squared up, gathering the files and reports like a man reclaiming his own life.

Before he left, he cracked a crooked half-smile. “We’ll figure out what this looks like,” he said, gesturing at the gap between us. “It won’t be the same as before. But we’re still brothers. We’re still partners.”

There was pride in the line, but no false hope, no nostalgia for the old rules.

I stood and shook his hand, a simple, solid squeeze.

He nodded, then headed for the door, boots echoing over the polished floor like the exhale of something heavy finally collapsing.

Alone in the quiet, I felt the shift.

The first honest Sunday in years.

And for once, I didn’t dread what came next.

***

After Ryan left, the building wrapped itself in silence so deep you could chew on it. Sunlight poured through the high windows, painting grids across the floor, the pattern shifting every time a cloud drifted overhead. For once, it didn’t feel cold or haunted, just honest.

I let myself breathe it in. The faint ache in my jaw from holding it together through the meeting. The taste of the coffee still on my tongue, bitter and grounding. The faint, metallic scent of new wiring rising from the baseboards, mixing with the ghost of Natalie’s beeswax perfume.

I stood by the window, letting the light warm my hands, and looked back across the office, workstations empty, reports and plans stacked and squared. The project photos glowed on the table, each one its own proof-of-life.

It’d be easy to call this a win and walk away, but that wasn’t the blueprint anymore. The real work waited beyond these walls.

My phone pulsed once, then again.

Lily. A photo, then a text:

Coffee’s ready and so are we. Take your time, but don’t forget where you belong.

She followed it with a shot of the living room, blankets everywhere, Natalie’s knees tucked to her chest on the sofa, Quinn sprawled beside her, faces tilted toward the phone in perfect, effortless comfort. There was a mug with my name on it in the foreground.

No drama. No performance.

Just home, waiting.

I thumbed a reply. On my way.

On the walk back to my office, I took it slow. Let the quiet fill up all the spaces the adrenaline usually drowned out.

Natalie and Quinn had moved in for good last night. Their things weren’t just in bins or boxes, they’d claimed drawers, closet shelves, even the bathroom counter. The old “rotation” had melted into a steady, seamless system. Dinner wasn’t a negotiation; it was a pre-loaded ritual. Even Lily, who hated change, had relaxed into the new rhythm, as if some old puzzle piece had finally snapped into place.

For years, I’d been managing the mess. Now, for the first time, I was choosing it, owning the future instead of letting it run me.

And it didn’t scare me at all.

It felt like stepping through a door I’d built with my own hands.

I gathered my things, phone, reports, the master key for the building. I checked the locks. Then, just because it felt right, I stood a minute longer and let the space leave a mark.

This was more than legacy. It was a life.

The old dread, wondering if it could last, if I was enough, was gone. Replaced by the pure drive to make it stronger, safer, real.

My family wasn’t accidental.

It wasn’t held together by habit or inertia.

It was made, day by day, choice by choice, fuckup by fuckup, and rebuild by rebuild, by every one of us. Each woman, every argument, every night the sheets were ruined and every morning that started with laughter instead of regret.

That was the blueprint.

Not perfect. Not simple.

But honest.

The city hit different as I walked out.

The sun was bright but soft, rooftops washed with pale gold, every stoop layered in fallen leaves and last night’s party wrappers. The building looked solid in the light, our logo etched in the glass, the entry so clean you could see your reflection, the old scars on my knuckles mirrored back at me.

As I hit the sidewalk, the wind tugged at my collar, the chill bracing but not unfriendly.

I let it soak in.

Every step home felt like closing the gap between who I thought I had to be and who I actually was. No more holding back. No more waiting for the other shoe, or lover, to drop.

Inside, I could already picture the scene: Lily curled on the left edge of the couch, oversized sweater and bare legs, armed with a book and an arsenal of knowing glances. Anna probably on the phone, solving three problems at once, but never missing the way I spiked the coffee just the way she liked. Savannah, already plotting dinner, pretending to be annoyed by the new “roommates” while secretly loving the extra hands in the kitchen. Jordan in the gym, headphones blasting, but always emerging in time to steal the best snacks. Quinn and Natalie, the new axis, rolling their eyes at the old system’s quirks, but already invested, all in, never looking back.

This wasn’t just “harem management.”

This was legacy.

And I was the one with the keys.

The elevator ride felt like a reveal shot in a promo video. Each floor closer, the anticipation burned hotter, not nervous, just…certain.

I unlocked the door.

The scent of breakfast and clean linen and just a hint of someone’s perfume, maybe Lily’s, maybe Natalie’s, maybe a mix, poured out to greet me.

Inside, the women had staked their claim on every surface. Laptops and chargers, half-solved puzzles, slippers kicked in a heap by the door. The coffee pot was full, and the mugs all mismatched. Someone had made toast. There were three different jams open and a fourth lid rolling on the counter.

Natalie glanced up from the couch, her smile easy and bright. Quinn barely looked away from her phone, but she patted the seat beside her like I’d been expected all along. Even Anna, mid-call, waved at me with a pen, her eyes full of pride.

Lily’s message was written right there in the way she scooted to make room for me, and the way she anchored her thigh over mine the second I sat down.

This was what I’d built.

What we’d all built.

And for once, the only question that mattered was how to keep making it better.

No apologies.

No hiding.

Just the future, laid out in sunlight and love and the certainty of a home that was finally and completely mine.


Foundations Built


The bird was a masterpiece, if I do say so myself. Golden brown, skin rendered down to a lacquered crisp, the aroma a sucker punch of rosemary and fat that could’ve stopped traffic on Milwaukee. Every time the carving knife sliced through the breast, juice pooled in a glistening river. Not to brag, but even my late grandfather, the only man I’d ever let critique my cuts, would’ve gone speechless.

I stood at the kitchen island, carving fork in one hand, ten-inch blade in the other, and tried not to flinch as my women swarmed in their choreographed chaos.

Six weeks since project wrap, and you’d never mistake this loft for a bachelor pad again.

It was a control center now. A living organism with six heartbeats to go with mine and every one of them setting the pace.

First up: Natalie. She floated through the space, black cocktail dress hugging her curves, eyes laser-focused on the dimmers overhead. With a flick of her thumb, she dialed the recessed fixtures until the brick walls glowed pumpkin and honey, every shadow soft and deliberate, the dining table basked in a warmth that made even the stainless steel look seductive.

She paused behind me, kissed my jaw just above the collar, and murmured, “Try it at 3200 Kelvin. Makes the turkey look even sexier.”

I snorted. “Didn’t know my bird needed mood lighting.”

She flashed a CEO-grade smile. “Everything looks better under my lights. Even you.”

Natalie didn’t just adjust the scene, she owned it. Every new client ping on her phone was another validation: the design world was finally catching up. She’d locked three new restaurant installs this month alone, her email a chain of congratulations and payment confirmations. The woman was on fire.

But she made time to help Lily, arms sliding around her from behind as she sampled the stuffing with the tip of one perfectly-manicured finger.

Lily was a vision: blonde hair piled high, cheeks flushed, a holiday apron cinched tight over her sweater and leggings. She hovered at the stove, wooden spoon working the stuffing with a determination that would’ve made her grandmother proud.

“Give it five more minutes,” Lily chided, wagging the spoon at anyone who dared to sample early. “You want the top crispy and the bottom molten. Otherwise it’s just bread soup.”

I laughed, shaking my head as I set aside a drumstick. “You’re the queen of stuffing. Nobody’s contesting that.”

Lily beamed, then shot a glance toward Quinn, who was hunched over the formal end of the dining table with a ruler and a sheet of painter’s tape.

Quinn was going full tactical: high-waisted slacks, architectural blouse, hair pinned back in a style that belonged on a design magazine cover. She lined up every plate, glass, and fork with dead precision, then stepped back to test the sightlines.

“Can we get a two-degree rotation on the left charger?” she called, not even looking up.

Anna, lurking nearby, made the adjustment with military efficiency. Anna’s domain was systems. She didn’t just set food on the table, she mapped the serving platters with Post-its and backup cutlery, immaculate as a Silicon Valley launch party.

The two of them exchanged a nod, a silent agreement that this was now good enough for the gods.

Meanwhile, Savannah twisted the cork out of a red blend, her blonde hair falling in glam waves over one shoulder. She poured seven glasses single-handed while texting with her off hand, a move so effortless you’d think she’d been born behind a Chicago wine bar.

She held the bottle at a slant and grinned. “Whoever engineered this kitchen gets extra pie. There’s not a single spot here you can’t strut through in six-inch heels.”

Jordan, at the far counter, didn’t even try to hide her snort. “And yet, you’re still three inches shorter than me barefoot.”

Savannah winked, topped off the last glass, and set it next to Jordan’s latest achievement: a pair of vegetable trays arranged with the kind of precision usually reserved for Olympic opening ceremonies. Sliced cucumber fans, carrot sticks stacked like Lincoln Logs, little flax-seed crackers positioned as if awaiting a photo op.

“I’m just making sure there’s a few vitamins to balance out your stuffing addiction,” Jordan drawled, arranging the last sprig of dill with obvious pride.

If you watched how they moved, you’d see the system running itself. Nobody needed to ask who was doing what, or who belonged where. Every woman had a zone, a talent, a role. Sometimes they overlapped, but instead of clashing, they just amped each other up.

And the space, God, the space. It groaned under the weight of their influence.

Lily’s books overflowed the shelves and took over every coffee table: romance, business, social psychology, even cooking, all with post-it notes and dog-ears that marked her territory like a scholar’s signature.

Savannah’s photography, once just tucked away on her phone, now dominated the walls: black-and-white shots of the building mid-renovation, candid party snaps, streetlight cityscapes that made the neighborhood outside look like art. Guests couldn’t go ten feet without getting hit by a shot of someone in the crew looking unstoppable.

Anna’s organizational fingerprints were on everything: labeled bins and drawers, calendar reminders stuck to the side of the fridge, even the Thanksgiving menu written in perfect handwriting on a glass board beside the espresso machine.

Jordan’s training equipment didn’t even try to hide. Kettlebells parked in the corner, resistance bands coiled on a shelf, a pull-up bar over the door to the hallway where nobody would miss it. Every time you walked past, it reminded you to level up.

Quinn’s design tweaks were everywhere if you knew where to look: new angles in the living room seating, fresh color on the accent wall, every pillow arranged to maximize both comfort and aesthetics. She’d even swapped out the old hardware on the cabinets for statement pieces she’d found at an architectural salvage.

And Natalie? Her lighting was practically a living creature. It shifted with the mood, sometimes bright and bracing, sometimes a low, secretive glow that made you want to tuck in and never leave.

If a stranger walked in, they’d never guess it had once been a blank slate. Now, it was a gallery of memory, ambition, and belonging, every surface, every drawer, a page in the story we were writing together.

As I finished carving, the air thickened with the collective momentum of six women who’d each crushed a personal best this season.

Conversation ricocheted above the sizzle of gravy and the thump of the fridge door.

Anna was fielding questions about her recent promotion at Bennet Bros, her phone already buzzing with VPs from rival firms fishing for her “strategy tips.” She deflected with a grin, but you could see the pride in her eyes as Savannah toasted her with a full-bodied “damn right, boss lady.”

Savannah herself was basking in the afterglow of her latest modeling campaign, a spread for a luxury whiskey brand that landed her photo on LED screens in the Loop and half the train stations on the Blue Line. She pretended to be jaded, but I’d seen her take a selfie with her billboard more than once.

Lily had undergone the biggest career change. She joined our family at Bennett Bros and was running point on the Bennett office these days. When she wasn’t wrangling invoices and logistics, she was onboarding new staff like a Fortune 500 recruiter, all warmth and charm until deadlines needed to be met, then it was ice queen, no apologies.

Jordan, newly certified by the only personal trainer credential that actually intimidated the big shots, got congratulations from two pro athletes on Instagram this week. Even now, she was arching an eyebrow, unimpressed by the holiday calories, vowing to “make the crew sweat it out tomorrow at dawn.”

Quinn slid into another Bennett Brothers project as lead designer for a major residential project in Lincoln Park. She dropped the news at breakfast with a casual “no big deal,” then spent the morning fielding calls from architects who suddenly wanted her taste on their launches. The way she handled it, you’d think brokered million-dollar deals were her version of brushing teeth.

And Natalie, her post-reveal lighting installs ignited a gold rush. Restaurant owners, hotel developers, even competitors from out of state were begging for a spot on her calendar. She’d gone from “Ryan’s ex” to “the name,” and today, she wore it like a second skin.

That was the real flex. None of these wins lived in a vacuum. Every trophy, every headline, every signature plate of food or lighting effect was a shared asset. If one woman scored, the rest cheered. If anyone stumbled, there was a six-person net, ready to catch the fall.

I slid the roasted slices onto a platter, layering them like something out of a Thomas Keller wet dream. The women closed in, bringing their signatures to the spread: Lily with a pan of stuffing so intoxicating you could’ve eaten it as your last meal, Anna and Quinn arranging sides, Jordan and Savannah setting the pace with the wine and the vegetables.

The kitchen vibrated with the holiday’s version of game day energy. The sound of laughter and footsteps, the clink of glassware, the chorus of six women working the space like a coordinated offense.

I set the knife aside. For a second, I just watched.

Nobody was looking for permission. Nobody asked for validation. They just…acted, confident in the knowledge that they mattered, not as an accessory to my life, but as the engine that made it worth living.

If you’d told me last year this was possible, I’d have laughed you out the door. Too complicated. Too risky. But now? It was almost comical to think I’d ever worried about holding it together.

This was the only version of family that ever made sense.

And the best part? The proof wasn’t in the speeches. It was in the way the table looked. The way the room hummed. The way the women kept circling back, touching, laughing, nudging each other into position like this had always been home.

I thought about what Ryan said, the last time we squared up in this very kitchen.

“You built a future. Not just a patch.”

He’d meant business. But looking at my women, I realized it was never about just revenue or reputation.

It was about this.

The goosebumps at the sound of Lily’s giggle. The way Natalie smirked when a new client pinged her phone. The quiet pride in Anna’s posture as she orchestrated a room from the shadows, or the flash of satisfaction in Quinn’s eyes every time someone noticed a small, perfect detail she’d set up weeks ago.

Savannah’s wild laugh, Jordan’s calm, every damn move, all of it woven into the building until there was no way to pull a single thread without unraveling everything.

I wanted to bottle that feeling. Instead, I just grabbed the turkey platter and followed the crew to the dining room.

Savannah caught my eye as she swept past, wine bottle in hand. “Careful, babe. You start looking at us like that, you’re gonna get laid before dessert.”

I barked a laugh. “Not before I get my pie.”

Quinn just shook her head, fighting a smile. “Already programmed into the schedule, boss. But you might want to block off the rest of the night.”

The seating was a study in controlled chaos, savory dishes sculpted around the centerpiece, each place marked with a hand-inked card (Lily’s idea), every napkin folded and fanned like some five-star hotel. Wine glasses sparkled under the custom pendant, the whole scene saturated in Natalie’s gold-dusted lighting.

Anna poured the first toast, voice clear but soft enough that everyone had to lean in to catch the words.

“Here’s to making the blueprint your own,” Anna said, eyes shining. “And to the only team on earth that can turn chaos into a masterpiece.”

They all raised glasses, even Jordan, who’d sworn off alcohol for the month but made an exception, just this once.

Lily’s voice was gentle but firm. “And to the guy who believed in us before we believed in ourselves.”

That landed hard, but nobody let it get sentimental for more than a second.

Savannah hip-checked her from the side, setting off a mini food-fight that had Lily shrieking and Quinn sighing, “Do not make me re-iron those napkins, I swear—”

The laughter this time lasted a full minute.

As we settled in to eat, the conversation buzzed, sometimes all six women at once, sometimes just one-on-one. Natalie and Quinn riffed on design trends, their voices quick and sharp, while Lily and Jordan swapped low-key health hacks and office gossip. Anna floated between groups, catching every story, nudging the narrative when anyone threatened to monopolize the spotlight.

Me? I just soaked it in.

Every bite of stuffing was laced with memory. Every smile a new entry in the history of the loft, now less a pad and more a monument to the women who’d claimed it.

Somewhere between the sweet potatoes and the third round of wine, Natalie’s hand found my thigh under the table. Not a possessive grip, but an “I’m here, and I’m happy” kind of hold. She squeezed, and I felt the conversation fade into background noise for a second.

Quinn caught it all, eyed me over the rim of her glass, and silently acknowledged the moment. There was no jealousy. No sense of loss. Only pride, and maybe a dash of amusement.

It hit me then, as the meal rolled on: this wasn’t an experiment or a holding pattern.

This was the proof.

Six women, each a universe, orbiting each other, boosting each other, making the loft brighter, warmer, more honest with every passing day.

I’d built the infrastructure, sure.

But they made it home.

And I wouldn’t have traded it for anything.

I finally got it.

The real win wasn’t the project, the job, or even the stack of testimonials in my inbox.

It was this moment, the platters loaded, the laughter ricocheting, the sense that if we didn’t get this, nothing else even mattered.

If there’s a word for what we’d made here, it’s legacy.

And it was just getting started.

***

The aftermath was always the best part.

Dinner demolished, wine bottles draining fast, and the scent of roasted turkey and sweet spice still hanging over the room, we migrated, lazy and sated, shoulder to shoulder, into the living space. The transformation took seconds. Quinn snagged two throws off the back of the sectional and draped them over the cushions, Savannah tugged the coffee table sideways to make more room, Jordan and Anna poached every pillow within reach. In a flash, a room built for airy architectural lines became a den, a literal nest, blankets, bodies, warmth everywhere you looked.

The TV flickered in the corner, some old movie rolling through opening credits, but nobody was really watching.

What mattered was the connectivity.

Natalie curled her body into mine, head pillowed on my shoulder, hair like raw silk against my jaw. Anna landed on my other side, back pressed to my chest, her hips wedged just-so into the sweet spot my arm made. Lily, always the connoisseur of comfort, stretched out across the rug, legs draped flagrantly over Quinn’s lap. Quinn didn’t mind, she just stroked Lily’s calf, fingers dancing circles on bare skin, and adjusted the blanket so it covered both of them.

Savannah claimed the angle by the far end of the couch, but her presence was anything but distant. She propped her feet beside Jordan, who, even now, sat with military posture, but let Savannah’s fingers wander up her arm at will, tracing muscle and sinew like a lover intent on cataloging every inch.

For a while, we just sprawled.

Not a single person fighting for space, not a hint of awkwardness in the way our bodies overlapped.

Conversation drifted in and out, snatches of movie dialogue, half-mocked, then drowned by new stories. Anna recapped the Great Office Prank War of last week, where Lily had “accidentally” replaced all the pens at Quinn’s drafting station with lipstick tubes. Savannah topped it with a horror story about a wardrobe malfunction on a shoot, complete with dramatic reenactment. Even Jordan got in on the act, deadpanning a line that made Lily snort wine through her nose.

Between every round of laughter, the blankets shifted, people changed positions, bodies in constant but effortless motion. Sometimes I’d catch Natalie’s fingers drawing lazy shapes along my bicep; other times Quinn would lean into Anna, their hands tangling beneath the fleece throw in a gesture so natural it felt like it had always been that way.

If any of them had walls left, they were gone.

No secrets, no reservations, just the shared pulse of people so completely synchronized that the boundaries didn’t matter anymore.

Desire didn’t build like an explosion.

It seeped in, slow and certain, like the deep heat from the fireplace.

It started at the periphery. A glance, a touch. A shift in breathing as Anna relaxed into my embrace, her ass pressing back into my lap with deliberate pressure. Lily’s eyes caught mine as Quinn massaged her ankle, the look there pure mischief.

But the real catalyst was Savannah.

She never let opportunity go to waste.

At a lull in conversation, she shifted, rolling her body across the cushions until she was flush against my hip. Her hand landed on my thigh, light at first, then squeezing. There was hunger in her gaze, but none of the old pretense. She wanted what she wanted, and tonight, she was ready to take it.

“Movie’s boring,” Savannah announced, but her voice dropped into a lower, private register. “You know what isn’t?”

She didn’t wait for an answer.

She crawled onto my lap, her body long and warm, then kissed me, hard, nothing chaste about it. Her tongue dove into my mouth, her nails dragging down the back of my neck. I felt the shared attention spike, every woman in the room sat up by a millimeter, as if Savannah’s move had dialed them all into a new, singular frequency.

She pulled back, eyes glittering, and without missing a beat, leaned over and collided with Natalie, capturing her lips like a dare.

Natalie didn’t protest.

She just moaned, deep and hungry, tangling her fingers in Savannah’s hair and pulling her closer. The sight of two women, both so completely in control in any other arena, now locked together, lips devouring, hands roaming, triggered a spark straight to my core.

Savannah’s free hand found the hem of my shirt and hiked it upward, nails grazing my abs.

From there, the action wasn’t chaotic. It was orchestrated.

Anna wriggled around, her back still to me, but now her neck exposed, hair swept aside. I kissed the line from her ear to her collarbone, feeling her shiver, then groan, as my hands moved up to cup her breasts under the thin sweater. Her nipples pebbled instantly, heat rolling off her skin.

Across from us, Lily and Quinn had abandoned all pretense of watching TV. Lily sprawled belly-down on the rug, her head in Quinn’s lap, eyes sparkling with anticipation. Quinn, expression soft but predatory, ran light touches along Lily’s shoulders, then leaned down and kissed her, slow and lingering, as if she was memorizing the taste.

Jordan and Savannah found each other, too. For all her discipline, Jordan melted under Savannah’s attention, especially when Savannah straddled her lap, hands on either side of her face, and kissed her with the kind of ferocity that made the air buzz. Jordan responded with control, guiding Savannah’s body, rolling them onto the floor in a single, athletic move. They tangled together, thighs locked, Jordan’s hands pinning Savannah’s wrists over her head, a contest that neither seemed eager to win.

Natalie was electric at my side. She watched everything, but her hand never stopped moving, in my hair, around my back, helping Anna peel off her sweater so that Anna’s bare skin sparkled in the lamplight. My hands mapped Anna’s body, drawing circles around her nipples, sliding south to trace her ribs, then her hip, until Anna locked my hand in place and arched into me, silently begging for more.

At every turn, someone took the initiative. Nobody waited to be invited. If Lily wanted to taste Quinn, she did; if Anna wanted my hand on her pussy, she guided it there, no words, just pure intention.

Clothes vanished one layer at a time. The soft sound of sweaters and leggings and bras sliding off was like background music, the real focus was on skin, on touch, on the new permutations of connection that emerged every two minutes.

At one point, Natalie and Quinn both straddled me, facing in opposite directions, each kissing me at the same time, Natalie’s mouth locked on mine, Quinn’s tongue working the side of my neck and behind my ear. Their hands slid south, exploring, sometimes grasping my cock in perfect tandem, sometimes just mapping the muscles in my shoulders and chest.

Lily and Anna were their own closed circuit: Lily, on her knees behind Anna, hands and lips gentle, almost reverent. She spread Anna’s thighs, massaged up the inside in slow, teasing increments, then pressed her fingers to Anna’s clit while Anna writhed, helpless and desperate in my arms.

Across the sea of cushions, Jordan and Savannah had escalated. Jordan’s ponytail had come loose, dark hair falling wild as she pinned Savannah to the thick knit blanket, grinding down with controlled force. Every move was precision, every thrust and roll engineered for maximum impact. Savannah’s cries got louder, her body arching and contorting, nails digging into Jordan’s back.

Meanwhile, Natalie seemed to feed off the energy of the room. Sometimes she watched, sometimes she orchestrated, but mainly she trailed her nails along my spine, whispering dirty encouragement into my ear as she shifted her own body higher on my lap.

I split my attention as best I could, wanting every woman to feel focus, connection, the certainty that tonight, like every night, she was irreplaceable.

First up was Savannah.

She’d given up all control to Jordan, but when I joined them on the blanket, Savannah reached for me, threading her fingers through my hair and dragging me into their orbit. Jordan held her immobile, pinning Savannah’s wrists with one hand while she used the other to edge up Savannah’s already bunched dress, exposing her perfect tits and smooth, bare pussy.

“God, please, yes,” Savannah panted, hips bucking.

I knelt between her legs, cupped her ass, and pulled her open while Jordan kept her flat. The sight was otherworldly, Savannah fully exposed, eyes wild, pinned and helpless except for the flex and surge of muscle under her skin.

I ate her out like a man obsessed, tongue circling her clit, two fingers working inside her, curling until she started to shake. Jordan helpfully held her down, whispering “Let go, just let go,” and it worked. Savannah’s orgasm came as a jolt, sharp and dramatic, her whole body arching off the floor as she screamed and clamped down on my fingers. She bucked so hard I had to brace her hips to keep her from launching herself off the blanket.

Jordan looked down at her handiwork and gave me a tight, approving smile. “Nice work.”

But she was already leaking anticipation herself.

I rolled Jordan onto her back, kissing her hard while Savannah caught her breath beside us. Jordan was slick and open, muscles tight, the need almost humming off her. She spread her legs, grabbed my cock, and guided it dead center. The penetration was slow, but with each inch, the control on Jordan’s face started to fracture. She was used to being the anchor. Now, she just let go.

I fucked her slow, deep strokes, watching her face for the tells: the arch of her eyebrow, the sudden catch of breath. She tried to hold back, tried to pace herself, but the way her pussy gripped me, she was already teetering.

Savannah, still breathless, leaned in and kissed Jordan, hand playing with her tits as I pounded harder. The three of us moved as one, my thrusts, Jordan’s gasp, the sweet, wet slap of skin. When Jordan finally came, it was seismic. She didn’t scream; she just locked her legs around me, every muscle taut as she micro-shuddered through the orgasm. Her eyes stayed open the whole time, expression fierce and triumphant, until the final pulse wrung her out and left her limp, loosening around my cock in aftershocks.

Next, Quinn.

She pulled me away from Jordan, straddling me with her thighs splayed, nipples hard enough to punch through the chill. She lined me up and sank down without ceremony, taking me deep, her breath a ragged gasp.

If ever there was a woman born to fuck, it was Quinn. She rode in measured, perfect undulations at first, using her core, her hips, little micro-adjustments to grind me against her G-spot. But as Natalie and Lily flanked her on either side, hands and lips everywhere, the control started to break apart. Natalie toyed with Quinn’s tits, rolling the nipples between her fingers, then leaned in to kiss her, tongues hot and wet. Lily circled behind, hand snaking around to finger Quinn’s clit from the front.

Quinn lost the script in stages. Her moans went from quiet to guttural, her hair wild over her face, her thighs trembling as her rhythm collapsed into frantic, desperate bouncing. She clamped down so tight I couldn’t have pulled out if I wanted to. When Quinn came, she did it with a brutal, almost helpless intensity, every muscle spasming, face tight, nails digging half-moons into my shoulders.

But she didn’t finish alone.

Even as Quinn shook through her orgasm, Natalie ground against my side, legs entwined with hers, lips on my neck, hands stroking every inch of exposed skin. At the first lull, Natalie was on me, impaling herself hard, using her abs and thighs to ride with a kind of reckless, almost angry speed. She moaned my name, told me how much she loved me, grabbed my face, kissed me so deep it left my lips sore, never once letting me set the pace.

Lily and Anna wove in and out, alternating touches: Lily kissing up Natalie’s spine, Anna watching with eyes wide, taking in the visual feast.

Anna was the sleeper. Quiet, reserved, but when I turned my full attention to her, she melted.

I rolled her onto her back, Lily propped on one side, Quinn on the other, and went down on her until she was shaking. Anna’s pussy was perfection: smooth, warm, already dripping, lips flushed dark pink. I teased her with my tongue, slow at first, then ramped up to a hard suction on her clit, two fingers working deep inside.

Anna’s logic and composure were gone; she was nothing but animal, moaning and writhing, thighs locked around my head. Lily held her hand through it, whispering “let it happen,” while I edged Anna higher until she burst, her orgasm all shudder and release, the sound a strangled cry that made half the room pause to watch.

Lily got swept up a second later. She was all nerves and sunshine, writhing against my fingers as I teased her clit, then straddling me and riding my cock with pure hunger, her tits bouncing, hair falling loose and wild. There was no performance, no drama, just the purity of her being filled, of being wanted, and of knowing she belonged.

She came with wet, sobbing exclamations, voice breaking on my name, nails raking down my chest. Her pussy seized up so tight I saw stars, milking every ounce of sensation out of every stroke.

That left Natalie.

She’d been edging herself all night; she was ready to detonate.

I gathered her in my arms, braced her thighs wide, and slid into her. The heat was unreal. Her body gripped me like a second skin, every muscle perfectly tuned for maximum overload. She rode me with total abandon, head thrown back, hair a golden mess, tits bouncing with the violence of her movement.

Savannah and Anna joined in, hands on Natalie’s ass, lips on her nipples, and for a few minutes, the only noise was moaning, the slap of skin, the breathless escalation of pure need.

Natalie’s first orgasm hit like a truck, clamping around my cock, the tremor rolling from her core to her shoulders. She didn’t stop; she wanted more. She kept grinding, switching up the angle, using her whole body as a sex engine until Anna, seeing the desperation in her face, reached up and pinched her nipples, hard.

That did it. Natalie howled, toppling over the edge, her body shaking and twitching as she came hard, then harder, until she collapsed against me in a sweating, shaking mass.

Lily was on me before I’d even caught my breath, her small hands bracing my shoulders, her thighs clamping tight around my hips. Her mouth found mine, sweet at first, honest, almost bashful in the way only Lily could be after all this time, then deep and hungry, tongue sliding against mine with the certainty of total belonging. She tasted like wine, like apples, like the last shred of autumn on her lips, and I drank her in, lost for a moment in the simple joy of being wanted by someone who never made me feel replaceable.

She reached down, found my cock, and lined me up. I was still hard, painfully, almost impossibly so, and Lily sank down onto me in one clean, practiced motion, impaling herself so deep that our bodies didn’t just meet, they merged. Her pussy was slick, fluttering with the aftershocks of her last climax, and the feeling was so intense, so raw, that I had to bite her shoulder to keep from coming right then and there.

Lily began to move, slow at first, rolling her hips in lazy, swirling circles that let her savor every inch. She kept her eyes on mine, daring me to look away, and I couldn’t, not with the way her pupils dilated with each thrust, not with the faint electric blue of her irises catching the moody, indirect lighting Natalie had set up to make everyone look like movie stars. God, I loved her more than she could ever know.

All around us, the other women formed a halo, each one tangled in her own lazy afterglow or chasing her own high, but for a moment, it was just me and Lily, the two of us at the center of a warm, pulsing universe.

Her hands wandered up to my face, stroking my cheekbones, tracing my jawline. She kissed me again, this time lingering, then pulled back to nibble my earlobe. “God, I love you,” she whispered, echoing my own thoughts, voice hoarse, almost broken in its honesty.

I couldn’t have spoken if I tried. Instead, I pulled her tighter, letting my hands roam up her back, memorizing every muscle, every bump of her spine. I wanted to hold her so fiercely she might dissolve into me. She started to move faster, then faster still, alternating between grinding herself down to the hilt and bouncing with desperate, ragged need. Her tits bounced, a hypnotic blur, and the sound of our bodies colliding, wet, messy, honest, became the only rhythm that mattered.

She came again. There was no missing it; her entire body seized up, and she let out a noise that was somewhere between a squeal and a laugh. Her pussy clamped down so tight around me that I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. She spasmed wildly, shuddering through a second orgasm before the first had even finished, and the sensation ripped through my whole body, forcing my own climax before I even knew it was coming.

I buried myself as deep as I could, hands gripping Lily’s ass hard enough to leave marks, and let it all go. The orgasm was total, obliterating. I saw black spots, heard the blood roaring in my ears, felt every inch of her wrapped around me, milking every last drop out of me with those micro-spasms that made her the undisputed champion of ruined men everywhere.

She collapsed against me, arms and legs giving out in a heap, and I held her, still inside, feeling her heartbeat against my chest. She was so light, so delicate in that moment, and I wanted to freeze the clock and just stay there, the two of us locked together while the rest of the world burned down.

But the world didn’t burn down. It crowded in.

Natalie was the first to join, slinking over and threading her fingers through Lily’s hair, stroking it like she was soothing a beloved pet. Quinn came next, kneeling behind me to wrap her arms around my neck, her chin settling on my shoulder, her lips finding that sensitive spot under my ear that made me twitch even when I was spent. Anna and Savannah sidled up on either side, bodies pressed against my hips, hands rubbing my thighs and abs, their soft murmurs and little laughs painting the air with warmth. Even Jordan, who always pretended she was too cool for this kind of affection, curled up at my feet, resting her head on my knee and running her hands up and down my calf.

Lily purred in my lap, boneless and utterly satisfied, while the rest of the women enveloped us in a tangle of limbs and silk and skin. For a moment, I was nothing but sensation, heat, pressure, the familiar, comforting weight of six women who knew every part of me, who brought me back from the edge every time I dared to believe that nothing in life was permanent.

All around us, the women pressed close, touching, petting, soothing, their bodies so familiar and so damn perfect that I could have died right then, zero regrets.

We fell into the blankets, limbs everywhere, breathing hard, the air thick with sweat, sex, and the faintest aftertaste of pumpkin pie.

The movie still flickered, now some chase scene nobody remembered.

But the memory, the reality, was us: tangled, satisfied, and home.

In this house, nobody finished empty. Nobody slept alone.

That was the system.

And we’d never let it go.

***

The world’s best afterglow was built on a pile of ruined blankets, sweat-caked skin, and the hum of six satisfied women plus me, tangled together under the gaze of a TV that hadn’t mattered all night.

You could still smell the feast from earlier, but now the air was saturated with the scent of sex, the raw tang of bodies, perfume smeared onto skin, and the faint trace of cum cooling on thighs and bellies and even, thanks to Quinn, the back of one hand.

Nobody moved fast. Nobody wanted to.

Natalie collapsed at my side, her head on my chest, hair fanned out so I could thread my fingers through it at will. Quinn splayed across my other flank, her bare torso streaked with sweat, breathing even and slow, hand draped lazily over my abs as if she wanted to physically hold the moment in place.

Anna pillowed herself on my thigh, face half-buried against the muscle, her breath feathering my skin. Lily curled in between, her arm stretched across the pile so that she could touch Quinn, me, and Anna all at once. Savannah and Jordan, never content to leave each other alone, had rolled themselves into a knot at our feet, Jordan’s head thrown back, eyes closed in perfect post-orgasmic zen, Savannah giggling every time she caught sight of the handprint on Jordan’s ass.

The silence wasn’t awkward. It was electric.

Every so often, someone would reach, stroke a stomach, run knuckles down a forearm, or brush sweaty hair off a face. Bodies stayed connected, a system with no missing circuits.

I’d never felt so tired, or so alive.

Eventually, conversation sputtered back to life.

“Well, that’s one way to celebrate a win,” Lily said, her voice drowsy, lips curved in pure satisfaction.

Savannah snorted. “Better than pie. Sorry, not sorry.”

Jordan arched an eyebrow, still half-pretending she was too cool to have just come like a freight train. “We’re definitely working this off in the morning.”

“Speak for yourself,” Quinn muttered, “I’m sleeping in. Unless someone wants to join me in the shower first.”

Natalie propped herself up on an elbow, breasts still flushed, nipples peeking above the blanket. “Wait til you see what I’ve got planned for the rooftop. By Christmas, that deck will light up half the city.”

That triggered a new round of priorities.

Anna sat up, pulling the blanket to her chest. “Fine, we’ll light up the roof, but I’m drawing the line at gutting the master bath again. At least not until Quinn gives me a final budget proposal.”

Quinn smirked, unrepentant. “Already sketched. Dual shower heads, heated floors, and a tub big enough for, well… all of us.”

“Sold!” Savannah sang, fist-pumping so enthusiastically she smacked Jordan in the thigh.

Jordan rolled her eyes, but even she grinned. “Provided I get my gym expansion first. I want a rack, I want mats, and I want Lily’s kitchen snacks far away from my protein stash.”

Lily rolled her eyes at the fake insult, but she was glowing so hard she looked backlit. “If I had a bigger island, you’d all eat better. There’s a waiting list for my cinnamon roll recipe, and it’s not my fault you three keep picking at the dough before it even bakes.”

Anna shot me a glance, one eyebrow cocked. “What about you, Jack? You going to keep letting us drive the upgrades, or are you going to put your foot down?”

I considered, but it wasn’t even a contest.

“This is your house. Our house,” I amended, catching every gaze in turn. “Build anything you want. As long as we do it together.”

That landed, strong and true.

Quinn stretched out so she could thread her toes through Lily’s hair. “If we do the second-stage reno, nobody gets left out this time. We spec it so every bedroom gets light, privacy, and a view. Natalie’s got concepts for all the common spaces.”

Natalie nodded, “And I want programmable fixtures on every level. Including the gym and the new dressing room, Savannah.”

Savannah beamed. “Yes! Finally, a closet worthy of six women, three shoe sizes, and more lingerie than the average department store.”

Quinn deadpanned, “You mean lingerie that spends more time balled up on the floor than on hangers?”

Savannah shot back, “It’s called ‘easy access,’ honey. Some of us like to live dangerously.”

Jordan cut in, “As long as you’re cleaning up after, I’m good. The last thing I want is to trip over a sequin thong at five in the morning.”

It should’ve turned catty, but instead, the laughter rolled, loose and true, shot through with the certainty that nobody could break this circle, not even if they tried.

Work talk circled next: Lily prepping for year-end audits, Anna drumming up strategies for the spring surge, Natalie trying to figure out how to double-staff installs without burning out her best people. Quinn was already budgeting furniture upgrades, and Jordan mapped workouts for the group, declaring a “wellness challenge” for January 1. Savannah, not to be outdone, announced she’d booked a calendar shoot in January that needed everyone’s “input”, and, probably, full moral support at the open-bar afterparty.

If there was a more effective team anywhere, I hadn’t seen it.

And at the absolute center, but not the focus, just the anchor, was me, surrounded, celebrated, fully claimed.

I let the hush settle, watched the bodies cooling, the slow drift of fingers and lips and long, contented breaths, and I said what I’d been holding back since the minute the last wall came down.

“You’re my family,” I said. “Every one of you. Not perfect. Not simple. But real.”

The line landed. Hard.

Lily blinked, lip trembling just a hint before she rolled over and kissed me, slow and soft.

“That’s all I ever wanted,” she whispered.

Quinn smiled, not shy, but satisfied. “Me too. I never wanted easy. I wanted honest.”

Savannah flopped onto my chest, ignoring the sweat and slickness. “You’re stuck with us now, babe.”

Anna curled into the pile, her gaze soft. “You finally said it out loud. Now nobody’s allowed to question it. Not even you.”

Jordan wrapped an arm around Savannah, threading fingers through our combined hands. “Then we never have to explain it again. We just get to live it.”

Natalie, last but never least, pushed her hair out of her face and nestled in under my arm. “We’re not going anywhere. Even if you tried to kick us out, we’d just haunt the place.”

The laughter this time was low, but full. No anxiety. No gaps.

Six women, each with a different need, but tonight, it was all the same: belonging.

Arms and legs tangled, skin cooled and then warmed again. Someone dozed, someone else kissed a neck, or shoulder, or the small of a back. The touch didn’t fade; it just got softer, more casual.

Nothing left to prove.

Only the luxury of together.

If you’d asked me last year for my perfect future, I couldn’t have conjured it even with a million words.

But this was it.

Six women, the evidence of our love on every surface.

No blueprint, no script, no fear.

Just us.

Family, forever.


Bonus Chapter: Jenny's Fantasy


This is what happened after the project celebration party as told from Jenny Bennett’s point of view:

The house was church-quiet when I slipped out of bed and padded barefoot down the stairs. Not even the whir of the fridge or the creak of the ductwork, just the hush of suburbia pretending it never misbehaved.

Upstairs, Ryan’s heavy breathing was a faint percussion, slow and safe, the sound of a man who never woke for anything less than a true emergency.

I closed the bathroom door behind me, slow and careful, the snick of the latch barely louder than the blood rushing in my ears.

If I was being honest, sometimes this room felt more like my real address than the master bedroom did.

Tonight, I didn’t even hesitate. I’d drawn the bath hot and deep, enough steam to turn the mirrors opalescent and fog the light into pure suggestion. Lavender oil pooled across the surface and climbed the walls, giving the air a perfumed weight that went straight to my head.

With a sigh, I let the robe puddle to the tile. My skin flushed pink in the cool draft, nipples already perked from the chill, but the instant I lowered myself in, the heat stung and soothed at the same time.

No need for candles. The fixture above the vanity glowed at half-power, more than enough. I poured a glass of wine, extra dry, a reward for surviving the world’s longest family marathon, and let the first sip settle low and slow.

If I’d had a soundtrack, it would’ve been a single piano note, echoing on repeat.

I tried not to think about the project, or Jack, or the look Natalie wore tonight when she curled under his arm like they’d never even tried hiding it. It should’ve been easy, given the day we’d had. The clients were over the moon, the crew had staged the perfect debut, and the press coverage already hinted at “legacy.” If you’d told me this was all I wanted six months ago, I might’ve believed it.

But in the bath, with nerves exposed and the world locked out, my brain refused to quit. I kept replaying the reveal. The way Jack barely had to raise his voice to command an entire room. How the women hovered near him, not desperate, just quietly certain he belonged to them, each confident she mattered, none of that old harem drama you saw on reality TV.

And then there was Natalie.

The way she tracked him, always a half-step behind but never in his shadow. I’d seen her tonight, caught her watching him with lips parted and cheeks flushed, maybe from the wine, but I had my doubts. If the old benchwarmers in high school could see it now: shy Jack Bennett, blue-collar prince, with a lineup like that.

I took another sip. The wine had started sweet but now bit the tongue, sharp and honest. I let my hand drift below the surface, swirling warmth around my breasts, my belly, the rise of my hips. My skin tingled, a little from the heat, but mostly from the pulse that wouldn’t go away.

Don’t go there, Jennifer.

But the hand moved on its own, tracing lazy lines down my stomach, as if it was trying to write a new story. Maybe, in this space, with the door locked and the bath like a sensory deprivation chamber, I could let it happen.

Let myself ask the question I’d been dodging for weeks.

What if Jack hadn’t said no?

My heart tripped, then doubled down, the elevator-drop sensation hitting hard. If I let myself imagine, even for a second, I could almost see it. Him, the way he’d looked tonight, jeans slung low, shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows, forearms corded and clean, God, the man understood a hard day’s work, you could see it in his hands. There was a command to him that had nothing to do with family ties or the logo on the glass door.

He made you want to show up as your best self. Even when you were a mess.

I wondered what would’ve changed if, back when I’d made my move, he’d just pulled me in. If he’d let himself want me.

The story wrote itself, vivid and physical as my own heartbeat.

He’d have found me here, probably, at my most vulnerable, stripped down and alone, not a spec of polish or pretense. Tonight, even. The lights flickering through the frosted window, the lavender already saturating every inch of the air, and me half-drowned in hot water and regret.

He wouldn’t have hesitated.

***

If there was ever a night for impossible daydreams, this was it.

The bathroom melted in the steam, every surface blurred, every shadow sharpened. I let my head fall back, eyes half-shut, the wine and lavender conspired to turn the world slow-motion, sexy, and unreal. In the fantasy, the doorknob twisted with a deliberate click, and Jack stepped inside like he owned the air.

He didn’t ask permission, he never had to. Not with me. He’d fill the doorway, boots echoing on the tile, chest rising slow and even. There was a hunger in him I’d never dared to imagine, the kind you could feel before he even touched you.

He came to a stop at the tub, hands bracing on ceramic, every muscle in his arms taut as he leaned in. His eyes met mine, and I felt it in my core, a pinprick of electric pressure, flashing so bright it almost hurt.

He didn’t smile. Didn’t soften. He just locked his gaze on mine and let the silence do the seduction.

The surface trembled as his fingers skimmed the edge, tracing micro-rings in the steamy condensation. He dragged his knuckles along the glaze, then, without warning, dipped his hand into the bath, straight through the shimmer, and mapped the inside of my thigh.

The temperature spiked. My pulse sprinted. My legs fell open under the water, thighs bare and aching.

His fingers were workman’s hands, broad, rough, so careful as they glided higher, one slow inch at a time. He paused just short of my pussy, letting the tease settle, then swept his thumb up, brushing my clit through the heat.

It hit me like an aftershock. My head dropped back, a gasp punched from my chest before I could stop it.

Jack’s eyes never left mine.

“I’ve been waiting for this,” he said.

The sound of it did more than any touch. The voice, so much darker and hungrier than real-life Jack ever let out, made me feel bare, held, exposed. I wanted to melt for him, wanted to arch so high out of the water I might never come down.

“Please,” I whispered.

He obliged, fingers exploring, circling my clit, then dipping lower to stroke inside. Even in this wild fantasy, he was thorough, attentive, giving me just enough friction to make me crazy without ever pushing me over.

The need boiled up so hot I couldn’t keep still. I sat up, water crashing down my skin, the waves rolling over my breasts, belly, thighs. Jack’s gaze devoured every rivulet, every trembling line of muscle, every shiver I couldn’t hide.

He watched the beads as they ran over my nipple, tracking it with a focus that felt almost holy.

When his hand slid around my back and drew me forward, the world shrank to just the contact. He guided me up and out of the bath, my body dripping, hair wild, chest heaving.

His hands gripped my hips, lifted me like I weighed nothing, then pushed his face to my breasts, mouth wide, tongue hot and greedy as he licked the water from my skin.

I moaned.

Loud, raw, the kind of sound I only made alone and in the dark.

It didn’t matter. In the fantasy, I was exactly who I wanted to be.

His hands mapped me with a builder’s confidence, palms spanning my waist, thumbs digging into my ass, fingers not just exploring but claiming every inch that belonged to him alone.

He lifted his head, breath catching, and I saw the want in his face. There was no mask, no apology. Only the wild, unbroken need that I’d spent years pretending didn’t matter.

My voice was a rasp, barely human. “I want you.”

The rush that followed was a punch to the solar plexus.

He hauled me all the way clear of the tub, bare skin pressed wetly to his shirt, soaking him, plastering my body to his with perfect, scandalous mess.

I wrapped myself around him, arms around his neck, legs locking at his hips, desperate for more contact, more friction, more proof this was really happening.

He didn’t stop to savor it, he just moved, sure and unhurried, all the way down the hall and into the bedroom. Not my bedroom. Not the beige, wallpapered box I shared with Ryan.

Jack’s bedroom.

The legend. The place where women walked in and came out changed. The place I’d imagined him taking me in a thousand different ways.

He kicked open the door, didn’t even flick on a light. The shadows welcomed us. Every horizontal surface looked like it had a history, a secret, possibly a damp spot where someone lost control the week before.

He set me on the edge of the mattress, threw back the quilt, and just looked.

His eyes traveled my whole body, top to bottom, cheeks burning, thighs glistening, water running in streaks over skin. He knelt, hands sliding up my calves, over my knees, up the insides of my thighs, making me blush even in my own imagination.

I said it again, not shy anymore: “I want you. Please, Jack. Please.”

He growled, a noise that made me throb, and pushed me flat to the sheets.

And the world vanished except for want, and him.

The anticipation was brighter than anything real, a hunger that turned me inside out.

Jack didn’t turn on the light. He let the shadows wrap us, the only glow a weak stripe from the hallway and the glimmer of water beading on my skin. The bed underneath me was cool, sheets fresh enough to suggest he hadn’t used them with anybody else, at least, not today.

He knelt at the foot and spread my legs, slow, savoring it, like he was opening the world’s most dangerous present.

His eyes burned over me, drinking in every inch: red hair slicked to my neck and shoulders, skin flushed and shiny, breasts rising with every shallow breath. The way he stared made me feel like a goddess, or maybe a sacrifice, either way, I was ready to let him do whatever he wanted.

He mapped my body with his hands first, fingers splayed wide over my thighs, thumbs drawing up the sensitive crease where leg met pelvis. Every gentle squeeze, every calculated brush, made my hips twitch, more desperate than I’d realized.

He hovered, teasing, lips a millimeter from my nipple, just letting me feel the heat before he finally closed the gap.

The first suck destroyed me.

My back arched off the mattress, hands fisting in the sheets. He licked and bit, tongue circling, mouth greedy in a way that had nothing to do with politeness and everything to do with domination.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, and even though it was my own subconscious scripting it, the words landed so hard I believed them. I believed him.

He worked his way down my stomach, then braced my thighs wide, kissing the insides with slow, endless patience, fire everywhere he touched.

On a real night, this would be the part where Ryan got shy, or distracted, or bored.

But Jack?

He dropped to his stomach, propping my ass up with both hands, and dove in.

The first brush of his tongue made my clit spasm. He didn’t start soft, he sucked, hard and deliberate, tongue drilling, lips locked around me like he wanted to leave a mark.

I screamed.

It echoed, bouncing off the walls, and I didn’t care. My hand found the back of his head, nails digging in, dragging him closer, demanding he not let up.

He moaned against me, the vibration sending aftershocks everywhere.

Every time I thought he’d back off, he doubled down, two fingers curling inside, hitting the spot that made me see stars, thumb pressing on my ass, mouth never losing rhythm. I came fast, came so hard my vision fractured, thighs trembling, hips bucking up into his face.

He licked it up with pride, groaning when he tasted the mess he’d made.

“God, you’re perfect,” he muttered, voice reverent and a little ragged.

He didn’t stop. Not even close.

Jack slid up, cock slick and thick, not waiting for me to catch my breath. He lined up and pressed in, slow at first, just the tip, then deeper, deeper until he bottomed out and I swore I’d never been filled like that in my life.

I cried out, not the fake, polite moan, but a feral, raw, punched-through-the-gut cry.

My heels dug into his back, my arms around his neck. Every thrust was a new high, the friction so insane that all I could do was gasp his name, over and over.

“Jack, Jack, please, more—don’t stop—”

He didn’t.

He fucked me in every way I’d ever craved.

He started with missionary, classic and unrelenting, his body heavy over mine as he pressed me deep into the bed. The weight was intoxicating, all-encompassing, a reminder that in this fantasy, I was completely at his mercy. My wrists pinned above my head, his hands so much larger than mine, callused, rough, stained with the evidence of a week’s worth of real work. He didn’t just fuck me; he held me down, anchored me to the moment. Every thrust shoved the air clean out of my lungs, the mattress squeaking in protest beneath us. His mouth was everywhere, hungry at my collarbone, biting at my neck, his tongue tracing a path behind my ear. He knew exactly how to make me squirm.


The pleasure was edged with something sharp, something I’d only ever read about in books I hid from Ryan. Submission, but not meek. I was electric under him, all my nerves firing at once, my whole body screaming for friction and more. I fought him with my hips, tried to buck up and take control, but he only gripped tighter, body locking me down in a way that was as infuriating as it was hot. He made me give up control, and I hated how much I loved it.


He pulled out suddenly, just long enough to flip me, manhandling my hips until my ass was up and my face was pressed sideways to the sheets. There was no patience in him, just relentless, ravenous movement. He yanked my hair, not cruel, but rough enough to make my scalp tingle. The next thrust nearly knocked the wind out of me. He pounded in, filling me completely, his pelvis slamming against my ass with obscene, flesh-on-flesh sound. I clung to the sheets, nails ripping at the fabric.


“Look at you,” he rasped, voice so deep and foreign it could’ve belonged to a stranger. “You fucking love this. Don’t you?”


I nodded, or tried to, he had a hand on the back of my neck, holding me in place, forcing my spine to arch. The feeling was primal. Animal. I never wanted it to stop.


He licked a straight line up my back, from the base of my spine to my shoulder blade, then bit down just hard enough to mark me. It made my thighs spasm, my pussy clench around him, and the reaction pulled a savage grunt from his chest. He grabbed my hips tighter, fingers digging so deep into flesh I’d find bruises the next morning if this were real. He whispered things that would shock the women at the office, called me “baby,” “beautiful,” and “so fucking perfect”, and every word set off a fresh round of spasms inside me.


I came once, hard. Not the polite, pretty kind of orgasm you fake when you want a man to finish. This was ugly, sharp, a convulsion that almost made me wet the bed. He didn’t let me recover. He kept going, kept thrusting, the rhythm so relentless it was almost punishment. But the pain blurred into pleasure, and soon I was right on the edge again.


He pulled me up by my hair, arched my back until I was practically on my knees, and reached around to palm my breast, thumb rolling over the nipple. His other hand wedged between my legs, rubbing my clit in tight, mean circles, and I lost it. Came again, this time with a shriek I couldn’t muffle. My whole lower half was a disaster zone, slick, quivering, completely wrecked.


He pulled out, spun me onto my back, and dove down, mouth on my pussy, tongue working at a pace that bordered on inhuman. He lapped it all up, like he wanted proof he’d undone me. The sensation was overwhelming, too raw and direct, but he didn’t let up. Sucked and nipped and drove me through another climax, left me shaking, oversensitized, legs twitching like I’d been tased.


I’d lost count by then. Three, maybe four orgasms, but each bigger than the last, each one blurring the edges of consciousness a little further.


He surfaced, face wet, eyes black with hunger, and kissed me full on the mouth, letting me taste myself, making sure I knew who I belonged to, that he owned me body and soul. His hands never stopped moving. Palming my breast, tracing the line of my jaw, fingers in my hair, controlling and worshipful all at once.


He lined up again, cock hard and leaking, and slid in slow, torturous, making me feel every inch. This time, he kept eye contact, pinned me with the weight of his stare as he fucked me slow and deep. He wanted to see exactly what he was doing to me.


It worked. Every muscle in my body seized, every sense dialed up until the only thing in the world was him, and the friction, and the way he grinned when I lost control.


Missionary gave way to a tangle of limbs. He lifted my legs, bent me double, pressed my knees to my chest and just took me, sweating and panting, his body a machine designed for nothing but my pleasure. When I tried to look away, overwhelmed by the intensity, he grabbed my chin and made me watch.


“Don’t look away,” he commanded.


I didn’t. Couldn’t.


The pressure built, a heat that started in my toes and climbed, wave after wave, until I thought I might actually die when it broke. My hands found his back, nails raking down his skin, punishing him for every second he’d made me wait.


He slowed, then sped up, then ground in circles that made the world go white. I came again, dizzy, almost sobbing, the orgasm so violent it made my teeth chatter. I barely registered his hand around my throat, not choking, just holding, a gesture of absolute control.


He kept me pinned, kept me open, until my body surrendered completely. I felt myself unravel, every inhibition stripped away, every secret want laid bare. I wanted to beg him to stop, but I wanted more, too. Every new thrust, every new angle, opened something I didn’t even know existed in me.


When he finally let go, the bed was soaked. My hair was matted to my forehead, skin flushed red, hands shaking uncontrollably.


He stayed inside me, ground his hips, and held my gaze as he owned me like no man ever had. Not even close.

It was like he could sense exactly what I needed. The second my orgasm threatened to crest, he pulled out just enough to make me whimper, the empty stretch inside me so abrupt I nearly sobbed. But he didn’t leave me wanting for more than half a heartbeat. He grabbed my hips, angled them, and slammed back in, no warning. The shock of being impaled again at the edge of release made every nerve in my body seize. I screamed, raw and helpless, clutching at the sheets like I could hold on through the storm.


Jack’s hand was on my hip, anchoring me, and the other snaked up between my legs, thumb rubbing my clit in merciless circles that made my eyes roll back in my skull. I could hear myself moaning, the noises edged with something wild, something that had nothing to do with being a wife, a partner, a sensible woman. Animal, desperate. Necessary.


“Cum inside me,” I begged, voice barely a voice at all, just a ragged edge of need. “God, fill me up. Mark me. I want your babies inside me, just—don’t stop—” The words spilled out before I could clamp them down. They echoed in the imaginary room, louder and more shocking than anything I’d ever dared to say out loud.


Jack’s answer was a growl, dark and low, the kind of sound that vibrated through my bones and straight into my core. He lost all sense of rhythm, all the calculated patience that made the build so intoxicating. He went feral. Every thrust was a demand, a claim, his body slamming into mine with the force of a man who had waited years to do this and finally decided he’d never stop. He drove in so deep I could feel each pulse behind my navel. I came again, not even sure if the last orgasm had ever ended, the pleasure compounding, a rolling seizure that threatened to shatter me.


Then he came, and the feeling was, God, there was no word for it. Not just heat, but pressure and fullness and the sense that something was being left behind in me, the way dreams sometimes linger at the edge of waking. He stayed inside, grinding his hips, emptying himself in a way that was as messy as it was deliberate. I could feel it flooding me, then seeping out with every aftershock, dripping down my thighs, slicking the backs of my legs and soaking the sheets below. He didn’t let up. He fucked me through his own orgasm, the next dozen strokes wringing every ounce from both of us, until the only thing left was collapse.


I was wrecked, absolutely spent, but there was no shame in it, no sense that I’d been used or conquered or made less. If anything, it was the opposite. I felt more real, more solid, more alive than I had in years. My whole body hummed, every inch of skin raw and reverberating, my core pulsing with the echo of him.


He gathered me up, arms wrapping around my ribcage, his chest flush to my spine as he curled us together. His lips, so rough a moment ago, now skimmed my neck with reverence, brushing kisses along my jaw, my temple, my hairline. He whispered things I was too delirious to understand, words that might have been “beautiful” or “mine” or maybe just my name, but it didn’t matter. The warmth of his body, the steady pant of his breath against my skin, the delicious ache between my legs where he’d marked me, all of it combined into a cocoon I never wanted to leave.

For a few minutes, nothing existed except the oceanic pulse of our shared heartbeat.

He held me, bodies tangled, his hand stroking my hair like he never wanted to let go.

That’s when I said it, the thing I’d held back for a lifetime but knew was absolutely true, fantasy or not, to my very core.

“I love you,” I whispered. “I’ve been watching you build this life, this impossible, beautiful thing, and I love you for it.”

The air went still, as if even the imaginary world was waiting to see what he’d say.

He didn’t laugh.

He drew me closer, kissed my forehead, and said:

“I love you too, Jenny. Stay. Be part of this.”

I could actually see it, the future where I belonged, no caveats, no asterisks. Just the safety of being wanted, not for a night, but forever. Because I knew in my heart, that I belonged to that world, his world, and nothing would ever change that.

I pressed my face to his neck, breathing him in. There was no world outside this room, this bed, this man.

It wasn’t real, but hell, it was better than anything I’d dared to hope for when I slid into the bath an hour ago.

Honest, wild, unfiltered.

Maybe, for a minute, that could be enough.

***

The spell cracked with the first goosebump.

One second I was slick and sinful in Jack’s sheets, the next I was back in my own bath, a little older, a lot wetter, and more alone than ever.

The water had gone cold, swirling over my thighs, nipples sharp against the chill. My skin was flushed from more than heat, the afterglow still fizzing under my ribs, but reality hit hard: the wine glass empty, body humming with a need that wasn’t going anywhere.

I laid my head against the cool tile and just… breathed. Let the shakes happen. Counted each heartbeat until the ache receded from red-urgent to merely there.

Upstairs, Ryan rolled in his sleep. The noise filtered down the vent, familiar and comforting in its own detached way. I didn’t hate him, not even close. But he’d never looked at me the way Jack did, and deep down, I knew he never would.

For a heartbeat, I wanted to cry. Not for what I’d done. What was there to regret, anyway? But for the thing I still hadn’t found. That perfect certainty, the knowledge that you belonged, that someone would fight for a spot at your side and never let go.

That’s what Jack had.

It wasn’t just the parade of women. It was the system, built, chosen, owned. A blueprint that had nothing to do with accident, and everything to do with intent.

I wanted that for myself.

I needed it.

Not just wild sex and midnight secrets, but a life where I didn’t have to keep apologizing for wanting more.

Tonight, I’d borrowed the fantasy. Tomorrow, I’d start the work.

Maybe that was enough for now.

The chill stung as I stood. Water sheeted off my body, droplets tracing every curve before hitting the tile in a soft, staccato rhythm. I reached for a towel, buried my face in it, and let the coarse cotton ground me.

The mirror was half-fogged, but even so, I recognized the woman in the glass. Eyes sharp, cheeks burning, red hair wild from the night’s efforts.

She wasn’t a victim.

She wasn’t lost.

She was just… ready.

I wrapped the towel tight, snuffed the vanity light, and slipped back into the quiet house.

Maybe Ryan would never know the difference.

But I would.

In the morning, the world would come knocking, wanting its next round of schedules and checklists and “let’s make it work.”

But this time, I’d be ready to answer.

No more ghosts.

Just the truth, whatever it turned out to be.

And if I got another wish before sunrise, it was this:

To find the place where I didn’t have to imagine belonging.

To build it. Even if I had to start from zero.

I padded down the hall, towel cinched at my waist, skin prickling with the last echoes of Jack’s phantom touch.

The fantasy faded, but the need didn’t.

Not this time.

Never again.


Where to Next?


If you want another steamy, high-heat harem romance with complicated chemistry, forbidden tension, and a man caught in the middle of more temptation than he can handle…

Start Harem Under Construction today.

Book 1: Nailed to the Frame

One renovation.

Three women.

And a job that gets a lot more complicated once the walls start coming down.

Start reading here
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Featured Series


Borrowed Boyfriend: The Complete Trilogy
One house. Five women. No rules.
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Sorority Harem: The Complete Series
A house full of temptation—and no way out.
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Captain’s Girls: The Complete Trilogy
One yacht. Endless desire. No escape.
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