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PROLOGUE — THE INITIATION OF WESLEY VAUGHN

The clock on the wall ticks—every second louder, closer, dirtier than the last.

Wesley stands under the overhead lights. He’s stripped to nakedness—his suit, shirt, even his briefs folded neatly on a side chair. The city rain pounds the window behind him, but all eyes are locked to the center of the room.

He’s exposed in every sense: lean muscle tense, cock hanging soft at first, balls tight with apprehension and cold. A line of sweat glistens at the base of his spine. He keeps his chin up, but his fists are clenched—whether in pride or defense, even he isn’t sure.

Marissa approaches, stopping close enough for Wesley to smell her perfume, musk and spice over the clinical tang of the office. She’s holding black rope in one hand, the loose ends swaying as she circles behind him. Every step—deliberate. Every gaze—hungry.

She speaks low, for him and everyone: “Hands behind your back.”

Wesley obeys. Marissa takes his wrists, smooth but relentless, crossing them and binding—each wrap snug, the pressure building, the final knot trapping him, arms drawn back so his chest thrusts out.

She steps in front again. Her eyes rake him—shoulders, chest, stomach, cock. She lets her gaze linger at his groin. His cock is lengthening now, slow and involuntary, the flush rising from the base, thickening and swelling with each breath.

“Look at you,” Marissa murmurs, loud enough for the others to hear. “Already eager. Or is that just fear?”

Dean snorts, arms folded. Noah lifts his phone—recording, the green LED a tiny beacon. Jay leans in, grinning, eyes locked on the shifting between Wesley’s thighs.

Marissa doesn’t touch yet. She lets Wesley stand there, letting the silence weigh him down, the cold air prickling his skin. She walks around him again, dragging her fingers lightly over his back, his ass, tracing the seam between his buttocks—he flinches, not from pain, but from the shock of being touched where no one else is looking.

She returns in front, lifts his chin. “Keep your eyes on me.” Then, with calculated slowness, she slides her right hand down his chest—her palm flat, grazing his pec, then the tense flatness of his stomach, finally resting just above his cock.

She doesn’t grab at first—she lets her knuckles brush the head, lets him throb against her. His cock is full now, curving up, the slit beading pre-cum. He can’t help it, and the shame only makes it harder.

Marissa grips him, firm but controlled, her thumb stroking beneath the crown, her fingers curling around the shaft. She squeezes, not to hurt, but to command.

Wesley’s breath is suddenly ragged—he gasps, head tipping back, a flush blooming across his chest. His hips jerk forward, helpless, the pressure in his groin spiking.

“Is this what you wanted?” she asks, stroking him now, slow and measured—up to the head, a flick of the wrist, down to the root. His cock glistens where she slides her hand, veins bulging, foreskin slipping back and forth with every motion.

He groans, the sound low and rough, chest heaving as his thighs tremble.

Marissa keeps stroking, tighter, faster—just enough to keep him hovering, never enough to let him go over. She twists at the top, thumb teasing the slit, fingers working his shaft in relentless rhythm. She presses her body against his—her hip grazing his thigh, her free hand pinning his stomach in place.

“You’re going to beg, Wesley,” she whispers. “Not for mercy. For permission.”

Noah’s phone is up, filming every pulse, every twitch. Jay has crept in close, breath hot on Wesley’s shoulder, whispering filth: “Look at you, all red and helpless. Going to come all over her hand? Or are you going to cry first?”

Dean watches from behind, jaw flexing, cock swelling visibly in his jeans—his eyes betray hunger and envy, a desire to trade places, or maybe join in.

Marissa leans in, her hair brushing Wesley’s chest. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

Wesley gasps, voice hoarse. “I—please—I need—”

She cuts him off, tightening her grip, sliding her hand up and down his shaft, base to tip, using the slickness he can’t hide. His cock is throbbing, red, veins straining. His balls are drawn tight, ready to spill. He shudders in her grip, every muscle in his thighs rigid.

Marissa stops, hand clamping hard at the base—crushing his orgasm before it can crest. The ache is unbearable, the denied climax raw, burning through his whole body.

“Not yet,” she breathes, mouth at his ear. “You don’t get to come until I say. Not a drop.”

She lets go. His cock twitches, desperate for friction, for relief. Instead, she gestures to Jay. “Come here.”

Jay drops to his knees, face level with Wesley’s cock. He licks the bead of pre-cum from the tip, slow and taunting. Wesley groans, shame and arousal colliding in his gut.

Marissa smirks. “Do you want to finish, Wesley?”

He nods, panting, barely coherent. “Please. Please, ma’am, I need it. I’ll do anything.”

Marissa caresses his face with her palm, gentle—then slaps him, sharp and sudden, a crack that echoes off the office walls. His eyes water, but he doesn’t flinch away.

“That’s the only truth I want from you tonight,” she says. “Your need. Your surrender.”

She takes his cock again, works him faster, harder, using his own slick, twisting, squeezing, milking him mercilessly until he’s right on the edge—hips straining, bound hands flexing, thighs trembling. The world narrows to her hand, her breath, her control.

Then she stops. Steps back. Lets the air cool his wet, aching cock, lets the pain and longing set in.

Wesley is left, cock leaking, denied, knees weak, sweat shining in the harsh light. The others watch—Noah still filming, Jay licking his lips, Dean silent and iron-bound.

“Tonight,” Marissa announces, “you learned what it means to be mine. To be owned. To be denied.”

She unties his wrists at last, slow and final. Wesley nearly collapses, catching himself on shaky legs. His cock is still hard, purple, weeping at the tip, untouched and unsatisfied.

“Dress. Go home. Remember this feeling. It’s mine to give or take away.”

She walks away, the last image in every mind her hand glistening with his arousal, the control absolute.

No one speaks. They file out, each man marked by what they’ve witnessed, each desperate to be next—or never.

Wesley stands, half-dressed, cock still aching, shame and want burning in his belly. He knows, without question, that he will come back. And that he will beg.


Chapter 1 — Wesley’s Arrival

The probation office always smells of old coffee, cheap soap, and the damp threat of rain. Wesley Vaughn arrives first, as instructed. He stands in the battered waiting area outside Marissa’s office, one hand in his pocket, the other smoothing his already-perfect hair. His suit fits impeccably—navy wool, pressed white shirt, cufflinks understated but not cheap. He scans the room with the cool detachment of a man used to being the smartest person present.

The only thing out of place is him.

He paces once, twice, checking the clock, resisting the urge to tap his foot. Behind the reinforced glass, Marissa is visible at her desk, face half-shadowed as she pretends not to watch him.

The outer door thuds open. Jay saunters in, hoodie up, trainers squeaking, a cloud of sharp cologne and leftover rain following him. He clocks Wesley with a wide, toothy grin and a little shake of the head.

“Silver Fox on time, huh? Didn’t think you’d have the balls.”

Wesley doesn’t answer—just raises an eyebrow and sits, legs crossed, posture deliberate. Jay bounces onto the other end of the bench, knees wide, thigh jiggling.

Dean arrives next, shoulders filling the doorway. He nods once to Jay, gives Wesley a long, appraising stare. Dean’s presence is heavy: thick forearms, hands rough and scarred, a tattoo just visible beneath his rolled-up sleeve. He doesn’t sit. He stands guard by the door, arms folded, eyes flicking from Wesley to the closed office and back.

Finally, Noah slips in, head down, hood half-up, already fiddling with his phone. He perches on a chair, one ankle over his knee, glancing between the men and the closed office. His gaze lingers on Wesley’s shoes, then slides up—taking inventory, subtle, almost surgical.

Nobody speaks for a moment. The clock ticks.

Jay breaks the silence. “Nervous, Fox? You should be. This place eats lawyers for breakfast.”

Noah snorts, eyes on his phone. “Bet he’s already figured out how to hack the office wi-fi.”

Dean just watches. His silence says enough: you’re new here. Prove you belong.

Wesley offers a faint smile. “I’m always prepared.”

Jay rolls his eyes, but there’s a flicker of something like respect—or at least curiosity.

Rain streaks the window. The old radiator coughs, pipes rattling like bones. Behind the glass, Marissa stands, closes her notebook, and looks up—her gaze lingering over each man in turn, weighing, measuring, choosing her moment to make them wait.

Every man in the room is aware of her presence, of her control, even with the door still closed. Wesley shifts in his seat. Jay’s knee bounces faster. Dean stands straighter. Noah finally puts his phone down.

The pecking order is unsettled, raw. Rivalry and hunger hang in the air—tension coiled tight, ready to snap the moment Marissa steps into the room.

The door swings open with a decisive click. Marissa strides out, heels silent on the cracked tiles, her presence impossible to ignore. She’s swapped her jacket for a fitted black blouse, sleeves rolled, exposing strong forearms and a silver key glinting at her throat. Her hair is up, but a dark strand has slipped loose—a deliberate imperfection, or perhaps a trap.

She stands in the doorway, surveying the group as if cataloguing assets. “Inside. Now. All of you.”

There’s a scramble—Jay pops up first, swaggering with manufactured bravado; Noah drifts in behind, slouching as if to disappear; Dean follows, slow and heavy. Wesley stands last, adjusting his cuffs, cool mask slipping just enough for a tight swallow before he enters.

Marissa waits until the door closes, then leans against her desk, arms folded. She lets the silence stretch, one eyebrow arched, daring anyone to speak first. When nobody does, she begins.

“Let’s get something clear. You’re not here to impress each other. You’re here to prove yourselves to me. That means absolute honesty. No hiding. No games. And—” her gaze sharpens, sliding to Wesley “—no performance.”

Wesley meets her eyes, not flinching, but he doesn’t smile.

Jay pipes up. “We sure the new guy can handle it? He looked like he was gonna piss himself out there.”

Marissa doesn’t miss a beat. “We’ll find out. Mr. Vaughn—why do you want to be here?”

There’s nowhere to hide. Wesley stands straight, hands clasped behind his back. “Because I want to stay out of prison. And—” he glances at the others, then back to her, voice even, “—because I want to see what you do to men who think they can outlast you.”

A ripple runs through the room. Dean’s expression hardens, Noah’s mouth quirks into a knowing smile, and Jay laughs outright, clapping his hands once. “Ooooh, he’s got teeth.”

Marissa lets them react, then raises a hand for silence. “Confession is the first rule. So let’s test that. Wesley—tell us one thing you wanted last night, after you left this office. And I want the truth. If you lie, I’ll know.”

Wesley hesitates. His cheeks color. But the room is too small, the air too thick. “I wanted… relief.” His voice is a little rough. “You left me aching. I wanted to come.”

Jay whistles, leans in. “Did you?”

Wesley doesn’t look at him. “No.”

Marissa smiles, slow and wicked. “Good boy.” She turns to the others. “Anyone here brave enough to admit what they thought about after last night?”

Jay shrugs. “I thought about her hand around my throat.”

Noah, deadpan: “I thought about filming it for the record.”

Dean, quiet but firm: “I thought about whether he’d last. Or if he’d run.”

Marissa’s smile widens. “There. Now we’re honest. And that’s rule two: you don’t get to hide your arousal. Not from me, and not from each other.”

She lets the words hang, eyes scanning each man, drinking in the flushes, the hard jaws, the subtle shifts of posture—hands in laps, legs crossed, every muscle coiled with anticipation.

“Tonight,” she says, voice silk and steel, “we see who’s worthy of trust—and who’s only good for watching.”

She moves to her desk, pulling out a slim black notebook. “Dean, Jay, Noah—you’ll demonstrate. Wesley, you’ll learn by example.”

She snaps her fingers. “Jay—front and center.”

The order lands like a gunshot. Jay rises, cocky smile faltering just enough to betray his nerves. The others watch—Wesley most of all, eyes locked on Marissa’s every move.

The ritual has begun, and none of them can look away.

Jay stands where Marissa placed him—front and center, just in front of her desk. He rolls his shoulders once, shaking off nerves, then looks up at her with open, eager hunger. There’s no attempt at dignity. That’s his strength.

Marissa circles him slowly, heels whispering over the floor. She doesn’t touch him yet. She doesn’t have to.

“This,” she says, gesturing to Jay, “is what obedience looks like when it’s honest.”

Jay swallows. His hands flex at his sides, fingers twitching like he’s resisting the urge to reach for her. His cock is already thickening beneath his jeans—no attempt to hide it, no shame. Wesley notices immediately. It’s the first clear difference between them.

Marissa stops in front of Jay. “Kneel.”

Jay drops without hesitation. Knees hit tile. He spreads them slightly, posture open, head tipped back to keep her in view. The movement is practiced, ritualistic. Dean watches closely, jaw set. Noah leans forward, interest sharpening.

Marissa turns her head just enough to catch Wesley’s eye. “You see that?”

Wesley nods once.

“He didn’t wait. He didn’t ask why. He didn’t negotiate.” Her gaze returns to Jay. “Unbutton your jeans.”

Jay does it with shaking fingers. The sound of the zipper is loud in the room. He pushes his jeans and boxers down just enough to free his cock, which springs up hard and flushed, the head already dark and wet. He doesn’t touch himself. He just presents it.

Marissa doesn’t look at it right away.

She steps past him, walks to Dean.

“Your turn,” she says. “Show him restraint.”

Dean stiffens, then steps forward. He towers over Jay, reaches down, and grips the back of Jay’s neck—not cruel, but firm, anchoring him in place. Jay exhales, a soft sound that might be relief.

Marissa watches Dean’s grip, approving. “Hold him still.”

Dean adjusts, spreading his stance, locking Jay in place—one hand on his neck, the other braced on his shoulder. Jay’s cock twitches, leaking.

Noah clears his throat. “You want this documented?”

Marissa doesn’t look at him. “You know I do.”

Noah raises his phone. The lens catches Jay on his knees, Dean looming behind him, Marissa framed perfectly in front. Wesley watches the phone screen more than the real scene now—seeing how easily this could become evidence, leverage, memory.

Marissa finally steps back in front of Jay. She lifts her foot, presses the toe of her heel lightly against his thigh, just below his groin.

Jay shudders.

“Tell him what you’re feeling,” she says.

Jay’s voice is breathy, unguarded. “I want to be used. I want you to touch me. I want to do whatever you say.”

Marissa nods. “Good.” She turns her head slightly. “Wesley—notice the difference? He isn’t waiting to be allowed to want.”

Wesley’s jaw tightens. His cock stirs in his trousers, traitorous and immediate. He hates how much that honesty affects him.

Marissa reaches down and takes Jay’s cock in her hand.

She doesn’t stroke at first. She just grips—tight, possessive—fingers pressing in at the base, thumb resting under the head. Jay gasps, hips jerking forward instinctively.

Dean tightens his hold, keeping Jay perfectly still.

“There,” Marissa murmurs. “That’s control.”

She begins to move her hand—slow, deliberate strokes, dragging sensation out of Jay inch by inch. She watches his face, not his cock, monitoring every twitch, every breath. Jay moans openly, throat exposed, eyes glassy.

Noah zooms in slightly, breath caught.

Marissa increases the pace just enough to build pressure—never fast, never merciful. Jay’s thighs tremble. His cock pulses visibly in her grip, the head slick and red. Pre-cum coats her fingers.

Wesley feels it like a punch to the gut. This isn’t sex. This is instruction. And he is being taught what will happen to him.

Marissa stops.

Jay lets out a broken sound—half sob, half plea.

She doesn’t look at him. She looks at Wesley.

“This is denial,” she says calmly. “Not cruelty. Cruelty is letting someone think they have a choice.”

She wipes her wet hand against Jay’s thigh and steps back.

Jay sags slightly in Dean’s grip, breathing hard, cock still painfully hard and untouched.

Marissa turns. “Dean. Switch.”

Dean releases Jay and immediately drops to one knee where Jay was, posture different—spine straight, chin lowered, hands behind his back. Submission, but heavier. Earned.

Marissa approaches him. She doesn’t touch his cock. She presses her fingers under his chin, forcing his eyes up.

“Why do you kneel?” she asks.

Dean answers without hesitation. “Because you tell me to.”

“That’s not enough.”

Dean swallows. “Because when you do, I don’t have to fight myself.”

Something shifts in the room. Even Noah stills.

Marissa nods once. “Good.”

She steps away, gestures sharply. “Noah. Your part.”

Noah straightens, grin fading into focus. He angles the camera toward Dean, then toward Wesley.

“Watch closely, mate,” he says quietly. “This is where it gets fun.”

Marissa moves back to her desk, sits on the edge, legs crossing slowly. She hasn’t touched herself. She hasn’t needed to. The power is doing the work.

She points at Wesley.

“You don’t touch. You don’t speak. You watch. And you learn.”

Wesley’s cock is fully hard now, straining against his trousers, his body aching with unspent need and something worse—envy. He’s not aroused because he wants release.

He’s aroused because he’s being shown how easily it can be taken from him.

Marissa smiles when she sees it.

“That,” she says softly, “is exactly where I want you.”

There’s a shifting of weight, a ripple of anticipation, as Marissa’s gaze settles fully on Wesley.

He sits straight-backed, hands gripping his knees—still clothed, still trying to project composure, but his face is flushed and his breathing shallow. Jay is still on the floor, jeans undone, cock leaking and ignored; Dean kneels motionless, tension carved deep into his shoulders; Noah films from the side, eyes gleaming.

Marissa speaks, voice level and inexorable. “Your turn, Wesley. Stand up. Come here.”

Wesley stands, every muscle taut. He approaches, conscious of the group’s eyes—Jay’s hungry and mocking, Dean’s impassive, Noah’s glinting with mischief.

“Undress.” Marissa doesn’t raise her voice. She doesn’t need to.

Wesley hesitates for a second—then complies, unbuttoning his shirt slowly, as if every movement might buy him time. He peels it off, then the undershirt, revealing a lean, muscled torso, a scattering of scars, a flush rising from collarbone to jaw.

He unfastens his belt, unzips his trousers, and steps out of them. He stands in black briefs, pulse hammering at his throat. Marissa waits, arms folded, eyes locked on his.

“Everything, Mr. Vaughn.”

He shudders, then hooks his thumbs into the waistband and slides them down, cock springing free—already hard, leaking at the tip. The shame is exquisite and undeniable; his body betrays every effort at composure.

Marissa circles him once, letting the others see every angle. His cock bobs with his heartbeat, flushed and exposed, balls tight and high.

She comes to a stop in front of him. “Hands behind your back.”

He obeys. Marissa takes a soft black rope from the drawer and binds his wrists, cinching the knot tight so his shoulders are pulled back, chest exposed, cock jutting forward.

“Inspection,” she announces. “Dean. You first.”

Dean stands, looming over Wesley. He runs his palms down Wesley’s arms, over his chest, across his stomach—methodical, impersonal, but not gentle. He grips Wesley’s hips, turns him so everyone sees his ass, then lets his fingers drift, deliberate, over the curve of his buttocks and the cleft. Wesley flinches, more from the humiliation than any real threat.

Dean steps back, nods once.

Marissa gestures to Jay. “Your turn. Make it thorough.”

Jay rises, energy electric. He crouches before Wesley, eyes locked on his cock. He runs his fingers up Wesley’s inner thigh, nails scraping lightly. He lifts Wesley’s balls, weighing them in his palm, then runs a finger up the underside of his shaft—pausing to swipe a drop of pre-cum from the tip. He licks it from his finger, smirking up at Wesley.

“Nice,” he teases, loud enough for everyone.

Wesley’s face burns, but his cock twitches, betraying him again.

Noah steps in, phone up, panning slowly over Wesley’s body. “Let’s get a close-up,” he murmurs, shifting to record Wesley’s straining cock, the flush creeping up his stomach, the tremble in his thighs.

Marissa steps forward, so close that Wesley feels her breath on his cheek.

“Now, confession. Tell them what you’re feeling, right now. And don’t leave anything out.”

Wesley swallows. His voice is low, thick. “I feel exposed. Humiliated. Turned on. I want to come. I want—” His voice catches. “I want you to use me.”

A ripple of approval from the group. Jay grins, Dean’s jaw relaxes slightly, Noah bites his lip.

Marissa strokes a single finger down his chest, over his stomach, then wraps her hand around his cock—firm, practiced, merciless.

She works him slowly at first, thumb circling the head, palm gliding up and down the shaft. Wesley shudders, hips bucking helplessly into her grip. The other men watch every twitch—Noah’s camera red light blinking, Jay crouched close, Dean looming at his back.

Marissa’s pace increases, twisting her wrist, stroking him harder, pulling him relentlessly toward the edge. Wesley’s breathing goes ragged, eyes squeezing shut as the heat builds unbearably fast.

Just when his thighs start to shake and his orgasm is surging, Marissa stops—her grip tightening at the base, cutting off release with cruel precision.

Wesley gasps, choking on need, his cock throbbing, every nerve ending screaming for relief.

Marissa leans in, lips brushing his ear. “Not yet. Not until I say. Do you understand?”

He nods desperately, voice wrecked. “Yes, ma’am. Please.”

She lets go. His cock stands, aching and slick, a monument to denial. Marissa gestures to the group.

“Anyone else want a taste?”

Jay laughs and licks a droplet from Wesley’s tip again, wickedly slow, making Wesley shudder with frustration and shame.

Dean steps forward, hands on Wesley’s hips, steadying him as he nearly collapses from the aftermath of denial.

Noah records everything, eyes hot, almost jealous.

Marissa steps back, surveying her handiwork: Wesley, bound, exposed, cock swollen and denied, sweat beading his chest, face flushed and eyes dazed.

“This is what it means to be in my service,” she says, for all of them. “You surrender, body and pride. And you wait for my permission.”

She unties Wesley’s wrists at last, slow and ceremonial. He stumbles, catches himself, humiliated but profoundly aroused.

“Line up,” she orders. “It’s time for all of you to confess.”

“Line up.”

The word snaps through the room like a command drill.

Dean moves first, immediately—no hesitation, no questions. He steps to the wall opposite Marissa’s desk and stands with his feet shoulder-width apart, hands clasped behind his back, chin slightly lowered. His cock is hard, straining visibly against his jeans, but he doesn’t adjust himself. Control is part of his submission.

Jay scrambles up next, still half-undressed, jeans bunched at his thighs, cock flushed and angry from denial. He positions himself beside Dean, posture looser, knees bouncing, eyes flicking constantly back to Marissa for reassurance.

Noah takes his time, pocketing his phone only after making sure it’s still recording. He leans against the wall instead of standing straight, testing the boundary. Marissa lets it slide—for now.

Wesley hesitates.

He’s naked. Still damp with sweat. Cock swollen, aching, leaking slowly onto the floor. Every instinct screams at him to cover himself, to reclaim some dignity. He doesn’t.

He steps into line.

Marissa lets the silence stretch once they’re all arranged—four men, four very different kinds of need, all visibly aroused, all waiting.

“This,” she says calmly, pacing in front of them, “is where most of you fail.”

She stops in front of Dean first. She doesn’t touch him—just studies him. “Tell me what you’re afraid of.”

Dean’s jaw tightens. “Losing control.”

She nods. “Good. You’ll kneel later.”

She moves to Jay. Her fingers hook under his chin, lifting his face. “What do you want more than anything?”

Jay blurts it out. “To be chosen.”

Her thumb presses into his jaw, affectionate but firm. “And that’s why you’re dangerous.”

Noah is next. She steps into his space, close enough that he smells her perfume, feels the heat of her body.

“What do you hide?” she asks.

Noah smirks. “That I care.”

She smiles. “Liar. You hide that you want to be caught.”

Finally, she stands in front of Wesley.

He’s shaking now—not from fear, but from the accumulated pressure of being watched, handled, edged, denied. His cock twitches helplessly between them, thick and purple, the tip wet and sensitive.

Marissa doesn’t touch him at first.

“Say it,” she orders. “Why are you like this right now?”

Wesley swallows hard. His voice comes out raw. “Because I’m naked. Because they’re watching. Because you touched me and took it away. Because I don’t know where I stand.”

Her eyes sharpen. “And?”

“And because I want you to decide for me.”

The admission lands heavily in the room.

Jay exhales like he’s just been punched. Noah’s grin fades into something intent. Dean watches Marissa, waiting to see what she’ll do with that honesty.

Marissa steps in close. She reaches down and grips Wesley’s cock—hard, unapologetic, squeezing at the base so he hisses.

“You don’t stand anywhere yet,” she says quietly. “You wait.”

She releases him and steps back, turning to the group.

“Here’s how tonight ends.”

She walks the line once more, touching each man briefly—Dean’s shoulder, Jay’s hair, Noah’s chest—then stopping in front of Wesley again.

“No one comes.”

A collective, involuntary reaction ripples through them—breaths hitching, bodies tensing.

“Jay,” she continues, “you’ll clean up. Dean, you’ll hold him while he does it. Noah, you’ll keep recording. Wesley—”

She cups his face, thumb brushing his lower lip.

“You’ll watch. And you’ll remember this feeling. Because this is what belonging starts with.”

She steps back, authority absolute.

“Next time,” she adds softly, dangerously, “I’ll decide who earns relief.”

Wesley’s cock throbs painfully at the promise—not hope, not despair, but certainty.

This isn’t about release.

It’s about surrender.

Marissa dismisses the group with a flick of her fingers. “Get dressed. Go.”

The men move almost as one—scrambling to obey, eager to avoid her attention, or perhaps desperate for one last glance. Dean pulls Jay’s jeans up for him, almost rough in his haste, then stands sentry at the door. Jay, flushed and unsatisfied, grabs paper towels and starts to wipe down the evidence of the evening, hands shaking only a little. Noah lingers to pack up his phone, casting sly glances at Wesley, who’s left standing, still naked, still marked.

Wesley bends to collect his clothes, but Marissa stops him with a word: “Stay.”

The room empties. The door closes. For a moment, all is quiet but for the distant groan of the pipes and the wet hiss of city rain beyond the window.

Marissa remains seated on the edge of her desk. She studies Wesley in silence—his trembling legs, the sheen of sweat on his chest, the raw need in his eyes. He stands, clothes bundled in one hand, utterly exposed. The spell of the group is broken, but the hold she has on him is only tighter now.

She crooks a finger. “Come here.”

Wesley approaches, barefoot on cold tile. He stands in front of her, pulse pounding so loudly he wonders if she can hear it.

Marissa’s gaze is cool but not unkind. She runs her fingers lightly down his chest, pausing just above his still-aching cock. She doesn’t touch it.

“Tell me what you learned tonight.”

Wesley swallows, voice ragged. “That I have no power here. That I want to earn your approval, even if it means being denied.”

She nods, her lips curving in something almost like pride. “Good. You’re learning faster than most.”

She lifts his chin, making him meet her eyes. “You know what comes next?”

He nods. “You make me wait.”

Marissa smiles, a hint of true warmth in her eyes. “Exactly. Go home, Wesley. Don’t touch yourself. Don’t even try. When you’re desperate enough, you’ll know you belong.”

He hesitates, then finally dresses—hands shaking slightly as he buttons his shirt, tucks himself back into his trousers, only half able to contain his arousal. Marissa watches every move, gaze heavy as a brand.

At the door, he glances back.

“Thank you,” he manages, voice thick with humiliation and longing.

Marissa’s answer is simple: “Don’t thank me. Earn me.”

Wesley steps out into the hall, composure shattered but a strange sense of purpose burning in his gut. He’s never felt less in control—or more alive.

Behind him, Marissa closes her notebook and smiles to herself, already planning the next test.


Chapter 2 — Private Orders

The others are still zipping up, gathering phones and paper towels, when Marissa glances sideways at Dean—a silent message, sharp as a leash tug. He catches it instantly. When the rest file out—Jay still jittery, Wesley barely holding himself together, Noah muttering something about camera angles—Dean stays behind, a shadow anchoring the doorway.

Marissa waits for the last echo of footsteps and the slam of the outer door. The office is suddenly quieter, smaller, every sound magnified: Dean’s breath, the click of her pen, rain whispering against the window.

She doesn’t speak right away. She finishes a note in her battered black notebook, deliberate and slow. Dean remains standing, posture straight and still, but tension radiates from his frame—shoulders hunched, hands flexing and unclenching at his sides. His eyes stay down, fixed on a crack in the tile, jaw clenched so tight a muscle twitches near his ear.

Marissa closes her notebook and sets it aside. Only then does she look up, holding his gaze—steady, appraising, just long enough to make him uncomfortable. She lets the silence settle over them, turning the air heavy, demanding.

He shifts, finally, just a fraction. “You wanted something else, boss?”

Her answer is a small, cold smile. “Sit.”

She gestures to the hard plastic chair directly in front of her desk—the one that always feels more like an interrogation than an invitation. Dean obeys, lowering himself carefully, spreading his knees for balance, hands gripping the seat so hard his knuckles pale.

Marissa leans forward, elbows on the desk. “You know why you’re here, Dean?”

He shakes his head once, not quite lying, but refusing to say it out loud.

She lets the silence hang a little longer, eyes never leaving his.

Outside, thunder rumbles. Inside, the real storm is just beginning.

The air is thick between them. Marissa doesn’t soften; she leans in, hands folded, her eyes locked on Dean with surgical precision.

“Let’s not pretend,” she says quietly. “You don’t like sharing.”

Dean’s shoulders twitch, but he doesn’t answer right away. His hands grip the seat tighter. Marissa waits, letting his silence stretch until it becomes an answer of its own.

She presses: “Did you want to put Wesley in his place tonight?”

His jaw tenses, nostrils flare. “He’s not like the rest of us.”

“Meaning?”

Dean’s voice is rough, held just above a whisper. “He doesn’t know what it costs. He acts like he’s above all this—above you.”

She studies him, eyes narrowing, reading the raw pride and resentment behind his words. “And does it bother you that I made him the center of attention? That I touched him in front of you?”

Dean breathes out hard, a sound close to a growl. “You do what you want.”

Marissa’s tone sharpens, unyielding: “I do. But I want to know how it made you feel. Did you resent me for it, Dean?”

He can’t look at her. “I… don’t know. Maybe.”

“Maybe,” she echoes, voice slicing through him. “Or definitely?”

He swallows. The muscle in his jaw jumps again. “Yeah. I hated it.”

“Did you want to stop it?”

Dean’s hands flex, the desire plain in every line of his body. “I wanted to prove I could do it better. That you didn’t need him.”

Marissa smiles—cold, satisfied. “So what stopped you?”

He blinks, finally lifting his gaze to hers, vulnerable and bare. “You did.”

She lets that sit, tension vibrating between them. Then she stands, slow and deliberate, moving around the desk to stand over him.

“Good. Because I want your honesty more than your obedience. And I want your obedience more than your pride. You understand that?”

Dean nods, breath caught in his throat. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Then show me what else you’re holding back,” she says, voice soft but deadly. “Strip. And don’t hide a thing.”

Dean rises, eyes down, hands moving to obey—ready for whatever she will take from him next.

Dean stands, shoulders squared as he strips off his shirt—tugging it over his head, folding it with prison precision, setting it aside. His torso is a map of hard muscle and faded violence: a lattice of scars across his ribs, black ink wrapping his biceps, a phoenix rising from old gang markings on his chest. He shoves his jeans down, then his briefs, stepping out of them with careful, practiced dignity. Naked, he stands at full height, hands at his sides, cock already half-hard from anticipation and humiliation alike.

Marissa studies him, letting him feel the weight of her gaze—assessing, dissecting, never once letting him think she’s distracted. She crosses to her desk, produces a length of thick black rope, and gestures to the battered armchair in the corner.

“Kneel, hands on the backrest.”

Dean moves as told, knees sinking into the threadbare cushion, hands reaching for the chair’s wooden top rail. Marissa stands behind him, looping the rope first around one wrist, then the other, binding them together so his arms are stretched out, shoulders flexed, chest open and vulnerable. She tests the knots—firm, no give. Her fingers graze the inside of his arm, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

She leans in close, her breath hot at his ear. “Stay still. No matter what I do.”

“Yes, ma’am.” His voice is low, rough, already straining.

Marissa walks around him, fingers trailing over the curve of his spine, down across his ass, then between his thighs—light at first, then cupping his balls, making him gasp. She strokes his cock, slow at first, building pressure, her free hand flat on his back, pinning him.

“You want to show me you’re better than him?” she murmurs, just for him. “Prove it. Don’t come. Not until I say.”

Dean nods, eyes squeezed shut. He bites his lip, muscles tense as a drawn bow.

Marissa strokes him harder now—tight grip, twisting at the crown, teasing just under the head with her thumb. Dean moans—quiet but raw, hips flexing in spite of himself. She edges him, bringing him right to the trembling, panting brink, then stops. Lets go. Watches as his cock twitches, desperate and denied.

He groans, forehead pressed to the back of the chair, arms straining at the rope. Marissa circles him, voice low and clinical: “Again. Beg.”

Dean’s voice is nearly broken. “Please… please let me come. Please, ma’am. I need it.”

She grabs him again, strokes him hard and fast, lets his desperation mount, the slick slide of her palm driving him wild. At the last possible moment—when his entire body shakes, legs quivering—she stops. Steps away.

Dean’s gasp is pure agony.

Marissa moves to the front of the chair, crouches so their faces are level. She brushes his hair back from his forehead, then slaps his cheek, not cruel, but grounding. “You’re still holding back. Tell me the truth.”

His voice is wrecked, words spilling out unfiltered: “I’m scared. I’m scared you’ll forget me. That I’m just another one to use and toss aside.”

Marissa’s eyes soften—just a shade. She rises, quickly untying his wrists. Dean collapses into the chair, breath ragged, cock still painfully hard, eyes glistening with unshed tears.

She sits beside him, pulls his head onto her lap, her fingers carding gently through his short hair.

“Shh. You’re here. I haven’t forgotten you.”

Dean lets out a shuddering breath, letting himself be held, silent tears cooling on her thigh. His cock presses against her knee, still denied, still aching, but for once, that isn’t the point.

Dean stays collapsed in the armchair, muscles trembling—not from pain, but the release of tension held too long. The humiliation and denial have cracked something open. Marissa lets him breathe, one hand gentle in his hair, the other resting lightly on his bare shoulder.

For a moment, neither speaks. Rain drums quietly against the glass; the rest of the building is silent.

Dean’s voice, when it comes, is thick and low. “You ever get tired of breaking us down?”

Marissa’s answer is soft but honest. “Never. But I don’t leave you broken.”

She strokes his head, slow and methodical, letting her fingers move from his scalp to the nape of his neck, sometimes tracing the scars at his hairline, sometimes just letting him feel the weight of her touch. She feels his breathing slow beneath her hand, the tension draining from his body.

He turns his head, face pressed to her thigh, and for a moment, he’s almost childlike—a big man, stripped of every shield. “You won’t forget me?” His voice cracks on the last word.

Marissa’s hand stills, then resumes its soothing rhythm. “I remember every man I’ve broken, Dean. But I keep the ones who want to stay broken for me.”

He lets out a sound that might be a sob, or a laugh, or both. He wraps his arms around her waist, holding tight, letting himself be comforted without shame.

Marissa shifts, allowing him to settle into her. She rubs his back, fingers tracing the sharp line of his spine. “You don’t need to be the only one. You just need to be mine.”

Dean nods, the smallest movement, but it’s enough.

They sit together like that for long minutes—her in command, him resting, the need for release eclipsed by the simple, shattering comfort of touch and acceptance.

Finally, Marissa taps his shoulder gently. “Up. Get dressed.”

He obeys, moving slowly, gathering his clothes, pausing to look at her one last time. He wants to say more, but she silences him with a look.

“Go home. Don’t touch yourself. Prove to me you can follow.”

He nods, gratitude and hunger written clear on his face, and leaves her office quieter than he entered.

Marissa remains, alone, watching the rain. For a moment, she lets herself feel the weight of what she’s done—then files it away, preparing for whoever will need breaking next.

Dean finishes dressing in silence, tucking his shirt into his jeans with hands that still tremble from denial and release of emotion. He glances once at Marissa, as if waiting for some final word or gesture to anchor him. She stands behind her desk, cool and collected again, notebook closed and pen poised in her hand.

He hesitates in the doorway, that storm of gratitude, confusion, and longing still written in the way he holds himself—shoulders back, but eyes softer, posture subtly deferential.

Marissa’s voice is calm, absolute: “You’re not to touch yourself. Not tonight. Not until I say. That’s your instruction, Dean. Do you understand?”

He nods, the order sinking into his bones, both a torment and a gift. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” She holds his gaze for a heartbeat longer, then lets her expression soften, just a flicker. “You did well. You’re still mine.”

Dean’s throat works. “Thank you,” he manages, voice raw.

“Go.”

He slips out into the corridor, the door closing quietly behind him—a man both emptied and filled, denied but not discarded, a little more certain of his place. The weight of Marissa’s command is a collar around his will, one he wears with something like pride.

Alone, Marissa sits back down, running her thumb over the key at her neck, already planning who she’ll test next.


Chapter 3 — Team Competition

The men are summoned—no message, no warning, just a command: Tonight. My office. Wear nothing underneath.

They arrive tense, restless, each haunted by the taste of last time: Jay’s frustration still raw, Dean quieter and sharper-edged, Noah humming with challenge, and Wesley radiating forced composure. All of them sport the bruised ache of denial and anticipation.

Marissa waits behind her desk. She’s changed the lighting—lamplight now, low and golden, shadows gathering in corners, the mood intimate but electric. She sits in her chair, legs crossed, a single black folder before her. On the desk: a neat line of implements—lube, rope, two vibrators, a paddle, a small bottle of oil, and a stopwatch.

She looks each man in the eye as they enter. The silence isn’t awkward—it’s charged, a live wire strung through every body in the room.

Jay breaks first, trying for bravado. “What’s with the gear? We got a demonstration tonight, boss?”

Marissa’s lips curve. “No demonstration, Jay. A competition.”

Noah perks up, grinning. “What’s the prize?”

Her answer is crisp, merciless: “Release. For one of you.”

She lets that hang, savoring the collective breath hitch. “Tonight is a gauntlet. You will each be tested, individually and as a team, in every way that pleases me—your mouths, your hands, your willingness to serve and to obey.”

She rises, stepping around her desk with that predator’s grace that always quiets them. “There will be several rounds. After each, I will judge your performance. The man who pleases me most will receive my reward—permission to finish inside me, while the rest of you are denied and will serve as witnesses. Only I decide who wins. You do not argue. You do not beg.”

Dean’s jaw works, but he nods. Wesley’s throat bobs. Jay bites his lip, already half-hard at the prospect. Noah just grins, hungry.

Marissa paces before them, circling, drawing out the tension. “I want flawless obedience. I want competition. I want teamwork, when I demand it—and rivalry, when I stoke it.”

She sweeps a hand over the toys and implements. “You’ll use these, as ordered. You’ll do exactly as I say. If you hesitate, if you question me, you will be punished and your chance at release will disappear.”

She pauses, eyes on each man in turn. “And you’ll do it all under each other’s gaze. No secrets. No privacy. No shame.”

Noah pipes up, playful but with an edge. “What about aftercare, boss? Or do the losers just get left in the cold?”

Marissa’s answer is a promise and a threat. “You’ll all get aftercare. But tonight, even that will be at my command. Every touch, every comfort—earned or denied, as I see fit.”

She gestures. “Strip. Line up.”

Four men move, bodies uncoiling—clothes falling away, muscles flexing under the weight of her gaze and each other’s. By the time they’re naked and aligned against the wall, cocks half-hard and faces tense, the hierarchy is already in flux.

Marissa stands before them, all power, all promise.

“Let’s begin.”

The room is warmer now—bodies exposed, breath fogging in the lamplight, arousal building like static between skin. Marissa sits on the edge of her desk, black skirt sliding up her thighs. She gestures with two fingers, summoning Jay first.

Jay steps forward, his cock already hard, eyes wide and eager. He kneels at her feet without being told. Marissa parts her thighs, underwear already gone. Jay hesitates only long enough to meet her eyes, seeking permission, then lowers his head.

He begins with a long, slow lick from the base to the tip of her slit, breath warm and careful. Marissa’s fingers find his hair, guiding him, tightening when he does well, tugging when he falters. Jay is showy—murmuring praise against her skin, glancing up to see if the others are watching (they are: Dean’s jaw flexes, Noah grins, Wesley’s eyes burn with something unreadable).

Marissa moans softly, hips rocking to test his tongue. Jay takes her cues, building pressure, working his lips and mouth, but he’s impatient, chasing her climax too hungrily. She stops him with a fist in his hair, pulling him back just before she tips over.

She looks to the others. “What did he do wrong?”

Noah laughs. “Too greedy, boss.”

Dean mutters, “Didn’t listen.”

Wesley only watches, eyes hot and intense.

Marissa turns Jay’s face up, thumb brushing his cheek. “Next time, wait for me, not for you.”

Jay nods, lips swollen, panting. She dismisses him with a pat to the head.

“Dean.”

Dean steps forward, slow and deliberate. He kneels, spreading her thighs wider with his big hands, anchoring her hips to the desk. He starts slow—long, steady licks, pausing to taste, to breathe her in. His control is absolute, every motion measured. Marissa sighs, her muscles unclenching under his touch, the tension shifting from anxiety to molten pleasure.

He focuses on her reactions—adjusting pressure and pace, never chasing his own need, only hers. His hands are steady on her hips, grounding. Marissa’s moans are softer now, more vulnerable, her fingers curling in his scalp.

She lets him keep going, letting the others see what true, focused service looks like. When her orgasm crests, it’s with a sharp inhale, hips grinding against Dean’s mouth, thighs trembling around his head. He doesn’t stop until she gently pushes him away, shuddering with aftershocks.

She breathes for a moment, then brushes his cheek with gratitude before dismissing him with a nod.

“Noah.”

Noah’s approach is different—playful, experimental. He kisses her thigh, nips at the sensitive crease, then trails his tongue over her clit in tiny, teasing circles. He glances up, watches her face, then glances over at Jay with a wink. He uses his fingers too—one slipping inside, crooking just right to press her G-spot as his tongue works faster.

Marissa gasps, surprised by the sensation, but Noah’s rhythm is unpredictable—she can’t quite settle into the build. It’s thrilling, but ultimately leaves her restless.

She pulls his head up, grinning at his cocky smile. “You like to keep people guessing, don’t you?”

He shrugs, mouth slick. “Only when it’s worth it.”

She smirks, sending him back to the wall.

“Wesley.”

The room goes silent as Wesley approaches. He kneels—no fuss, no show. His hands rest on her knees, eyes searching hers for instruction. Marissa cups his cheek, guiding him in. Wesley starts slow, almost reverently—mouth gentle, tongue patient, finding what pleases her by reading every sigh, every flutter of her thighs.

He doesn’t rush. He lets her hips set the pace, lets her teach him without words. When he adds two fingers, it’s with careful pressure, curling just right, mouth never leaving her clit. Marissa arches, hips trembling. Her climax is slow, deep, rolling through her in waves.

She keeps her hand in his hair as she comes down, stroking once, then twice. “That’s what patience gets you,” she says quietly, for all to hear.

Wesley moves back to the wall, face flushed but composed.

Marissa looks at the group—each man hard, breathing ragged, eyes locked on her.

“That was just round one,” she says, voice low and commanding. “And I’m only getting started.”

Marissa doesn’t let them catch their breath. She sweeps her hand across the desk, gathering up the paddle, the bottle of oil, and two vibrators. The men are all still standing, exposed, their cocks flushed and throbbing—each glancing at the others with a mix of hunger and challenge.

She stands, letting her skirt fall back into place, and faces them with a predatory calm. “Round two: teamwork. I want you to work together to give me what I want. Fail, and none of you get what you need.”

She nods at Dean. “Chair, center of the room.”

Dean moves immediately, dragging the heavy office chair forward. Marissa sits, spreading her legs, skirt hitched up again. Her feet are planted wide, the position both regal and utterly vulnerable—but her eyes tell them she’s in total control.

She gestures. “Jay, oil.”

Jay uncaps the bottle, pouring oil into his palms, warming it. His hands are gentle as he slicks her inner thighs, massaging slowly, fingers occasionally brushing her mound. Marissa sighs, letting her head tip back, eyes half-lidded.

“Don’t get greedy,” she warns, when Jay’s thumb traces too close to her clit.

Jay grins, stepping back. “Just warming you up.”

She picks up a vibrator, hands it to Noah. “You—inside. Slow and deep.”

Noah kneels between her legs, parting her folds with practiced fingers. He teases her entrance, then presses the toy inside, letting it settle. He waits for her nod, then turns it on low, holding it steady as the gentle vibration makes Marissa’s thighs tremble.

“Dean, steady me.”

Dean steps behind the chair, hands bracing her shoulders, anchoring her in place. His touch is strong but careful, holding her against the chair’s back as her hips start to rock with each pulse of the toy.

Marissa’s breathing deepens, pleasure building. She locks eyes with Wesley, crooking her finger. “Your turn. Clit. Mouth and fingers—work with Noah.”

Wesley drops to his knees, one hand steadying the toy where Noah holds it, the other parting Marissa’s lips so his tongue can circle her clit. His rhythm is slow at first, building in tandem with the toy’s vibrations, then faster as Marissa’s moans grow sharper.

Noah keeps the toy deep, his other hand sliding up to cup Marissa’s breast, thumb flicking her nipple through her blouse. Jay hovers nearby, waiting for an order, hands fidgeting, cock aching.

Marissa grips the chair arms, her hips rolling between Noah’s steady pressure and Wesley’s expert tongue. She gasps, thighs trembling, her pleasure now a spectacle for all of them.

She looks to Jay, voice breathless but commanding. “On your knees. Watch—don’t touch.”

Jay drops, eyes wide, lips parted, so close he can feel the heat radiating off Marissa’s skin and the slick shine of oil and arousal glistening in the lamplight.

Marissa comes with a soft, broken sound—her hips jerking, fingers tangling in Wesley’s hair, chest arching as Noah holds the toy perfectly still inside her. Dean’s hands keep her grounded as she shudders, waves rolling through her.

When it’s over, she gently pushes both Noah and Wesley away, legs trembling. She gathers herself, breathing deep, then fixes them all with a dark, hungry smile.

“That,” she says, voice low and rough, “is what happens when you work together. Remember the feeling, because next time, I won’t make it so easy.”

The men sit back on their heels, sweaty and trembling, the air thick with scent and shared frustration. For a moment, there’s no rivalry—just awe.

Then Marissa stands, smoothing her skirt down, gathering the toys with a click and a snap.

“Don’t get comfortable,” she says, her gaze promising both mercy and mayhem. “The hardest round is next.”

Marissa stands, her body still tingling from the aftershocks, her gaze cold and appraising as she surveys her men. The scent of oil and sex lingers heavy in the room, but there’s no comfort, no time to bask.

“Up. All of you,” she commands.

They rise—some quickly, some shakier than others—forming a loose line before her, naked, flushed, arousal still unsatisfied and hearts pounding. Marissa paces before them, a general inspecting her troops.

“Tonight, obedience is everything. You will do as I say, instantly and perfectly. Anyone who hesitates, anyone who breaks rhythm, will cost the whole group.”

She lets her words settle, eyes sharp, daring any of them to falter.

She begins: “Dean—undress me. Now.”

Dean steps forward, hands steady as he unbuttons her blouse, slow but deliberate. He slides it off her shoulders, folding it carefully and setting it on the desk. Marissa gives a small nod, approving.

“Noah—fetch the lube and the blindfold.”

Noah moves with purpose, grabbing the lube and slipping a black silk blindfold from the pile of implements. He kneels, offering them to Marissa with both hands. She takes the lube, then tosses the blindfold to Jay.

“Jay—blindfold Wesley.”

Jay’s eyes flash, pleased to finally have power over the new guy. He moves behind Wesley, tying the silk snug over his eyes, checking that it’s tight but not painful. Wesley’s breath catches, his other senses spiking with anticipation and nerves.

“Wesley—hands behind your head, kneel.”

Wesley obeys instantly, his naked body on display, senses heightened in darkness. Marissa circles him, letting her fingers graze his shoulders, down his spine, teasing but never giving him what he wants.

“Noah—restrain Jay. Hands behind his back, use the rope.”

Noah flashes a wicked grin at Jay, grabbing his wrists and binding them tightly with the rope. Jay bites his lip, a flicker of anticipation lighting his face.

“Dean—fetch the paddle and kneel behind Jay. You’re responsible for his punishment if he fails.”

Dean obeys, grabbing the paddle and settling behind Jay, his big hands steady and silent, the threat of discipline hanging between them.

Marissa moves in front of Wesley, fingers trailing over his face, down his chest, tracing his cock with just her fingernails. “Wesley, stay still. If you move, you’ll regret it.”

She steps back. “Noah—oil my back.”

Noah approaches, pouring oil into his palms, then sliding his hands over her shoulders, massaging down her spine, working the tension from her muscles, his touch firm and attentive. Marissa purrs, arching into his hands, then pulls away with a snap of her fingers.

“Jay, count to twenty out loud. If you lose count, Dean will correct you. If you get it right, I’ll reward you.”

Jay starts: “One… two… three…” Each number is slow, measured, his voice shaking as Marissa circles Wesley, glancing back at Jay as the count rises. Dean taps the paddle gently against Jay’s ass as a warning.

On “seventeen,” Jay stumbles. “Uh… seventeen—”

Dean’s hand lands sharp and hot with the paddle, making Jay yelp. “Focus.”

Jay gasps, but finds his count again. Marissa smiles, pleased with the discipline.

She snaps her fingers. “Dean, untie Jay. Jay, thank Dean. Wesley, stand and remove the blindfold yourself.”

The men scramble to obey, bodies bumping and brushing, arousal and nerves tangled together.

Marissa surveys her harem, a goddess surrounded by would-be worshippers, each trying desperately not to fail. She revels in the fact that her every command is a live wire running through all of them—loyalty, rivalry, hunger, and humiliation braided tight.

She claps her hands once. “That’s enough. Line up. I’ll decide who’s earned my favour.”

Every man falls into place, hearts in their throats—every muscle burning for her word.

The men line up, hearts thundering, every muscle wound tight. Marissa stands before them, slowly pacing—her gaze lingering on each one, reading sweat, bruises, hope, and naked desperation.

She stops in front of Dean. Her fingers tilt his chin up, forcing him to meet her eyes.

“You kept control, kept the others in line, never hesitated.” She lets her thumb graze his lower lip. “You’ve earned your reward.”

Dean’s relief and disbelief flicker over his face. His cock hardens, proud and aching.

Marissa turns to the others, her voice iron. “The rest of you: hands behind your backs, knees. Watch. You don’t touch yourselves unless I order it.”

Jay drops, chest heaving with frustrated envy. Noah kneels, lips parted, cock leaking, his eyes bright with mischief and ache. Wesley folds onto his knees, jaw tight, his denial made worse by how much he wants to prove himself.

Marissa takes Dean’s hand, guiding him to the centre of the room. She faces the others—making sure every eye is on them—then slides her skirt up, bending forward over the desk. She looks back at Dean, her order soft but absolute: “Now.”

Dean moves behind her, gripping her hips, lining himself up. He slides inside her slowly, a guttural groan escaping his lips. Marissa braces on her elbows, pushing back into him, her moans low and shameless.

Every thrust is deliberate—Marissa holding herself wide open, showing the others just how completely she controls who gets pleasure and who suffers. Dean’s fingers dig into her flesh, his control slipping as the tension in his body winds to breaking.

She looks back over her shoulder, locking eyes with the kneeling men. “Watch him. See what he earns by obeying.”

Jay’s hands clench behind his back, trembling. Noah bites his lip, torn between pride for Dean and pure frustration. Wesley can’t look away, every muscle burning with the need to be chosen next.

Marissa cries out, the sound raw and real, her orgasm rolling through her as she pushes back into Dean. She clenches around him, and the sight—her surrender, his reward—pushes Dean over. He comes with a gasp, spilling inside her, his body shaking, her name a broken word on his lips.

Dean collapses forward, breathing hard, forehead resting on her back. Marissa straightens, easing him out gently, then pulls her skirt down with slow, careful dignity.

She turns to the others, her gaze softening just a shade. “You did well. You served. You watched. That’s almost enough.”

She moves to the centre of the room, dropping to her knees, gathering them in close—Dean, spent and dazed; Jay, shaking with denied hunger; Noah, pressed close and nuzzling her shoulder; Wesley, the newest, allowed to rest his head in her lap.

Her hands stroke their hair, her words a quiet balm. “You are mine, all of you. Tonight, you gave everything I asked for—and you’ll be rewarded for your obedience, even if you ache.”

They hold her, and each other—shoulders pressed, arms tangled, hands squeezing, bodies trembling with the relief of belonging. For a few breaths, the rivalry is forgotten. There’s only heat, breath, and the comfort of being seen, denied, but not abandoned.

Marissa whispers promises for next time—hints of what could be, reminders of what it takes to earn her favour. She lets them linger in aftercare, gentling their hunger even as she leaves them aching for more.

When she finally stands, dismissing them with a soft kiss to each forehead, she knows they’ll leave desperate, united, and already plotting how to be chosen next.

The ritual over, the room shifts—tension lingering like the heat after lightning. Marissa stands, calmly buttoning her blouse, smoothing her skirt, her expression cool and controlled once again. The men pull themselves together in various states of silence and need.

Dean is the first to rise, a flush still riding high on his cheeks. He casts a quick, uncertain glance at Jay, Noah, and Wesley—pride warring with guilt for having won, for having been the one to finish while the others are left wanting. He quietly mutters, “Sorry,” but Jay only shakes his head, biting his lip, and Wesley avoids his gaze altogether.

Noah breaks the tension with a sideways grin. “Guess we know who’s teacher’s pet tonight.”

Jay scoffs, but there’s no true malice. “Just means I’ll try harder next time.”

Wesley lingers, buttoning his shirt with trembling hands, jaw set in determination. The ache of denial sharpens into resolve: he will not be overlooked again.

Marissa gathers the implements, her movements economical, every gesture a reminder that she owns the scene—and all of them. She steps into the centre, letting her gaze sweep the group, pausing just long enough on each man to leave a mark.

“You all did well,” she says, voice low but carrying. “But there will always be only one winner. Learn from tonight—watch each other, outdo each other, support each other. That’s how you earn your place.”

Her words linger. The group’s hierarchy is shaken but not destroyed—if anything, they’re more tightly knotted together by their mutual ache, the hunger to be chosen, the memory of what they witnessed and what they gave.

Marissa moves to the door, holding it open as a signal. “Go home. Sleep. Be ready for the next challenge.”

They file past her, each pausing for a fleeting touch—a hand on her arm, a squeeze of her fingers, a brush of lips to her wrist. She returns each gesture with the smallest nod or smile, cementing both her power and their trust.

When they’re gone, Marissa leans back against the closed door, her mind already spinning new games, new punishments, new ways to keep her men forever on edge.

The city outside is silent, but in this room, the war for her favour has only just begun.


Chapter 4 — Midnight Call

The building has mostly emptied, but the hall outside Marissa’s office is still lit by a single strip of fluorescent light. The aftermath of the night’s competition still thrums in Noah’s nerves—he can feel Jay’s glare, the weight of Dean’s triumph, the ache in his own groin a slow-burning reminder of how little control he really has.

Noah’s halfway down the corridor, backpack slung over his shoulder, when his phone buzzes.

Marissa: Stay. I need your help.

He glances back at her office—the door half-open, a slice of lamplight cutting through the darkness. He hesitates, heart skittering, then turns around. He takes a slow breath, shakes out his hands, and masks his nerves with a cocky little grin, even if no one’s around to see it.

He steps quietly to the threshold, peering in. Marissa is at her desk, hair down, glasses off, sleeves rolled. There’s a folder open in front of her, but she isn’t reading. She’s watching him, expression unreadable in the half-light.

Noah knocks lightly on the doorframe, keeping his tone light. “Burning the midnight oil, boss? Or just hoping for tech support?”

She doesn’t smile, but her eyes flicker. “Come in, Noah. And close the door.”

He enters, shutting the world out behind him. In the hush, his usual bravado feels thin. The quiet is intimate—a little dangerous, a little promising. He lingers by the door, waiting for her to make the next move.

For a second, he wonders if this is a trap. Or maybe, just maybe, it’s the start of something he’s always craved: Marissa, focused only on him.

Noah steps deeper inside, letting the door close with a soft click. The hum of the city is muffled now, replaced by the softer, more dangerous pulse of his own heartbeat. Marissa gestures to the chair across from her desk. He sits, slouching as if casual, but his hands won’t quite stay still.

Marissa studies him for a moment, letting silence do the work of a thousand words. When she finally speaks, her voice is low and measured.

“You’re good at hiding things, Noah. Quick with a joke, always with a distraction. But I notice everything.”

He shifts, eyes darting to the window, then back. “Is that why you called me in? For an honesty audit?”

Her lips almost curve—almost. “In a way. You’re valuable to me, Noah. You keep secrets better than anyone else in this building. You know where all the bodies are buried—sometimes before I do.”

He shrugs, but there’s tension behind it. “That’s the job, isn’t it? Keep everyone safe. Especially you.”

Marissa’s gaze sharpens. “Is that what you think? That I need protecting?”

Noah meets her eyes. For once, there’s no teasing. “Not from anyone but yourself.”

That earns him a pause—a flicker of approval, or maybe surprise.

She leans forward, fingers steepled. “Do you keep anything from me, Noah?”

He considers a joke, but lets it die. “Sometimes. You can’t want to know everything I think.”

Marissa shakes her head, hair falling over her shoulder. “I want to know what matters. I want to know I can trust you with what I can’t trust anyone else.”

Noah is silent for a long moment, the air thick with things unsaid.

Marissa finally breaks the tension, her voice almost gentle. “Come here.”

He stands, moving closer, the desk no longer a barrier. She motions for him to sit—this time, not across from her, but in her own chair. She stands behind him, resting her hands on his shoulders, her grip firm and grounding.

For the first time tonight, Noah isn’t sure if he’s in trouble or in demand. All he knows is that Marissa’s focus is on him alone, and there’s nowhere left to hide.

Noah sits in her chair, unsure whether it’s a throne or a trap. The leather is still warm from her body. Marissa stands behind him, her hands on his shoulders—just heavy enough to remind him that, even now, she’s in charge.

She leans down, her breath brushing the shell of his ear. “You know what I want, Noah? Control. Total transparency. No secrets, not between us.”

He shivers, his usual swagger faltering. “You already have everything, Marissa.”

She moves in front of him, lifting herself onto the edge of her own desk, knees brushing his thighs. She reaches for his belt, eyes steady on his face as she undoes it, then tugs his trousers down just enough to expose his cock—hard, flushed, leaking from everything left unsaid.

Noah swallows, hands gripping the armrests, unsure if he should look away or hold her gaze. Marissa’s hand wraps around his shaft, firm and measured, her thumb circling the head. She works him slowly, the pace just enough to tease, never enough to satisfy.

“Unlock your laptop,” she commands, not breaking rhythm.

He fumbles for his bag, retrieving the machine, hands shaking more from her touch than nerves. He logs in. Marissa lets go, just when he wants her most, and slides the computer in front of him.

“Surveillance footage from tonight,” she says. “Show me what you’ve got. I want to see your face when you’re denied. When you’re not the centre of attention.”

Noah opens the system, his cock bobbing, body burning with humiliation and arousal. He finds the footage—group sex, kneeling, Marissa’s hands on Dean, on Jay, on Wesley. He’s in the background, hungry, needy, almost invisible.

She strokes him again as he clicks through scenes, her hand alternating between gentle and cruel. “Look at yourself,” she whispers. “Watch what it does to you, not being chosen.”

Noah can barely keep his focus. He watches himself on the screen: flushed, cock hard, mouth open in need. His real body matches the image—hips flexing, toes curling, fighting to keep from begging.

Marissa tightens her grip, edging him mercilessly. “Tell me what it feels like, Noah. The truth.”

He gasps, words ripped from somewhere raw. “Like I’m not enough. Like I’ll do anything just to be seen. Please, Marissa—please…”

She releases him, hand glistening, leaving him throbbing and empty. His body shakes, need so bright it’s almost pain.

Marissa closes the laptop with a snap. “You’re only invisible if I let you be.”

She lets the silence settle—a punishment and a promise—her body pressed close, her gaze unblinking.

Noah’s chest heaves, the taste of denial bitter on his tongue. He can barely look at Marissa—her hand slick from his arousal, her eyes never leaving his face. He’s stripped not just of his clothes, but of every deflection, every half-truth.

She perches on the arm of the chair, one hand still loosely on his thigh. The other comes up, brushing the sweat-damp hair from his forehead, her touch unexpectedly gentle.

“No more distractions, Noah. Tell me what you’re really afraid of.”

He swallows hard, voice nearly gone. “That I’m just… useful. That you only want me when you need something done. That I’m just the guy with the camera, the fix, the cover story.”

Marissa’s hand glides up his chest, over his throat, fingertips pressing gently—just enough to remind him who owns his next breath. “And what do you want?”

He closes his eyes, shame and longing tangled together. “I want you to see me. Not just the skills, or the show. Just… me. I want to be wanted for myself. I want you to trust me with everything.”

Her thumb strokes his cheek, warm and sure. “I do trust you, Noah. But trust comes with obedience—and sometimes, with surrender.”

She wraps her hand around his cock again, slow, teasing, her grip firmer now. Noah’s head lolls back, the pressure exquisite—so close to release it aches.

He gasps, desperate. “Please, Marissa. Please let me…”

She stops instantly, leaving him shaking, her denial final and absolute.

“Not yet,” she whispers, mouth close to his ear. “I decide when you get to let go. And I want your promise—no more secrets. You’ll never keep anything from me. Not even your need.”

He nods frantically, hands clutching the arms of the chair. “I promise. Anything you want.”

Marissa presses a kiss to his forehead—tender, possessive, sealing the vow. She strokes his hair, letting his head rest briefly against her thigh. For a moment, there is only quiet, the scent of sweat and longing, and the bond of trust forged in denial.

Marissa lets Noah linger there, his head resting against her thigh, her hand carding gently through his hair—a rare comfort after the storm. His cock is still painfully hard, every nerve attuned to her presence, but the need to please her has finally eclipsed his need for release.

She leans down, her voice velvet and iron. “You’re not to come, Noah. Not tonight. Not until I tell you. Understood?”

Noah’s breath hitches—pain and pride tangled in every word. “Yes, ma’am. I won’t. I promise.”

“Good.” She tips his chin up, forcing him to meet her eyes. “I trust you to keep your word. And I trust you to keep mine.”

He nods, the submission sinking deep, relief and hunger mingling in his veins. She pulls him into a quiet embrace—her head resting briefly on his shoulder, her arms encircling him just long enough to banish any thought of being invisible. For a moment, it’s not power or game or performance—just warmth, breath, and shared understanding.

Marissa pulls away, her command returning with gentle authority. “Go home. Don’t touch yourself. Dream of me—and of what you’ll do to earn me next time.”

Noah stands, tucks himself away with shaking hands, and gathers his things. He lingers at the door, glancing back. “Thank you. For trusting me.”

She smiles—small, secret, enough to sustain him. “Goodnight, Noah.”

He slips out into the hallway, pulse racing, body aching, but spirit alight. Marissa watches him go, her own mask softening as she prepares for the next challenge. Alone in the darkened office, she allows herself a single, satisfied breath—knowing her control is absolute, and that Noah, denied and desperate, will return hungrier and more loyal than ever.


Chapter 5 — MMF Heat & Denial

The room is thick with anticipation—every man tuned to Marissa’s moods, every rivalry sharpened by the last competition. She stands before them, eyes glittering, remote toy already in her hand, the promise of new humiliation in her smile.

“Tonight is about service,” she announces, her voice low and certain. “But not just to me.”

Jay raises an eyebrow, sprawled on the battered sofa, trying for nonchalance but unable to hide his excitement. Dean glances at Noah, then Wesley, reading the tension in every line of their bodies. All of them are half-hard, hungry, restless.

Marissa circles them, fingertips trailing over shoulders, chests, hips. She stops behind Dean, hands sliding down his torso, possessive. “Dean, front and center. Strip.”

Dean obeys, pulling his shirt over his head, letting his jeans and underwear drop to the floor. He stands tall, body on display—scars, ink, muscle, and need.

Marissa turns to Noah and Wesley. “Your focus is Dean. Tonight, you serve him. Not just for me, but for yourselves—for each other.”

Noah’s eyes flicker with mischief, but there’s an undercurrent of real curiosity. Wesley swallows, cheeks tinged red, but steps forward, masking nerves with determination.

Marissa points at Jay, her tone sharp but playful. “You—on the sofa. No touching. You narrate what you see. If I catch your hands where they shouldn’t be, you’ll spend the night locked up.”

Jay smirks, but there’s a flush on his neck. “So I’m the commentator? No pressure.”

Marissa smiles, remote toy still in her hand. “Everyone’s being watched tonight—including me.”

She moves to the armchair, perching with her skirt riding high, the remote buzzing softly in her palm. Her eyes drink in the tableau: Dean standing proud, Noah and Wesley circling him, Jay sprawled but alert, every body tuned to her will.

“Begin.”

Noah and Wesley hesitate just a second, then move in—Noah’s hand settling on Dean’s shoulder, Wesley’s fingers grazing his hip. Jay’s voice, low and rich, begins to narrate: “We have Dean in the spotlight, looking every inch the champion. Noah’s got the touch—steady, teasing—and Wesley’s nervous, but you can see he’s eager to impress.”

Marissa leans back, legs spread, remote toy pressing gently between her thighs. The show is just beginning, but already, everyone in the room is desperate to see—and to be seen.

Noah moves first, his touch practiced but surprisingly gentle as he steps in front of Dean, hands finding the hard lines of his chest and shoulders. Wesley circles to Dean’s side, slower, less sure, but eager to prove he belongs. Together, they undress Dean fully—Noah tugging away the last sock, Wesley folding discarded clothes and setting them aside with careful respect.

Dean stands motionless, breath coming slow and deep, cock already stiffening under their gaze.

Marissa’s voice is silk and steel: “With your mouths. I want to see teamwork. I want to see you make him feel wanted, vulnerable, exposed.”

Noah lowers himself first, placing a kiss just beneath Dean’s collarbone, tongue darting out to taste salt and sweat. His hands slide down, cupping Dean’s balls, rolling them gently. Wesley hesitates only a moment, then kneels beside Noah, running his palm up Dean’s thigh, lips pressing against the sensitive hollow of his hip.

Jay’s voice, low and steady, provides a running commentary. “Look at that—Noah’s taking charge, mouth on Dean’s chest. Wesley’s working his way up, real gentle, like he’s worried he’ll break something. Dean’s cock says otherwise.”

Dean’s head tips back, eyes squeezed shut as both men begin to worship him in tandem—Noah tracing circles around one nipple with his tongue, Wesley licking a stripe up the inside of Dean’s thigh, breath ghosting over the base of his cock. Dean shudders, hips twitching, hands clenching at his sides.

Marissa shifts in her seat, remote toy pulsing against her clit, her own breath catching at the display before her.

Noah wraps a hand around Dean’s cock, stroking slowly, thumb smearing pre-cum across the head as Wesley leans in, mouth open, tongue teasing the seam beneath. They work together, mouths and hands overlapping, every movement measured by the sound of Dean’s ragged breathing and Marissa’s approving hums.

Jay doesn’t let up, narrating every gasp and twitch. “Wesley’s got his mouth on the underside now—brave move. Noah’s working the top, hand steady, tongue everywhere. Dean’s trying not to lose it, but I give him two minutes before he begs.”

Marissa smiles, eyes half-lidded, letting her pleasure build in time with theirs. “Don’t rush. Slow it down. Make him wait for it.”

Noah obeys, easing his strokes, pulling back just enough to let Wesley take the lead. Wesley’s lips wrap around the head, tongue swirling, cheeks hollowing as he sucks. Dean’s groan is deep, broken, hips pushing forward helplessly.

Noah leans in, licking a line up the shaft, his hand guiding Wesley’s pace. They find a rhythm—one mouth at the tip, the other licking and kissing along the base, then switching, working Dean to the edge and back again.

Jay’s voice is a constant, teasing presence. “He’s not going to last. Not with both of you on him like that. Hell, I’m not sure I could last just watching.”

Marissa increases the setting on her toy, letting out a low moan, but never looking away.

Dean’s thighs tremble, sweat beading on his brow. “Please…” he manages, voice cracking.

Marissa’s reply is cool and absolute. “Not yet. Keep him there. Don’t let him finish.”

Noah and Wesley slow their pace, drawing Dean out, holding him just on the brink, every nerve in his body alive with denial and want.

The room is a tangle of bodies and breath, arousal and exposure. And the real humiliation is only just beginning.

Dean is quivering, every muscle straining, hips bucking helplessly between Noah and Wesley’s hands and mouths. His cock is angry-red, slick with spit and pre-cum, pulsing with need. His voice breaks, raw with desperation: “Please—please, I can’t—”

Marissa’s command is instant: “Stop. Hold him. Don’t let him finish.”

Noah and Wesley obey, mouths and hands freezing, tightening their grip just below the head of Dean’s cock, squeezing, denying any hope of release. Dean chokes back a sob, every nerve raw. Wesley’s hand cups Dean’s balls, soothing but firm; Noah’s hand tightens on his thigh, anchoring him.

Jay shifts on the sofa, eyes wide, knuckles white where he grips his own knees. He can’t look away.

Marissa, voice dripping with satisfaction: “Dean, beg properly. Tell them how badly you want it. Tell us all what you’d do to come right now.”

Dean’s voice is guttural, words tumbling out in a rush. “I’d do anything. Please, Marissa—please, let them finish me, let me come. I need it, I need to feel you, I need—”

Marissa’s lips curve. “That’s better. Now, Wesley—let Noah taste you.”

Wesley hesitates, then rises to his knees, turning to face Noah. There’s a heartbeat of awkwardness, but Marissa’s eyes never leave them. Noah’s hand moves to Wesley’s cock—already half-hard, leaking from the heat of the scene. He strokes Wesley slowly, then leans in, mouth open, tongue swirling over the head, lips wrapping around him.

Wesley gasps, hands flailing for purchase, before settling shakily on Noah’s shoulders. Dean, denied and panting, is made to watch, still kneeling, hands behind his back now by Marissa’s order.

Marissa shifts her toy’s setting higher, her hips grinding into her own palm as she watches the spectacle. “Good. Now switch. Wesley—your mouth on Noah.”

Wesley obeys, still flushed, lowering his head to take Noah in his mouth. Noah lets out a shaky moan, one hand on Wesley’s head, the other stroking himself lazily.

Jay’s voice wavers, barely able to keep the commentary steady. “Look at them—fuck, boss, you’re turning them into animals. Wesley’s taking Noah deep… Dean’s still leaking all over the floor, poor bastard…”

Marissa’s gaze pins Jay. “You’re not left out, either. Unzip. Edge yourself for me. But if you come, you’ll spend next week in chastity.”

Jay obeys, groaning, hand stroking himself slow and tight as he narrates between ragged breaths.

The room is a coil of sex and denial—every man forced into a new role, every body trembling on the brink, nobody knowing who will be permitted release.

And still, Marissa’s pleasure is the axis around which they all spin.

Marissa sits back, breathing shallow, the toy buzzing softly between her legs. The men are a tableau of desperation: Dean kneeling, cock aching, eyes wild; Noah and Wesley tangled on the floor, slick with spit and sweat; Jay stroking himself on the sofa, trembling with the effort not to tip over the edge.

Marissa’s voice cuts through the haze, cold and clear. “Hands off. Now.”

Obedience is instant. Jay’s hand freezes, knuckles white. Noah and Wesley break apart, chests heaving, cocks glistening and unsatisfied. Dean shifts restlessly, the flush of humiliation painting his skin.

She lets the silence stretch, her gaze moving from man to man, savoring the helpless ache she’s conjured.

“One of you will get what you want,” she announces, voice unyielding. “The rest will remember tonight every time they ache. Tell me—why should it be you?”

Dean’s jaw clenches. “I did what you asked. I let them use me. I held back.”

Noah swallows hard, glancing at Wesley before answering. “I did everything for you, Marissa. I followed every order. I want to prove I can make you proud.”

Jay’s voice is rough, every word edged with need. “I watched, just like you wanted. I narrated the whole thing. Please, boss—I want to show you how good I can be.”

Wesley hesitates, eyes dark and shining. He forces himself to meet Marissa’s gaze. “I… I did things I never thought I would. For you. For them. I want to belong. I want you to choose me.”

Marissa rises, approaching the group, her hand drifting down to stroke each man’s hair, her touch lingering on Wesley’s cheek. She crouches in front of him, fingers curled under his jaw.

“Tonight, I choose you.”

Wesley’s breath stutters, chest tightening with relief and disbelief. His cock aches, desperate and slick, all eyes locked on him.

Marissa’s voice is velvet and command. “You may finish. Right here. But you don’t touch yourself. Noah and Dean—make him come for me. Jay—don’t look away.”

Noah moves first, wrapping his hand around Wesley’s shaft, stroking him slow, squeezing the base. Dean leans in, mouth hot against Wesley’s neck, hand gripping his thigh. Wesley’s hips buck helplessly, moans breaking free as the two men work him together.

Marissa’s hand finds Wesley’s chin, tilting his head so he has to look at her—no hiding, no escape. “Let them see you. Let them know you belong to me.”

Wesley’s orgasm crashes over him—loud, messy, uncontrolled—spilling across his belly, onto Noah’s hand, Dean’s arm, even the floor. His body shudders, every muscle spasming with the force of release.

Marissa strokes his hair, murmuring praise, then stands, turning to the others.

“Not a word. Not a hand. You’ll hold onto your ache until I say otherwise. If you disobey, you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

She gathers Wesley in her arms, letting him collapse against her chest for a moment, basking in the afterglow of permission and possession. The others watch, denied, jealousy and longing twisting in their guts.

The hierarchy has shifted—everyone can feel it. And Marissa’s power, sharpened by their denial, is absolute.

Wesley’s body is still trembling when Marissa pulls him gently into her lap, her hand stroking his hair, thumb brushing away the sweat and tears that have pooled at the corners of his eyes. He’s spent, raw, awash in a cocktail of humiliation, relief, and gratitude. The others can’t look away—each denied, each burning for her attention.

Marissa holds Wesley close for a moment, then extends her arms, beckoning the others with a single, crooking finger. “Come here. All of you.”

Noah and Dean move first, sitting at her feet, heads bowed. Jay lingers at the edge, jaw set and eyes dark, but finally gives in, sinking down beside them, legs brushing Dean’s, shoulders pressed to Noah’s.

Marissa gathers them in, arms open, letting their bodies tangle in a messy knot of skin, sweat, and longing. She pulls Noah’s head against her shoulder, lets Dean rest his face against her thigh, draws Jay in close with a gentle tug of his wrist. Her touch is soft now, a balm after all the sharpness—a slow hand on a cheek, a whispered word of praise, a thumb tracing lazy circles over a tense forearm.

“You all did well tonight,” she says, voice low and warm, meant for all of them and each of them alone. “You served. You gave me everything I asked. You made yourselves vulnerable for me—and for each other.”

She kisses Wesley’s hair, brushes a hand over Dean’s back, lets Noah clutch at her hip. Jay’s breath is shaky, but he melts under the attention, letting his walls down at last.

Marissa lets the silence linger—just the sound of hearts slowing, breathing syncing, the city hush outside the only witness.

When she finally speaks again, her words are both promise and challenge: “There will be other nights, other chances. You’ll all get what you need, in time. But you’ll have to earn it. Until then, remember this: you are mine, every one of you.”

They hold onto her, and each other—a tangle of hands and limbs, of want and comfort, of rivalry and belonging.

At last, Marissa helps them up, sending each out with a kiss or a caress, a word of encouragement that means more than any release. The men leave, some silent, some promising themselves next time will be theirs, all of them marked by what they’ve shared and by what they still crave.

Alone, Marissa smiles, knowing she’s bound them closer—with denial, with touch, with the knowledge that in her arms, even ache can feel like love.


Chapter 6 — Rivalry Fallout

The air outside Marissa’s office is thick with everything unsaid. Shoes scuff tile, jackets are pulled on, and nobody quite meets each other’s gaze as the men spill out into the cool night. For a moment, all four walk in silence—each lost in his own ache and echoing heartbeat.

Wesley is the outlier tonight. He walks a little slower, his face still slack with the afterglow of being chosen. There’s gratitude there, but also a hunted look, as if he half-expects to be ambushed for his luck. He tugs his jacket tighter, shoulders hunched, head bowed.

Dean moves just behind him, heavy steps almost protective, though his expression is unreadable. He keeps an eye on Jay, who stalks ahead, jaw tight, hands shoved deep into his pockets. Jay doesn’t say a word, but every line of his body radiates frustration—he moves with the energy of a man who’s one spark from exploding.

Noah brings up the rear, hands in his hoodie, whistling tunelessly—a little too loud, a little too bright, as if hoping to dissipate the static in the air.

A car passes, headlights sweeping over them. Jay mutters, low and sharp: “Lucky bastard,” but doesn’t say it loud enough to provoke. Wesley’s knuckles whiten, but he keeps walking.

They come to the corner where the group usually splits. Tonight, nobody moves. The silence stretches, taut as wire. Jay finally turns, eyes flashing. “So, what’s it like? Being the golden boy?”

Wesley flinches, then finds his voice, small but honest. “It wasn’t what you think.”

Dean snorts. “Looked pretty fucking good from where we were standing.”

Noah cuts in, quick with a smile. “Hey, it’s just one night. Boss likes to keep us guessing.”

Jay isn’t soothed. “Yeah, well, some of us are tired of always guessing.”

Nobody has an answer for that. They stand for a moment longer, all rivalry and longing, before the group finally breaks apart—each man heading off into the dark, carrying his own private storm.

The night swallows Jay and Noah first—Noah peeling off with a muttered joke, Jay striding away with fists clenched. Wesley hangs back, still haunted, when Dean pauses at the mouth of an alley, hand falling heavy on Wesley’s shoulder.

“Walk with me.”

Wesley hesitates but obeys, matching Dean’s long stride as they turn down a quieter street. The city sounds dull behind brick and shadow—only their footsteps and the occasional hiss of far-off traffic.

Dean is the first to speak, voice low, almost gruff. “You know you pissed some of them off tonight.”

Wesley doesn’t meet his eye. “I didn’t ask for it.”

Dean huffs, a sound halfway between a laugh and a scoff. “Didn’t have to. You let her do it. Let her make you the center.”

Wesley’s jaw sets, defensiveness flaring. “What was I supposed to do, say no? You think that would’ve helped?”

They stop in the pool of a streetlamp, shadows long and sharp on the pavement. Dean faces him, eyes sharp but not unkind. “No. But you didn’t look unhappy about it, either.”

Wesley’s voice trembles, earnest and raw. “You think I didn’t feel you all watching? Like I didn’t belong? Like I was just… proof she could pick anyone?”

Dean’s silence is heavy. “I know that feeling. Don’t think you’re the only one who ever felt like the outsider.”

Wesley risks a look at him. “So why are you angry?”

Dean shakes his head, lips pressed tight. “Not angry. Just… It’s easier when it’s the same. When nobody gets picked, nobody gets hurt. But when one of us wins…” His voice trails off.

“It means the rest of you lose.” Wesley finishes for him, soft and sad.

Dean sighs, shoulders sagging. “Yeah. But she’s right—you earned it tonight. Don’t let us take that away from you.”

Wesley finally manages a small, shaky smile. “I won’t. Not if you don’t let her take you away from us.”

The tension dissolves, just a little. Dean claps him on the back—a rough, honest gesture. “Come on. Let’s get a drink before we drive ourselves crazy.”

They walk on, side by side, a new understanding flickering between them—rivalry softened, if only for now, by the ache of being chosen and the harder ache of being left behind.

Jay breaks away from the group first, charging down the street like he can outrun his frustration. He rounds a corner, muttering curses under his breath, only to find Noah trailing at his heels, hands buried in the pockets of his hoodie, shoulders hunched against the night.

Jay stops, pivots, his voice low and ragged. “You here to rub it in too?”

Noah shrugs, leaning back against a lamppost, smile crooked. “You know me. If I wanted to rub it in, I’d ask to film the replay.”

Jay huffs, not quite a laugh. “Yeah, well, must be nice, not caring if you ever get picked.”

Noah raises an eyebrow. “Who says I don’t care? I’m just used to waiting. Besides, it’s always a show with you lot.”

Jay’s hands clench, then relax. “It’s not fair, is it? We do everything she asks, and still… always the new guy, or Dean, or whoever’s next in line.”

Noah’s tone softens. “It’s not about fair. It’s about hunger. She keeps us hungry, Jay. Makes us fight for it. Makes us better.”

Jay scoffs, but the fight is gone from his voice. “Yeah, well, sometimes I’m tired of being the fucking entertainment. It’s all jokes and clever lines until I’m the one getting left behind.”

Noah steps closer, bumping Jay’s shoulder. “You’re not just the entertainment, mate. None of us would stick around if you weren’t here to crack us open. Even Marissa sees it. She needs you stirring the pot.”

Jay’s jaw works. “I just… I want to matter. Not just to her, but to you lot. I want to feel like I belong.”

Noah’s smile is genuine now. “You do. Even when it hurts.”

For a moment, Jay lets himself lean into the contact, the two of them standing in the yellow spill of streetlight, the city alive and uncaring around them. A little of the bitterness drains away, replaced by the slow burn of hope.

Noah nods toward the bar at the corner. “Drink?”

Jay rolls his eyes, but there’s a ghost of a grin. “If you’re buying.”

Noah slings an arm around Jay’s shoulders, steering him toward the promise of neon and noise, and for tonight at least, the rivalry feels almost like friendship.

The office is empty now, silence settling where there was once heat and chaos. Marissa moves quietly through the dim-lit space, restoring a sense of order—her skirt smoothed, her hands washing away traces of sweat and skin, her eyes lingering for a moment on the faint marks left on her desk and chair.

She stands by the window, overlooking the street below. From her vantage, she can just make out the shapes of her men dispersing into the night—Wesley and Dean disappearing side by side, Jay and Noah lingering beneath a pool of streetlight, words lost to the distance.

But Marissa doesn’t need to hear them to know what’s happening. She’s learned to read body language, the weight of a hand on a shoulder, the subtle shifts in how the men move around one another. Every argument, every bit of envy or awkward comfort is exactly as she’s designed: rivalry sharpened, loyalties redrawn, every man left hungry but never truly alone.

She turns to her computer, fingers flicking over keys to call up a silent feed from the office security camera—grainy black and white, capturing the last lingering glances and the tension in the air. She watches for a moment, smiling faintly as she sees Jay’s posture relax beside Noah, Dean’s heavy hand on Wesley’s back. The group is splintered, but the cracks only deepen their need for her.

Marissa closes the feed. She makes a note in her private journal:

Wesley: guilt, pride, fear. Dean: resentment softening. Jay: angry but not isolated. Noah: bridge. Group: volatile, primed for escalation.

She leans back in her chair, satisfaction warming her. The fallout from tonight isn’t a problem—it’s fuel. She knows that tomorrow, or the next ritual, every one of them will fight harder, ache deeper, need her more.

And that’s exactly how she wants it.

The city is quieter now, the heat and pulse of ritual giving way to the slow, solitary walk home. Each man peels off in his own direction, the night air cool against skin that still burns.

Wesley unlocks his flat, sits on the edge of his bed, staring at his hands. The memory of Marissa’s voice—of being chosen, of being seen—fights with the guilt of knowing how much it hurt the others. He wonders how long this place at her side will last, and what it might cost him next time.

Dean pours himself a drink and stands in the kitchen, lights off, ice clinking in the glass. He watches the city from his window, letting the hurt simmer, trying to decide whether it’s anger, relief, or simple loneliness. He resolves not to let tonight make him softer—or harder—just yet.

Jay’s laughter echoes in the bar, but it’s a little too loud, a little too sharp. Even surrounded by people, he feels the echo of Marissa’s absence, the weight of always being on the edge of the spotlight. When Noah makes another dumb joke, Jay lets himself laugh—really laugh, for once. For tonight, that’s enough.

Noah walks home in silence, hands deep in his pockets, heart lighter than he’d admit. He replayed the evening’s confessions in his head—Jay’s admission, his own comfort. Maybe, he thinks, the real win is knowing they’re all still here, still in this together, still fighting for more.

High above, Marissa sits alone at her desk, eyes catching the city lights. Her men are scattered, but the ache she’s left in each of them connects them more deeply than any physical touch. She closes her journal and stands, satisfied. Tomorrow, the hunger will be worse. Tomorrow, they’ll all come back, needing her—and needing each other—even more.

Tonight, there are no answers. Only need.


Chapter 7 — Group Ritual in Public

It’s nearly midnight by the time the group gathers again, this time not in the stale comfort of Marissa’s office but in the echoing, half-lit sprawl of a boxing gym after hours. The front door clatters shut behind them, locking out the city’s noise but not its threat—the world outside is closer than ever, a living thing pressing in on the other side of fogged windows and sweat-soaked mats.

Marissa leads the way, her heels sharp on the concrete, skirt riding high as she steps over a low chain stretched across the entrance. The gym smells of liniment and leather, old blood and new ambition—a far cry from the intimacy of their usual confessions. For the first time, the men move like a true unit: Jay nudges Noah with an elbow, trying to cut the tension; Dean’s gaze sweeps the corners, always on alert; Wesley lingers at the back, half hoping for anonymity in this unfamiliar space.

Overhead, fluorescents buzz, but only a handful are lit—enough to cast harsh, shifting shadows along the length of the mirrored wall. Equipment is stacked in neat rows, heavy bags hanging like sleeping sentinels. The far end of the gym is darker, open to the suggestion that someone, anyone, could step through from the adjoining hall at any moment.

Marissa waits until they’ve all crossed the chain, letting the silence settle. She turns to face them, lips curled in a smile that promises both pleasure and punishment. Tonight, there is no desk, no false formality—just her, four men, and the thrill of being exposed.

“Strip,” she commands, voice echoing off tile and glass.

No one hesitates. They know by now there’s no room for argument—only the scramble of belts and shirts, the soft thump of shoes kicked aside, the almost theatrical reveal of each body, lit in stark relief by the gym’s unforgiving lights. The men line up against the mirror as instructed: Jay still grinning, but with nerves twitching beneath the surface; Noah quick to comply, stretching like a cat as if to claim more space than he needs; Dean, always last, stripping with quiet deliberation and folding his clothes as if to keep some order in the chaos; Wesley, slowest, his movements both awkward and beautiful in their honesty.

The sight is brutal and intimate all at once: four men naked, shoulders squared, cocks swelling under Marissa’s gaze, muscles taut with anticipation. In this space, there’s no pretense—only the heat of being seen, of being on display for her and for each other. The mirror reflects all of it: sweat shining on skin, the half-swallowed glances, the pulse in Jay’s neck, the quiver in Wesley’s jaw.

Marissa circles, hands clasped behind her back, heels deliberately slow, letting her gaze linger on each man in turn. She stops first at Dean, her fingers tracing the deep line of his spine, a single nail running down to the base. “Position,” she murmurs. Dean drops into a plank, forearms braced on the mat, his body a line of control.

She moves to Noah, mouth close to his ear. “Wall-sit, arms above your head.” Noah flashes a grin—always one to turn a challenge into a performance—but his muscles strain as he lowers himself, back flat against the glass, arms reaching up, every sinew visible.

Jay is next, and Marissa pauses in front of him, lips barely parted. “Hands behind your head, legs wide. Don’t move.” Jay obeys, trying for swagger but blinking twice as the reality of exposure settles in.

Finally, she turns to Wesley. He stands frozen for half a second, but Marissa’s smile gentles. “Kneel. Hands behind your back. Eyes forward.” He sinks to the mat, skin flushing, eyes focused on his own reflection, every inch of him trembling with the need to belong.

The ritual is set—four men displayed, four bodies readied for testing.

Marissa addresses them, voice low but carrying. “Tonight is different. Tonight, we’re not alone. Anyone could walk in, at any moment. You will be silent. You will not break position unless I tell you. You will obey, because if you don’t, you’ll not only embarrass yourselves—you’ll embarrass me. And that’s a punishment you can’t afford.”

She walks the line again, this time trailing her fingers over exposed thighs, across shivering shoulders, nails scraping over hips and ribs. “If you break, you beg. If you hold out, you’ll be rewarded. But there are no guarantees. All that matters is what you give me now.”

The gym is so quiet that the men can hear each other’s breathing, the hum of lights, the faint rush of cars outside. The mirror doubles every humiliation, every defiant tilt of the chin, every flicker of arousal and dread.

Marissa returns to the centre, gaze sweeping the line of bodies—her own pulse quickening at the sight of them held in suspense, vulnerable and proud, ready for whatever she commands next.

“Let’s begin,” she says, and every man in the room knows that tonight, the rules have changed again.

The ritual has begun.

The only light in the boxing gym is the harsh, low flicker from overhead, spilling shadows down the length of the mirrored wall. Each man holds his position: Dean’s body rigid in a perfect plank, every muscle cabled and trembling; Noah, thighs burning in the wall-sit, arms stretched high, breathing slow and steady as he tries to make it look easy; Jay, legs spread wide, fingers laced behind his head, biceps flexing with the effort to hold still; Wesley, kneeling with hands locked behind his back, gaze locked on the reflection before him, jaw tight, the flush creeping from his chest to his ears.

Marissa circles them, her heels muted against the padded mat, the sound of her movement almost as loud as their uneven breaths. There’s no music, no cover for their humiliation—just the hush of the gym, the rhythmic squeak of leather, the thump of her palm against her own thigh as she surveys her collection.

She stops first at Dean, crouching so her face is level with his. She studies the beads of sweat rolling down his temple, the way his breath hitches when she trails her fingertips along his ribcage. She leans in, lips nearly brushing his ear. “You can hold this longer, can’t you?”

Dean doesn’t answer, but his body answers for him—a tremor in his arms, a grunt of effort as he steadies his core, refuses to collapse.

Marissa straightens, nodding once—approval, but with the threat of disappointment always lurking. She moves to Noah, whose grin has faded, replaced by a concentrated grimace. His legs shake, thighs quivering, but his eyes flick to hers with challenge.

“Feeling clever now?” she teases, brushing her hand over the hard bulge of his cock, making him hiss and press harder against the wall.

“Always, boss,” Noah manages, but his bravado is slipping, the strain showing in every muscle.

Marissa lets her touch linger—a slow drag of nails up his abdomen, the heat of her palm on his chest. He shudders, determined not to drop his arms.

She continues to Jay, who’s trying to outlast them all. Sweat traces a line down his side; his cock, flushed and heavy, points up defiantly. Marissa stands close, her skirt brushing his thigh. She tilts his chin up, studying him like a piece of art.

“You want to win tonight?” she murmurs.

Jay doesn’t blink. “Always.”

Marissa rewards his spirit with a brief, cruel squeeze of his balls. He gasps but doesn’t drop his stance, his knuckles whitening behind his head.

Finally, she reaches Wesley—still kneeling, still trembling. She sinks down, one knee on the mat, her face just inches from his. “You’re not used to being watched like this, are you?”

Wesley shakes his head, lips parted, voice barely above a whisper. “No, ma’am.”

She smiles, soft and wolfish. “But you want to be. Or you wouldn’t be here.” She lets a finger slide along the underside of his cock, making him flinch and bite back a moan. “Stay silent. If you make a sound, you’ll regret it.”

Wesley’s entire body is tense with the effort to obey, eyes shining with the fear of failing her and the thrill of being seen.

Marissa rises, stepping back to survey them all. In the stark mirror, the tableau is almost theatrical: bodies straining, sweat beading, arousal blatant and inescapable. The men watch each other’s torment and know it is also their own—if one falls, the shame is shared; if one outlasts the others, the victory is tainted by resentment and hunger.

She retrieves a short paddle from a hook on the wall, slapping it softly against her palm as she walks the line again. She tests each position with a quick swat—Dean’s ass, Noah’s thigh, Jay’s flank, Wesley’s hip. The sound echoes; the sting lingers. Each man bites back a reaction, channeling pain into discipline.

Outside, a car door slams—too close. The men freeze, every sense sharpened by the risk. Marissa doesn’t flinch. She gestures to the far door, reminding them with a single look that they are one misstep from being exposed, shamed before a stranger, or worse—caught together, made to explain.

The threat of discovery electrifies the air, turning humiliation into a razor’s edge.

Marissa continues her inspection, sometimes offering a whispered taunt, sometimes a soft, almost caring caress. She pushes them all, testing not just bodies, but wills: “Don’t you dare collapse now. Show me how much you want to please me. Show me how long you can last when anyone could see you.”

The sweat drips, muscles burn, but none break position. Each is desperate to prove something—to her, to themselves, to each other.

Only the clock knows how much longer they can hold out.

Marissa smiles, savoring the display of endurance, pride, and raw want. She lets the tension build until it nearly breaks, then—at the precise moment when she senses the first will about to snap—she makes her move, ready to escalate the night’s cruel ritual even further.

Time stretches until it feels unreal. Muscles burn past pain into something dull and ringing, breath turning shallow and mechanical. Sweat drips onto the mats in slow, humiliating drops. The mirror shows everything—every tremor, every clench, every flicker of panic behind determined eyes.

Marissa knows exactly when to move.

She stops behind Noah first. His thighs are shaking now, a fine vibration running through them like a fault line about to split. His arms are still raised, but his shoulders are starting to roll forward, strain pulling him out of alignment.

“Careful,” she murmurs, close enough that her breath grazes his neck. “Your form’s slipping.”

Noah exhales sharply through his nose, jaw tight. “I’ve got it.”

Marissa presses two fingers into the muscle just above his knee—hard, unyielding. His leg jerks involuntarily.

“That was movement,” she says calmly.

Noah freezes, eyes wide, chest heaving. He adjusts back into position, pain flaring bright and sharp through his thighs. He doesn’t look at the mirror anymore. He can’t bear to see himself shaking.

Marissa lets him hold it—just long enough to hope.

Then she moves on.

Dean’s plank is still immaculate, but the cost is written all over him: veins standing out along his forearms, sweat darkening the mat beneath his face. Marissa steps directly into his line of sight, blocking the mirror.

“Look at me,” she orders.

Dean lifts his head, neck muscles screaming in protest. His eyes meet hers, steady but burning.

“You like this,” she says softly. “Being tested. Being pushed until there’s nothing left but obedience.”

Dean grunts, breath shuddering. “Yes.”

Marissa smiles, pleased—and then places the sole of her heel gently on his lower back, increasing the load by just a fraction.

Dean’s arms quiver violently.

“Hold,” she whispers.

He does. Barely.

Jay is next. His hands are still locked behind his head, elbows wide, chest heaving. Sweat has slicked his torso, catching the light as he shifts his weight from foot to foot. His cock is hard, flushed, obscene in its visibility.

Marissa steps directly into his space, crowding him back against the mirror. She presses her palm flat to his chest, feeling his heart hammering.

“Don’t you dare move,” she says. “Not for me. Not for anyone.”

Jay swallows, nodding once. His grin is long gone—this is real now, and he knows it.

She drags her nails lightly down his stomach, deliberately brushing his cock without quite touching it. Jay’s breath catches—a sharp, involuntary sound.

The gym seems to freeze.

Marissa’s head snaps up. “What was that?”

Jay’s face drains of color. “Nothing.”

She tilts her head, listening. “Sounded like a whimper.”

“It wasn’t,” he insists, too fast.

Marissa steps back, folding her arms. “Kneel.”

The word hits the room like a dropped weight.

Jay hesitates for half a heartbeat—then sinks to his knees, shame flooding his face. His hands fall to his thighs, shoulders slumping as the mirror reflects his failure back at him in merciless clarity.

Marissa points to the space directly in front of her. “On your knees. Sit back on your heels. Hands on your thighs. Eyes up.”

Jay obeys, humiliation rolling through him in hot waves. He’s painfully aware of his arousal, of how exposed he is, of the fact that the others are still holding while he’s been singled out.

Marissa turns to the remaining three. “This is what breaking looks like. Remember it.”

Noah’s legs scream as he holds his wall-sit, teeth clenched so hard his jaw aches. Dean’s plank is seconds from collapse. Wesley’s kneeling form is rigid, hands bound behind his back, breath shallow as he watches Jay’s punishment reflected in the mirror.

Marissa circles Jay slowly, dragging the paddle along her palm. “Why are you here?” she asks him.

Jay’s voice is hoarse. “Because I want you.”

“That’s not enough.”

“Because I want to be chosen.”

Marissa stops in front of him. “And?”

Jay’s eyes shine. “Because I don’t want to disappear.”

The words land heavier than any blow.

Marissa turns back to the others. “Hold.”

She walks to Wesley, crouching in front of him. His thighs are trembling now, the effort of kneeling still and silent taking its toll. She grips his chin, forcing him to meet her gaze.

“Say nothing,” she reminds him softly. “If you speak, you kneel longer than the rest.”

Wesley nods, lips pressed together, eyes wide and shining.

Behind them, Noah’s legs finally give a fraction—his hips shift, his arms falter.

Marissa’s head turns instantly.

“Freeze.”

Noah locks back into position, breath ragged. “Please—”

She cuts him off with a raised hand. “You’ll speak when I ask.”

She steps away, letting all four sit in the moment—Jay kneeling in shame, Noah shaking with effort, Dean burning with discipline, Wesley holding silence like a lifeline.

Outside, footsteps echo faintly in the corridor.

Every man freezes.

The sound passes. The risk sharpens everything—their fear, their arousal, their absolute dependence on Marissa’s judgment.

She smiles.

“This,” she says quietly, “is the edge.”

And with that, she straightens, already deciding who will be pushed further… and who will be broken next.

Marissa lets the silence linger, letting the gym fill with the throb of strained muscles, the tang of sweat, the echo of every humiliation. Jay is still kneeling, head down, his breath shaky; Noah’s wall-sit is on the edge of collapse, legs twitching violently. Dean holds his plank, though his forearms are slick and trembling. Wesley’s back is ramrod-straight, jaw locked, the effort to remain silent and still carved into every line of his face.

Marissa moves to the center of the mirrored wall, attention razor-sharp. She studies her men, then makes a decision, voice low and absolute: “Jay, stay where you are. Dean, wall-sit next to Noah. Wesley, stand and face the mirror. Noah, you may relax your arms but not your legs.”

There’s a shuffle of movement, every man repositioning under her watchful gaze. The tension shifts, new aches settling in new muscles, sweat trickling down thighs and spines. Jay stays on his knees, gaze fixed on the floor. Dean joins Noah, lowering into a wall-sit, their thighs brushing, the heat of competition and cooperation suddenly palpable between them. Wesley stands, hands at his sides, forced to see himself and the others in the glass—a reflection of shame and desire.

Marissa seats herself on the edge of a weight bench, skirt riding high, her bare legs glimmering under the fluorescent glare. She spreads her knees, the picture of careless authority. “Jay, Noah—here. Kneel in front of me.”

The two obey. Jay’s cheeks are flushed, the bite of earlier failure still fresh. Noah’s grin is thin, masking the tremor in his legs.

“Tonight,” Marissa says, “you serve each other for my pleasure. Dean, Wesley—you watch. If you move, if you speak, you’ll beg to have it this easy.”

She reaches into her gym bag, producing a small bottle of oil and a slender, remote-controlled vibe. She hands the oil to Jay, the vibe to Noah. “Jay, slick him up. Noah, you’re in charge of the toy.”

Jay’s hands shake as he pours oil into his palms, working it over Noah’s cock, slow and thorough, fingers kneading, thumbs pressing. Noah hisses at the sensation, cock stiffening further under Jay’s touch. Marissa watches, her own arousal kindled by the raw tension and public shame.

Noah turns the toy on, letting it buzz in his hand, then presses it to Jay’s inner thigh, making him jump, a small, strangled laugh escaping his throat. The men exchange a glance—a flash of challenge, a question of who will break first.

Marissa’s eyes never leave them. “Show me you can make each other beg.”

Noah presses the vibe along Jay’s cock, teasing the head, then slips it lower, the motor’s pulse shivering through sensitive flesh. Jay bites his lip, eyes fluttering. He returns the favor, stroking Noah in long, practiced pulls, fingers slick with oil.

On the mirrored wall, Dean and Wesley are forced to watch. Dean’s knuckles are white where they grip his knees, every muscle coiled, the effort to stay silent nearly as consuming as his jealousy. Wesley’s eyes are wide, fixed on the image before him—Noah’s hand on Jay, Jay’s shuddering gasp, Marissa’s lazy, approving smile.

“Faster,” Marissa commands.

Noah obeys, the toy tracing slow, merciless circles; Jay’s hand speeds up, both men teetering at the edge of pleasure and humiliation. Marissa leans back, knees apart, the outline of her arousal clear beneath the hem of her skirt. She makes no move to touch herself, her satisfaction coming entirely from control.

Suddenly, there’s a sound in the corridor—a loud voice, the metallic rattle of weights being stacked. Every body freezes. Noah’s hand stills, Jay’s breath catches, Dean and Wesley exchange a terrified glance in the mirror.

Marissa’s voice is a whipcrack, perfectly calm: “Keep going. Unless you want to explain yourselves to whoever walks through that door.”

The risk is real now. Every touch becomes a confession, every moan a threat. Noah and Jay keep going, forced to muffle their gasps against Marissa’s thigh and shoulder. The tension is exquisite—fear and desire inseparable.

She waits until they’re both shaking, cocks dripping, one heartbeat from disaster.

“Stop.”

The command slices the air. Both men freeze, chests heaving. Marissa slides her fingers through Jay’s hair, tugging his head back to look up at her. “You did well, both of you. But only one gets rewarded tonight.”

She gestures to the other side of the gym. “Dean, Wesley—front and center. Stand here and watch what happens when someone serves without complaint.”

Dean and Wesley obey, silent and stiff, arousal plain and unspent.

Marissa lets the threat of discovery hover a moment longer, then turns off the toy, takes the bottle of oil, and stands. She looks over her men—one kneeling, one waiting, two still trembling from the effort to be still.

“Tonight, pleasure is dangerous. But so is failing me. Remember that the next time you think about holding back.”

A beat of silence, then the sound in the corridor fades. The risk has passed—for now. But the memory will linger, a bruise beneath the skin, making every ritual from now on hotter, riskier, more addictive.

Marissa stands tall before her men, her gaze sweeping over the glistening, trembling bodies, the sweat-soaked mat, the echo of risk still vibrating in the gym’s hush. There’s no sound from the corridor now, but the fear of being caught clings to the air, making every heartbeat, every shallow breath, feel illicit and urgent.

She lets the tension thicken, savouring the ache and anticipation she’s built. Four men stand before her in varying states of need: Jay kneeling at her feet, still shuddering from denied pleasure; Noah beside him, his cock slick and leaking from Jay’s touch; Dean and Wesley, drawn up together, the marks of discipline and restraint still fresh on their bodies.

Marissa circles them, heels silent on the mat, her voice measured and low. “Tonight was about control—and risk. Some of you held, some of you broke, but you all made a choice.”

She stops in front of Dean and Wesley, eyes flicking between them. “Dean, you endured the longest. You held your form, your silence, and your pride—even when your body screamed to let go.” Her hand comes up, cupping his jaw, thumb stroking along his cheek. “You’ve earned your reward.”

She steps closer, her body pressing flush to his, her hand wrapping around his cock, firm and merciless. “You may finish. Now.”

Dean doesn’t hesitate. His eyes lock on hers, his hands finding her hips. She strokes him, slow and deliberate, the pressure building fast after so much denial. Dean’s groan is a low, rough sound—one that vibrates in his chest as he bucks into her grip, hips twitching, cock jerking in her fist as he spills over her hand and onto the mat.

Marissa holds him steady, her eyes never leaving his, grounding him through the shuddering aftershocks. For a moment, she lets herself be gentle, stroking his side, letting him come down.

She turns to Wesley. “You kept your silence, even when everything in you wanted to break. That’s what I look for.”

She kneels before him, her hand sliding along his thigh, cupping his balls, teasing his cock until it’s straining, desperate. Wesley’s breath comes in short, panicked gasps, but he holds himself upright, barely trembling.

Marissa brings her mouth to the head of his cock, lips brushing, tongue flicking just once—a cruel, exquisite promise. Then she pulls away, eyes glinting. “Not tonight.”

Wesley’s whimper is small, but he holds still, face burning with humiliation and loss.

Marissa stands and faces Jay and Noah. “You both served, but you both broke. Tonight, you’ll remember what it means to want—and not get.” She steps closer, fingers trailing down their chests. “You are not to touch yourselves. Not tonight. Not until I say.”

Jay bows his head, biting his lip, the ache in his gut deeper than the ache in his cock. Noah laughs, but the sound is hollow. “Understood.”

Marissa brings them all in close, pressing her body to theirs, letting them feel her warmth, her breath, her approval—a kind of aftercare that is all touch, no comfort. She whispers in each ear, a different promise, a different warning. To Dean: “You earned this.” To Wesley: “Your time will come.” To Jay: “Next time, show me you can hold out.” To Noah: “Patience will be rewarded—but not tonight.”

She releases them, one by one. “Get dressed.”

The men move in a haze, pulling on clothes with hands that still shake, glancing at each other, at her, at the empty gym where they have been changed and marked again.

Marissa waits until they’re ready, then leads the way out. The gym seems larger, emptier, echoing with the ghosts of their ordeal.

At the door, she pauses, turning back to them—her voice carrying finality and future threat: “Remember what happened here. Next time, the risk will be greater. So will the reward.”

The men file out into the night, the city swallowing them in waves of neon and dark. Each carries a new bruise—on skin, on ego, on heart. Each is left both closer to the group and farther from relief.

Marissa locks the gym behind her, a slow smile curling her lips as she slips into the night. She knows that what she’s given is less important than what she’s withheld.

Tomorrow, the ache will drive them all back to her. And the game will begin again.


Chapter 8 — Jay’s Private Fallout

The city’s cold night air sweeps in as the gym door swings open, swallowing the heat and scent of bodies and sex. The group files out together, each man moving in his own bubble of hunger and exhaustion, the recent ritual heavy on their shoulders. Dean is the first to vanish into the darkness, footsteps already sure, head down as he disappears into the street. Wesley follows, barely looking up, the marks of denial and restraint still etched across his face and body. Noah throws a lopsided grin over his shoulder and calls out a parting joke—something about a pint to cool the burn—but the quip doesn’t quite land, and the others are too spent to bite back.

Jay hangs back, letting the rest drift away, feigning a casual slowness. He squats by the bench near the lockers, fiddling with his laces as if they’ve suddenly knotted themselves into some impossible tangle. He double-checks the pocket of his gym bag, rustling through a towel, his phone, a nearly empty bottle of water—any excuse to delay. He lets the muted sounds of the city bleed in, but keeps his back to the door, not wanting the others to see the tightness in his jaw, the glassiness threatening at the corner of his vision.

He tells himself he’s just being practical. Someone has to check the lights, right? Someone should make sure nothing was left behind. But the longer he stalls, the heavier the ache grows—low in his belly, raw in his chest, coiled tight in his fists. The taste of denial is sharper than ever, bitterness twisting through every muscle. Tonight’s ritual had been a new kind of torture. Jay’s role had shifted—from class clown and chaos-maker to the one singled out for public failure. For all his showmanship, all the laughs and running commentary, he’d been left kneeling, silenced, overlooked, outlasted by men who’d barely known her as long as he had.

He can still feel Marissa’s eyes on him—commanding him to kneel, to hold his tongue, to let the others take the spotlight while he simmered in the shadow of their endurance. The humiliation had burned, but the real pain is the one he’d never dare admit: the fear that his worth to the group, and to Marissa, begins and ends with a joke.

A plastic water bottle clatters to the floor as Jay finally sags against the lockers, breath coming out in a hiss. He mutters a curse under his breath—at himself, at Marissa, at the impossible ache that makes him want to tear the world apart and run from it all at once. For a moment, he thinks about punching the wall, about screaming until his voice breaks. Instead, he draws his knees up, rests his elbows on them, and lets his head hang.

He almost doesn’t hear the soft footsteps approaching from the far end of the gym.

At first, he thinks it’s just the echo of his own breathing, or maybe the building settling for the night. But then the scent of Marissa’s perfume drifts closer—subtle, grounding, impossible to ignore. He straightens, swipes a hand across his eyes, tries to pull himself together before she sees him in this state. He fumbles with his bag, pretending to find something important, anything to buy a little more time.

Marissa says nothing, not at first. She stops a few paces behind him, her silhouette framed by the faint glow of a streetlamp slanting through the high windows. She doesn’t announce her presence, doesn’t clear her throat or tap her heel on the concrete. She simply waits, watching him in the near-dark, letting him exist in this moment of solitude—his bravado finally silent, his face unguarded.

It’s the waiting that undoes him. The knowledge that she’s there, seeing him in the raw, pulls something loose inside. Jay lets out a long, ragged sigh. “You checking up on me, boss?” His voice is low, thick, but he manages to keep the words light.

She still doesn’t answer. Her silence is gentler than any comfort, and somehow more damning than any scold.

Jay laughs, but it’s a hollow sound, echoing in the empty gym. He tries another joke—something about charging her overtime for emotional labour—but the words die on his lips. He glances over his shoulder, finds her eyes in the gloom, and for once he doesn’t look away. There’s nothing left to hide. For a moment, neither of them speaks. The gym feels like a cathedral: too big, too empty, too honest.

Outside, a siren wails far away. Jay’s head drops again, shoulders slumped. The mask is off, and there’s no one left to perform for.

The empty gym seems colder now, with only the echo of the night’s ritual and the hush of Marissa’s presence filling the space. Jay doesn’t move as she steps closer—her heels silent on the mats, her shadow lengthening beside him in the dim light. The only sound is the faint ticking of the old gym clock and the low hum of streetlights through the windows.

Marissa stands just behind him, arms folded, the silence between them stretching thin and taut. Jay can feel her gaze on the back of his neck, reading every twitch in his shoulders, every breath he pulls too deep or lets out too fast. He wants to turn it all into a joke—wants to say, “What, you forget your car keys?” or “You still want me to mop up the sweat?” But the words stick in his throat, too heavy for humour to carry.

After a moment, he pushes himself up from his crouch, sitting back against the lockers, head tipped up to meet her eyes at last. The gym’s fluorescent light bathes his face in an unforgiving pallor, making the red at the corners of his eyes impossible to hide.

Marissa remains quiet, her expression as inscrutable as ever. She doesn’t offer comfort, not right away. She simply looks at him—the kind of look that makes Jay squirm, not because it’s cruel, but because it’s real. He can’t hide from it, can’t deflect with his usual arsenal of quips and bravado.

Finally, he tries anyway. “You waiting for a thank you? Or is this the part where you kick me while I’m down?”

She lets out a soft, almost imperceptible exhale. “I could,” she says, voice even, “but that’s not what you need.”

Jay barks a laugh—sharp and empty. “You sure? Might be what I deserve. I fucked up, right? Couldn’t keep still. Couldn’t keep my mouth shut. Classic Jay—always the clown, never the hero.”

There’s a bitterness there he rarely lets anyone hear. It tastes sour on his tongue, but he can’t swallow it back down. He rubs the heels of his hands into his eyes, scrubbing at the tiredness, the shame, the sting of wanting too much.

Marissa takes a step forward, then sits down on the bench beside him. She doesn’t touch him, not yet, but her nearness alone is an anchor in the wide emptiness of the gym.

“You don’t have to pretend for me,” she says softly.

Jay’s eyes flick sideways, searching her face for mockery, for anything he can latch onto to push her away. He finds nothing but patience—and maybe, buried deep, a little sympathy. It makes his throat close.

“I know,” he says after a moment, voice raw. “But if I stop pretending, what’s left? If I’m not the one keeping things light, what am I? Just another loser who can’t hack it?”

Marissa considers this, her gaze tracing the curve of his hunched shoulders, the way his hands curl into fists in his lap. “You’re more than a punchline, Jay. More than tonight’s mistake. But you don’t have to be unbreakable all the time.”

The words hit harder than any paddle. Jay squeezes his eyes shut, fighting the urge to laugh again, to shake it off, to make her believe it never mattered. But it did. God, it does.

He draws a shuddering breath, and for the first time since he was ordered to kneel, he lets his voice shake. “Feels like that’s all I’m good for, though. Being the comic relief. Being the guy who takes the fall so nobody else has to look weak.”

There’s no bitterness now—only exhaustion, and the hollow ache of being seen.

Marissa waits. It’s not pity in her eyes, but a strange, grounded respect. She doesn’t fill the silence with platitudes, doesn’t pat his back or offer easy absolution. She just lets him sit in it, lets him feel what he’s been running from since the first crack of her command splintered his armour.

For a long time, they sit in silence, the gym around them settling into its own quiet. Somewhere outside, a car alarm trills and dies. Jay glances at Marissa, almost daring her to judge him.

She shakes her head, the movement slow and measured. “You didn’t fail tonight because you broke. You’d have failed if you’d pretended it didn’t matter.”

He lets that sit, the words sinking in, heavier than he expected. Maybe, for once, that’s exactly what he needed to hear.

He doesn’t thank her. Doesn’t joke. He just breathes, slow and deep, feeling—for a moment, at least—that it’s safe to let his mask slip, even if it’s only here, in the echo of Marissa’s gaze and the empty gym’s hush.

Marissa doesn’t rush it.

She lets the silence settle again, heavier this time—not awkward, not empty, but weighted with everything Jay hasn’t said yet. The gym feels vast around them, stripped of spectacle, reduced to concrete, metal, and the quiet aftermath of exposure.

Jay shifts on the bench, rolling his shoulders as if trying to shrug off the feeling crawling up his spine. He keeps his eyes forward, jaw tight. The moment has stretched past comfort into something more dangerous.

Marissa turns slightly toward him. “You keep talking about failure,” she says evenly. “But you haven’t told me what you think you failed at.”

Jay lets out a breath that’s half a laugh, half a sigh. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“No,” she replies. “If it were, we wouldn’t be here.”

That does it. He finally looks at her—really looks. There’s no softness in his gaze now, no attempt at charm. Just frustration and something close to fear.

“I failed at being worth choosing,” he says. The words come out faster than he expects, sharper, stripped of polish. “I failed at being more than… background noise.”

Marissa doesn’t interrupt.

Jay swallows and keeps going, the dam already cracked. “Dean’s solid. Wesley’s new and hungry. Noah’s adaptable. Me?” He gestures vaguely at himself. “I talk. I joke. I make it easier for everyone else to breathe. But when it comes down to it—when it’s about holding, enduring, being wanted—I’m the one who breaks.”

He presses his palms into his knees, fingers digging in. “And I know that’s part of the game. I get that. But it still feels like every time I kneel, I’m proving something I don’t want to be true.”

Marissa studies him for a long moment. Then she asks, quietly, “What is it you’re afraid is true?”

Jay’s mouth opens—and closes again. He shakes his head once, hard. “You don’t want that answer.”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”

The clock ticks. Jay’s chest rises and falls, fast and shallow. He looks away, eyes landing on the mirrored wall across the gym, where faint smudges still mark where bodies were pressed earlier. Ghosts of himself kneeling, of being watched.

“That if I disappeared,” he says at last, voice low, “nothing would really change.”

The words hang there, stark and unforgiving.

“That I’m optional. Replaceable. That I’m here because I make things entertaining—not because I’m needed.”

He laughs once, bitter. “Hell, even tonight—you didn’t punish me because I mattered. You punished me because someone had to be the example.”

Marissa shifts closer. Not touching him, but close enough that her presence is undeniable. “Is that what you think being seen is?”

Jay turns toward her sharply. “Isn’t it?”

“No,” she says. “It’s what being useful looks like when you don’t understand your own value.”

That stops him.

Marissa continues, voice calm but firm. “You think endurance is the only currency here. That silence equals worth. But that’s not the truth of this group—or of you.”

Jay scoffs weakly. “Feels like it tonight.”

“Because tonight was designed to strip you,” she says. “Not to discard you.”

He stares at her, brow furrowing. “You make it sound like you planned this.”

“I did.”

There it is—the admission. Clean. Unapologetic.

Jay exhales sharply. “So I was set up to fail.”

Marissa tilts her head. “You were set up to feel what happens when your mask stops working.”

The words hit him square in the chest. His instinct is to argue—to deflect, to spin it—but he can’t. She’s too precise. She always is.

“You lead with humour because it keeps you safe,” she continues. “It lets you belong without risking rejection. But that also means no one ever sees what you want—only what you offer.”

Jay’s voice drops. “And what if what I want isn’t enough?”

Marissa doesn’t answer immediately. Instead, she finally reaches out—two fingers under his chin, lifting his face just enough that he has to meet her eyes.

“What you want,” she says quietly, “is to matter without performing.”

Jay’s throat tightens. He nods once, barely.

“And that terrifies you,” she adds, “because if you ask for it directly… you might hear no.”

The truth of it lands hard. Jay blinks, moisture threatening again, and this time he doesn’t fight it.

“Yeah,” he admits. “That’s exactly it.”

Marissa releases his chin, leaning back slightly. “Then understand this: tonight wasn’t about humiliating you. It was about showing you where you give away your power.”

He laughs weakly. “By kneeling?”

“By thinking that kneeling makes you small.”

Jay lets the words settle. Slowly, something in his posture shifts—not confidence, not relief, but a quieter recalibration. The sense that this moment, as painful as it is, matters more than any performance he’s ever given.

“I don’t know how to stop,” he says.

Marissa stands. Looks down at him—not towering, not cold, just certain.

“I’m not asking you to stop,” she says. “I’m asking you to choose when.”

Silence falls again—but this time, it feels different.

Jay nods, once, deeply. The confrontation hasn’t fixed him. It hasn’t eased the ache. But it’s named it—and that alone feels like a kind of grounding.

The confrontation leaves the air thick, charged but emptied of pretense. Jay sits on the bench, shoulders hunched and hands twisted in his lap, unsure what to do with the ache in his chest, the sting behind his eyes, or the unfamiliar, raw vulnerability left in the wake of Marissa’s precision. He feels as if he’s been left in a spotlight with the audience gone home—no lines, no script, just truth and silence.

Marissa doesn’t fill that silence with noise or orders. Instead, she stands over him for a moment longer, studying him as if memorizing a shape she rarely gets to see. Her posture is relaxed, but the set of her mouth is thoughtful, her eyes clear and unblinking.

Finally, she sits down again, this time closer. The bench creaks under their combined weight. She doesn’t reach for him right away, but lets her presence speak—a steady warmth, an invitation, not a demand. For Jay, who is so often expected to leap into the void and break the tension for everyone else, it’s oddly reassuring to be allowed to do nothing.

He breathes, slow and shaky. For the first time in ages, he lets himself exist in a moment where he isn’t being watched for entertainment. The truth of his confession—his fear of being replaceable, of being only a comic relief—hangs between them, not dismissed, not mocked, simply acknowledged.

Marissa is the one to move first. She shifts, closing the small gap between them, and lifts her hand to his cheek. Her palm is cool, grounding. She tilts his face gently toward her, thumb brushing over the bone beneath his eye—a touch that is neither possessive nor corrective, but simply… there. Present.

She says his real name, quietly—just once. Not Jay, not the persona, but the man behind the mask. It makes him shiver, a reminder that she does know him, has seen him all along. There’s no performance left; he doesn’t need one.

“Listen to me,” she says, her voice low and sure, “you are not just here for laughs. I wouldn’t have kept you this long if you were. When I push you, when I make you the example, it isn’t to punish you for being who you are. It’s because I know how much you can hold. I know how much you give. And I know what it costs you, even when you hide it.”

Jay’s eyes sting again, but he doesn’t look away. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t care so much about all of it. About you. About them.”

Marissa’s thumb traces a slow arc along his cheek, her other hand finding his shoulder, fingers pressing in—not to steady him, but to let him know she’s there. “If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t ache. And if you didn’t ache, you wouldn’t be real. You wouldn’t be worth keeping.”

The words strike something deep. Jay closes his eyes, lets out a long, uneven breath. “I’m tired, boss.”

“I know,” she says. There’s no coddling, but there is understanding. “It takes a lot to hold up the room, doesn’t it?”

He laughs softly—just a huff, but the edge is softer. “Yeah. More than I let on.”

They sit together, Marissa’s hand still at his face, the other on his shoulder, Jay’s body slowly unclenching in the rare quiet. For the first time tonight, he doesn’t feel alone in his pain. The comfort isn’t an erasure of what hurts—it’s a promise that the ache is seen and, in its way, valued.

After a while, Marissa eases back, but she doesn’t let the connection break entirely. She squeezes his shoulder, meeting his gaze one more time.

“I’m not going to tell you to get over it,” she says. “You wouldn’t believe me, anyway. And I don’t want you to pretend you’re fine. But I do want you to remember this—next time, when you’re tempted to make the joke instead of asking for what you need? Try asking.”

Jay nods, eyes wet but steady. “You’ll listen?”

She smiles—small, genuine, a glint of mischief under the care. “I always do, even when I pretend not to.”

He wants to believe it. Tonight, he almost does.

Marissa lets her hand drop. She stands and offers him her hand, helping him to his feet with a tug that’s equal parts command and kindness.

“Come on,” she says. “Let’s get you out of here before the ghosts come back.”

Jay lets himself be led, feeling lighter—not because he’s been spared the pain, but because he’s finally allowed to show it. For once, that’s enough.

They walk out of the gym together, Jay and Marissa, the hush of the empty space clinging to their backs. The hallway is colder, the click of Marissa’s shoes oddly intimate in the night-silence. Jay slings his gym bag over his shoulder, pausing for a moment at the glass doors, taking in the city’s blurred lights reflected back at him.

For a beat, he’s tempted to say something—one last joke to lighten the mood, or a sharp comment to build the mask back up. But when he glances over, he finds Marissa waiting, arms crossed loosely, expression neither strict nor soft. She’s simply present, watching him in that way that makes him feel both fragile and stubbornly real.

Jay clears his throat, searching for the right words. “You, uh… always know when to stick around, don’t you?”

Marissa arches a brow. “Part of the job.” She glances away, toward the dim street. “But not all of it.”

He nods, shifting his weight. The need for closure itches under his skin—the wish for a neat ending, for reassurance that the next ritual won’t hurt as much, that he’ll get his turn in the spotlight. He wants her to tell him it will all work out, that being overlooked tonight means reward tomorrow, that his place is safe.

But Marissa, as always, refuses to make promises she can’t keep.

Instead, she steps closer, closing the distance between them with a deliberate calm. Her hand settles on his shoulder, thumb pressing into tense muscle. “You want a guarantee. You want to know the pain is worth something.”

Jay doesn’t answer, but he doesn’t look away. He lets her see how badly he wants that truth—how desperate he is for a sign.

Marissa’s voice is low, unyielding. “What you felt tonight—what you feel now—it isn’t punishment. It’s proof. Proof that you want more than the safety of laughter. Proof that you’re willing to risk pain to belong. That’s what keeps you in this. That’s what keeps you interesting.”

He tries to smile, but it comes out lopsided, honest. “Feels like shit sometimes.”

She nods, unflinching. “It should. If it didn’t, you wouldn’t come back. If it didn’t, none of you would.”

Jay lets the words sink in. For once, he doesn’t argue. He just lets them fill the space where old jokes used to be.

Marissa’s hand slips from his shoulder. She steps back, her authority restored—not cold, but sure. “Go home. Don’t try to forget this. Don’t hide from it. You carry the ache, Jay. That’s part of your service. Next time, bring it with you. Let it make you hungry, not small.”

He nods, something in him settling. “Yes, ma’am.”

She holds his gaze a moment longer, making sure he understands—this is not a dismissal, but an assignment. Not comfort, but command. The ache is not meant to fade. It’s meant to sharpen him for what comes next.

Jay shoulders his bag, moving for the door. He pauses, glancing back. “You want me to make sure the lights are off?”

Marissa almost smiles. “Already handled. Go.”

He steps out into the cold, the city pressing in, the ache in his chest a little lighter now that it has a name. He knows it’ll still be there in the morning—knows it’ll pulse under his skin through the week, every joke a little sharper, every ritual a little riskier. But he also knows he’ll return, hungry for whatever she offers, willing to fight for more than just laughter.

When he’s gone, Marissa stands alone in the entryway, letting the quiet of the gym fold around her. She inhales, then walks back inside, flicking off the last lights herself. She lets herself think, just for a moment, about the men in her orbit—how each one needs something different, how each is undone in their own unique way.

She knows this is her real power: not the rituals, not the punishments, not even the moments of release. It’s in knowing when to demand more and when to let the ache linger. When to strip a mask away, and when to let a man keep it for one more night.

She gathers her things, locks the gym behind her, and steps into the shadows—already planning how, and whom, she’ll push next.


Chapter 9 — Jealousy Ritual

The message comes with no warning.

Tonight. Candlelight. Dress down, leave pride at the door. —M

The men read it at different moments—Dean in the middle of a late dinner, fork pausing halfway to his mouth; Jay sprawled on his sofa, half-asleep and half-aching; Wesley at his laptop, where he reads and rereads the words, pulse spiking with hope and dread. Noah sees it last, glancing at his phone as he locks up after a long shift, a slow smile spreading across his face.

None of them reply, but every one of them is already moving, the ritual pulling them in like a tide.

The destination isn’t the office or the gym, but a place they’ve never been invited before: Marissa’s apartment. It’s a signal—intimate, controlled, a space where every inch is curated and nothing is left to chance. By the time they arrive, the city has slipped into velvet darkness. Marissa’s building is tucked away, a quiet pulse of warm light on a side street the world mostly ignores.

They arrive separately, but cluster at the landing, none willing to ring the bell alone. Jay tries for a joke—“Suppose she’s got scented candles or the full Fifty Shades set-up?”—but the words fall flat. Even he can’t hide the nerves buzzing under his skin. Wesley glances at Dean, then at Noah, his usual unease amplified by the stakes of a new setting.

The door opens before they can ring. Marissa stands in the doorway, barefoot, hair down, a simple black dress skimming her knees. She looks almost relaxed, but her eyes are sharp as ever, command radiating from the set of her mouth, the way her hand lingers on the doorknob just a second longer than it needs to.

“Come in. Leave your shoes, and anything you’re not ready to lose, by the door.”

The hallway smells faintly of smoke and jasmine, a subtle, private scent that sets them all on edge. The apartment is dim except for pools of candlelight—on the windowsill, on a low table, on a small altar built from glass, leather, and gleaming steel implements. Plush cushions and folded blankets soften the floor; a thick rug stretches before the sofa, framing a space that’s clearly intended for more than just conversation.

Marissa waits until they’re all inside, door shut, shoes stacked neatly, four men standing uncertainly in the hush. She glances over her shoulder. “Coats off. Sit if you like, but not on the sofa. That’s reserved.”

They obey. Dean is the first to shed his coat, folding it with a soldier’s care and settling cross-legged on the rug. Wesley hovers, awkward, before finally sinking down, knees tucked up, back straight as a pole. Jay shrugs out of his jacket, tossing it onto a chair before flopping down with feigned nonchalance; Noah’s hoodie joins the pile, and he sits with his legs sprawled, arms draped over his knees, eyes scanning the room for clues.

Marissa moves among them, lighting more candles—each flame a small challenge, a promise that tonight will be different. When she finishes, she sits on the edge of the sofa, her posture both inviting and untouchable.

She doesn’t speak at first. Instead, she lets them settle, lets the weight of her gaze move from one man to the next. It’s only when the tension is stretched tight that she begins.

“Tonight is about honesty. About envy. About what you want and what you’re afraid of not having.” Her voice is low, carrying in the hush. “You will strip—not just your clothes, but your pride, your performance, your defences. You’ll show me, and each other, what you hide.”

She leans forward, elbows on her knees, fingers laced. “I won’t lie to you: this ritual is about competition. About the hunger to be chosen, and the cost of being passed over. If you want my favour, if you want relief, you’ll have to fight for it. Not with your bodies—yet—but with your honesty.”

A flicker of nerves dances through the group. Jay tries for a grin, but it doesn’t quite hold. Dean’s mouth is set, determined; Noah shifts, wary but intrigued; Wesley’s eyes are huge, fixed on Marissa like he’s afraid to blink.

Marissa stands, moving to the centre of the room, the circle of candlelight painting shadows across her calves. “Strip,” she says, “and join me here. No shame, no secrets. Tonight, the only thing worse than being exposed is hiding.”

One by one, they obey, folding shirts and trousers with varying degrees of care and self-consciousness. The air is suddenly thick with the scent of sweat and skin, the fragile tension of nakedness sharpened by the closeness of the room.

Marissa surveys them, satisfied. The ritual has begun, and already, every man can feel the sting of rivalry—and the promise of reward—burning under his skin.

The pile of clothes grows in a silent corner of the candlelit room: shirts, jeans, socks, belts, each piece shrugged off with more vulnerability than the last. Marissa stands at the centre, arms crossed, her eyes tracking every movement. The air is thick with anticipation and the sharp, unmistakable scent of nerves. The men settle around her, bare skin prickling in the warmth and intimacy of her apartment, the only sound their uneven breaths and the quiet hiss of the candles.

Wesley sits with his knees drawn to his chest, arms wrapped tight around his shins. He tries to make himself small, but there’s no hiding—the light touches every curve and shadow, every scar and imperfection. Jay sprawls beside him, legs long, cock half-hard despite his best efforts at nonchalance. His grin comes and goes, never quite settling. Dean kneels upright, posture rigid, hands resting on his thighs; the heavy lines of old bruises and the dark swirl of ink on his shoulder stand out against his pale skin. Noah lounges on one elbow, eyes sharp, a lazy smile concealing his restless energy.

Marissa circles them like a judge inspecting her gladiators. She stops in front of each man in turn, her gaze assessing, her silence pushing them further from comfort.

“Look at each other,” she commands. “No glancing away. Tonight, you will not hide what you envy or what you fear.”

The men shift, awkward and exposed. It’s Wesley who finally lifts his gaze, eyes skimming over Jay’s muscular legs, Dean’s broad chest, Noah’s cocky smile and lean frame. Jay’s glance flickers first to Noah, then to Dean, jaw tight; Dean meets everyone’s eyes, unflinching, but his hands clench and unclench on his thighs.

Marissa’s voice is quiet but sharp. “Dean, what do you envy in the others?”

Dean’s answer is slow in coming. He looks at Jay, then Wesley, then Noah. “Jay’s never afraid to say what he wants. Noah makes it all look easy. Wesley…” He pauses, choosing his words. “He reminds me what it’s like to be new. To still have hope.”

Wesley flushes, but nods, accepting the scrutiny. Marissa shifts her attention. “Wesley, your turn.”

Wesley hesitates, then forces out, “Jay’s confidence. Dean’s strength. Noah’s… I don’t know, his way of never letting anything touch him.”

Jay barks a low laugh. “You think nothing touches Noah? He’s just better at pretending.”

Noah raises a brow, the smile never quite reaching his eyes. “I envy Dean’s control. Jay’s ability to take a hit and still make a joke. Wesley’s—” He stops, eyes softening. “Your honesty. Even when it stings.”

Marissa lets the silence settle, then nods. “Jay?”

Jay shrugs, but it’s forced. “I envy Dean’s discipline. Wesley’s way of still giving a damn. Noah’s… patience. Or maybe just his timing.”

She stands back, letting the comparisons hang heavy. Naked, all four men are more equal than ever, yet never more sharply aware of what sets them apart. Their bodies are all imperfect, all beautiful, all marked by different stories. Muscles, scars, the flush of arousal, the shadows where hands have rested and the lighter patches where skin was spared—all of it is reflected in the golden spill of candlelight, and in the eyes of the others.

Marissa steps closer, letting her presence press into the space. “Now tell me what you fear the most. About this—about being one of many.”

Dean goes first, voice gruff. “That I’ll become invisible. Just another body in the line-up. That it won’t matter if I show up or not.”

Wesley’s voice is small. “That I’ll never stop being new. That I’ll always be the outsider, never the favorite, just… tolerated.”

Jay’s turn is quick, as if ripping off a bandage. “That the only thing that keeps me here is being funny. That if I stopped making you all laugh, I’d be gone.”

Noah pauses, and when he speaks, his voice is softer than the rest. “That one day I’ll need more than you can give, or that I’ll want to walk away—and I won’t be able to.”

The confessions ring out and settle. For a long moment, no one speaks. The only sounds are the soft flicker of candle flames and the heartbeat in each man’s chest.

Marissa moves through the circle again, her fingers grazing shoulders, chins, the back of a hand here, the curve of a knee there. “You all want to be special,” she says. “You all want to be the one who’s chosen, the one who stands out, the one who can’t be replaced. But tonight, you’re all mine—and you’re all going to prove how much you want it.”

She lets her hands linger—on Dean’s shoulder, on Wesley’s cheek, in Jay’s hair, on Noah’s chest—her touch not possessive, but anchoring. The comparisons have laid bare every insecurity, every longing. In this circle of candlelight, there is nowhere to hide.

“Tonight,” Marissa says, voice low and rich, “honesty is your only currency. What you’ve just given me—and each other—is worth more than anything you can do with your bodies. But you’ll have to use both before I decide who gets what they want.”

The men look at one another—no longer with bravado, but with a fragile, shared hope. The competition is real, but so is the kinship, the hunger to matter not just to Marissa, but to each other.

Marissa settles onto the edge of the sofa, crossing her legs, her eyes shining in the candlelight. “Now that I know what you envy, and what you fear—let’s see what you’ll do for my favour.”

Marissa rises from the sofa, candlelight playing along the lines of her dress, her bare feet silent on the thick rug. She surveys the men—each still naked, each still marked by the confessions that have shifted the air between them. The competition is no longer silent or theoretical. Tonight, every man will be made to feel his longing in the hands, the mouths, and the eyes of the others.

She lets the tension build a moment longer, drawing out their anticipation and discomfort. Then she gestures with a curl of her finger. “Dean. Wesley. Here.”

They obey, moving to kneel at her feet, side by side. Their bodies are close enough that their thighs and shoulders brush, the heat of their skin blurring the boundaries of rivalry and alliance. Dean’s jaw is set with stubborn resolve, but there’s a flicker of vulnerability in his eyes. Wesley’s hands tremble where they rest on his knees, his breath unsteady.

“Jay, Noah—on the sofa. I want you to watch. You’ll both have a part to play.”

Jay perches on the edge, legs splayed, cock still half-hard, forced to confront his own arousal in the open. Noah slides in beside him, posture loose but eyes bright with interest—a predator and a participant both, ready to follow orders or improvise if the moment demands.

Marissa turns her attention back to the two kneeling men. She reaches down, fingers sliding beneath Dean’s chin, tipping his head up to meet her gaze. “Tonight, you compete for my hand. For my mouth. For my favour.” She shifts, tracing the line of Wesley’s jaw next, her touch gentle but commanding. “But you’ll do it honestly. No bravado, no hiding.”

She sits back, legs parted, and beckons them closer. “Wesley first,” she decides. “Dean, hands behind your back.”

Dean complies, knuckles digging into his lower back, body locked in a posture of humility and tension.

Marissa’s hand moves to Wesley’s cock, wrapping around it, slow and sure. She strokes him, the tempo measured, her eyes never leaving his face. Wesley groans, shoulders shuddering as he tries not to lose himself too quickly in the sensation.

“Jay, Noah—what do you see?” Marissa asks, voice velvet and steel.

Jay clears his throat, forced to find words for the ache he sees. “He wants it so badly. He’s never looked this desperate before. You’re… You’re making him feel everything at once.”

Noah’s voice is softer. “He’s beautiful when he’s like this. No armor, no apologies. Just need.”

Wesley’s face flushes with embarrassment and pride in equal measure. Marissa’s thumb presses hard against the head of his cock, and his hips jerk in her grip. She slows, then stops, hand resting lightly. “Don’t come,” she commands.

She turns to Dean, beckoning him forward. “Your turn.” Wesley sits back, thighs trembling, still aching for what he’s been denied.

Dean’s cock is already hard, need written in every line of his body. Marissa wraps her hand around him, strokes slow at first, then faster, her other hand cupping his balls, squeezing. Dean groans—a deep, broken sound that vibrates in his chest. He tries to hold himself steady, muscles flexing, jaw locked.

“Noah, Jay—praise him. Tell him why he deserves this.”

Noah leans forward, voice low. “You always take it. Whatever she gives, you hold. You make the rest of us try harder.”

Jay, quieter than usual, manages: “You don’t quit. Even when you’re hurting. It… makes me want to do better.”

Dean’s eyes flick to them, surprise and gratitude tangled with arousal. Marissa increases her pace, bringing him to the brink, then stopping cold. Dean gasps, body shaking, denied at the very edge.

Marissa sits back, wiping her palm on her thigh, surveying the group. “Switch.”

Wesley moves forward again, this time with Dean forced to kneel beside him, watching. Marissa brings Wesley close again—her mouth now involved, tongue flicking over the head, lips sliding down, her hand stroking in counterpoint. Wesley whimpers, hands fisting in the rug, his hips fighting not to buck.

She draws back before he can finish, letting him fall back onto his heels, gasping. “Don’t come,” she warns.

Marissa looks to Jay and Noah, expression sharp. “Come here. Support them.”

Jay and Noah kneel behind Dean and Wesley, hands on their shoulders, grounding them, sharing the heat and the humiliation of the contest. Marissa makes Jay whisper praise in Wesley’s ear, makes Noah tell Dean how proud he is of his control. The line between rivalry and alliance blurs, each man desperate for Marissa’s favour, but just as desperate for acknowledgment from the others.

The ritual cycles—each man edged, praised, denied, humiliated, and seen. Marissa’s hands, her mouth, her voice—commanding, arousing, and always in control.

When she finally draws back, letting the need and tension peak, every man is trembling—cock hard, body slick with sweat, eyes bright with longing and exhaustion. The contest isn’t over, but already, the lines of envy and camaraderie have been rewritten.

Marissa sits back, satisfied, and gestures for the men to return to their places.

“Tonight, you served me—and each other. But only one will earn my favour. And the rest will remember what it means to want.”

The promise in her words is electric, and every man knows that the next command could make him or break him.

Marissa lets the room breathe.

The candles gutter softly, wax pooling on glass, shadows sliding over bare skin. All four men kneel in a loose semicircle before her now, bodies flushed and trembling, cocks hard and aching from the slow cruelty of the contest. Sweat slicks shoulders and chests; breath comes in shallow pulls. No one speaks. No one dares.

She rises from the sofa and walks the line, bare feet silent against the rug. Her presence alone is enough to make them straighten, to draw their spines taut as if obedience itself might tip the balance. She studies them one by one, her gaze unhurried, exacting.

Dean first—jaw clenched, eyes steady, discipline carved into every line of him. He hasn’t begged. He hasn’t broken. His control is a weapon, but it costs him. She can see the strain in the way his hands curl into fists against his thighs.

Wesley next—open, raw, still new enough that his hunger shows plainly. He’s tried to be perfect for her tonight, tried to hold and please and endure, but the fear of being overlooked flickers behind his eyes. He wants her choice more than he wants release.

Jay—kneeling a little apart, shoulders squared, bravado stripped away. His hunger is sharp, almost desperate, not just for her body but for confirmation that he matters beyond the role he plays. His cock strains painfully upward, but he doesn’t touch it. He won’t give her the excuse.

Noah—quiet, watchful, a study in contained want. He’s learned how to wait, how to endure denial with a crooked smile and a steady pulse. But even he is breathing harder now, his composure cracking at the edges.

Marissa stops in front of them, hands clasped behind her back.

“Tonight,” she says, voice calm and merciless, “you showed me what jealousy does to you. How it sharpens you. How it makes you reckless, generous, afraid.” She tilts her head slightly. “And you showed me who can hold that feeling… and who lets it spill.”

She turns first to Jay.

“You were honest,” she says. “You praised when it hurt. You stayed when you wanted to run. But you’re still learning to ask instead of performing.”

Jay swallows hard, nodding once. “Yes, ma’am.”

She moves to Wesley, fingers lifting his chin. “You gave me everything tonight. Your body. Your attention. Your fear.” Her thumb brushes his lower lip. “But you want my approval so badly that you forget to breathe.”

Wesley’s voice is barely a whisper. “I’ll do better.”

“I know,” she says softly—and then steps away.

Finally, she stands before Dean.

“You didn’t ask,” she says. “You didn’t perform. You held.”

Dean meets her gaze, something dark and hopeful flaring there. He doesn’t speak.

Marissa lets the silence stretch until it almost hurts.

Then she says it.

“Dean. You win.”

The word lands like a blow.

Dean’s breath leaves him in a rough exhale, disbelief flickering across his face before resolve snaps back into place. Wesley’s shoulders slump, disappointment cutting clean and sharp. Jay closes his eyes for half a second too long. Noah’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t look away.

Marissa steps closer to Dean, her hand closing around his cock—firm, claiming, undeniable. He groans, hips jerking involuntarily, every muscle lighting up as weeks of restraint funnel into that single point of contact.

“Stand,” she orders.

Dean rises, towering over her for a moment before she presses him back with a hand to his chest, forcing him to spread his legs, to be open. She strokes him slowly at first, her grip precise, the rhythm designed to undo him completely. Dean’s breath turns ragged, his control fracturing in real time.

She looks over her shoulder at the others. “Watch.”

They do. Of course they do.

Jay’s fists are clenched so tightly his knuckles ache. Wesley can’t stop staring at Marissa’s hand on Dean, the slick sound of her strokes echoing in his ears. Noah’s gaze flickers between Dean’s face—open, unguarded now—and the way his cock jumps in her grip.

“Tell me why you deserve this,” Marissa murmurs to Dean.

His voice is rough. “Because I held when you told me to. Because I wanted it and didn’t take it. Because I trust you to decide.”

Her grip tightens. “Good.”

She brings him right to the edge—holds him there, suspended, shaking—then leans in and whispers, “Come for me.”

Dean breaks.

His orgasm tears through him, sharp and uncontrolled, his body bowing as he spills into her hand, a broken sound wrenched from his chest. Marissa holds him steady through it, her other hand braced against his hip, grounding him as the pleasure crests and fades.

She doesn’t let go immediately. She lets the others see the aftermath—the slackness, the vulnerability, the cost of being chosen.

Then she turns.

“Wesley. Jay. Noah.”

All three straighten.

“You will kneel,” she says, “and you will clean up what you were denied.”

The humiliation is immediate, exquisite.

They obey without hesitation—hands and mouths reverent, careful, their own arousal ignored as they serve Dean in silence. The act binds them tighter than any release could, jealousy transmuted into obedience, longing into ritual.

When Marissa finally steps back, she surveys the scene—one man spent and claimed, three left aching and hungry.

“Remember this,” she says quietly. “Envy is not a flaw. It’s a tool. And tonight, it belongs to me.”

The candles burn low.

No one speaks.

And every man knows: the ache she’s left behind will drive them harder, deeper, further the next time she calls.

The ritual is over, but the echoes linger.

Candlelight pools in low, golden shapes across the carpet. Dean sits where Marissa left him, legs stretched out, spent and shaky. He’s still panting, face slack, the flush of pleasure and humiliation not yet faded from his skin. Jay, Wesley, and Noah remain kneeling—heads bowed, bodies humming with denied arousal, hands resting on trembling thighs. The hush is almost sacred, a held breath after the violence of wanting.

Marissa surveys her men, her gaze moving over the tableau she’s created—control, longing, the evidence of rivalry written on skin and in the air. For a few moments, she lets the silence do its work, allowing each man to feel the full weight of what’s just passed: the cost of honesty, the sharpness of envy, the comfort and the ache of being seen.

When she moves, it’s with deliberate softness. She kneels beside Dean first, her hand stroking over his shoulder, then cupping his cheek. Her touch is gentle, almost maternal, and Dean leans into it—eyes fluttering shut as he lets himself be small, if only for a moment. She presses a kiss to his forehead, anchoring him as he comes down from the high of being chosen.

Marissa turns to Wesley next, reaching out to trace the line of his jaw with her knuckles. “You did well,” she murmurs, voice just for him. “Your hunger makes you beautiful, but don’t let it make you desperate. You belong here—even when you ache.”

Wesley nods, swallowing hard. The praise eases some of the tightness in his chest, though the ache of denial is sharp, coiled low in his gut.

Jay looks up, searching her face for a sign—some hint that he hasn’t vanished in the shadow of someone else’s climax. Marissa meets his gaze, her fingers carding through his hair, tugging lightly until he tips his head back. “I saw you,” she tells him, clear and unblinking. “I see you now. Your pain doesn’t make you weak—it makes you real. Don’t let it turn bitter.”

He tries for a smirk, but it’s softer, worn at the edges. “Yes, ma’am.”

Noah, always last, waits for her. Marissa kneels in front of him, brushing her thumb over his lips, her palm settling against his heart. “You held more than anyone knows,” she whispers. “Patience is its own kind of bravery. I haven’t forgotten you.”

Noah exhales, some tension melting from his frame. For all his bravado, he lets himself sag for a moment, trusting her to hold the space.

With a slow, purposeful sweep of her arms, Marissa gathers them in—pulling Jay and Wesley close to her sides, Noah into the circle, Dean already pressed to her knee. They tumble into one another—arms around backs, heads on shoulders, bodies entwined in a tangle of need and comfort. In this moment, the rivalry fades to a distant ache, replaced by a communal warmth, a shared breath of belonging.

She lets them rest there as long as they need, her hands tracing slow circles on bare skin, her voice soft and low as she murmurs words of praise and reassurance. “You’re mine. All of you. I will never let you forget it.”

The group clings to her and to each other. Wesley presses his forehead to Dean’s shoulder, the jealousy of earlier melting into camaraderie. Jay loops an arm around Noah, squeezing hard, a grin breaking through at last. Dean, so often the anchor, lets himself be held, the pressure of leadership relieved for a moment by Marissa’s embrace.

When the candles have burned down to puddles of wax and the room is filled with the scent of sweat, leather, and spent longing, Marissa finally stirs. She releases them one by one, her touch lingering as she helps each man dress, smoothing shirts over sore shoulders, pressing kisses to temples, whispering reminders that the ache will pass, but the memory will last.

At the door, she gathers them for a final instruction, her eyes bright in the soft dark. “What you felt tonight—use it. Let it sharpen you, but don’t let it drive you apart. Tomorrow, you’ll want to forget, but I want you to remember. That ache is mine. Wear it until I call you again.”

They leave in small groups, the silence between them more companionable now, rivalry softened by the afterglow of honesty and Marissa’s care. Jay nudges Wesley, cracking a joke about candle wax and cults; Noah slings an arm around Dean, whispering about the next contest; Wesley laughs—really laughs—feeling for once that he’s inside, not out.

Marissa lingers at the window after the door shuts, watching her men disappear into the city’s dark. She lets herself smile, knowing she’s pulled them tighter tonight, made them needier, made them hers in ways that will last long after the bruises fade.

The apartment settles into silence, candles sputtering out one by one. The ache of rivalry has become the glue of loyalty—and Marissa knows the next ritual will find them even hungrier, even more hers.


Chapter 10 — Wesley’s Aftermath

The laughter fades first. Then the shuffle of shoes, the creak of the old apartment door, the muted thump of men’s voices drifting down the hallway—Noah’s sly jokes, Jay’s banter, even Dean’s low hum of satisfaction. It all blurs together into a distant chorus, receding as the others melt into the city night, their bodies and rivalries stitched a little tighter by the evening’s ritual.

Wesley is left behind in the liminal hush that follows—a bubble of candle-warmed air on the edge of cool, anonymous dark. He stands half-dressed by the coat rack, one sock in his hand, jacket slung awkwardly over his arm, staring at the wall where shadows still flicker from the last of the flames. His heart feels unmoored, chest tight with a longing that pulses sharp and sour.

He watches the others go—Noah, so practiced at carrying ache like a joke; Jay, quick to smother disappointment in swagger; even Dean, who carries his victory with a soldier’s stoicism. Wesley wants to be like any of them. Wants to be inside the circle of aftercare, where touch and laughter and Marissa’s arms dissolve the sharp edges of need. Instead, he hovers at the periphery, afraid that if he moves, if he lets the night end, the ache inside him will solidify into something he’ll never be able to shake.

He bends to pull on his shoes, fingers clumsy, nails scraping the sole as if fighting some invisible adversary. Every movement is slowed by the reel of memory playing behind his eyes: Marissa’s mouth on Dean’s cock; her hand stroking, granting, claiming; the sound of Dean’s release—a broken, guttural surrender Wesley has never been allowed to make in her arms. He remembers the heat of Marissa’s palm on his cheek, her whisper: “Your hunger makes you beautiful, but don’t let it make you desperate.” At the time, he’d nodded, swallowing the words like medicine, but now they stick in his throat.

He isn’t sure if he’s more ashamed of his need or of the way he let it show.

The ache is not just physical. Yes, his body aches—cock still hard and sore, skin sensitive where her touch lingered and then was gone—but it’s the ache of not being chosen that gnaws at his ribs, the ache of not knowing if he will ever be enough. The ache that comes from being seen, exposed, and yet left wanting.

He sits on the edge of the entryway rug, jacket bunched on his lap, sock forgotten in his hand. He stares at his own toes, pale in the low golden glow, and tries to breathe through the swirl of envy, shame, and a strange, persistent hope. For a moment, he wishes he could hate Dean—wishes he could resent Jay’s laughter, Noah’s patience. But the ache he feels is too personal for blame. It’s as if Marissa has reached into his chest and tied his longing into a knot, a leash he carries out into the world with no promise of relief.

He presses his hands to his face, scrubbing at tired eyes, and lets himself remember how it felt to kneel at her feet, to hear her say, “You belong here—even when you ache.” It should have helped. Instead, it sharpens everything—his sense of being on trial, of every ritual being another test he’s desperate to pass.

Behind him, the candles gutter. The apartment is almost silent now, save for the faint clink of glass in the kitchen as Marissa tidies away the implements of the evening: a paddle, a bottle of oil, a folded silk blindfold. The domestic sounds only underscore Wesley’s solitude. He should leave—should let the door close behind him, should retreat to the safety of his small, impersonal flat and the anonymity of clean sheets and cold air.

But he can’t make himself go. Not yet.

Instead, he sits in the soft spill of light and ache, the scent of Marissa and sweat still in the air, and wonders if she knows how deep this goes for him. If she saw the crack in his composure. If she’ll remember him tomorrow.

For the first time since the ritual ended, Wesley is still. He lets himself feel all of it: the burn of jealousy, the shame of wanting, the fragile, reckless hope that maybe, just maybe, she’ll come back for him. That tonight’s ache isn’t an ending, but the beginning of something he doesn’t have to survive alone.

Marissa is halfway through extinguishing the last of the candles when she senses it—that familiar pull at the edge of her awareness. It isn’t sound. It isn’t movement. It’s absence. A weight that hasn’t lifted the way it should have once the door closed behind the others.

She straightens slowly, wick pinched between her fingers, and lets the flame die. The apartment settles into a softer dark, the sharp edges of the ritual blunted by shadow and quiet. She listens. There’s no laughter now, no footsteps in the hall. Just the faint rhythm of breathing that doesn’t belong to her.

Wesley.

She doesn’t call his name right away. Instead, she leans against the kitchen counter and watches the reflection in the blackened window glass. In it, she can just make out his shape in the entryway—seated, still, shoulders curved inward as if he’s trying to make himself smaller than he is. His jacket is bunched in his lap. One sock dangles forgotten from his hand.

He looks like someone waiting for permission he hasn’t been given yet.

Marissa’s mouth softens—not into a smile, but into something more thoughtful. This is the moment most people miss. The moment after intensity, after structure, after reward and denial have done their work. The moment where ache either calcifies into resentment… or becomes something useful.

She chooses.

Her footsteps are quiet as she crosses the room, bare feet soundless on the rug. She stops a few paces behind him, close enough that her presence alters the air, but not so close that he feels cornered. She lets the silence do the announcing.

Wesley feels her before he sees her. His shoulders tense, breath catching, spine straightening as if called to attention by instinct alone. He doesn’t turn. He doesn’t look up. He just sits there, painfully aware of himself, of the space he’s taking up, of the fact that he’s been seen in his hesitation.

Marissa speaks at last, her voice low, even. “You’re still here.”

It isn’t a question.

Wesley swallows. “Yes, ma’am.”

She waits. She always waits. It gives people room to tell the truth without being asked for it directly.

“I didn’t mean to—” He stops, shakes his head. “I was just… finishing up.”

Marissa steps closer, just enough that her shadow spills over his knees. “You’ve been finished for a while.”

The words are gentle, but they land. Wesley’s fingers tighten around the sock. His pulse thuds in his ears.

“Yes,” he admits quietly.

Marissa moves around him and lowers herself onto the arm of the sofa, angling her body so she can see his face without looming. She studies him—not critically, not indulgently, but with the kind of attention that makes lying feel pointless.

“Why didn’t you leave?” she asks.

Wesley’s first instinct is to deflect—to offer something small and tidy. He almost says I forgot something. Almost says I was just tired. But the room is too quiet, and she’s too present, and the ache in his chest has nowhere left to hide.

“I didn’t want it to end like that,” he says, finally.

Marissa doesn’t interrupt.

“I know it ended the way it was supposed to,” he adds quickly. “I know you did exactly what you meant to do. I just—” His voice falters, then steadies. “I didn’t want to take this feeling home with me alone.”

There it is. The truth, laid bare.

Marissa nods once, slow and deliberate. “Come here,” she says.

It’s not an order barked across a room. It’s an invitation shaped like command.

Wesley hesitates only a moment before rising and crossing the space between them. She gestures to the floor at her feet, and he kneels, posture careful, hands resting loosely on his thighs. He doesn’t look up until she tips his chin gently with one finger.

His eyes are bright. Not crying. Not broken. Just open.

“You stayed,” she says, “because you wanted to be seen in the part of this that doesn’t get rewarded.”

Wesley nods. “Yes.”

“Because you didn’t want reassurance,” she continues. “You wanted acknowledgment.”

His throat works. “Yes.”

Marissa leans back slightly, studying him. “And because some part of you was afraid that if you walked out that door without being chosen… it would start to feel permanent.”

The truth of it steals his breath. He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t need to.

Marissa lets the silence stretch, not as punishment, but as space. Then she reaches out—not to pull him closer, not to offer comfort yet—but to rest her hand flat against the centre of his chest. She feels his heartbeat under her palm, fast and unsteady.

“This,” she says quietly, “is the part most people try to outrun.”

Wesley’s voice is barely above a whisper. “It hurts.”

“I know,” she replies.

She doesn’t move her hand. Doesn’t soften the truth. “But it also tells me something important about you.”

He looks at her, searching.

“It tells me,” Marissa says, “that you’re not here for the spectacle. You’re here for the belonging. And that means you feel the absence more sharply when it’s withheld.”

Her thumb shifts slightly, a grounding pressure. “That ache you’re sitting in right now? It’s not a flaw. It’s information.”

Wesley exhales, a shaky release he didn’t realise he’d been holding. “Then why does it feel like I failed?”

Marissa’s gaze sharpens—not unkindly. “Because you equate being chosen with being worthy.”

She lets the words land.

“And tonight,” she continues, “you learned that worth and reward are not always aligned.”

Wesley absorbs this, slowly. The knot in his chest doesn’t vanish—but it loosens, just enough to breathe around.

Marissa withdraws her hand at last and stands. “Stay,” she says. “Just for a moment longer.”

He nods immediately. “Yes, ma’am.”

She turns back toward the living room, already deciding how far she will take this—and where she will stop.

Because she knows this much for certain:

Wesley didn’t linger because he was weak.

He lingered because he was ready.

Marissa lets Wesley kneel for a moment longer, her presence quiet but commanding. She sits on the floor in front of him now, folding her legs beneath her, closing the distance without forcing touch. The last few candles flicker nearby, gold and blue and red in the glass—enough light for honesty, not enough for shadows.

Wesley’s hands fidget on his thighs. He’s painfully aware of his own breath, how loud it seems, how exposed he is in this intimate, half-lit bubble. It’s easier to keep his eyes down, but he forces himself to look up when Marissa clears her throat softly.

“Tell me,” she says, her voice low, “what it felt like. Not just what you wanted me to see, but what you actually felt. From the moment I chose Dean until now.”

Wesley tries to find a place to start. He opens his mouth, closes it again, tongue wetting his lips. The ache is close, threatening to spill out wrong—too raw, too much. But Marissa’s gaze doesn’t flinch. She waits, patient, offering no comfort until he chooses to cross the gap himself.

“I thought I could handle it,” he says finally, voice barely above a whisper. “I wanted to be… proud of him. Of Dean. He did everything right. But when you called his name, I—” His throat tightens. He swallows hard. “I wanted to be happy for him, but all I felt was empty. Like I was being measured and coming up short. Again.”

He risks a look at her, searching for disappointment. He finds none. Only focus.

“I kept thinking, maybe if I’d tried harder—maybe if I’d said the right thing, or held out a little longer, or didn’t look so… desperate. Maybe then—” He cuts himself off, embarrassed by the shape of his longing.

Marissa waits. “Keep going.”

Wesley nods, the words tumbling faster now, freed by her patience. “It was like watching you pick a team, and knowing I’m the last one left, even if you don’t say it out loud. The part that hurt most wasn’t even the denial. It was…” He struggles to name it. “It was seeing you look at him the way I wanted you to look at me. Like he was special. Like he belonged more than I did.”

A flush rises in his cheeks, but he keeps going, even as his voice shakes. “And I hate that I wanted it so badly. That I can’t just be satisfied with being here, with being seen at all. I want… more. I want to be the one. Just once. I want to know what it feels like for you to pick me—not because I’m new, or because I need it the most, but because you want me.”

He lets the confession hang there, bare and aching.

Marissa doesn’t rush to fill the silence. She considers him—shoulders hunched, hands white-knuckled on his thighs, face open and vulnerable in the candlelight. She sees the effort it takes for him not to look away.

“What else?” she asks. “What did you fear tonight?”

Wesley’s voice is steadier now, though his hands still tremble. “I was afraid that if I let everyone see how much it mattered, I’d lose whatever respect I’ve earned. That the others would think I’m weak, or that you’d think I’m needy, and start to regret keeping me here at all.”

He exhales, shaky but lighter for having named it. “But I can’t not care. I tried, but I can’t. Every time you look past me, it feels like I’m invisible again. Like I’m back to being the guy no one notices.”

He falls silent, emotion a knot in his chest.

Marissa lets the ache ring out in the quiet. Then she leans forward, closing the last of the distance, and places her palm over his heart. “You’re not invisible,” she says, voice firm, soft but absolute. “Not here. Not to me. Not now, not ever.”

Wesley blinks hard, the words almost more than he can bear.

She draws her hand up, thumb brushing the line of his jaw. “You don’t lose respect for wanting more. You lose it for pretending you don’t. Do you understand?”

He nods, the smallest movement, as if afraid wanting more might break the spell.

Marissa’s eyes soften, but her tone remains steady. “Every one of you aches when you’re not chosen. That’s part of belonging here. That ache—that longing—that’s the currency. Not perfection. Not silence. Not even obedience. It’s hunger.”

She lets the words settle. Wesley soaks them in, the knot inside him slowly loosening.

“I see you, Wesley,” Marissa tells him. “Every time. Even when I don’t pick you, I see what it costs you to stay. And that’s why you’re still here.”

He exhales, a sound half-sob, half-laughter. “Thank you.”

Marissa doesn’t move to embrace him, doesn’t offer platitudes. She just lets her hand linger a moment longer, warmth pressed to his skin, anchoring him in the present.

“Let it ache,” she says. “Tonight, let yourself want more.”

Wesley nods again. And for the first time all evening, the ache feels like something he might carry with pride—not shame.

The words linger between them, heavy but clarifying. Wesley kneels, breathing a little easier, the ache in his chest no less sharp but suddenly less shameful. Marissa watches him for a long moment, reading the subtle shifts in his face: the war between pride and self-doubt, the hope that aches even more for having finally been named.

She sits back, folding her legs beneath her, hands resting loosely in her lap. Her posture is open, patient—an invitation to linger, not a rush to close the scene. She lets the silence settle, gives him time to absorb what he’s just confessed. The candles gutter softly, painting slow-moving gold across the walls. Outside, the city has quieted; here, there is only the pulse of want and the hush of being seen.

Finally, Marissa speaks. Her tone is even, not indulgent, but sure. “You know what the bravest thing in this room was tonight, Wesley?”

He shakes his head, voice gone small. “No, ma’am.”

“It wasn’t Dean holding out. It wasn’t Jay making us all laugh, or Noah waiting for his moment.” She leans in, her gaze steady. “It was you, letting yourself ache in front of everyone. Letting them see it. Letting me see it.”

Wesley’s brow furrows, confused. “But I—” He stops himself. “I thought that was weakness.”

Marissa’s lips quirk, almost a smile. “Everyone thinks that at first. But you want to know the truth? The ones who never show hunger are the ones who break fastest. The ones who hide longing are always the loneliest in the room. The courage is in wanting—openly, stubbornly, again and again. Even when you’re denied.”

She lets that land, watches his shoulders relax. “That’s what I look for. Not who can take the most pain, or who obeys the quickest, but who’s willing to keep wanting. Wanting is exhausting, but it’s honest. It means you still have something left to give.”

Wesley lets her words sink in. The ache is still present, but it feels different—a living thing, not a failing. “What if I want too much?”

Marissa reaches out, brushing his hair back from his forehead. “That’s my job, not yours. I decide how much is too much, how much is just right. Your job is to be honest about what you want. Even if it makes you scared. Especially then.”

Her hand settles on his shoulder, gentle pressure grounding him. “When you ache like this, don’t hide it. Don’t punish yourself for wanting more than you get. That hunger is the raw material I work with. It’s what makes the rituals real. What makes your place in this group matter.”

He closes his eyes, letting himself lean into her touch. For a moment, it’s not about rituals or contests or the hierarchy of who was chosen and who was not. It’s just about being here, being real, letting himself want without shame.

“I thought you’d be disappointed in me,” he admits. “For not being stronger.”

Marissa’s fingers squeeze his shoulder, reassuring but firm. “I would have been disappointed if you’d pretended. If you’d left before you could say it out loud. But not for this.” She pauses, thumb tracing idle circles. “It’s easy to stand tall when you’re the winner. It’s harder to kneel and admit you’re hurting—and then show up again next time.”

Wesley breathes a little deeper, the ache inside shifting again. It’s still there, but it no longer feels like something he has to fight or escape. It’s just… part of him. And in this moment, that feels almost like belonging.

“Does it get easier?” he asks, half a smile on his lips, half-hopeful and half-dreading the answer.

Marissa’s laugh is low, warm. “No. And yes. You learn to carry the ache. Some nights it’s lighter, some nights it burns. But every time you stay, every time you choose to want again, it shapes you. That’s what matters.”

She lets her hand drop, offering him a choice: stay close or stand on his own. “Don’t run from longing, Wesley. Let it teach you. Let it be your proof that you’re still here, still in the fight.”

He nods, more sure now, more present in his own skin. “Thank you,” he says, voice rough but sincere.

Marissa stands, pulling him gently to his feet. She doesn’t release his hand just yet. “You belong here because you ache. And because you choose to show me.”

He stands taller, jacket finally forgotten, sock still in his hand. The ache is still there, a throb behind his ribs—but it no longer feels like punishment.

Marissa steps back, giving him the space to gather himself. “Go home tonight and let it hurt, Wesley. But write it down. Every want, every hope, every disappointment. Bring it next time. Make me see it.”

He nods, resolve finally blooming beneath the ache. “I will.”

She gives him a last, approving look—a reward all its own.

The city awaits him, but for now, so does his longing, transformed from burden to invitation.

The moment lingers, suspended in the hush of Marissa’s candlelit apartment—a silence not of abandonment, but of transition. Wesley stands, sock finally tugged on, jacket slung loosely over one arm. Marissa remains poised in the center of the room, her posture both open and resolute, as if holding a door ajar and daring him to choose to walk through.

She doesn’t crowd him. She doesn’t soften the ache. Instead, she studies him in the waning light, the sharpness of her eyes offset by the warmth of her voice.

“I’m not going to tell you it gets easier,” she says, echoing her words from moments ago. “But I will tell you this: ache is a form of loyalty. It’s proof you want to stay. It’s what keeps you coming back, and it’s what makes you valuable to me—even on nights you leave with nothing but longing.”

Wesley stands straighter, holding her gaze. It isn’t comfort, exactly, but the clarity steadies him. The ache in his chest now feels less like emptiness and more like a promise that he matters here, that someone is counting his presence, that his longing is not a mark of weakness but of connection.

Marissa approaches, slow and deliberate. She stops just within reach, her presence filling the room. “Tonight, you go home with your hunger. Don’t try to erase it. I want you to take it with you, sit with it, and write down every detail. Not just the ache, but what you wanted most. The moment you wanted me to pick you. The thing you wished you’d said but didn’t.”

Wesley nods, swallowing hard. “You want me to bring it to you?”

Her mouth curves in a small, approving smile. “Next ritual, you’ll give it to me. You’ll lay your hunger out where I can see it—on the page or in the room. If you hide it, I’ll know. And you’ll stay waiting even longer. But if you show me, I promise it’ll matter.”

A flicker of pride lights in Wesley’s chest, mingling with the ache. He has never been given an assignment like this—not a reward, but a demand. Not comfort, but a test of belonging. It feels more intimate than any climax.

“Don’t be neat,” Marissa adds, her voice dipping into mischief. “Don’t be polite. I don’t want you to edit yourself for my approval. I want you to want, and to let that wanting make you brave.”

He can’t help but laugh—a low, quiet sound. “What if it scares me?”

She shrugs, reaching to brush his hair back from his forehead with the lightest touch. “Wanting should scare you. That’s how you know you’re not pretending.”

She draws back, giving him room. “Go on, now.”

Wesley hesitates at the door, hand hovering on the knob. He looks back one last time, not as a lost boy hoping to be rescued, but as a man anchoring himself in the present. Marissa stands tall, framed in the golden glow, her eyes never wavering.

“Thank you, ma’am,” he says, voice steadier than he feels.

She inclines her head, regal as a queen granting her knight a dangerous quest. “You earned this ache. Now go do something with it.”

Wesley slips into the hallway, the chill of the outside world nipping at his cheeks as he descends the stairs. The ache is there, of course—sharp as ever. But for the first time, it’s not shameful. It’s heavy, but not crushing. It has a shape, a direction, a future.

He walks the city streets with a purpose, hands jammed in his pockets, eyes bright with unshed tears and something close to hope. He’s already composing lines in his head—fragments of confession and desire, the little wishes he never dared speak, the dark corners of longing he thought would make him unlovable.

Tonight, he won’t run from it. He won’t try to be invisible. He’ll go home, fill the page with everything he’s afraid to want, and return to Marissa not as a supplicant, but as a man bearing proof of his place.

Back in the apartment, Marissa snuffs out the last candle. She stands for a moment in the darkness, considering the silence, the ghosts of voices and touch that linger. She feels the power in the absence, in the ache she’s sent into the world. It’s not cruelty; it’s cultivation—a ritual of hunger, of loyalty, of growth.

She knows Wesley will return. They all do, in the end. Hunger is what binds them, what keeps them honest, what brings them back to her again and again.

Marissa smiles to herself, already anticipating the next ritual, the next confession, the next transformation ache will demand.

Tonight, she’s left him wanting. Tomorrow, he’ll show her why that matters.


Chapter 11 — Group Aftercare

The invitation comes differently this time—not a terse summons or a challenge, but a soft note slipped into each man’s phone:

Tonight. My place. Wear something soft. No contests, no expectations—just come as you are.

There’s no hint of rivalry or ritual in the words, but when the men read them—Dean on his lunch break, Jay late at night in bed, Noah after a run, Wesley hunched over his notebook—they all feel the echo of what’s come before: the ache of being tested, the burn of denial, the stubborn, raw hope of being chosen. Each finds himself hesitating, just a little. Each wonders if the ache has finally earned them something different.

The city is quieter when they arrive, as if the world itself is in on the secret. Marissa’s apartment glows golden from within, all sharp edges softened by lamplight and the gentle shimmer of thick curtains. The air smells of lavender and something deeper—amber, perhaps, or the faintest trace of warm bread cooling in the kitchen.

Dean arrives first, as always—punctual, shoulders square beneath an old, oversized sweatshirt, track pants faded from a hundred washes. Marissa opens the door herself, smiling in a way that feels different from her usual, razor-sharp approval. She steps forward, meeting him in the hallway, and rests a hand over his heart, holding it there for a long moment. “Welcome home, Dean,” she says, and he nods, some tension draining from his jaw.

Jay comes next, hoodie zipped to his chin, hair mussed, eyes tired but bright. He tries for a quip as he enters—“So is this a cult sleepover, or just a really weird intervention?”—but the words are softer, almost shy. Marissa only chuckles, ruffles his hair, and presses a mug of warm tea into his hands. “You can be as weird as you want tonight. Leave the show at the door.”

Noah drifts in just after, bare feet and loose shorts, the boldness of his smile undercut by the careful, searching way he surveys the room. He hugs Marissa impulsively, a squeeze that lingers a beat too long. She hugs back, letting him breathe into her shoulder before nudging him towards the pile of cushions on the floor.

Last is Wesley. He hesitates outside, anxiety making his steps uneven, then knocks quietly and stands, arms folded, trying not to look as if he’s bracing for bad news. Marissa opens the door with a gentleness she reserves for rare occasions. She says nothing, only pulls him inside by the wrist and shuts the door with a soft click behind him. “You made it,” she whispers, her tone a balm for nerves he didn’t know he was still carrying. He nods, breath catching as she gives his shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

Inside, the apartment has been transformed. The usual lines of command—sofa, altar, the space reserved for her—are gone. Plush blankets cover the floor, a nest of pillows encircles a low table where a few simple snacks wait: grapes, bread, honey, chamomile tea. The air is warm, thick with the promise that tonight is not about testing limits, but mending what the last ritual broke.

Marissa moves among them, not as a judge or mistress but as a quiet presence—lighting another lamp, tucking a pillow behind a sore back, placing a blanket across bare knees. “Get comfortable,” she says, voice low. “You’re safe here. No one is going to be singled out. No one is going to win or lose.”

The men settle, each in their own way: Dean sinks into the cushions, tension melting from his spine; Jay tugs a throw over his lap, legs stretched and crossed at the ankle; Noah sprawls, arms behind his head, eyes drifting shut as he soaks in the hush; Wesley curls up at the edge, half apart, half within, but Marissa gently tugs him closer until he is surrounded.

For a few minutes, there is only the sound of breathing, the rustle of fabric, the occasional clink of mugs. Someone puts on soft music—nothing with lyrics, just the pulse of a piano, a brush of strings. The city outside is far away.

Marissa kneels in their midst, her posture easy. “Tonight is for recovery,” she says. “Not just for your bodies, but for your hearts. Let the ache settle. Let it speak if it wants to. But let it rest, too. You’ve all earned it.”

The words settle around them, not as command, but as comfort. Each man hears it differently—Dean as permission to exhale, Jay as an invitation to stop performing, Noah as a promise he doesn’t have to be clever, Wesley as proof he’s not on the outside looking in.

The room, for the first time in weeks, feels like a haven—not a battlefield. And as Marissa sits quietly among them, the cycle of need and healing begins anew.

The initial hush of arrival gives way to a slow, uncertain thaw. Each man sits wrapped in the comfort of soft fabric, the music weaving through the apartment like a gentle tide. Marissa lets them linger in the silence, waiting until she feels the last dregs of rivalry fade, replaced by the wary hope of safety.

She rises, moving to a small chest in the corner. When she opens it, the familiar sounds of buckles and clasps are absent—no cuffs, no collars, no instruments of restraint. Instead, she lifts out a stack of freshly laundered robes, fleece-lined and loose, each in a different muted colour. She brings them to the circle of cushions, letting the fabric spill across the pile.

“One rule for tonight,” she says, voice warm but unmistakably firm. “You leave behind everything that marks you as more or less than the others. No uniforms, no marks of rank. No reminders of last time. Only comfort.”

She hands a robe to each man in turn, pausing to meet their eyes. “You can change in the bathroom if you want privacy, or here with the group. No one has to rush. This is yours, just for tonight.”

Dean, ever the soldier, accepts his robe with a quiet nod, stepping into the bathroom. A moment later, he emerges, the heavy garment swallowing his bulk, hands vanishing into deep pockets. He looks somehow softer, more approachable—his edges blurred, his strength less intimidating.

Jay fumbles with his hoodie, laughter slipping out as he peels off his shirt. “Hope this cult comes with snacks, boss,” he teases, but his relief is obvious as he disappears beneath the folds of midnight-blue fleece. He sits cross-legged, pulling the hood up, letting his guard drop by degrees.

Noah strips off his t-shirt and sweats in the open, utterly unselfconscious, shrugging into a dark green robe and sprawling back across the cushions. “This is dangerous,” he grins, “you’ll never get me to leave.” His voice is playful, but the ease with which he accepts comfort is contagious. Jay nudges him, and the two share a quiet laugh.

Wesley hesitates, holding the robe in his lap, fingers kneading the fabric. Marissa kneels beside him, her touch feather-light on his arm. “You’re safe,” she murmurs. “No one is watching to see if you hesitate. Take your time.”

Wesley nods, grateful for the privacy of the moment. He changes there in the soft half-light, clumsy but determined, finally knotting the sash and drawing the robe close. He sits a little straighter, cocooned in warmth, as Marissa drapes a blanket over his legs and squeezes his shoulder.

Marissa gathers up the discarded clothing—shirts, hoodies, trousers, socks—and places them gently in a basket, out of sight. “Tonight, we leave competition at the door,” she says, her voice a balm. “No one has to prove anything. No one will be tested. If you want to talk, talk. If you want to listen, listen. If you want to sleep, sleep. There are no tasks.”

Jay snorts, but it’s a soft sound. “And here I was practicing my speech for who should be your favourite.”

Noah throws a cushion at him, and the brief, gentle scuffle that follows finally breaks the tension. Even Dean smiles—really smiles—settling more fully into his robe, hands folded behind his head.

Marissa lights a few more candles, their scent floral and grounding. The room glows, golden and tranquil. She pours mugs of chamomile tea, passes around small plates of fruit and bread, and encourages everyone to eat, to let comfort become physical, tangible.

Bit by bit, the men relax. They tuck their legs beneath them, lean against the cushions, and let their weight be held by the soft floor. Jay props his feet in Noah’s lap. Wesley edges closer to Dean, who doesn’t move away. For the first time, the group forms not a circle of challenge, but a tangle of support—bodies overlapping, boundaries dissolving in warmth.

Marissa settles among them, her robe a deep wine colour. She pulls her hair down, shakes it loose, and lets herself be seen as something more than mistress, less than untouchable. “I’m proud of all of you,” she says quietly. “Not for what you’ve survived, but for what you’re willing to let go of. Just for tonight.”

The words land gently. Each man hears it in his own way—Dean as release from duty, Jay as freedom from performance, Noah as an invitation to drop his masks, Wesley as a rare, deep permission to exist just as he is.

The evening has only begun, but already, something vital is mending.

The robe-clad group settles into a sprawling, uneven heap on the floor, the pile of cushions yielding beneath their weight. The music remains low, a pulse of soft piano and distant strings, more heartbeat than melody. For a long moment, no one says much. The comfort is in the quiet, in the absence of challenge.

Marissa moves among them, more host than ruler tonight, checking in with a glance, a touch. She pours another round of tea, tucks a blanket behind Dean’s head, smooths a wrinkle in the fabric covering Jay’s legs. “Lie back,” she urges softly, “or lean on each other if you want.” It’s not a command, but an offering—an open door, a chance to say yes to rest.

Dean, always most comfortable with order and instruction, is the first to take her up on it. He shifts onto his side, then rolls flat, arms crossed beneath his head. His body, usually held taut with self-discipline, slackens into the cushions, every exhale a slow unraveling. Marissa kneels beside him and begins to knead the knots in his neck and shoulders—her hands firm, practiced, finding and undoing the tension built up through nights of contest and control.

Jay lies back as well, pulling his robe closer, feet still in Noah’s lap. He closes his eyes, face turning toward the hush of voices and the brush of Marissa’s hand on his hair. Noah, ever the opportunist, stretches out at Jay’s side, letting their knees touch. He props his head on his hands and watches the others with a lazy, contented smile. “This is the part where you tell us all our secrets are safe, right?”

“Only the ones you want to give away,” Marissa murmurs, still working Dean’s shoulders. Her voice is so soft, it’s almost not hers at all.

Wesley remains curled at the edge of the blanket nest, back to the group at first, as if embarrassed to intrude. Marissa reaches for him—just a hand to his ankle, a gentle squeeze that says, You’re not forgotten. “Come closer, Wesley,” she says, and the warmth in her tone does what authority never could. He edges in, tentatively at first, then with relief as Jay shifts to make room.

When everyone has found a place—some lying flat, some curled on their sides, all touching in some way—Marissa sits cross-legged, pulling Wesley’s feet into her lap. She begins to massage his calves, slow and careful, working away the last of the tension that denial and longing have left in his muscles.

The group falls into a rhythm of touch and acceptance. Marissa rubs sore shoulders, presses thumbs into tight calves and arches, sometimes leaning over to smooth Jay’s brow or let Noah take her hand for a moment. There is no sexual tension, only the deep, primal need for contact—hands in hair, arms looped around waists, a head on a thigh, bodies pressed together for warmth and comfort.

Jay’s quips trail off, replaced by soft sighs and quiet laughter. Dean’s breathing slows; his face, usually so guarded, is loose and vulnerable. Noah starts humming along with the music, his voice a gentle vibration through the cushions. Wesley, for perhaps the first time since joining the group, lets his eyes flutter shut and simply receives—no test to pass, no hunger to hide, just the slow, honest pleasure of being cared for.

Marissa checks in with every touch, her hands reading the men as surely as if she were still commanding them. She notices the places where Dean’s muscles tighten at first, and works until he fully releases. She watches Jay’s face for traces of bravado, sees when they finally slip away. She matches Noah’s humming, occasionally squeezing his hand, letting him know he doesn’t have to fill the silence with wit. And for Wesley, she offers the most constant touch—a slow, grounding presence that anchors him to the circle.

No one rushes. The minutes stretch and yawn. No one asks for more, but Marissa gives it anyway—blankets pulled up to chins, hair smoothed, hands rubbed until every last shiver of exhaustion is spent.

Eventually, the men begin to drift. Dean’s eyes close, his breaths deep and even. Jay half-mumbles something about “best spa night ever” before his head lolls against Noah’s shoulder. Noah grins, eyelids heavy, one hand still twined with Marissa’s. Wesley shifts until his head rests in her lap, his cheek pressed to the soft fabric of her robe.

Marissa remains awake, alert, always attuned. She strokes hair, traces brows, holds hands. She is the pulse at the center, quiet and sure, her presence a promise that no one here is alone.

For this night, there are no roles to play, no battles to win. There is only softness—bodies mending themselves against each other, the old wounds of rivalry soothed by the slow, unhurried work of care.

The hush in Marissa’s living room is the kind that only settles when bodies have been fully cared for. Blankets and robes cocoon the men in warmth, the air sweet with the mingled scents of tea, sweat, and burning candles. The city outside has faded to a murmur; inside, everything is softness and breath, the crackle of the last logs on the hearth a low, steady backdrop.

For a long time, no one speaks. The touch of Marissa’s hands—her steady pressure on shoulders, the gentle tangle of fingers in hair—has lulled the men into a dreamy liminality, half-awake, half-drifting. Some are sprawled against each other, some against her. There is no order here, no prescribed place in the pile. Only proximity, and the safety it brings.

Marissa sits with Wesley’s head in her lap, Jay’s feet tucked beneath her hip, one of Dean’s hands resting loosely over her knee. Noah, closest to the pillows, turns onto his side, blinking slowly, a contented smile on his lips. She lets the silence stretch, waits until she feels the first stirrings of wakefulness—the subtle shift as bodies begin to remember themselves, and the ache of the last ritual flickers at the edges of comfort.

“Let’s check in,” she says softly, not as a command, but an invitation. “No speeches, no explanations—just one feeling from the last time we were all together. You don’t have to name the ritual, just the feeling that stayed with you.”

There is a brief pause, the sort that comes when people realize vulnerability will be met without judgment.

Dean is the first to speak, his voice rumbling low from where he lies with his head pillowed on folded arms. “Pride,” he says. There’s a faint, almost embarrassed smile at the edge of his mouth. “And relief. But mostly pride.”

Jay lifts his head, his voice still thick with sleep. “Jealousy,” he admits, and the word hangs there, unadorned, for a heartbeat. “It burned like hell, but… it’s quieter now.”

Noah rolls onto his back, one arm flung over his eyes. “Loneliness,” he says, not hiding from the word. “It always sneaks up on me after the noise fades. Tonight helped.”

Wesley, cradled in Marissa’s lap, speaks last. His voice is soft, but there’s no mistaking the note of resolve. “Hope,” he says. “I didn’t expect that. Not after the ache. But… hope.”

The group absorbs each answer, no one rushing to fill the quiet that follows. Marissa lets her hands drift across each man as he speaks—a squeeze to Dean’s shoulder, a gentle stroke along Jay’s shin, the tracing of a slow circle on the back of Noah’s hand, her palm resting on Wesley’s chest. Each gesture says, I hear you. You are seen. You are not alone.

No explanations are required, but there are murmurs of understanding: Dean’s hand finds Wesley’s, giving it a gentle squeeze; Jay mutters “me too” under his breath, not specifying which feeling, but meaning all of them at once. Noah’s fingers curl briefly around Marissa’s, holding on just a moment longer.

The silence that follows is different now—full of permission. For some, it is a chance to close their eyes and drift, knowing their confession has not changed the group’s shape or their own place within it. For others, it is a moment to linger in the warmth of touch, to let the simple act of being present do the healing that words alone could never manage.

Marissa is the last to speak, her tone gentle, threading through the group like a ribbon. “I’m proud of all of you. Not because you were strong, or perfect, or even obedient. But because you let yourselves feel. That’s all I ever want—honesty, even when it’s hard.”

She adjusts the blankets, tucking Jay’s robe tighter, pressing her palm over the beat of Wesley’s heart. She does not rush anyone to speak further, or to move. Instead, she lets them sink into the afterglow of honesty, the ache of past rivalry now transformed into something communal, even comforting.

Dean shifts, finally, voice half-lost in the blanket. “Thank you. For this. For all of it.”

Marissa only smiles, brushing his hair off his brow. “Thank yourselves. You came back. That’s what matters.”

The group settles once more, words spent, feelings shared. The emotional weather in the room has shifted—a front of pride, jealousy, loneliness, and hope, now held together by touch and trust.

For tonight, it is enough.

Night has settled thick and gentle over Marissa’s apartment, pressing the city’s din far into the distance. The lamps have been dimmed; the candles gutter in their glass bowls, scenting the air with faint traces of lavender, beeswax, and the ghost of smoke. Music has faded into silence, replaced by the simple hush of slow, even breaths and the shifting weight of blankets as the group finds new, softer arrangements of closeness.

One by one, the men surrender to the pull of sleep or something close to it. Jay is the first to let go, his head lolling against a pillow, mouth open in a soft, snoring half-smile. Noah curls beside him, hand tucked beneath his own chin, breath fogging the edge of a blanket. Dean, for all his discipline, is sprawled on his back, one arm flung wide, robe sliding open over his chest. Wesley is last to close his eyes, blinking slow and heavy, the warmth of Marissa’s hand on his hair a final, steady anchor.

Marissa moves with quiet purpose, a guardian in the dark. She drapes an extra blanket over Jay and Noah, tucking it around their legs so the chill won’t wake them. She checks the room for errant cups, turns the mugs upside down in the sink, and pads back to the circle, careful not to disturb the patchwork of bodies and limbs. Her presence is felt more than seen—a familiar gravity that lets the men rest deeply, even if only for a handful of hours.

When she sits again, Marissa settles at the center of the heap, drawing Wesley’s head into her lap, Jay’s foot under her hand, her back pressed against the sofa where Dean’s shoulder brushes her hip. She does not need to sleep—her rest is in their breathing, their comfort, the knowledge that, for once, no one is watching, no one is alone.

Every so often, a man stirs: Dean muttering half a dream, Jay shifting closer to Noah, Noah’s hand searching blindly for a shoulder or a knee, Wesley sighing, a little smile breaking through as he turns his face into the fabric of Marissa’s robe. Each time, she soothes with a touch, a murmured “It’s all right,” a gentle squeeze that means: I’m here, you’re safe, sleep.

In the hush, Marissa lets herself reflect—not as a mistress, not as a puppet-master, but as the keeper of wounds and wants. She thinks of all that’s passed: the tension of rivalry, the rawness of ritual, the longing that carves men open and the ache that sometimes, if left untended, sours into doubt or shame. She remembers the look on Wesley’s face when he admitted he wanted to be chosen, the way Dean’s pride softened into gratitude, the brittle hope in Jay’s jokes, and the gentleness beneath Noah’s bravado.

Here, in this room, the ache does not have to be banished. It can simply be held—transformed from something sharp and solitary into the gentle ache of belonging, the fatigue that follows when the fight is over and the healing can begin.

She stays awake a long while, listening to their breathing, the rise and fall of bodies at rest. She imagines the ache within each man, still present but quieter, like a bruise faded to yellow. She knows there will be more rituals, more wounds, more nights of wanting and being left out. That is the rhythm of what they’ve built together. But for now, the work is simple and profound: keep them close, let them rest, remind them that pain is not a test but a passage.

Eventually, her own eyes grow heavy. She leans back, head tilted against the sofa, letting the warmth of the group and the slow, steady pulse of trust seep into her bones. The men breathe around her, touching and touched, dreamless for once, unburdened.

If anyone wakes in the night, they find her there—a calm silhouette at the centre, ready to soothe, to listen, to anchor. If anyone cries out or trembles, her hand finds theirs, grounding them without words.

When dawn comes, it will come quietly—filtered through curtains, soft and golden, glancing over tangled limbs and the aftermath of a night spent healing. Marissa will rise and begin again, making tea, opening windows, ushering the group back into the world.

But for now, as sleep knits together the bruised places, as surrender replaces struggle, Marissa keeps watch. The ache will return, and so will the rituals, the tests, the hunger. But here, for these hours, every wound is seen, every need is allowed, and every man is home.


Chapter 12 — Noah’s Night

The world is a cocoon of warmth and shadow when Noah blinks awake. He doesn’t know what hour it is—only that the music is long gone, the candles burnt out to stubs, and the only sounds are the low, even breaths of sleeping men and the faint ticking of the kitchen clock. He’s nestled among a tangle of limbs and robes: Jay’s foot pressed against his calf, Wesley’s shoulder warm beneath his cheek, Dean’s hand still draped protectively over the pile as if standing sentry even in sleep.

For a moment, Noah lies very still, savoring the comfort of being held. The floor beneath the nest of cushions is firm, but the heat of so many bodies makes him feel swaddled, almost weightless. There’s a strange safety in the communal sprawl—the vulnerability of sleep, the nearness of Marissa curled somewhere just out of sight. He listens to the sound of Jay snoring softly, the rise and fall of Wesley’s breathing, the subtle rustle when Dean shifts.

Yet even in the circle, even after an evening spent awash in touch and gentleness, Noah finds a small, persistent ache threading through his chest. It’s a different hunger than lust or rivalry or even exhaustion. This is something deeper, older—a thread of loneliness that weaves through the comfort, refusing to be entirely smoothed away.

He tries to close his eyes, to drift back into that soft nowhere of dreams, but his body is restless. Too many thoughts swim just under the surface. Gently, he untangles himself, sliding his legs free from the heap. He pauses when Jay stirs, but the others settle with a sigh, undisturbed. Noah slips a blanket over Wesley’s knees, tucks it around Jay’s ankle, and rises, careful as a thief.

He pads barefoot through the apartment, the air cool on his skin after so much shared heat. The living room is still and golden with the promise of dawn. Out the window, the city glimmers—a thousand windows reflecting the first suggestion of morning, the hush between the hours when the world turns over and begins again.

In the kitchen, Noah moves quietly, not turning on any lights. He pours himself a glass of water, savoring the cold bite against his tongue, and leans against the counter. The hum of the refrigerator and the distant rush of a passing car are the only witnesses to his solitude.

Standing there, Noah lets himself exhale. His robe is loose at the throat, his hair mussed, the skin along his arms still tingling from earlier touch. And yet: here, in the quiet, the ache inside him sharpens. He’s surrounded by people, by men who’ve become comrades and rivals and sometimes friends. He’s been cared for, seen, even praised. But a whisper of distance remains, an old habit of standing just outside the circle, the private part of him that rarely asks to be tended.

He leans his forehead against the cupboard door and lets the feeling bloom—doesn’t try to name it or fix it, just allows the loneliness to settle alongside the gratitude and the slow, tender fullness of the night. He thinks about the role he plays: the joker, the bridge, the one who always makes room, who rarely asks for space himself. It’s easy, most nights, to hide in the rhythm of others’ need. Tonight, though, with no masks required, the hunger to be held a little tighter, to be seen without having to earn it, pulses just beneath his skin.

Noah sips his water and listens to the apartment breathe. He feels both impossibly close to the group and impossibly far—a paradox he’s known most of his life. The floor is cold beneath his feet, a grounding contrast to the warmth still clinging to his back. He wonders if anyone would notice if he never asked for comfort, if he always gave but never claimed.

He shakes his head, half-smiling at himself, and pads to the window. He stands for a moment, silhouetted against the city, drinking in the peace and the ache, both at once. He is not unhappy. But neither is he whole.

The sky is paling—night nearly spent, the promise of a new day fragile on the horizon. Noah leans into the quiet, letting it hold him as best it can, before the world turns again and the group stirs to life.

Unseen, unhurried, and for this small stretch of time, his need is his alone.

Noah stands in the blue-grey quiet, the glass sweating slightly in his palm. The cold, smooth rim presses against his lip as he sips, but it’s the silence that really soaks into his bones—a hush he’s always sought and always dreaded. In the ring of comfort, it was easy to float, to melt into touch, to let the heat and laughter make him forget the lonely places inside. Here, though, stripped of noise and banter, the ache surfaces, sharp and unignorable.

He leans his hip against the kitchen counter, looking out at the pre-dawn city. The world looks peaceful from above, but Noah knows how quickly that calm can break—how, in a heartbeat, belonging can turn to longing. He’s always been good at fitting in, the easy one, the joker, the glue when rivalry threatens to pull the group apart. His hands know how to offer comfort before anyone asks, how to shift tension with a well-placed joke, how to yield when someone else needs to win.

Tonight, in the aftermath of Marissa’s soft decree—no contests, no expectations—he’d tried to rest in the centre of the group, letting himself be held for once. He let Marissa’s hands trace the lines of his jaw, let Jay’s head rest against his shoulder, let Dean’s arm sprawl across his legs. But even then, even as warmth pooled around him, there was a voice inside that whispered: don’t get used to this. The roles will return, the contests, the aching need to be enough.

He swirls the last of the water in his glass and lets his mind wander to the feeling he’d spoken in aftercare: loneliness. It had been an easy word to say in the dim, safe space. It’s harder now, standing alone with only his own reflection for company.

Noah’s not sure when it started—this sense that everyone comes to him for comfort but rarely stays to offer it in return. Maybe it was childhood, being the mediator in a home that spun on chaos. Maybe it was school, being popular enough to be invited everywhere, but never quite anyone’s first call. Maybe it’s just how he’s wired: happiest on the edge of the crowd, wanting to belong but unable to name that want without a joke to soften it.

He runs a thumb over the rim of his glass, tracing slow circles. The group needs him, he knows that. Jay relies on him to anchor the chaos, Dean trusts him to lighten the load, Wesley looks to him for proof that comfort is allowed. Even Marissa, for all her control, sometimes rests a hand on his back in silent thanks for how he keeps things from breaking. Noah likes being needed. He’s good at it. But tonight, with everyone asleep and no audience left, the cost is clear. He aches to be wanted—not for his usefulness, but for himself.

He thinks about asking. About speaking the truth out loud, as Wesley did with his need, as Jay did with his jealousy, as Dean did with his pride. But vulnerability is a muscle he’s trained to flex in others, not in himself. What would it mean, really, to let someone see how much he hungers for comfort that doesn’t have to be earned?

Noah sets the glass down, palms pressed flat on the countertop. He closes his eyes, lets the ache bloom and fade, bloom and fade. The comfort he’s given tonight was real; the group’s care, Marissa’s steady presence—they all mattered. But the loneliness, the deep well that’s his alone, is just as real. It’s the part he never offers, the part he worries would be too much for anyone else to carry.

He opens his eyes, meeting his own reflection in the black window glass. Hair wild, face shadowed, the lines around his eyes deeper than he remembers. He almost laughs at the sight—Who are you, Noah? The jester or the ghost? The anchor or the one most likely to drift away?

He doesn’t have the answer. Maybe that’s what makes the ache so persistent: the knowledge that he could disappear from the nest of bodies, from Marissa’s circle, and the group would miss his presence, but not his need. That his role is essential, but not irreplaceable.

Noah inhales, holds it, and lets it go slow. The ache does not leave, but it loosens, just a little, in the naming. He wonders if anyone else ever stands alone in the kitchen at dawn, wondering if the comfort they give is enough to fill their own hunger.

He turns from the window, reaching for the courage to ask for more—one day, maybe even tonight, if someone comes looking. For now, he lets himself simply exist in the ache, neither rejecting nor wallowing. It is his, and he carries it—central, silent, and real.

Somewhere in the dark, a floorboard creaks. The spell of solitude trembles. Noah closes his eyes and listens, waiting to see if this night, for once, someone will come and share the silence with him.

Noah doesn’t turn when the soft creak of a floorboard signals he’s no longer alone. The hush of Marissa’s apartment is so complete that even the smallest noise ripples through it, as if the space itself is aware that something fragile is being held together in the dark. He keeps his gaze fixed on the city lights, shoulders loose but his hands curled tight around the rim of the empty glass.

He knows it’s her before she speaks. There’s a certain cadence to her steps—barefoot, unhurried, never apologetic. She pauses at the doorway, and for a moment Noah imagines she might turn back, leave him to his vigil. But Marissa does not retreat from discomfort, nor does she swoop in to fix it. She simply waits, reading the air, giving him time to acknowledge her if he wishes.

Noah takes another slow breath, not quite ready to relinquish his solitude but grateful, somehow, that she’s come. He doesn’t look back; instead, he shifts a little, making space at the counter’s edge, a silent invitation she accepts.

She moves to stand beside him, careful not to crowd, and leans her hip against the counter so they are parallel, shoulder to shoulder, eyes both cast out into the glow of distant windows. For a while, neither speaks. Marissa’s presence is a steadying weight—real, attentive, but not demanding. In this shared silence, Noah feels less alone. Not filled, exactly, but accompanied.

She reaches for a glass, fills it from the tap, and drinks in the same slow, meditative way. The kitchen’s hush expands, wrapping them both. Noah is aware of the quiet—how it could be awkward, if not for the gentleness in her posture, the way she keeps her own breath steady, matching his without needing to force the pace.

He glances sideways, finds her watching the city, her profile softened by the faintest glow from a distant streetlamp. Her robe hangs loose, hair pulled back but already falling into gentle disarray. She looks utterly at ease, and yet he senses the coil of attention beneath it—the alertness of someone who knows when presence is more important than words.

A car passes far below, its headlights washing the kitchen in a brief flare. Noah feels the weight of everything unspoken crowding in, but Marissa gives him space to choose when or whether to fill it.

Finally, she sets her glass down. Her fingers brush the counter, then rest, quiet and still, near his. She doesn’t reach for him, but she doesn’t withdraw either. There’s no need for a question—not yet.

Noah lets out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. “Couldn’t sleep,” he says softly, not because he needs to explain, but because the words are a way to make space for her beside his ache.

Marissa’s lips quirk in a half-smile. “Me neither.”

They lapse back into silence. Noah studies the reflection of the two of them in the darkened window—hers, upright and unyielding, his, loose-shouldered, searching. Together, they make a small island of intention, the rest of the apartment receding into shadow.

He finds it easier, now, to breathe. The ache doesn’t vanish, but it softens in her presence, shaped by the knowledge that it is seen, even if unspoken. Marissa’s stillness is an offering: a promise that there is time, that he does not have to rush toward confession or closure.

After several long minutes, she reaches for the kettle, fills it with water, and sets it on the stove. The simple act is a kind of ritual—ordinary, grounding, inviting comfort. The faint click and hum of the appliance fill the room, a buffer against the press of expectation.

Marissa glances at him, her voice low and unhurried. “Tea?”

Noah nods. “Yeah. That’d be good.”

She pulls two mugs from the shelf, setting them out with the ease of someone who’s done this a thousand times. The scent of chamomile and honey drifts up as she prepares the cups. When she hands him one, their fingers brush—brief, gentle, electric.

They stand there, sipping in companionable silence, watching the first streaks of morning sneak across the rooftops. It’s a small thing, this hush, but for Noah it feels like a gift: proof that presence can be enough, that care doesn’t always require a performance, that he doesn’t have to fill the space with laughter to be worthy of it.

Marissa sips her tea and waits. There is no pressure in the air—only patience, and the soft, unspoken invitation to speak if he wants, or to remain in the comfort of being understood without words.

For now, that is everything.

The kettle clicks off softly, a small punctuation mark in the quiet. Steam curls up between them and disappears into the dim kitchen light. Noah wraps both hands around his mug, letting the warmth seep into his palms, grounding him in the simple reality of the moment. Marissa stands beside him, not watching him too closely, but not looking away either—her attention a steady, patient thing.

They drink in silence for a while. The sky beyond the window lightens by degrees, the city still half-asleep. Noah feels the ache in his chest stir again—not sharper, but more insistent now that someone is close enough to hear it if he lets it out.

Marissa is the one who opens the door, gently.

“You were very quiet earlier,” she says, voice low, almost conversational. “Even for you.”

Noah exhales, a breath that turns into something like a laugh before he can stop it. “Yeah. Guess I used up all my charm hours.”

She glances at him then, just briefly. “You don’t owe anyone charm.”

The words land harder than he expects. Noah swallows, eyes dropping to the surface of his tea. He watches the faint ripples settle, buys himself a moment.

“I know,” he says. “At least… I know it in theory.”

Marissa nods, giving him space. “And in practice?”

He hesitates. The familiar instinct rises—to soften it, to joke, to reframe the discomfort into something palatable. He could say I’m fine. He could say just tired. But the quiet of the kitchen, the absence of any demand in her posture, makes lying feel unnecessary.

“It gets lonely,” he says finally.

The word hangs there—simple, unadorned. Noah waits for it to feel ridiculous or indulgent. It doesn’t.

Marissa doesn’t react immediately. She doesn’t rush to reassure or contradict. She just lets the word exist between them. “Tell me how,” she says.

Noah stares out at the window, the city slowly waking below. “I’m always… okay. That’s my thing. I’m the one who adapts, who doesn’t mind waiting, who makes it easier when things get tense.” He shrugs one shoulder. “It works. People like me. I get included.”

Marissa tilts her head slightly. “And?”

“And,” he continues, voice quieter now, “sometimes I feel like I’m only here because I don’t make trouble. Because I don’t ask for much. Because I can be slotted in anywhere without needing anything special in return.”

He grimaces, embarrassed by the admission. “Which sounds ridiculous, given everything you give us. I know that. But it’s like—” He searches for the words. “It’s like I’m surrounded by people, but I’m still… optional.”

Marissa’s hand comes to rest on the counter between them, palm open, grounding. “Optional how?”

Noah closes his eyes briefly. “Like if I disappeared from the room for a while, it would be noticed—but not missed in the way that hurts. I’m not the ache. I’m not the risk. I’m the buffer.”

The truth of it steals his breath. He hadn’t planned to say that last part, but once it’s out, there’s no pulling it back.

Marissa turns fully toward him now. Her voice is gentle, but there’s no mistaking the seriousness beneath it. “You think being the buffer means you’re replaceable.”

Noah nods once. “Yeah.”

She studies him for a long moment, eyes sharp not with judgment, but with understanding. “Do you know why that’s such a dangerous belief?”

He shakes his head.

“Because it makes you disappear while you’re still standing in the room,” she says quietly. “You give comfort so well that no one realizes you need it, too—especially you.”

Noah’s throat tightens. He hadn’t expected to feel so seen so quickly. “I don’t know how to ask,” he admits. “Every time I think about it, it feels like… breaking character. Like I’ll disappoint everyone if I stop being easy.”

Marissa steps closer—not invading his space, but closing the gap enough that her presence is unmistakable. “Being easy is not the same as being fulfilled.”

He huffs a soft laugh. “You make it sound obvious.”

“It is,” she says. “But obvious doesn’t mean simple.”

She reaches out then, resting her hand over his forearm. It’s a light touch, grounding rather than claiming. “You don’t need to earn comfort here, Noah. Not with humor, not with patience, not by being agreeable.”

He looks at her now, really looks. “Then why does it feel like I always do?”

“Because you learned that being wanted was safer than being needed,” Marissa replies. “And because you’re very good at making yourself useful instead of vulnerable.”

The words settle deep. Noah feels them click into place with a quiet inevitability. “And if I stop?”

“Then you risk being seen,” she says. “Which is terrifying. But it’s also the only way to be met where you actually are.”

Noah swallows hard, eyes stinging—not with tears, but with the sharpness of recognition. “I don’t want to be the one everyone leans on if no one ever leans back.”

Marissa squeezes his arm once, firm and reassuring. “Then don’t be.”

He blinks. “Just… like that?”

“No,” she says honestly. “It takes practice. And permission. And sometimes, reminding yourself that wanting more does not make you selfish—it makes you human.”

They stand there, the kettle cooling, dawn edging closer. Noah lets the truth sit in his chest, heavy but clarifying. The loneliness doesn’t vanish. But it feels acknowledged now, no longer a private flaw but a shared understanding.

“I didn’t want to say this,” he murmurs. “I didn’t want it to be… a thing.”

Marissa’s gaze is steady. “It already was a thing. You just stopped carrying it alone.”

Noah exhales, long and slow. For the first time that night, the ache loosens—not gone, but held.

The light is shifting toward morning, pale gold seeping through the city skyline. The world beyond the window has started to move—delivery vans, birdsong, the distant hum of traffic just waking up. Inside Marissa’s apartment, the hush holds, close and sacred, as if the two of them have found a pocket of time untouched by the rush of day.

Noah stands at the counter, mug cradled between his hands, the ache in his chest eased but not erased by Marissa’s quiet presence. He feels raw and seen, as though he’s been turned inside out and offered back to himself, not diminished but clarified. There’s gratitude in it, and relief, and a strange, new vulnerability that almost makes him shiver.

Marissa’s hand rests over his forearm, anchoring him. She doesn’t withdraw, even as the silence stretches. Instead, she squeezes once—a simple, deliberate pulse that says, I’m here.

“You don’t have to wait for an invitation, you know,” she says at last, voice warm but unyielding. “If you need comfort—if the ache is too much, or if you just want to be held—you come to me. Doesn’t matter who else is in the room, or what the ritual is that night. You come, and I’ll find you.”

Noah’s breath catches. The directness of it—permission, plain and unembellished—lands with more force than he’d expect. He’s never heard those words, not this way. There’s always been a code, a performance, some little dance of mutual denial. Never a promise this simple.

He turns, leaning his hip against the counter to face her fully. His eyes are bright with something dangerously close to tears, but he lets it be, lets her see it. “What if I don’t know how to ask?” he whispers.

Marissa’s lips quirk, gentle and understanding. “Then just do this—” She takes his hand in hers and places it, palm-up, on the counter between them. “If you need me, you come stand at my left side and lay your hand out like this. You don’t have to say a word. I’ll know. That’s your signal.”

He studies their joined hands, the ease of the gesture, how quietly powerful it feels. “You’ll always see me?”

She nods. “Even if you’re surrounded, even if you think you’re invisible. You put your hand out, and I will come to you.”

Something inside him shifts, soft and sweet. The loneliness doesn’t vanish, but it transforms—less a wound now, more a thread that ties him to this moment, to her, to the group in the next room.

Marissa lets go of his hand, but not the connection. “You don’t have to be the group’s glue every time, Noah. Sometimes you get to be the one held together.”

Noah smiles—a real, unguarded smile, one that feels unfamiliar and natural all at once. He feels lighter, steadier, the ache now edged with hope. He lets himself imagine using the ritual she’s offered, the simple, silent call for care.

They stand a moment longer, sipping tea, watching the city brighten. When the last sip is gone, Marissa sets her mug down and opens her arms, a small, unmistakable offer. Noah steps into her embrace, lets his head rest against her shoulder. It isn’t long, or dramatic, or even particularly tight, but it is real. For the space of a breath—or maybe two or three—he is simply held.

When they part, Marissa gives him a gentle nudge toward the hall. “Go on,” she says. “Get back in there before they start telling stories you’ll never live down.”

He laughs—a soft, private sound—and heads for the living room, finding the others still dozing in the heap of blankets and robes. He slides back into his spot, tucking his feet under Jay’s knees, letting the closeness seep in.

No one wakes. No one needs to. Noah closes his eyes, the ache quieter now, softened by promise. He knows, now, that the next time loneliness claws at him, he won’t have to bear it in silence. He has a signal, a ritual, and a presence waiting for him in the dark.

Marissa lingers in the kitchen, watching the light pour in. She feels the satisfaction that comes not from victory or dominance, but from having built a space where every need—spoken or silent—can be named and met.

She knows the rituals will return, that the ache and rivalry and hunger are not banished. But for this morning, she has given comfort where it was needed most, and that is enough.


Chapter 13 — Public Risk Escalation

The message arrives late—a single line, sharp and unmissable, on each man’s phone:

Midnight. Rooftop. Plain clothes, nothing you’d miss. Do not be late. —M

It’s not the usual invitation. There’s no comfort in the words, no coy hint of aftercare. The command carries a pulse of danger, as if the city itself has been folded into the ritual. Every man who reads it feels the skin at the back of his neck prickle, the memory of past risks sharpened by the promise of something real—something that cannot be undone with a laugh or a word of reassurance.

Dean is first to arrive, of course. He steps out of the lift into the cool night, city lights blazing in a thousand glass panes below. He wears faded jeans and an old black t-shirt, a jacket tight around his broad shoulders, hands shoved deep in his pockets. The air on the rooftop tastes different than at street level: sharper, uncertain, laced with exhaust and a faint undertow of ozone. He checks his watch, every muscle tensed.

Noah comes next, the spring gone from his step, his usual easy smile tucked away. He’s dressed simply—loose joggers, a hoodie he can shed in an instant. His eyes scan the dark, searching for Marissa, for the others, for the line between thrill and threat. When he spots Dean, he lifts a hand in greeting but says nothing, the hush between them as taut as a held breath.

Jay and Wesley arrive together, more by accident than intent. Jay cracks a joke as they exit the stairwell—something about “midnight rooftop orgies” and “is this how we get initiated into the Illuminati?”—but his voice is thin, and the words echo too loudly against the empty concrete. Wesley is silent, shivering slightly in a borrowed jacket, gaze flitting from the edge of the roof to the city below, as if measuring the distance to safety.

Marissa appears last, stepping from the shadowed corner where she’s been watching all along. She’s dressed for business, not for seduction: black trousers, boots, a sharply tailored coat that makes her look every inch the architect of danger. Her hair is pulled back, lips set in a line that brooks no argument. There’s a new energy to her tonight, a kind of clipped efficiency that sets the tone before a word is spoken.

She doesn’t greet them. Instead, she waits until each man stands before her, the four of them arrayed in the harsh rooftop glow, breath steaming in the chill. She circles once, gaze sweeping over them, as if assessing their readiness not just for ritual, but for risk.

“You know why you’re here,” she says, voice carrying over the wind. “Tonight is not a game. Tonight you learn what it means to obey when there’s no safety net—when the city itself is watching, and mistakes have real consequences.”

She walks to the edge, heels striking sparks from the concrete, and gestures for them to follow. Below, the city sprawls: neon and glass, movement and noise, the world of strangers just one glance away. The rooftop is exposed, surrounded only by a low barrier—easy to see from nearby towers, vulnerable to any curious gaze.

“You will do as I say,” Marissa continues, turning to face them. “No hesitation. No negotiation. If you want my favour, you’ll earn it with obedience, not bravado.”

Jay swallows, the usual deflection nowhere to be found. Dean’s jaw tightens, Wesley’s fingers twitch at his sides, Noah pulls his hood lower over his eyes.

Marissa unbuttons her coat, folds it over her arm, and stands before them, backlit by the city’s glitter. “Strip down to the basics. Leave your things at the far end. When I call, you’ll come to me—ready to be seen.”

There’s no coyness in her orders tonight, no softness. The men obey, peeling away layers until they stand in plain t-shirts, thin joggers or jeans, exposed but not naked. Each is aware, keenly, of how little separates them from humiliation, from discovery.

She makes them line up, shoulder to shoulder, at the very edge of the roof. The wind tugs at their hair, carries their scent up and away. The city is an audience, silent and unknowing—or so they hope.

Marissa’s voice drops, velvet over steel. “Tonight’s ritual is about trust. It’s about obedience under fire. Anyone can kneel in the dark, behind closed doors. Tonight, you’ll kneel where the world could see you—and you’ll do it because I asked, not because you’re safe.”

There’s a pause, the world suspended.

Then she says, “Begin.”

The ritual is underway, the stakes higher than ever. And as each man looks out over the city, heart pounding, he understands that this is what he came for: to test the line between submission and surrender, not just to Marissa, but to the danger that thrills and terrifies them all.

The wind carries sound differently up here. A laugh from a balcony blocks away drifts across the rooftop like a challenge; the whine of tyres on asphalt below rises and falls in uneven waves. Every noise feels amplified, every shadow a possible witness.

Marissa steps back from the edge and gestures sharply. “Line up. Kneel.”

There is no hesitation. Concrete scrapes against fabric as four men drop in unison, knees pressing into the cold, palms resting flat on their thighs. The chill seeps through denim and cotton, a steady reminder of where they are—and how visible they might be. Jay swallows and keeps his gaze forward. Dean’s spine straightens as if braced against a blow. Wesley’s breath comes quick and shallow, but he stays still. Noah’s jaw sets, eyes flicking once to the skyline before returning to Marissa.

She paces before them, boots clicking with maddening calm. “Look at you,” she murmurs, voice pitched low enough that it belongs to them alone. “So careful. So exposed.”

She stops in front of Dean. “Hands behind your head.”

Dean obeys, elbows flaring wide, chest thrust forward. The posture is unmistakable—open, presenting. The wind slides under his shirt and raises gooseflesh along his ribs.

Marissa doesn’t touch him. She turns instead to Jay. “You—crawl. Three steps forward.”

Jay’s breath catches, but he drops to his hands and knees and crawls toward the edge, stopping just shy of the barrier. He feels the open air yawning beyond it, the city’s height tugging at his stomach. When he looks back, Marissa’s gaze pins him in place.

“Good,” she says. “Stay.”

She gestures to Wesley. “Stand. Face the city.”

Wesley rises, legs trembling despite himself. He turns toward the lights, the expanse of windows and streets stretching out beneath him. Somewhere out there, someone could look up. Somewhere out there, a pair of eyes could linger.

“Do you feel that?” Marissa asks quietly, close enough now that he can smell her—clean, sharp, composed. “That pull between wanting to hide and wanting to be seen?”

“Yes,” Wesley breathes.

“Say it louder.”

“Yes,” he repeats, voice steadier, carried by the wind.

Marissa nods once. “Good.”

She moves to Noah last, her shadow falling over him. “You’ll keep watch. If you hear footsteps, if you see lights—one tap on the ground. That’s all.”

Noah nods. “Understood.”

Marissa steps back and surveys the tableau: Dean open and still; Jay crouched near the edge; Wesley standing in full view of the city; Noah alert, sentinel and participant both. The risk hums like a live wire.

“Kiss my boots,” she orders.

Dean leans forward first, pressing his lips to the leather with reverent precision. The kiss is brief, controlled. Jay follows, shuffling closer on his knees, the scrape of concrete loud in his ears. His mouth meets the toe of her boot, warm breath fogging the polished surface. Wesley hesitates only a beat before kneeling again and bending to kiss—awkward, earnest, a tremor in his hands. Marissa’s boot tips his chin up with a light nudge.

“Eyes up,” she says. “I want you to remember this.”

Noah kneels last, the city reflected in his eyes as he presses a careful kiss and withdraws.

Marissa steps between them. “Hold your positions.”

She lets the seconds stretch. The wind gusts. Somewhere below, a car alarm chirps once and dies. The men feel every heartbeat, every tiny movement magnified by fear of discovery.

“Dean,” Marissa says. “Count your breaths. Out loud.”

“One,” he begins. His voice is steady. “Two. Three.”

“Jay,” she continues. “Hands on your thighs. Don’t move.”

Jay’s fingers curl, then flatten. His shoulders ache from holding himself still.

“Wesley,” Marissa says, circling him. “Arms up.”

He lifts them, palms open to the sky, body an offering against the skyline. His shirt rides up in the wind, baring skin to the night.

“Noah,” she murmurs. “Eyes on the stairwell.”

Noah’s attention snaps there, every sense sharpened.

Marissa smiles—a thin, dangerous curve. “This is obedience,” she says. “Not when it’s easy. When it’s visible.”

A gust of laughter rises from a nearby balcony. A door slams somewhere above. Wesley’s pulse spikes; Jay’s breath stutters. Marissa’s voice cuts through the noise, calm as ever. “Hold.”

They do.

Time stretches and warps. The city seems to lean in, curious. Marissa lets the tension climb until it is almost unbearable—until knees burn and lungs ache and the urge to move becomes a scream.

Then: a set of headlights sweeps briefly across the rooftop from a neighbouring ramp, light skimming concrete and shadow.

Noah taps the ground once.

Marissa’s hand lifts. “Freeze.”

They become statues. The light passes. Footsteps echo distantly and fade. The danger ebbs, leaving behind a tremor that buzzes through their bones.

Marissa exhales slowly. “Good.”

She lowers her hand. “Positions. Reset.”

Dean drops his arms with a shudder. Jay eases back from the edge, heart hammering. Wesley lowers his hands, laughing once under his breath from sheer relief. Noah’s shoulders loosen, just a fraction.

Marissa steps back, eyes bright. “You felt that,” she says. “The moment where obedience mattered.”

She leans close, voice a whisper meant only for them. “We’re not done.”

Marissa lets the moment breathe after the near-miss, the echo of headlights still ghosting across the rooftop in their minds. She doesn’t rush. She never does when fear is doing the work for her.

“Stand,” she says quietly.

They rise together, knees stiff, blood roaring in their ears. The cold has found its way through fabric and skin; adrenaline keeps them upright. Marissa steps closer to the edge again, backlit by the city, and gestures for them to form a loose arc around her—close enough to feel her warmth, far enough that no one can forget where they are.

“This part,” she says, eyes moving from face to face, “is about control. Not yours. Mine.”

She reaches up and loosens her coat, shrugging it off her shoulders and letting it fall to the concrete. Beneath it, her clothes are simple and deliberate—nothing theatrical, nothing that would draw the eye from a distance, but fitted enough to make the privilege of proximity ache.

“Only one of you will touch me at a time,” she continues. “The rest will watch. And wait. And feel it.”

Her gaze settles on Noah. There’s a beat of stillness—an echo of their quiet dawn, the permission she gave him still warm between them. Then her tone shifts, clean and unmistakable. “You first.”

Noah’s breath catches. He steps forward without hesitation, the others parting to let him pass. Marissa turns slightly, presenting herself while keeping her body angled away from the edge—careful, controlled. She lifts her chin, eyes never leaving his.

“Hands,” she says.

He raises them, palms open, showing restraint. She nods once. “Now. Under my skirt. Slow.”

The city noise seems to drop away as his fingers find her, careful at first, then surer as she guides him with a subtle shift of her hips. The risk sharpens everything—the knowledge that a wrong angle, a sudden light, could expose them all. Noah keeps his movements small, precise, his focus absolute.

Behind them, Dean’s jaw tightens. Jay’s hands clench at his sides. Wesley’s breath goes shallow, eyes fixed on the place where Noah’s hand disappears beneath fabric.

“Eyes on me,” Marissa says, without looking back.

Noah obeys, meeting her gaze as his touch deepens. Her expression is composed, almost serene, but her breath changes—just enough. She lets it go on for a count of ten. Then—

“Stop.”

Noah freezes, hand still. She reaches down, covers his wrist with her own, and gently but firmly removes it. “Step back.”

He does, heart pounding, arousal cut short and left humming under his skin. Marissa turns her attention to Dean.

“You,” she says. “Kneel. Hands behind your back.”

Dean drops without a word, spine straight, chest open. Marissa steps close, close enough that he can feel the heat of her body, smell her perfume. She lifts his chin with one finger.

“You don’t get to touch,” she tells him softly. “You get to watch.”

She pivots, gestures to Jay. “Your turn.”

Jay swallows hard and steps forward. His usual bravado is nowhere to be found; what’s left is raw eagerness edged with fear. Marissa positions him where Noah stood moments before.

“Hands,” she repeats.

Jay’s fingers tremble as he obeys. He glances once at the edge—at the city below—then back to Marissa. She leans in, voice a murmur meant for him alone. “If you rush, you lose.”

He nods, jaw clenched, and moves carefully. Marissa lets out a slow breath, her hand sliding into his hair, fingers curling—not pulling, just holding. The contact is electric, the danger making every sensation feel too loud, too bright.

Wesley shifts, unable to stay still. Marissa notices immediately.

“Wesley,” she says. “Hands on your thighs. Do not move.”

He obeys, cheeks flushed, eyes burning.

Jay finds a rhythm, tentative and reverent. Marissa lets it go on a little longer this time, her grip tightening just a fraction. Dean’s breathing grows heavy; Noah’s fingers curl uselessly at his sides.

Then Marissa steps back again, abrupt. “Enough.”

Jay’s hand is guided away, the loss almost painful in its suddenness. She turns to Wesley.

“You’re last,” she says.

Wesley steps forward, nerves and desire warring in his expression. “Please,” he breathes, the word slipping out before he can stop it.

Marissa’s eyes flick to his mouth. “Careful,” she warns. “Begging is not permission.”

She positions him anyway, her hand steadying his wrist. “Slow,” she reminds him. “And quiet.”

Wesley’s touch is earnest, almost desperate, restrained only by fear of being seen. Marissa closes her eyes for a moment—just a moment—then opens them again, gaze sharp.

Behind them, a door slams somewhere above. A burst of laughter cuts through the air.

Noah’s heart leaps into his throat. Dean’s shoulders tense. Jay’s breath hitches.

Marissa doesn’t move. She lets the danger loom, lets the city press close, lets Wesley’s hand continue for three more counted breaths.

Then she lifts her hand. “That’s enough.”

She steps back, adjusting her clothes with deliberate calm. “All of you,” she says. “Hands behind your heads. Edge yourselves. Quietly.”

They obey, bodies tight with need, movements small and controlled. Marissa watches them—four men, strung tight by denial and fear, arousal sharpened by the knowledge that anyone could look up at any second.

“Hold,” she says.

They do. The city watches—or doesn’t. The line between those two possibilities blurs, and that uncertainty is the point.

Marissa smiles, slow and satisfied. “Good,” she murmurs. “You’re learning.”

The tension has nowhere to go. And she hasn’t decided yet who, if anyone, will be allowed release.

The sound comes from nowhere and everywhere at once.

A rising wail, distant at first—thin, almost ignorable—then unmistakable as it climbs the concrete canyons below. Sirens. Plural. Not close enough to see yet, but close enough to turn blood cold.

Noah hears it first. His hand tightens against his skull, knuckles whitening. He doesn’t look at Marissa; he doesn’t need to. He taps the ground once. Sharp. Clear.

Marissa’s head lifts. For a fraction of a second, nothing about her changes. Then—“Freeze,” she says, barely louder than the wind.

Every man locks in place.

Hands halt mid-motion. Breaths stutter and stop. Jay’s fingers curl uselessly in the air, heat coiled tight and denied. Dean’s jaw clenches so hard his teeth ache. Wesley’s pulse thunders in his ears, loud enough that he’s certain it must carry across the rooftop.

The sirens grow louder. Not racing past—slowing. Turning.

Marissa steps back, movements economical and precise. “Clothes. Now. Normal.”

They scramble—but even the scramble is controlled, drilled into them by fear and her voice. Jay yanks his hoodie down, fumbling with the hem. Dean shrugs into his jacket, shoulders squaring automatically, posture shifting from exposed to unremarkable in a heartbeat. Wesley pulls his jacket closed with shaking hands, zipper catching, then catching again. Noah pivots, scanning sightlines, watching reflections in nearby windows for any sign of attention.

“Walk,” Marissa says quietly. “To the far side. Do not run.”

They move—too fast to look casual, too slow to look guilty. The sirens crest, echoing off concrete. A police car swings into the adjacent level, headlights flaring, washing the rooftop in sudden, merciless white.

Wesley’s breath catches. Jay stumbles, then steadies himself at the last second. Dean steps half a pace in front of Wesley without thinking, blocking him from view, body broad and neutral and solid.

Marissa does not flinch. She lifts her phone, taps the screen, and raises it to her ear as if mid-conversation. Her voice carries just enough to be overheard. “—no, I’m still here. We’ll head down in a minute.”

The car idles. Doors open and close somewhere below. Footsteps approach the stairwell entrance, echoing and hollow.

“Hold,” Marissa murmurs, not turning her head.

They hold.

Noah watches the stairwell like it’s a loaded weapon. Jay’s heart hammers so hard he’s sure his jacket is moving with it. Dean keeps his eyes forward, expression bored, hands in his pockets. Wesley stares at the ground, praying his legs don’t give him away.

The footsteps stop. A voice carries up—muffled, casual. Laughter. The sound of a radio squawk.

Then, after an endless, skin-tightening stretch of seconds, the footsteps retreat. The police car rolls on, sirens fading as it merges back into traffic.

Silence crashes down.

No one moves. Not yet.

Marissa counts silently—five, ten, fifteen—eyes sharp, listening for any echo of return. Only when the night resumes its normal rhythm does she lower her phone.

“Breathe,” she says.

The exhale that follows is ragged and collective. Jay lets out a broken laugh that borders on hysteria. Wesley bends forward, hands on his knees, gulping air. Dean rolls his shoulders once, tension cracking like ice. Noah’s legs finally unlock, adrenaline flooding him all at once.

Marissa turns to face them.

Her eyes are bright—not with amusement, but with something fiercer. Satisfaction edged with assessment. “That,” she says evenly, “was not hypothetical.”

No one argues.

She steps closer, boots grinding softly on concrete. “You did well. You listened. You didn’t bolt. You didn’t touch when I told you not to.”

Her gaze lands on Noah. “You saw it coming.”

Noah nods once, still catching his breath.

She looks at Dean. “You covered.”

Dean inclines his head, acknowledging the truth of it.

Her attention shifts to Jay and Wesley—both flushed, shaken, hungry. “And you,” she says quietly, “did not fall apart.”

Jay swallows. Wesley straightens.

Marissa steps back, folding her arms. The city hums on, indifferent to how close it came to swallowing them whole. “Adrenaline,” she says. “Fear. Denial. That’s a potent mix. And it demands balance.”

She pauses.

“You,” she says, pointing—not at the one most desperate, not at the one most dominant, but at Noah.

His breath stills.

“You earned a reward.”

Jay’s head snaps up. Dean’s jaw tightens. Wesley’s eyes flicker with something like hope—and envy.

Marissa’s voice remains level. “Quick. Quiet. No mistakes.”

She moves them with swift, precise gestures—Dean and Jay positioned as lookouts, backs turned, bodies tense and alert. Wesley is ordered to kneel, hands clasped tight in his lap, watching but not touching, need sharp enough to ache.

Noah steps forward, pulse roaring. The moment is compressed, electric. Marissa’s hand grips his wrist, guiding him with brutal efficiency. There’s no indulgence here, no lingering. Just release under pressure, the city pressing close.

It’s fast. Desperate. Silent.

The moment it’s done, Marissa pulls away, already smoothing her clothes, restoring order. Noah staggers half a step, breathless, shock and relief crashing through him in equal measure.

“Back,” she says. “All of you.”

They obey.

Marissa surveys them one last time—four men altered by fear, denial, and the knowledge of how thin the line truly is.

“Remember this,” she says softly. “Risk is not a fantasy. And reward is never guaranteed.”

The city lights blink on, uncaring. The ritual, for now, is over.

But something irreversible has been crossed.

The city is never truly quiet, but for a moment, as the group files down the dimly lit stairwell, it feels as if the entire world has gone on hold. The wind is gone, replaced by the muffled thump of footsteps on concrete and the quick, shallow breaths of men who only minutes ago thought everything might unravel.

No one speaks at first. Jay trails a hand along the steel railing, his knuckles white. Dean walks at the front, posture rigid, each step measured. Wesley follows just behind, head lowered, hands still shaking from the close call. Noah lingers in the middle, shoulders loose but eyes sharp, the echo of release and fear still buzzing beneath his skin.

Marissa brings up the rear, every inch the conductor even now. Her presence presses the group forward—neither rushing nor allowing them to wallow. In the hush, every sensation is amplified: the squeak of a shoe, the hiss of air through a cracked window, the scent of adrenaline, sweat, and denial rising from skin.

They reach a landing, pausing out of sight from the car park’s main entrance. It’s a holding space—neither safe nor exposed, a bubble of aftermath where the danger has passed but the impact lingers.

Marissa’s gaze sweeps the group, taking them in. Her own breath is steady, her posture easy, but there’s a spark of something new in her eyes—pride, perhaps, but sharpened with warning.

She addresses Dean first. “You protected the group. That’s what I expect of you.” Her hand comes to rest on his shoulder, grounding him. “You did not break, even when fear was real. Don’t mistake that for weakness—sometimes standing still is the hardest thing to do.”

Dean nods, jaw unclenching just a little. He doesn’t look at the others, but there’s a flicker of gratitude in the set of his mouth.

Jay tries to laugh, but it comes out strangled. He shoves both hands in his pockets, eyes darting from Marissa to Noah to the city beyond the window. “That was… fuck. I thought we were caught.”

Marissa’s gaze softens, just a fraction. “And yet you didn’t run. You did as you were told. Even when you were scared.”

Jay meets her eyes, surprise flickering across his features. “I did, didn’t I?” His shoulders drop a fraction, as if the recognition is a weight lifted.

She turns to Wesley, who is still breathing shallow, nerves written plain on his face. “You wanted to disappear,” Marissa says, not unkindly, “but you didn’t. You stayed in it. That’s obedience. That’s trust.”

Wesley nods, swallowing hard. The shame of his fear lingers, but her words wrap around it, turning it into something closer to pride.

Noah stands apart, hands flexing at his sides, a faint flush still high on his cheeks from the adrenaline and the abruptness of reward. Marissa’s gaze lingers on him a moment longer than the others. “You saw the risk and warned the group. You took your moment without hesitation, when it was given. That’s as much leadership as it is obedience.”

Noah gives a half-smile, ducking his head. “I didn’t do it for the reward.”

“I know,” Marissa replies. “That’s why you deserved it.”

A quiet falls again, heavy and full of things that can’t be said without changing the shape of the group. The ritual has not just tested them, but transformed them—risk welded them together in ways that easy nights never could.

Marissa looks at each man in turn, her words slow and deliberate. “Tonight, every one of you crossed a line. You trusted me with more than your bodies. You trusted me with your fear, with your hunger, with your willingness to be seen where you could not hide. That’s power—but it’s also a responsibility.”

She lets the weight of it land, lets them feel both the danger and the bond forged by sharing it. “Risk comes with consequences. You’ll feel it tomorrow—in your bodies, in your heads, in the way you look at each other. That’s not a warning. That’s a promise.”

Dean lifts his chin, resolve settling over him like armor. Jay wipes a hand over his face, tension draining slowly. Wesley straightens his spine, holding Marissa’s gaze with new steadiness. Noah’s eyes are clearer now, as if the edge of danger has made him sharper.

Marissa steps back, her presence expansive. “You can go home. Or you can come with me—there will be no more tests tonight. Only warmth. Food. Sleep.”

The choice is left hanging, open-ended—a new ritual of its own.

Jay glances at Dean, then at Noah, who gives a nod. Wesley’s voice is soft but certain. “I want to stay.”

The others echo him, quiet but sure. They follow Marissa down the last flight of stairs, out into the city’s cool air, hearts still pounding with the memory of risk and the certainty of having been chosen—not for comfort, but for their courage.

As they vanish into the night together, the city resumes its indifference. But within the group, everything is changed. Rivalries run hotter, alliances are tighter, every ache and need amplified by the thrill of having survived—and obeyed—when it mattered most.

Tomorrow, the danger will be a story. Tonight, it’s a bond, sealed by fear, trust, and the hand that led them through.


Chapter 14 — Jay’s Fallout

The city’s breath is different here: a little slower, cooler, closer. After the rooftop ritual and the chaos of near-disaster, the group files through the lobby and up into Marissa’s apartment—laughing, shouting relief, their voices gradually dissolving into the promise of warmth, food, and safety. Noah and Wesley press in close, Dean holding the door, all of them buzzing with nervous energy, need, and the shock of survival.

But Jay doesn’t follow them. He hangs back, lingering at the bottom of the stairs where cold air rushes in under the door, phone clutched in his hand, eyes scanning the messages he’s already read twice. He bends as if to tie a shoelace, but the laces are already tight. His jacket is zipped, shoulders hunched, posture loose but unsettled—a man suspended between movement and retreat.

He can hear the group upstairs, their voices spilling out—Noah cracking jokes about police uniforms, Wesley’s shaky laugh, Dean’s rumble asking who’s making tea. Jay should want to join them. Most nights he would already be at the center, deflecting, redirecting, keeping everyone from looking too closely at the tremor in his hands. But tonight, his skin still buzzes with the ghost of adrenaline and the knife-edge thrill of obedience under threat. The usual armour—humour, noise, bravado—feels brittle, as if it would shatter under even a gentle touch.

He stands for a long minute in the stairwell, feeling the chill seep into his bones. He could go back out into the city, disappear into the night, let the ache dissolve in the crush of strangers and streetlights. It would be easy to fade—he’s practiced at it, the art of leaving first or not at all. But something roots him in place: the memory of Marissa’s command, the crackle of fear on the rooftop, the way his body obeyed without question even when everything inside him screamed to run.

Jay presses his knuckles to his lips, tries to steady his breathing. The familiar urge to make a joke—about the stairs, about his “old man knees,” about how his therapist will never believe this—rises and falls, swallowed by the hush. He wants someone to notice. He wants someone to ask.

A door opens overhead, light and voices spilling down. Marissa’s silhouette appears at the landing, framed in the dim hallway glow. She leans against the rail, saying nothing, her presence an anchor and a mirror. She doesn’t call him out or beckon him to come up. She waits, letting him choose.

Jay straightens, pocketing his phone. He shifts his weight, then drags his hand through his hair, staring at the pattern the streetlights make on the concrete wall. He is aware—painfully—of how alone he feels in this in-between, how close he is to bolting, how much he wants to be found without asking for it.

Marissa’s gaze finds him, steady and unhurried. In the pause, everything that hasn’t been said tonight begins to build behind Jay’s eyes. The laughter, the terror, the pulse of needing to matter.

He almost turns away, almost flees, but something in her stillness holds him. He feels seen—not for the mask, not for the joke, but for the man left behind when the noise fades.

For a moment, Jay doesn’t know if he wants to be comforted or called out. All he knows is that he can’t move. Not yet.

Above, the door swings shut and the world contracts to the small space between them—cold stairwell, dim light, the hum of blood in his ears. Marissa doesn’t press. She just waits, watching Jay tremble and breathe, letting him stay in the doorway between risk and safety until he is ready to step through.

The stairwell feels narrower now, the distance between Jay and Marissa charged with everything unsaid. Jay tugs his jacket tighter around himself, the cold a sharper contrast after the rooftop’s adrenaline. He finally looks up, finding Marissa watching him, arms folded, her posture relaxed but her gaze razor-sharp. She doesn’t move—just waits, letting the moment stretch until Jay’s nerves itch with the need to fill it.

He tries, as he always does, to break the tension. “So,” he says, forcing a grin, “was that our ‘team-building exercise’ for the quarter? Or is next month’s challenge going to be… I dunno, streaking through city hall?” He laughs, but it’s too thin, a brittle edge underneath. He glances away before she can answer, scuffing his shoe against the concrete.

Marissa lets the attempt land and fade. She cocks her head, one eyebrow arched. “You don’t have to pretend, Jay. Not right now.”

Jay’s mouth opens, closes. He wants to argue, to crack wise again, but the effort is gone. The tension and relief of the night have left him emptied out, his humor rattling in the bottom of his chest like dice in a cup. He exhales hard, leaning back against the wall, letting his head thunk softly against it.

“Hell of a night,” he says, quieter now. “Hell of a fucking night.”

Marissa nods, her expression unchanged. “You handled it.”

Jay lets out a breath that’s almost a laugh. “Handled it, yeah. I was one ‘freeze’ away from pissing myself up there.”

“That’s not what I saw.”

He looks at her, a flicker of surprise on his face. He shrugs, but it’s not his usual swagger. “Wasn’t like I had a choice, was it?”

Marissa shakes her head. “You always have a choice. You chose to obey. You didn’t run. You didn’t joke when I needed you to listen.”

Jay looks down at his hands, turning them over as if he expects them to show scars. “It was… I don’t know. I’m usually the one who breaks the tension. Keeps it light. But when it got real—when the sirens came—I couldn’t say anything. I just… wanted to get it right.”

There’s a long pause. He bites his lip, uncertain, a flush climbing his neck.

Marissa doesn’t let him off the hook. “Was it just fear?”

Jay thinks about lying—thinks about it, then lets the urge fade. “No,” he admits. “It was more than that. The fear was real, but so was… I don’t know. The thrill. Like, for a second, nothing else existed except doing what you said, hoping I didn’t fuck it up.”

She nods. “It’s powerful. Letting go of the mask, just for a moment.”

Jay nods back, slower. “Yeah. I didn’t know how much I wanted that until I had it. Until you needed me to be more than the clown.”

Marissa steps off the top stair, closing the distance between them until she stands just in front of him—close enough that her voice drops, close enough that there’s no room for the mask. “Tonight, you were exactly what I needed. No jokes. No distractions. Just you.”

Jay’s eyes shine, just a little, in the stairwell light. He lets the words settle, the truth of them cutting through the last of his bravado. He wants to hide, but he doesn’t move away. “It’s easier to be the joke,” he admits softly. “I’m good at that. I know my part. I know how to make everyone relax. But when it got serious—when it got real—I was terrified you’d see right through me and wish you’d brought someone else.”

Marissa’s reply is immediate, her tone unwavering. “I see right through you all the time, Jay. And tonight, that’s exactly what I wanted.”

He lets out a shaky laugh, more relief than amusement. “Yeah?”

She nods. “Yeah.”

For a moment, the stairwell is just the two of them—no city, no group, no ritual but the truth laid bare. Jay doesn’t reach for another joke. He just lets himself breathe, letting the aftershocks of the night settle in his bones.

And for the first time, the silence feels less like something to be filled and more like something to be trusted.

The silence after Jay’s confession is thick but not awkward. It’s the kind of quiet that waits, patient and exacting, for whatever comes next. The stairwell hums softly around them—pipes ticking, the distant thud of a door somewhere below—but the world has narrowed to the small, charged space between Jay and Marissa.

Marissa doesn’t move closer. She doesn’t step away. She simply studies him, eyes calm, intent, the way she does when she’s decided something important is about to surface.

“What do you want, Jay?” she asks.

The question lands harder than any command she’s given tonight.

Jay opens his mouth on instinct, ready with something light—a drink, a nap, to never hear sirens again—but the words stall before they can form. The usual reflex to deflect fizzles out, leaving him exposed and oddly blank.

“I—” He stops, runs a hand through his hair, pacing a step before turning back. “That’s not fair.”

Marissa’s expression doesn’t change. “It’s honest.”

He exhales sharply. “You know what I want.”

She tilts her head. “Tell me anyway.”

Jay lets out a breath that’s half a laugh, half a groan. “Christ. Fine.” He leans back against the wall again, staring at the ceiling as if the answer might be written there. “I want to matter when things aren’t fun. When it’s not about keeping everyone entertained or smoothing things over.”

Marissa says nothing, and the lack of interruption emboldens him.

“I’m good at being the easy one,” he continues. “The one who doesn’t rock the boat. The one who can take a hit and turn it into a joke. But when it gets serious—when it’s dangerous, or emotional, or… heavy—I always assume I’m the extra. The optional one.”

The word tastes bitter in his mouth.

“I don’t want to be picked just because I’m convenient,” he says quietly. “I want to be chosen when it costs something.”

Marissa’s gaze sharpens—not with surprise, but with recognition.

Jay swallows, pushing on before he can second-guess himself. “Tonight, on that roof? When you told me to hold position, when you didn’t soften it for me—I felt it. For once, I wasn’t there to lighten the mood. I was there because you trusted me not to break.”

His voice drops. “And that scared the shit out of me. But it also—” He shakes his head, searching for the word. “It felt good. Like… relief.”

Marissa steps closer now, just enough that Jay has to lift his head to keep eye contact. “Because you weren’t being tolerated,” she says. “You were being relied on.”

Jay’s throat tightens. He nods once. “Yeah.”

She studies him for a long moment, then asks the question that cuts cleanest. “And when you think about the group—about Dean, Noah, Wesley—what are you afraid of?”

Jay laughs weakly. “That I’m the one you’d lose last.”

Marissa doesn’t soften it. “Say more.”

He closes his eyes, then opens them again, forcing himself to stay present. “Dean’s solid. He’s the spine. Noah sees things coming—he protects the whole structure. Wesley…” He pauses, choosing his words carefully. “Wesley wants it so badly it hurts. He’s visible in that way.”

“And you?” Marissa prompts.

Jay shrugs, a small, helpless motion. “I fit wherever there’s space. I don’t demand it.”

Marissa’s voice is calm but firm. “And that makes you believe you’re expendable.”

The word hits like a blow.

Jay flinches, then lets out a slow breath. “Yeah. That’s it.”

The stairwell seems to contract around them. Jay’s chest aches—not with fear this time, but with the weight of having finally named it. He hadn’t realized how long he’s been carrying that belief, how deeply it’s shaped the way he shows up, how often he’s chosen ease over truth.

“I don’t want to be invisible when things get real,” he says, voice rough. “I don’t want to have to earn my place by being funny or agreeable. I want you to see me when I’m scared. When I’m serious. When I don’t know what to do next.”

Marissa’s eyes don’t leave his face. “Do you think I didn’t see you tonight?”

Jay hesitates. “I… hoped you did.”

She steps closer still, close enough now that he can feel the warmth of her body, the steadiness of her presence. “Jay,” she says, low and precise, “you didn’t survive that moment by accident. You obeyed under pressure. You didn’t crack. You didn’t hide behind humour. You stayed.”

His breath stutters.

“That is not the behaviour of someone who is optional,” she continues. “That is someone who belongs when the stakes are highest.”

Jay’s eyes burn, and this time he doesn’t look away. “Then why does it still feel like I have to prove it?”

“Because you’re used to being rewarded for being easy,” Marissa replies. “And tonight, you learned the difference between being liked and being trusted.”

The words settle into him, heavy and clarifying.

Jay lets his head fall back against the wall, eyes closed, a shaky laugh escaping him. “Fuck. I didn’t know that’s what I was missing.”

Marissa watches him carefully. “Now you do.”

He opens his eyes again, meeting her gaze. “I don’t need to be the favourite,” he says quietly. “I just don’t want to be the afterthought.”

Marissa nods once. “Then stop treating yourself like one.”

The sentence is simple. It lands like a command—not loud, not cruel, but undeniable.

Jay straightens, shoulders squaring just a little. The ache is still there, but it’s different now—less like a wound, more like a demand.

He’s said it. Named it. Risked being seen without the shield of humour.

And the world hasn’t ended.

For a long moment, neither of them moves. Jay’s confession hangs in the stairwell like the last note of a song—vulnerable, trembling, raw. The usual night sounds return: the distant hum of the elevator, a car’s tires hissing over wet pavement outside, the creak of pipes settling in the walls. Jay’s shoulders rise and fall with each breath, his hands fidgeting in his jacket pockets as if searching for an anchor.

Marissa studies him—not as an authority judging performance, but as someone measuring the shape of his need. When she finally steps forward, her movements are slow and intentional. She doesn’t crowd him, but she closes the gap, coming to stand just within reach, her presence quiet and strong.

She lays her hand on his shoulder. It’s not a possessive grip, nor the soft touch of aftercare, but something in between—a grounding, real and unmistakable. Her thumb rubs a slow, steady circle through the fabric of his coat.

“Look at me,” she says, her voice even, commanding but gentle.

Jay raises his eyes, and for once he lets her see everything—uncertainty, longing, the aftershocks of fear and the glimmer of pride beneath it all.

“I don’t want you to ever think you’re just here to make things easier for everyone else,” Marissa tells him. “You are not invisible. Not to me. Not tonight, not any night. When things are fun, you bring joy. When things are dangerous, you bring steadiness. When things get heavy, you carry your own weight and some of everyone else’s, too.”

She squeezes his shoulder, firm enough that he feels it all the way to his core.

“You proved something on that rooftop,” she continues. “Not just to me, but to yourself. You can handle more than you think. And you don’t have to make a joke of it to belong here.”

Jay’s throat tightens. He nods, blinking quickly. “It’s… hard to believe sometimes. I’m so used to laughing it off. Used to being the guy who makes everyone else breathe easier.”

Marissa’s lips curve into something between a smile and a challenge. “You still can. But you get to be the one who breathes easy, too. That’s not a reward—it’s your right as much as theirs.”

She lets that settle, hand never leaving his shoulder. “Tonight, I relied on you. Not as comic relief, but as someone I trust. That’s not negotiable. You’ve earned it. And you don’t have to perform for it again tomorrow.”

Jay laughs—quiet, a little broken, but genuine. “How do I remember that when things go back to normal?”

“Start by telling yourself the truth,” Marissa replies. “You’re not an afterthought. You’re a cornerstone. The rest is practice.”

He nods, absorbing the words as if memorizing a new script. The tension in his posture begins to ease, shoulders lowering, hands unclenching. He lets himself feel the weight of Marissa’s touch, the solidity of her presence, the way she looks at him and only him.

Marissa gives him one last squeeze, then lets her hand fall. She holds his gaze a moment longer, anchoring him in the quiet.

“I’m proud of you, Jay. Not for the jokes, not for the bravado—but for being scared and showing up anyway. That’s the thing that matters most.”

Jay’s chest expands with a breath that feels new—deeper, freer. The ache inside him shifts again, replaced by something sturdier, something he can carry into the light upstairs.

He risks a smile, smaller than usual but real. “Thanks, boss.”

Marissa’s mouth quirks in response. “Don’t get used to the praise. You still have to earn your keep.”

He chuckles, and this time it’s easy. “Wouldn’t want it any other way.”

She gestures toward the stairs with a tilt of her head. “Come on. The others will eat everything if you let them.”

Jay hesitates just a second longer. “You’ll… still see me, even if I’m not cracking jokes?”

Marissa’s answer is instant and unshakeable. “Every time.”

He nods, holding her gaze as long as he dares before turning for the stairs. The door at the top is open, warm light and the faint sound of voices spilling down.

Jay climbs, shoulders straighter, the fear still echoing in his bones but balanced now by certainty. He has been seen—truly—and that, for tonight, is enough.

Marissa remains in the stairwell a moment longer, letting the weight of Jay’s honesty settle over her. She knows the group is only as strong as its most vulnerable member, and that trust, once named and answered, is the rarest currency of all.

Tonight, the line between risk and belonging blurred. And tomorrow, when the masks go back on, she’ll remember this: what her men can do, and what they need when everything falls away.

Jay stands for a moment at the bottom of the stairs, the echo of Marissa’s words still warming him from the inside out. The stairwell isn’t quite as cold now, nor as lonely; the night air carries more possibility than it did an hour ago. For the first time all evening, he feels ready to return—not just to the group, but to himself.

Marissa stays with him a beat longer, letting the silence fill with meaning. Then, in that quiet, she shifts from reassurance to ritual. Her eyes sharpen, her stance straightens, and Jay feels the subtle change: this is not coddling; it’s a challenge and a charge.

“Go upstairs,” Marissa says, voice low and even. “Make sure everyone eats. Nobody slips away, nobody goes without. That’s your task for tonight.”

Jay’s eyebrows rise—not at the order, but at the implicit trust beneath it. “That’s it?”

She holds his gaze. “That’s not all. After, when you’re done—when everyone’s fed and settled—you come find me. And you tell me one real thing you felt tonight. Not a joke. Not what you think I want to hear. Just the truth.”

Jay takes it in, the edges of the command shaping him the way ritual always does. There’s relief in the clarity, even as the thought of sharing another raw truth makes his pulse thrum with nerves. But there’s pride too, and something like gratitude. Marissa trusts him to anchor the group, not just amuse them.

“Yes, ma’am,” he says, and the title is softer now, stripped of irony.

Marissa steps aside, gesturing him upward. “I’ll be waiting.”

Jay nods and turns for the stairs, climbing slowly at first, then with growing resolve. The hallway door swings open, spilling light onto the landing and the scent of food—toast, eggs, something sweet Jay can’t quite name. The group is a tangle of limbs and voices on the floor, Wesley tucked under a blanket, Noah with a mug of tea, Dean dispensing slices of bread with military efficiency.

Jay steps into the glow, shoulders back, eyes keen. “Nobody eats alone,” he announces, grinning wide enough to let the others see only the edge of what’s changed. “If you’re hiding in the kitchen, I’m dragging you out. If you’re sulking on the balcony, you’re getting a hug.”

He moves through the group with a kind of practiced ease, making plates, topping off drinks, cracking jokes when he senses tension. But it’s different tonight. There’s no rush to fill every silence, no frantic need to distract. He listens more, pausing when Wesley admits his hands are still shaking, when Noah mumbles that he’s not hungry but eats anyway, when Dean offers a rare, rough-edged compliment about holding the line on the rooftop.

Jay makes sure every man is seen, every appetite met, every empty space filled. He does it not because it’s expected, but because it’s his—this role, this grounding, this proof that he is needed not only for levity, but for presence.

When the plates are scraped clean, the mugs rinsed and stacked, Jay glances toward the hall. The ache in his chest is different now—less the hollow of fear, more the echo of something newly claimed.

He finds Marissa where she said she’d be: at the window, city lights painting her face in gold and shadow, posture relaxed but attention razor-sharp. She turns when she hears him, and for a moment, Jay hesitates at the threshold.

He remembers her words—no jokes, no performance, just truth.

So he steps forward, voice quiet but steady. “One real thing,” he says, more to himself than to her. “I was terrified. Not just on the roof—after, too. I was scared you’d only see me for what I used to be. And I’m relieved you didn’t. I’m relieved you saw… this.”

Marissa nods, approval clear in her eyes. “I did.”

They stand there a moment, no more instructions needed, the ritual complete.

Jay turns to leave, but Marissa stops him with a hand on his shoulder—one last anchor. “Remember tonight,” she says. “Remember what you did, and who you are when everything’s on the line.”

Jay nods, not trusting himself to speak, then slips back into the soft noise and warmth of the group. He feels the shape of belonging pressed close around him, not as a joke, not as a mask, but as the proof that he matters, especially when the laughter fades.

And for tonight, that’s enough.


Chapter 15 — Randomized Ritual Night

Marissa’s invitation arrives with no warning—just a message on each man’s phone, as succinct and enigmatic as ever:

Game night. My place. 8pm sharp. Dress comfortable, bring nothing but your luck.

After the rooftop ordeal, the men read her words with a mix of relief and apprehension. Dean assumes it’s a debrief in disguise; Noah guesses at some twist; Wesley hopes for comfort, fears another test; Jay texts a gif of loaded dice, but his nerves buzz under the joke. Each arrives alone but alert, every muscle tuned to the undertone: Marissa never hosts a “game night” without turning the rules inside out.

The apartment is transformed. Where there’s usually the hush of ritual or the velvet threat of discipline, tonight the living room is scattered with oversized floor cushions, warm lamplight, and a low table crowded with props. On it are cards in crisp decks, colourful dice in a bowl, stacks of small folded notes, and a scatter of tokens in shades of red, blue, green, and gold. The air smells of cinnamon, honey, and the faint metallic tang of anticipation.

Marissa greets each man at the door—not with her usual icy composure, but with a sly smile that promises both mischief and mastery. She wears loose black trousers and a pale top, her hair swept back. Tonight, she radiates a lighter energy, but her gaze is as sharp as ever.

The men assemble awkwardly at first, trading banter and side-long glances. Jay sprawls on the biggest cushion, feet bare and knees tucked to his chest, still wearing the bravado of last night’s laughter as a shield. Dean sits cross-legged, hands clasped, his posture a blend of readiness and restraint. Noah leans into the arm of the sofa, eyes bright and restless. Wesley hovers at the edge, drawn by the comfort but wary of what it might cost.

Marissa circles the group, gathering phones in a small basket—no distractions, no escape. She gestures for everyone to sit in a loose circle. The tokens and cards gleam between them.

“Tonight,” she begins, “we play by chance. No hierarchy, no expectations, no guarantees—just luck.” Her smile deepens. “Every round, the rules change. The dice, the cards, the tokens—these will decide who serves, who’s served, who confesses, who is denied.”

She lets her gaze sweep the circle. “Some tasks will be pleasure. Some will be punishment. Some will simply be… honest.”

Noah raises an eyebrow. “So, Russian roulette with kinks?”

Marissa grins. “Let’s call it radical democracy. The universe will be our domme.”

Jay snorts. “If I see ‘strip Monopoly’ come out, I’m out.”

She arches an eyebrow. “There are worse fates. But tonight, no one gets to opt out—not from the dares, not from the comfort, not from the chance.”

She sits on the floor with them, close enough that her energy radiates through the group. “First rule: no one is exempt. Second rule: every token must be played—no hiding, no passing, no trading.” She tips the bowl of dice onto the table, the clatter crisp and unmistakable.

Dean eyes the cards. “And the winner?”

Marissa lifts a single gold token. “Tonight, there are no winners—only survivors. And the gold token? That’s for whoever embraces fate most completely.”

A hush settles, thick and anticipatory.

She divides the tokens, placing one in each man’s palm—colours random, chosen without looking. She deals the first round of cards, her hands deft, movements deliberate. “When your number’s up, you read the card and do as it says. No negotiation. Trust luck—and trust me.”

For a moment, it’s almost playful—almost. But beneath the jokes and the shifting cushions, every man feels the crackle of risk: that luck might expose what they most want to hide, or force them to serve in ways they never would choose.

Marissa’s eyes glint in the warm light. “Ready?”

A chorus of low affirmations, a laugh, a nervous shuffle.

She picks up the die, gives it a shake, and tosses it onto the table. The game—her game—has begun.

The first roll sets the tone. Marissa passes the die to Jay, her smile daring him to make the first move. He spins it in his palm, shrugs as if the outcome doesn’t matter, and lets it tumble across the table. A blue six. The group exhales—anticipation, relief, a few nervous laughs.

Marissa flips the top card from the blue deck, reads aloud:

“Confess a desire you’ve never spoken in this room. Then pick someone to join you.”

Jay groans, but there’s a glimmer of excitement in his eyes. “Alright, game night. You want the truth?” He scans the group, his bravado a little more genuine now, and says, “I’ve always wanted to try being completely at someone’s mercy—blindfolded, cuffed, with everyone else watching. The idea scares the shit out of me and… you know, that’s the point.”

The confession draws a ripple—surprise, then respect. Wesley’s mouth drops open. Dean’s eyebrows arch. Noah grins.

“Who’s in?” Marissa prompts, tone sly.

Jay scans the group and points at Noah. “He’s the only one I trust not to make it weird. Or, at least, to make it weird in a good way.”

Noah grins, raises both hands. “Deal.”

Marissa hands each a blue token, then gestures for the die to pass. “Noah. Your fate.”

Noah rolls—a red three.

Marissa flips a red card. “Edge yourself for three minutes while holding eye contact with Wesley. No hands under blankets, no closing your eyes.”

The room bursts into laughter—some nervous, some delighted, some horrified on Wesley’s behalf.

Wesley blushes deep, but manages a smile. “You’d better not make it weird.”

Noah winks, shifts so he’s facing Wesley, and sets a slow, deliberate rhythm. Marissa starts a timer, eyes glinting, and the group falls into a hush broken only by Noah’s ragged breath and Wesley’s awkward, electric laughter.

Dean clears his throat, then rolls—green five.

Marissa draws, reading with a mischievous lilt: “Serve Marissa for five minutes: your hands, her pleasure. She can give instructions; you may not stop until the timer’s up.”

Dean doesn’t hesitate. He shifts beside Marissa, hands gentle but sure, following every cue—soft strokes, firm pressure, an occasional whispered command. Jay catcalls, but even he falls silent at the intimacy and trust that builds in the circle. When the timer ends, Marissa gifts Dean a rare, approving nod, and a green token.

Finally, it’s Wesley’s turn. His die comes up gold—wild card.

The group buzzes as Marissa draws from a special stack: “You may choose—one confession, one dare, or pass all tasks this round to someone else, but you must narrate their experience.”

Wesley’s eyes widen. He swallows, thinking it over, then glances at Jay. “I want to take a dare, but I want Jay to talk me through it. Tell everyone what you see, what you think I feel.”

Jay straightens, surprise turning to pleasure. “Deal.”

Marissa flips the next card: “Hold a vibrating toy for five minutes—no letting go, no hiding your reaction.”

She produces the toy, hands it to Wesley, who braces himself. Jay narrates with gleeful honesty: “Wesley’s going pink already. He’s trying to hold it together, but his knees are shaking. Oh, there’s the little whimper he swears he never makes—yep, that one.”

The laughter is easier now—so is the arousal, the camaraderie, the risk.

Round after round, tokens pile up, the tasks veering from playful to humiliating to tender:

— “Give a massage to the man on your left, shirtless, for five minutes.”

— “Confess one fantasy about Marissa that you’d never act on—unless she commands it.”

— “Edge the person on your right, but neither of you is allowed to speak.”

— “For ten minutes, be denied: hands on your lap, eyes on Marissa, no touching, no begging.”

Marissa circulates, sometimes observing, sometimes participating—a hand on Dean’s shoulder as he massages Jay, a soft order whispered to Noah as he resists a dare. She inserts her own challenge cards, wild and unpredictable, adding new twists: “Trade places with anyone. Accept their fate as your own.”

With every card, the group grows looser, bolder—yet also more exposed. Confessions draw out rivalries, dares spark jealousy. The tokens become badges of both pride and surrender. By the third round, every man has served, been served, confessed, and been denied. The line between privilege and punishment blurs, and the knowledge that anyone could draw the next humiliating or delicious fate stokes the group’s need.

Wesley clutches his token, face flushed, laughter bubbling up from a deeper place. Dean sits a little closer to Marissa than before. Jay’s eyes are brighter, not just with mirth but with want. Noah, for all his wit, seems a little unraveled—happy to be seen, even when luck goes against him.

Marissa surveys the group, her own hunger simmering beneath the game-master’s mask. “Ready for another round?”

The answer is unanimous: a chorus of eager, nervous, hungry voices. The ritual of chance has only begun.

The tokens pile up in the centre of the table, their colours forming chaotic mosaics of luck and surrender. Each new round starts with bolder hands, quickened pulses, and the slow, creeping intoxication that comes when the rules are out of everyone’s hands. The apartment hums with laughter, sharp glances, and the breathless hush that falls whenever a card promises humiliation or pleasure in equal measure.

Marissa reshuffles the deck, eyes bright. “Ready?” The men nod, the tension between them no longer just anticipation but sharpened, almost electric. Rivalry is in the air—subtle, then not so subtle. Everyone wants to win something, even if no one can say what that is.

Jay rolls first—a five, red. Marissa flips the card. “Edge yourself for one minute while everyone else watches. Then pick who you want to trade tokens with.”

Jay laughs, embarrassed but excited. “You’re cruel,” he teases Marissa, but he obeys—drawing up his knees, hand disappearing under the blanket, face turning pink as the group watches. Noah whistles. Wesley, watching, squirms uncomfortably, arousal and nerves tangling together.

When the timer dings, Jay exhales, shuddering, then grins wickedly. “Dean, give me your blue.”

Dean arches a brow but passes it over. “Be careful. Bad luck sticks to tokens.”

Noah’s turn—a three, green. Marissa draws: “Give a massage to the person on your right, but you can only use your mouth and breath.”

Noah grins at Jay, who groans dramatically. “Every time. It’s always me.”

Noah leans over, blowing gently on the back of Jay’s neck, pressing a quick, playful kiss to his shoulder. Jay shivers, but the laughter comes easy, covering the way his skin prickles with real need. Wesley and Dean exchange glances, the silent calculus of who’s next, who gets off easy, who will be exposed.

Wesley rolls—a four, gold wild card. Marissa lifts a card from the golden stack, eyes gleaming. “You get to choose: take any privilege, or force someone to take any punishment already drawn.”

Wesley hesitates, tension and desire flickering across his face. “Dean—your turn to edge. I want to watch you hold it together.”

Dean nods, a flush creeping up his throat, but he doesn’t hesitate. He finds his own rhythm, face stern and intent, refusing to look away from Wesley’s gaze. The group falls silent, the power shift palpable. Even Marissa seems content to let the moment stretch, letting Dean’s obedience redraw the group’s balance.

Finally, Dean’s minute ends, hands falling to his sides, breath controlled but chest rising hard. “Your luck will run out, Wesley,” he murmurs.

Marissa’s card is next—a house rule: “All players must confess a fantasy about someone in this room. No repeats. If you can’t, you take the next punishment card—blind.”

Jay goes first, glancing at Noah. “I’ve fantasized about you pinning me. No games, just raw. No jokes allowed.”

Noah laughs, but there’s a heat in his eyes. “I can do serious. But I’ve thought about Marissa ordering us to hold each other down—no one allowed to let go until she says.”

Wesley swallows, looking at Dean. “I want you to tie me up and make me beg—just once. I want to see how long I last.”

Dean’s fantasy is quieter, but no less potent. “I want to watch all of you—no touching, just watching—until someone breaks first. And I want Marissa to decide who it is.”

Marissa listens, nods, then glances at Jay. “Since you confessed first, you get the next draw.” She flips the card: “For five minutes, you and Noah must serve Marissa together. No talking. Wesley and Dean watch. If you disobey, you lose a token.”

Jay and Noah shift onto their knees, moving in sync. Their hands find Marissa’s thighs, their mouths follow the slow, wordless instructions she offers with a tilt of her hips, a press of her palm. The room is silent except for the sounds of breath and the soft, wet hum of tongues and lips. Wesley and Dean watch, hands clenched, denied even the comfort of joining in. The timer stretches; the tension is unbearable.

When it ends, Marissa gestures them back. “Tokens, please. No losses.”

The group sits, flushed, all pretence gone. Rivalry hangs thick, but so does something else: the mutual, aching need to be chosen, to win, to matter.

The randomness of the night is now a blade—cutting through every shield and leaving nerves exposed.

For a moment, no one speaks. Marissa looks at the deck, a knowing smile on her lips. “One more round?”

Every voice answers, “Yes.”

Marissa doesn’t reshuffle this time. She draws from the top of the deck as if the card has been waiting for her all along. The room leans in—breath held, bodies poised—because by now they understand the rhythm of chance: the longer the game goes, the less mercy it offers.

She reads aloud, slow and deliberate.

“Team task. Two serve. Two restrain. No one finishes. Switch roles at the bell.”

A collective groan ripples through the circle—half laughter, half hunger. Jay drops his head back against the cushion. “That’s evil.”

Marissa’s smile is serene. “Chance is impartial. Choose your teams.”

The men look at one another, the calculus immediate and fraught. Dean’s gaze flicks to Wesley; Noah’s to Jay; Jay’s to Marissa and back again, searching for an angle that doesn’t exist. Finally, Wesley clears his throat.

“I’ll restrain,” he says, surprising himself with the steadiness of his voice. “With Dean.”

Dean nods once. “Agreed.”

That leaves Jay and Noah to serve.

Marissa gestures them forward, settling back against the cushions, posture relaxed, hands resting at her sides. “Quiet,” she says. “Let your bodies do the talking.”

Jay and Noah move together, the familiarity between them easing the first edge of nerves. They kneel, shoulders brushing, and begin as one—measured, attentive, careful not to rush. The room’s energy changes immediately: laughter fades, replaced by the soft, unavoidable sounds of breath and closeness.

Behind them, Wesley and Dean take their places—not touching Marissa, but each other. Wesley sits first, legs braced; Dean positions himself behind him, arms firm around Wesley’s torso, anchoring him in place. It’s not violent, not rough—just enough restraint to make stillness an act of will.

“Hands on your thighs,” Marissa murmurs to Wesley. “Don’t help them.”

Wesley obeys, fingers digging into fabric as sensation builds and he’s denied even the smallest relief. Dean’s grip tightens fractionally, a reminder and a promise all at once. He keeps his chin lifted, eyes on Marissa, jaw set. Watching is his task; control is his burden.

Jay and Noah find a rhythm that’s unspoken but precise—one slows while the other deepens, then they trade without a word. The coordination sharpens the ache for everyone else in the room. Wesley’s breath goes ragged; Dean’s shoulders tense, forearms corded with restraint. Jay’s usual commentary is gone; Noah’s easy grin has softened into focus.

The bell chimes—clear, unavoidable.

“Switch,” Marissa says.

They pull back together, breathing hard. Jay wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, laughing once under his breath like a release valve. Noah exhales, rolling his shoulders as if shedding a weight.

Dean and Wesley move forward to serve. The shift is immediate and electric: Dean’s presence is methodical, precise; Wesley’s is earnest, almost reverent. Together, they are careful not to compete—chance has made collaboration mandatory. Marissa’s guidance comes in quiet gestures and small sounds, a hand in Wesley’s hair, a tilt of her hips that Dean reads and follows.

Behind them, Jay and Noah take the restraining roles—an inversion that crackles with irony. Jay sits first, Noah bracing him, arms wrapped firm but gentle. Jay squirms, then stills, biting his lip to keep from laughing. “Don’t you dare make this weird,” he mutters.

Noah leans in, voice low and steady. “Hands still. Eyes forward.”

Jay obeys, startled into compliance by the seriousness in Noah’s tone. His humour fades, replaced by the same breathless attention he’d shown on the rooftop. Being held like this—restrained, denied—lights him up in a different way.

The bell rings again.

“Stop,” Marissa says.

Every body freezes. The ache spikes—sharp, bright, undeniable. She lets the stillness stretch, the denial doing its work. “Good,” she murmurs, not cruel, not kind. “You’re learning how to want together.”

She sits up, surveying them—four men flushed and breathing hard, desire unresolved and shared. “No one finishes,” she reminds them, though no one needs reminding. “That was never the point.”

They collapse back into the cushions, laughter bubbling up alongside frustration. Wesley presses his face into his hands, then looks up with a breathless grin. Dean exhales slowly, control reasserting itself with effort. Jay groans theatrically, flopping onto his back. “I hate democracy.”

Noah chuckles, rubbing his eyes. “You love it. You just hate losing.”

Marissa gathers the tokens, sliding them back into the bowl. “Tonight, everyone loses,” she says lightly. “And because of that, you all get aftercare.”

A murmur of relief and longing spreads through the room. The tension hasn’t broken—it’s been redirected, woven tighter into the group’s fabric.

Marissa settles among them, pulling blankets closer, hands finding shoulders and backs. “Stay with the ache,” she says softly. “It’s part of the lesson.”

They do. And in the shared denial, the group feels closer than ever—bound not by climax, but by the electric certainty that chance has stripped them bare together.

The room feels twice as warm, every breath thick with need and laughter gone slightly unsteady. The tokens are swept away, the dice returned to their bowl, but the tension—frustrated, collective, shimmering between skin and bone—remains. For a moment, nobody moves. The ache is universal, a living thing in the space between bodies.

Marissa lets them linger in the hush. She stands, stretching her arms over her head, then settles cross-legged on the floor. “Blankets,” she says, voice gentle but commanding. “Come closer.”

Obedience is immediate. Jay pulls a soft throw across his shoulders and wriggles until he’s half in Marissa’s lap, head tilted against her thigh. Wesley sinks to the floor, knees drawn up, his head resting on Dean’s broad shoulder; Dean leans back, the model of reluctant surrender, but doesn’t move away. Noah curls at Marissa’s other side, feet bare and toes tucked under a cushion. The group collapses inward, the boundaries between them dissolving in exhaustion and need.

Marissa strokes Jay’s hair, letting her touch be slow and grounding. She brushes her palm along Noah’s cheek, presses a warm hand to Wesley’s back. For Dean, she gives a simple squeeze of the shoulder—firm, unspoken reassurance. The men respond, muscles loosening, breathing evening out. The denial is still sharp, but the frustration is tempered by comfort.

For a while, nobody tries to fill the silence. Wesley shivers once, then sighs, shifting closer into Dean’s side. Jay’s usual running commentary is gone; instead, he murmurs, “Never hated a deck of cards so much in my life.” Noah just laughs, a low rumble, and tips his head to rest against Marissa’s shoulder.

“You all did well,” Marissa says, voice pitched for the small, dim room. “You let luck have its way with you. You let each other see how it feels—to serve, to be denied, to be chosen and unchosen in the same breath.”

She meets each man’s eyes in turn, gaze lingering until they have to look back. “Control isn’t always about who holds the power. Sometimes it’s about surrendering to chance, and letting the uncertainty bind you together.”

Dean shifts, the tension that kept him upright all evening finally slipping from his frame. “It’s harder,” he admits, “not knowing what’s next. Harder to let go when you can’t prepare.”

Wesley nods, a shy smile on his lips. “It’s… almost a relief. Like not having to be the hungriest, or the bravest, or the one who gets picked. Just letting it happen.”

Jay grins, nudging Noah with his foot. “Next time, we’re playing Go Fish.”

Noah grins back, but his voice is softer. “Speak for yourself. I kind of like not knowing.”

Marissa pulls the blanket tighter around the group. “No one here lost tonight. Not really. Not if you learned something about what you want—and what you’ll do when you can’t have it.”

She guides their heads down, encouraging them to stretch out, to pile together in a tangle of legs and arms and shared warmth. She hums softly, a sound like permission, her hand moving from one to the next in a gentle, continuous loop. The air is heavy with the promise that tonight, ache is not a punishment, but a privilege—an intimacy born from being denied and held.

One by one, the men grow quiet. Jay’s eyes flutter shut, his last words a mumbled protest about the injustice of chance. Dean’s arm tightens around Wesley, who at last lets himself be small and safe. Noah breathes in time with Marissa’s heartbeat, letting the ache settle where comfort can reach it.

Marissa remains awake, keeping watch. She thinks about the randomness of pleasure and denial, how it unmasks and binds her men more deeply than any single act of control. She feels their need as her own, the ache left unspent transformed into something sacred, a promise that what was withheld tonight will be claimed another day.

As the last lamplight dims, the group is left in the glow of touch, unsatisfied but secure. The hunger is still there—sharper, maybe, than ever—but now it is collective, something they carry together, wound tighter than any orgasm could have loosened.

Tonight, chance was the domme. But aftercare is Marissa’s domain—and in her arms, their longing becomes the bond that will draw them back, hungrier, braver, and more deeply hers.


Chapter 16 — Dean’s Night

Night has taken on a different texture now: thick, soft, and dense with the afterglow of denied pleasure. The living room is a sprawl of blankets, tangled limbs, the hushed symphony of slow, even breathing. Shadows slide across the furniture; outside, the city glimmers and fades behind the heavy curtains. For once, all the chaos is inside—quiet, shared, but nowhere near gone.

Dean sits upright against the sofa, legs stretched out, hands folded over his stomach. He is, as always, the last one awake. The others have melted into sleep one by one—Jay, face buried in his elbow, a soft snore caught between protest and surrender; Wesley curled into a ball, body pressed unconsciously into the curve of Dean’s hip; Noah, sprawled on his back with one arm thrown across his eyes, his feet touching Marissa’s thigh. Marissa herself is the picture of stillness, half-reclined with a blanket tucked to her chin, hair unbound across her shoulder.

There’s an intimacy to this arrangement that makes Dean’s chest ache—a fragile, accidental closeness more honest than anything the games or dares could summon. The randomness of the night lingers: luck, denial, the heady confusion of being at the mercy of cards and dice. But now, in the hush, it’s replaced by something steadier, if no less intense. Dean watches the others, letting his gaze settle on each face in turn, a silent inventory: breathing steady, bodies warm, no one missing, no one alone.

He knows he should sleep. The ache in his body is familiar—the thrum of arousal left unspent, the slow ache of muscles worked past comfort, the deeper fatigue of vigilance. But it’s not just want that keeps him upright. It’s habit, and something closer to duty. Dean has always been the last to rest. In every group, on every team, even in bed with lovers, he’s kept his eyes open just a little longer. Watching over the others. Making sure the night held no dangers that laughter couldn’t dispel, that no one woke alone.

Tonight, though, there is nothing to guard against. The doors are locked. Marissa’s presence is a shield against every fear. The others sleep deep, the kind of sleep that comes after both risk and comfort. But Dean cannot close his eyes.

His mind churns, replaying every moment since the dice first rolled—how he handled the dares with steady hands, how the surge of jealousy stung when luck left him out, how denial twisted through his gut and still, somehow, made him feel more a part of the group than any orgasm could. He remembers the look on Wesley’s face when the toy started buzzing, the way Jay’s bravado collapsed into laughter, the softness in Noah’s voice when he finally stilled.

Dean wonders what it says about him that he can be trusted with other men’s secrets, their bodies, their surrender—and still cannot trust himself to let go.

He shifts, careful not to jostle Wesley, who in sleep clings tighter, seeking the same safety Dean tries to project. He listens to the quiet: Jay’s sigh, Noah’s breath, the slow, almost imperceptible sound of Marissa turning beneath her blanket. He wonders if anyone else feels the weight of the night, the odd freedom in randomness, the discomfort of not knowing, the ache of wanting without any promise that wanting will be enough.

Outside, a siren whines, fading quickly into the dark. The city is a world away from this nest of heat and hush. Dean stares up at the ceiling, tracing the cracks in the plaster, letting his heartbeat slow. He tells himself he will sleep soon—just after one more check, one last listen, one more minute to let the certainty settle: everyone is safe, everyone is here, and for tonight at least, the only danger is within.

But the longer he waits, the harder it is to surrender. There’s a part of him that thinks the group would drift apart if he let go—that the anchor can never truly rest. He knows it’s foolish, that Marissa would never allow harm to come to any of them, but knowing and feeling are different things.

Dean breathes in, the scent of blankets and sweat and the sharp, sweet aftertaste of arousal lingering on the air. He tries to will himself to sleep, but the habit of vigilance is hard to break.

So he keeps watch, the silent anchor, alone with his ache and pride, hoping someone—anyone—will remind him that sometimes, the bravest thing to do is to close your eyes and trust the night to hold.

Dean sits in the hush, eyes unfocused, body weighted by exhaustion but mind turning ceaselessly. Around him, the others have drifted far from consciousness—safe, sated, untroubled by the shape of the night. It should be easy to let himself follow. Instead, he feels like a boulder half-submerged in a stream, the current of the group swirling around him, but never quite sweeping him along.

He presses his head back against the sofa, searching the ceiling for answers, for patterns in the plaster, for anything that would make the strange, floating feeling make sense. Randomness: that’s what tonight was. No clear rules, no ladder of obedience, no rhythm to predict. For Dean, who thrives on order, on service as a straight line from command to completion, this was a kind of controlled chaos. It left him exposed—not just his body, but his sense of self, the hard-won shell of reliability he wears like armour.

He’d felt it most keenly during the dares: when a card called for him to edge in front of everyone, no logic to the selection; when a roll decided he’d serve Marissa, the rules all chance. The lack of control had been thrilling and uncomfortable in equal measure, making his skin prickle with anticipation, dread, and desire. The relief when it was over—the relief at having survived, at not embarrassing himself, at having done his duty even when he didn’t know what duty would mean—was just as sharp as the ache of denial left humming in his veins.

Dean isn’t afraid of risk. He’s stood naked before Marissa, surrendered himself to her will and the gaze of the group, with only the tremor of anticipation in his limbs. But risk, he realises now, is only tolerable when it has shape—when he can see the boundaries, measure the odds, prepare for the worst. Tonight, the dice and cards made fools of them all: stripping away the safety of anticipation, leaving nothing but the reality of want, of disappointment, of not being chosen or being chosen for something he wouldn’t have picked.

He realises, in this moment of forced stillness, that it isn’t the dares themselves that make him ache—it’s the not knowing. The moment between the roll and the reveal, when anything might happen, when fate might leave him invisible or make him centre stage. It’s a kind of vulnerability that goes deeper than exposure. It’s a surrender not to a person, but to the world’s indifference. And that’s harder than kneeling for Marissa, harder than following orders: letting go, for real, with no promise that what comes next will be what he wants.

He watches Wesley sleep, curled up close, still trusting Dean’s presence even in dreams. He listens to Jay’s breathing, lighter now, free of the burden of being “on.” He sees the line of Noah’s body, relaxed for once, not needing to perform or hold the group together. They all managed to give themselves up to chance—some with more laughter than others, but all surrendering, eventually. Why is it so hard for him?

Dean squeezes his eyes shut. Beneath the ache of arousal is the sharper ache of doubt: what if he’s only useful when he’s in control? What if his worth, his role in the group, is built entirely on being the strong one, the steady one, the anchor? If he lets go, will the others drift? Will Marissa look elsewhere for someone who can always be counted on?

He swallows, throat tight. There’s a secret longing inside him, so small and so old he barely dares name it: to be cared for the way he cares for the group. To let someone else hold the weight, just for a while. To surrender not as an act of strength, but as a need. Tonight, the randomness exposed that longing, even if only to himself.

He exhales, slow and shaky. Letting go is hard. Harder than pain, harder than humiliation. It means trusting that the group can hold itself together without him at the helm, that Marissa sees him as more than the function he serves.

A whisper of movement from Marissa’s side of the blankets. Dean doesn’t move, but he senses her wakefulness—a shift in breathing, the faintest brush of her hair across the pillow. He wonders if she knows what he feels. If she can see the crack in the armour, the part of him aching for release from duty as much as from denial.

He hopes so. But he can’t say it—not yet.

So Dean keeps watch, wrestling with the unfamiliar ache of needing comfort, of wanting to let go but not yet knowing how.

The room is nearly silent but for the soft, collective breathing of the group and the city’s distant pulse beyond the glass. Dean sits so still he might be mistaken for sleeping, his eyes half-lidded, his posture slack but not surrendered. The ache in his chest is a knot he cannot quite loosen, even with exhaustion weighing on his limbs.

Marissa isn’t asleep either. For a long time, she lies perfectly still, her own breathing measured and deep. But the subtleties of the group’s rest—who rolls over, who sighs, whose tension lingers after the others have drifted—are familiar to her now. She senses Dean’s vigilance as clearly as a shift in the weather. The difference tonight is not just his wakefulness, but the way he’s holding himself: not watchful out of duty, but restless with something he hasn’t named.

She turns quietly, careful not to disturb Noah, and props herself up on one elbow. Her hair spills forward, framing her face in shadow and pale gold from the streetlights outside. For a few moments, she just observes Dean—the angle of his jaw, the tight set of his mouth, the stillness that’s more a bracing than a surrender.

“You can’t sleep,” she says, her voice a hush just for him.

Dean doesn’t startle. He glances over, meets her gaze in the dark, then shakes his head. “Not tonight.”

Marissa waits, giving him space to elaborate or stay silent. When he doesn’t, she shifts closer—slowly, so as not to wake the others. She sits upright, knees drawn to her chest, her presence an invitation rather than a demand.

“Is it the ache?” she asks softly. “Or the noise in your head?”

He exhales, the barest huff of wry laughter. “Both, I guess. Mostly… the noise.”

She nods. “The randomness was hard on you.”

Dean studies the ceiling, as if the truth is hidden in the patterns overhead. “Harder than I thought. I’m used to knowing where the edges are, even if I’m not in control. Tonight—” He trails off, searching for the right words. “Tonight there were no edges. No plan. It felt like anything could happen, and I wouldn’t be ready.”

Marissa leans in just a little, careful not to crowd. “You don’t always have to be ready, Dean.”

He lets that sit for a moment, rolling the thought over. “Feels like I do. If I’m not… if I let go, what’s keeping everyone else together?”

She studies him, her gaze sharp but kind. “Do you think it’s all on you?”

He hesitates, but nods. “It’s not rational. But it’s there.”

Marissa draws her knees a little closer, folding her arms around them. “You were the anchor tonight, even when the ground shifted. But you don’t have to be that alone. Not here.”

A silence falls, softer now. Dean looks away, and Marissa lets him, knowing the hardest confessions need a little darkness.

Finally, he speaks, voice low. “I don’t know how to let go. Not really. I want to—sometimes I want it so badly I can’t breathe. But the second I try, it’s like something grabs hold and won’t let me move. Like if I do, someone will drift. Someone will get hurt.”

Marissa is quiet, letting the honesty settle. She inches closer, close enough that her knee touches his, grounding him.

“Letting go isn’t just for you,” she says. “It’s for us, too. The group needs to see that the anchor can rest. That it’s safe to let someone else hold things, if only for a night.”

Dean’s jaw clenches, but not with resistance—more like relief, or longing. “If you say so,” he manages.

She smiles, gentle and sure. “I do. And I’ll keep saying it until you believe it.”

He nods, finally, the tension in his shoulders easing a fraction. The ache doesn’t vanish, but it feels less solitary—named, acknowledged, shared.

For the first time that night, Dean doesn’t feel entirely alone in the weight he carries.

The quiet between Dean and Marissa stretches, the kind that’s neither awkward nor empty. For a while, Marissa lets it be, offering no solution, no demand—just her presence. The others remain asleep, cocooned in their comfort. Dean feels the gentle pressure of Marissa’s knee against his, a silent signal that she’s here for this, too.

Eventually, Marissa breaks the silence. “When did you first start believing it was your job to hold everything together?”

Dean almost laughs, a soft sound that’s more tired than amused. “I don’t know. Feels like it’s always been that way. At home, at work. Even in the group, it’s just—expected, I guess.”

“Expected by them, or by you?” Marissa asks, her tone light but probing.

He shrugs, the motion barely visible in the dark. “Both, maybe. I was always the one who didn’t fall apart. Who made the plan, cleaned up after, took the hit if something went wrong.”

“Did anyone ever thank you?” she asks.

He thinks about it. “Sometimes. But mostly, they just… moved on. Like if nothing broke, nothing needed fixing.”

Marissa’s hand finds his, not holding but resting beside, close enough for warmth. “That’s a heavy kind of love to carry. Protecting everyone else so well they never even feel the weight.”

Dean closes his eyes, letting the words in. “If I stop—if I let go—what if it all falls apart? What if the group can’t hold, or someone gets hurt, or you need me and I’m not there?”

Marissa squeezes his fingers, gentle but grounding. “Letting go isn’t the same as disappearing. It’s trusting that what you’ve built can survive a night without you at the helm. That I can hold the line. That the others can carry each other for a change.”

Dean’s jaw tightens, and for a moment he doesn’t answer. He watches Wesley’s slow, easy breathing, Jay’s messy sprawl, Noah’s quiet smile even in sleep. He wonders if they’d notice if he really let go. If they’d resent him for not being the anchor, or if they’d step in, awkward but willing.

He tries to say it, but the words catch. “I’m proud of it, you know. Being strong. Being steady. Sometimes I even like the ache—it proves I’m doing something right.”

Marissa’s eyes are soft in the dim light. “Strength isn’t just about never falling. It’s about knowing when you can lean, too. Sometimes the bravest thing you can do is rest.”

He turns her words over in his mind. “What if I don’t know how?”

She smiles, small and real. “That’s what practice is for. Start tonight. Just a little. I’ll be here.”

The fear remains—deep, threaded through his pride. But something else is there now, too: permission. Not an order, not an excuse, but a quiet, shared recognition that being the anchor doesn’t mean never letting go.

“Will you—” Dean’s voice breaks, but he keeps going. “Will you stay, just until I do?”

Marissa nods, shifting a little closer, her hand now closing over his. “I will. And if you drift, I’ll bring you back.”

A long breath escapes him. He doesn’t let go all at once. But he lets himself lean, just enough to feel the comfort he’s denied. Just enough to trust the night, and her, to hold him.

The burden doesn’t vanish, but it’s lighter, shared for the first time.

He isn’t the only thing holding this group together. And he doesn’t have to be—at least, not tonight.

Marissa keeps her hand over Dean’s, thumb tracing a quiet pattern that is neither demand nor distraction. Around them, the group lies in a loose, protective circle—Jay’s feet pressed into the blankets at Dean’s hip, Wesley curled nearby, Noah’s even breathing a counterpoint to the hush. The city beyond is silent, the last pulse of nightlife faded to memory.

For a moment, neither Marissa nor Dean speaks. The silence is different now, woven through with the promise of rest. Marissa’s weight at his side is real, substantial; the air hums not with tension but with the possibility that, just for tonight, he could be held as carefully as he holds everyone else.

She waits until she feels the stiffness ebb from Dean’s posture, then shifts closer, so her shoulder brushes his. Her hand stays on his, an anchor—gentle, deliberate. “Dean,” she says, voice barely above a whisper, “I’m giving you a direct order.”

He almost laughs—almost—but the need in her tone stops him. He turns his head, meets her gaze in the dark.

“Let go,” Marissa says. “Just for tonight. You’ve done your work. You’ve carried enough. No one here is in danger. I’m awake. I’m watching. You can rest.”

Dean swallows, a complicated relief flooding his chest. The command is quiet, but it lands deeper than any challenge. Let go. It sounds so easy when she says it. It feels, somehow, like the bravest thing he could do.

He nods, not trusting himself to speak. He feels the warmth of Marissa’s hand, the softness of the blanket at his back, the steady presence of his friends close around him. He lets his body sag—first in small increments, then all at once, spine easing into the makeshift bed of cushions and covers.

Still, the old habit lingers; his eyes resist closing, flickering open at every shift or sigh. Marissa senses this and squeezes his hand. “I’ll be here when you wake,” she promises. “You won’t miss anything. No one will drift away.”

He takes a deep, shaky breath. “What if I can’t? What if I fall asleep and someone needs me?”

She leans in, her lips brushing the shell of his ear—an intimacy that is both tender and absolute. “If anyone needs you, I’ll wake you. But tonight, I need you to sleep.”

It’s the first time anyone has ever needed that from him.

A muscle in Dean’s jaw relaxes. He closes his eyes—not tightly, not in forced surrender, but as a tentative gesture of trust. His grip on Marissa’s hand loosens, not from weakness but from permission. He lets her be the anchor now, just until dawn.

The sounds of the room shift—someone turning over, a sigh, the rustle of a blanket. But none of it pulls Dean back. The ache in his chest remains, but it’s softer, wrapped in the comfort of belonging and the safety of being cared for.

He feels himself begin to drift—slowly, reluctantly, then with a relief so deep it nearly undoes him. The last thing he registers is Marissa’s steady breath at his side, her hand still warm on his, the certainty that nothing will break while he lets go.

Marissa stays awake a while longer, keeping her promise. She watches over the group—the anchor, now anchored in turn. She knows how much strength it takes to surrender, how much trust Dean has placed in her hands. She listens to the slowening of his breath, the way his face softens in sleep, the way the burden finally, finally slides away.

For tonight, the circle is whole. Marissa holds the vigil, and Dean, at last, rests.

When morning comes, the group will wake tangled together—changed in ways both subtle and profound. But for now, in the dark before dawn, Dean sleeps, surrendered, safe, and seen.


Chapter 17— Internal Threat

The summons comes mid-morning, disguised as routine: a calendar invite marked “team update,” a nondescript message from Marissa’s office account, the sort of thing that would normally pass without comment. But there’s an undercurrent that none of the men miss. The subject line is terse—no emojis, no playful subtext, just the weight of three words: Meeting. All Present.

Jay is the first to arrive, restless and underdressed, fiddling with his phone in the corridor outside Marissa’s office. He glances at the clock, then at the closed door, and for once doesn’t bother with a joke. Dean shows up next, posture ramrod straight, a storm cloud in his eyes. He scans the hallway with a soldier’s habit, already bracing for a confrontation he can’t name. Noah slips in soon after, offering a crooked, uneasy smile—his energy off, voice softer than usual as he greets the others. Wesley is last, quiet and careful, his gaze flickering between the office door and the security camera down the hall.

Marissa calls them in with a nod, holding the door just long enough for each to register her mood. The blinds are half-closed, sunlight slicing the room into bars. There are extra chairs, a laptop open to a screen of red-flagged emails, a faint smell of old coffee and anxiety in the air. She gestures for them to sit but doesn’t smile; her hair is pinned tight, her suit sharper than usual.

“Close the door,” she says, voice measured and flat.

Noah obliges, closing it with the carefulness of someone who senses a trap.

Marissa doesn’t sit. She stands behind her desk, hands braced on its surface, and lets the silence stretch. When she speaks, it’s with the clipped authority she uses only when everything matters. “You’re all here because there’s a problem,” she says. “Rumours, investigation, possible surprise visit from Internal Affairs—or a rival who wants to make trouble. No one’s been named, but we’re under scrutiny.”

Jay’s mouth opens, then closes again. Dean’s jaw tightens, fingers drumming on his thigh. Wesley looks at his shoes. Noah’s gaze drifts to the blinds, searching for movement outside.

“I don’t know how real the threat is yet,” Marissa continues. “But we act as if it’s real. No mistakes. No slip-ups. Anything that looks like disloyalty or confusion gets magnified.”

She paces the front of the desk, scanning each man in turn. “If we’re questioned, we stick to the script. We do not contradict each other. You do not try to be clever. You do not improvise. If you’re nervous, that’s fine—nerves read as honesty. Panic reads as guilt.”

Dean nods once, the motion sharp. “Do we expect them today?”

“Could be today, could be next week,” Marissa answers. “But there are eyes on us now. That means every routine is under a lens.”

She closes her laptop with a snap. “If they come in here—Internal Affairs, rival, anyone who asks questions—you do as I say. If I tell you to leave, you leave. If I tell you to stay silent, you stay silent.”

The group absorbs this in varying degrees: Jay leans forward, hands clasped, all bravado gone. Noah tucks his feet beneath the chair, shoulders hunched, face intent. Wesley chews his lip, nerves running high. Dean’s expression is unreadable but fierce, eyes never leaving Marissa’s.

A heavy pause. The distant sound of footsteps in the hall. A phone ringing at the admin desk, then cut off.

Marissa looks up at the sound, her posture coiled and alert. “We have to be ready for anything.”

A soft click as someone tries the door, finds it locked, and moves on. The group collectively holds its breath.

When it’s quiet again, Marissa softens, but only by a fraction. She lets her hands fall to her sides. “We are not losing this. We’re not breaking, not now. We get through it the way we get through everything: together.”

Jay finally exhales, the first flicker of his old self returning. “So… keep calm and carry on, but with less tea and more plausible deniability?”

The others manage strained smiles, but the tension doesn’t break.

Marissa looks at each of them, voice low and steady. “Stay close. Trust me. And trust each other.”

The meeting ends, but no one moves to leave. Outside, the world ticks on—emails, footsteps, ringing phones—but inside the office, the threat has drawn them tighter, nerves set humming, loyalty and fear welded together.

The siege has begun.

The meeting dissolves, but the tension lingers, thickening with every tick of the clock. The men hover by the door, waiting for Marissa’s next word. She glances at her phone, at the line of unread emails, at the silent landline as if daring it to ring again. Then, without warning, the world outside rushes in.

A heavy knock rattles the door—three sharp raps, official and unhurried. The sort of knock that comes with a badge, not a visitor’s smile.

Marissa freezes for a split second. “That’s them,” she whispers. “Hide. Now.”

The command is so sharp that it cuts through hesitation. The men scatter—Noah ducks into the tiny closet by the window, wedging himself between boxes of supplies and old files. Dean moves with soldier’s precision, slipping under Marissa’s desk, knees tucked to his chest, breath slow and shallow. Jay fumbles at the side door, finds it locked, then squeezes into the cramped space beneath the window ledge, pulling a storage bin in front of him. Wesley, trembling, is left standing until Marissa grabs his arm and pushes him gently but firmly toward the filing cabinet, sliding the heavy drawers out just enough for him to wedge himself behind.

Marissa smooths her skirt, snatches her laptop, and crosses to the door in three long strides. She glances over her shoulder—one last check, one last look. Her eyes meet Dean’s, then Jay’s, and she nods once: be still.

She unlocks the door. It swings open on a wash of official cologne and clipped voices.

Two people enter. Not the rival she feared, but Internal Affairs: a man in a pressed suit and a woman with a badge on her lanyard. Their smiles are thin, polite, transactional. Marissa steps aside, every muscle in her body orchestrated into composure.

“Ms. King?” the woman asks, voice cool. “We need a word.”

“Of course,” Marissa replies, tone warm but edged. “Please, come in.”

The men hold their breath as the officials settle into the guest chairs, oblivious to the bodies hidden mere feet away. Dean stares at the scuffed wood under Marissa’s desk, the faint scent of her perfume his only anchor. Noah tries not to shift, knees pressed against boxes, pulse thundering in his ears. Jay fights a cough, stuffing a fist into his mouth to stifle the sound. Wesley, squeezed so tight behind the filing cabinet, feels sweat bead on his forehead and trickle down his back.

The interview begins. Polite, pointed questions—about team performance, compliance with office protocols, unusual overtime hours. Marissa answers smoothly, never missing a beat, her voice a steady metronome in the tense room.

But for the men, time stretches, contorts. Every sound from the hall—footsteps, distant laughter, the squeak of a cart—feels like a threat. Noah swears he can hear his own heartbeat echo off the boxes. Dean’s calves cramp, but he dares not move. Jay’s jaw aches from clenching. Wesley squeezes his eyes shut, counting each breath and praying the officials don’t ask to check the files.

A question cuts through: “Is anyone else in today?”

“No one scheduled,” Marissa replies, not even a flicker of a lie in her voice.

The air grows hotter, thinner. The officials make notes, ask more about “team culture,” hint at anonymous complaints, absenteeism, and recent late nights.

Outside, footsteps pass. A key rattles in the admin supply closet down the hall. Jay’s heart hammers, convinced the sound is coming for him.

Marissa stands firm. “My team is exemplary. We have high standards. If there’s been confusion, I’d like to address it directly, not through rumour.”

There is a pause, the kind that could break everything. But the officials only nod, close their folders, and rise.

“Thank you for your time, Ms. King. We’ll be in touch.”

The door closes. Their footsteps fade. Only then does Marissa allow herself a single, shaky exhale.

She relocks the door, checks the hall, then lets her head fall back against the frame. “It’s over,” she says, loud enough for all to hear.

One by one, the men emerge: Jay from behind the bin, rubbing his knees; Noah blinking in the sudden light; Wesley stumbling out from the cabinet, hair damp with sweat; Dean, last, unfolding himself from under the desk, every muscle aching but unbowed.

For a moment, no one speaks. The fear lingers, coiled between them, all nerves and sweat and the shudder of almost being caught.

Marissa gathers them with a look. “Nobody leaves until you can breathe again,” she says, her voice a little rough, but sure.

The threat has passed. But the panic, and what it’s awakened, has only just begun.

They emerge slowly from their hiding places, blinking into the low light as though surfacing from underwater. Every movement is careful, unhurried, as if any sudden gesture might shatter the fragile shield that’s kept them from disaster. Sweat slicks hair and soaks shirts; knees crack as they straighten, muscles twitch with adrenaline’s afterburn.

No one laughs. Not at first. There is no immediate flood of relief—only a profound, collective trembling that can’t be shaken off. The silence in Marissa’s office is different now: thick, electrified, every sound a shock. Jay rubs his knees, muttering a curse under his breath. Noah stretches, arms overhead, blinking hard, chest rising and falling too fast. Wesley stands with his back against the filing cabinet, head lowered, breath shallow and uneven. Dean paces a slow, tight line from desk to window and back, every movement contained, deliberate.

Marissa locks the door again and draws the blinds fully. She crosses the room with that same poised stride, scanning each face—searching for fractures, for the kind of panic that can’t be soothed with words. She doesn’t find it, not exactly. What she finds instead is a pressure that has nowhere to go: eyes that dart but never meet, hands fidgeting, the old ache of need sharpened into something else by the ordeal.

Jay is the first to break the silence, voice rough. “That was too close.”

Noah answers, “I thought I was going to choke on my own heartbeat.” He laughs—nervous, then hungry. “Didn’t know you could sweat that much just from holding still.”

Wesley lets out a thin, strangled sound that might be a laugh or a sob. “I couldn’t move. I didn’t even want to breathe.”

Dean stands at the window, fists opening and closing at his sides. “We didn’t. Not until you said.” His gaze is locked on Marissa, the words heavier than they sound.

She surveys them, her own breath steady, posture unyielding. The group forms a loose circle, drawn together not by comfort but by necessity—a herd after a lightning strike. There’s a wildness beneath the calm: pupils blown wide, skin flushed, hands that linger too long on shoulders, backs, arms as they steady one another, as if physical contact is proof they are really here.

Marissa moves among them, brushing her hand down Noah’s arm, pressing her palm between Wesley’s shoulders, letting her fingers rest on Jay’s wrist. Each man stiffens at first, then leans into her touch—needing it, if only for a second. The fear hasn’t left; it’s changed shape, coiling low and hot, mingling with arousal that has no safe outlet.

They stand close, closer than the space requires, breathing each other’s sweat and nerves. For a long moment, no one says what is obvious: the panic and the hunger have merged, denial made sharper by the knowledge of how easily everything could be lost.

Wesley’s hand bumps Dean’s as they both reach for the same bottle of water. Their fingers touch, and the contact jolts through both of them—something desperate and grateful. Jay stands close to Marissa, so close he can smell her skin, and for once, he doesn’t make a joke about it. Noah slips an arm around Wesley’s back, grounding him, steadying his tremble with the solid weight of his own body.

The air thickens, charged. There is no command to kneel, no whispered permission to touch, but the memory of hiding—pressed together, breathing shallow, waiting for discovery—lingers in every glance. Jay’s fingers drum along the table, the rhythm betraying nerves and something else. Dean’s shoulders brush Marissa’s as she moves past; he doesn’t shift away. Wesley finds himself looking from face to face, uncertain where to settle, feeling as if every nerve is exposed.

Marissa senses it all: the simmering need, the restlessness, the question that none of them dare ask. She lets the moment stretch, lets the tension crest, until even the smallest shift feels loaded with meaning. Then, quietly, she speaks.

“I want you to remember this feeling,” she says. “Not the fear—the closeness. The ache you can’t ease, the way your bodies find each other without being told.”

Her words ripple through the group. Jay’s breath shudders out of him, half-laughter, half-moan. Dean looks down, jaw working. Noah squeezes Wesley’s shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark. Wesley’s eyes close, a flush rising high on his cheeks.

“We survived,” Marissa continues, her voice a balm over the rawness. “You did what you had to. You stayed quiet. You trusted me, and each other. That’s how we win.”

But even as she says it, the tension doesn’t dissipate. It hovers, sweet and sharp, a promise and a punishment in one.

They are together—safe, but not soothed. And every accidental touch is a reminder that, tonight, denial isn’t just a rule. It’s a truth written across their skin.

The group hovers on the brink of collapse, nerves jangling, arousal burning just beneath the skin. No one quite knows where to look, or what to do with their hands. They’re too close for comfort but not close enough for relief, each man vibrating with the aftershock of panic and the sting of being so nearly discovered.

Marissa lets them tremble. She stands at the centre of the room, hands folded behind her back, gaze sweeping the circle with a calm that feels almost surgical. Her voice, when it comes, is softer than a whisper but carries all the force of a command.

“Strip.”

The word falls into the room like a stone in water. No one argues. They obey, shedding shirts, trousers, boxers—some quickly, some with hands still shaking. The air is cool, gooseflesh rising, nerves sparking as bare skin meets the hush.

“Kneel,” Marissa orders, and the men drop as one, forming a ragged line at her feet. Shoulders brush, thighs press together, every accidental touch a fresh jolt of want. Heads bowed, hands on thighs, they wait.

She walks slowly behind them, letting her presence settle like a weight. “We nearly lost everything tonight,” she says. “Fear, hunger, shame—none of it is an excuse. You listened, you hid, you survived. But obedience under threat isn’t enough. Now you show me you can obey when the world is watching and when it’s gone.”

She circles in front, meeting each gaze in turn. “Tonight, you’ll edge for me. You’ll hold yourselves—no coming, no begging. You’ll stay in it, together. Anyone who breaks, who tries to hide, who lets fear win… starts over from the beginning.”

The command hangs in the air, stark and beautiful.

She nods once. “Begin.”

Hands move, slow at first—Jay’s trembling, Noah’s sure and practiced, Dean’s rough, Wesley’s tentative. Each man finds his rhythm, guided by Marissa’s steady voice and the heat of bodies pressed close. The room fills with the sound of stifled breaths, the slick slide of skin, the occasional gasp swallowed down to keep from drawing attention.

Marissa paces in front, her presence both comfort and test. She narrates what she sees—“Wesley, slower; Noah, eyes on me; Dean, don’t hide behind your jaw; Jay, let them see your hunger.” Her attention is exacting but never cruel. Every correction is a tether, pulling the men back from the edge just before release, keeping them right at the threshold.

Time blurs. The ache in the room grows, sharpened by the absence of danger but no less intense for it. The men sway toward one another, shoulders touching, sometimes hands grazing, every nerve alight with wanting and the need to be seen—obedient, worthy, unbroken.

Jay’s voice cracks on a breath. “Please—” but Marissa’s sharp glance silences him. “No begging.”

Noah closes his eyes, sweat streaking his brow. Dean’s fists clench and unclench. Wesley bites his lip, fighting back a whimper. Marissa walks behind them, trailing her fingers lightly across shoulders and spines, reminding them they are not alone, not invisible, not beyond redemption.

“Now stop,” she commands, and every hand freezes. The silence that follows is guttural, thick with need.

“Feel that ache,” Marissa murmurs, moving among them, pressing her palms to the back of each bowed head. “That’s loyalty. That’s power. That’s what you carry for me and for each other.”

She lets the moment stretch. The men remain still, held by command, held by trust. No one dares move, not even to comfort themselves. The ache in the room is a living thing, shared and binding.

Finally, she allows her voice to soften. “Good. You’re done for now. You held together—fear, desire, all of it. That’s what makes this work. That’s what makes you mine.”

She gestures for them to rise, for blankets to be pulled close, for bodies to collapse into the kind of heap that speaks of survival, not just submission.

And in that trembling, exhausted silence, every man knows he belongs—not because he is unafraid, but because he endured, because he was seen, because he was held at the edge and didn’t break.

The command ends, but the ache doesn’t.

The men remain where they are for a long moment—kneeling, breathing hard, skin flushed and sensitive, nerves still humming with the memory of fear and restraint. The room smells of sweat and tension and something deeper, something earned. No one rushes to cover themselves. No one reaches for relief. The ritual has burned the panic down to embers, and what remains is quieter, heavier, more intimate.

Marissa is the first to move.

“Come here,” she says, and the words are no longer a test. They’re an invitation.

Blankets are dragged closer, chairs nudged aside, bodies rising stiffly and folding back down into one another. Dean gathers Wesley without thinking, an arm wrapping solidly around his shoulders. Wesley exhales into him, the last of his tremor shaking loose now that he’s allowed to rest. Noah settles on the floor beside them, back against the sofa, head tipped forward as if the weight of the day has finally found somewhere to land. Jay ends up cross-legged near Marissa, close enough that his knee presses against her thigh, close enough that he doesn’t feel like an afterthought.

No one speaks at first.

The adrenaline ebbs slowly, leaving behind exhaustion and a strange, tender vulnerability. Hands find backs. Fingers curl into fabric. The group breathes together, a loose, unspoken rhythm that feels more intimate than any explicit act.

Marissa kneels among them, her authority still present but softened now, reshaped. She rests her hands on Dean’s shoulders first—grounding, steady. “You held the line,” she says quietly. “All of you.”

Dean swallows. “We followed.”

“You trusted,” she corrects. “That matters more.”

She turns to Wesley, lifting his chin gently until their eyes meet. His gaze is still wide, but steadier now. “You didn’t freeze,” she tells him. “Even when you were terrified. You stayed present.”

Wesley nods, throat tight. “I thought I was going to ruin everything.”

“But you didn’t,” Marissa says. “And you won’t—because you’re not alone in it anymore.”

Noah lets out a slow breath, rubbing a hand over his face. “I kept thinking—if they open the door, that’s it. Game over.”

Marissa meets his eyes. “And yet you stayed silent. You stayed with the group. That’s discipline under pressure.”

Jay laughs quietly, the sound rough around the edges. “I swear, I’ve never been so aware of my own lungs. Or my thoughts. Or—” He gestures vaguely at the room. “Everything.”

Marissa’s mouth curves, not unkindly. “Fear sharpens truth. Tonight, you all showed me exactly who you are when the stakes are real.”

She sits back on her heels, taking them in as a unit now—not four individuals, but something woven together by risk. “Internal threats don’t just test systems,” she continues. “They test loyalty. Silence. The ability to hold together when panic would be easier.”

Her voice lowers. “You passed.”

The word settles over them like a benediction.

Dean feels it most sharply—not as pride, but as release. His shoulders loosen. The constant vigilance he wears like a second skin eases, just a fraction. He looks around the group—at Jay’s slumped posture, Noah’s closed eyes, Wesley curled safely against him—and understands something new: they are not fragile. They don’t fall apart the moment he stops bracing.

Marissa sees the shift in him and gives a small nod, as if acknowledging a private victory.

“You don’t leave here thinking this was luck,” she says. “This wasn’t chance. This was choice. Every one of you chose to stay still, to stay quiet, to trust me—and each other—when it mattered.”

Jay glances at Noah, then at Wesley. “Guess that makes us idiots,” he mutters.

Marissa smiles faintly. “It makes you mine.”

The word lands with weight and warmth, not possession for its own sake, but recognition. Belonging.

She reaches out, brushing her thumb along Jay’s wrist, then resting her hand briefly at Noah’s nape, then smoothing Wesley’s hair back from his forehead. Each touch is deliberate, anchoring them in the present, reminding them that the danger has passed.

“Tonight wasn’t about pleasure,” Marissa says. “It was about survival. And survival isn’t loud. It’s quiet. It’s restraint. It’s knowing when not to move.”

She lets the silence return, but this time it’s different—no longer tense, no longer sharp. It’s the silence of shared understanding.

One by one, the men lean back, sink deeper into blankets and bodies. The office—once a place of fear and near-exposure—feels strangely safe now, reclaimed by touch and breath and the certainty that they held together under pressure.

Marissa remains with them, a steady presence in the centre of the circle. She knows the threat isn’t over—not really. Internal Affairs will linger. Eyes will watch. Risk will return.

But tonight has changed something fundamental.

They didn’t just obey.

They endured.

And that endurance—quiet, disciplined, shared—has bound them more tightly than any ritual of pleasure ever could.

For now, that is enough.


Chapter 18 — The Camel Pact

The night is quieter now, the immediate threat long since faded but the aftershocks still rattling beneath the skin. The office is cloaked in a hush born of exhaustion and a hard-won kind of safety. Marissa, spent from holding the line, retreats to her private office to send final emails or perhaps to sleep. The men remain behind, sprawled on discarded jackets and half-folded blankets in the main room, unwilling to move or even speak too loudly in case the spell breaks.

Dean leans against the wall, eyes half-closed, the protective edge on his voice finally dulled. Noah sits on the window ledge, knees drawn to his chest, face soft with the kind of vulnerability that only comes after you’ve been truly scared. Wesley is curled up near the filing cabinet, thumb tracing circles on his palm, quiet but present. Jay lies flat on his back, arms splayed out as if offering himself up to the ceiling’s indifference.

For a while, nobody says much. The only sound is the hum of the office heater and the occasional city noise outside. But nerves won’t let them sleep just yet. The adrenaline is fading, but not entirely spent; their bodies remember the rush of hiding, the heat of too-close bodies, the fear and longing all tangled together.

Jay breaks the silence first, his voice a dry rasp. “You know, I think we survived that shit by storing all our panic in humps. Like camels.” He makes a face at the ceiling, then lifts one hand to pat an imaginary hump on his own back. “Just kept packing it away, hour after hour, until I’m ninety percent adrenaline and ten percent actual human.”

Noah snorts, hiding a smile. “So that’s your secret? Camel mode?”

Jay grins, rolling to his side. “Absolutely. When disaster hits, you just channel your inner ungulate. Slow and steady, all-terrain, master of not dying in a crisis.”

Wesley laughs, a sound edged with disbelief but also gratitude. “I’d need two humps. One for panic, one for, uh…” He trails off, embarrassed, but Jay is already cackling.

“Don’t say it,” Dean rumbles, but the threat is mild, amusement tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Noah plays along. “It’s not the worst metaphor. I mean, we did kind of move in a herd tonight. Stick together, keep low, don’t make a sound. Like, pack mentality but… for weirdos.”

Jay sits up, mock-offended. “Weirdos? I prefer ‘highly adaptive desert mammals.’”

Wesley stretches his legs out, finally relaxing into the game. “I’d say we’re more like a caravan than a herd. All carrying our own baggage, but at least we’re heading in the same direction.”

Dean groans, but there’s affection in it. “A caravan of idiots, then.”

But something has shifted in the room. The laughter isn’t just about blowing off steam. There’s a real relief to it—an awareness that joking about camels and humps is safer than naming what they all actually feel: fear, loyalty, gratitude, and the strangeness of surviving a trial only to find yourself still needing the comfort of the group.

Jay seizes the moment. He pushes himself upright, grinning at the others. “Maybe we should make it a thing. Like a club, but for people who’ve survived near-disasters and learned absolutely nothing except how to panic silently.”

Noah raises an eyebrow, playing along. “You want us to start a secret society of camels? What, are we going to get matching water bottles and a handshake?”

Jay shrugs. “Hey, I’d take a mascot. Something to remind us—when shit gets wild, you store what you can, pass the rest down the line. Herd mentality, right?”

Wesley nods, his smile shy but sincere. “I like that. It’s less scary when you know you’re not carrying it alone.”

Dean rolls his eyes, but he doesn’t argue. “Fine. But if you make me wear a hump, I’m out.”

Jay winks. “No humps, promise. Just… a pact. Like camels. Survivors. Idiots, if you must.”

The laughter bubbles up again, softer now. The tension in the room, so sharp only minutes before, eases by degrees. It’s a silly metaphor, but it does what real strength can’t: it gives them permission to be afraid, to joke about it, and to name the fact that survival—tonight and always—takes more than just luck.

For the first time since the crisis passed, the group feels like itself again. Four men, one joke, and the seed of something stronger—a pact not just to survive, but to do it together.

The laughter lingers, echoing through the room in a way that feels more like release than routine banter. For a while, the men settle into an easy, sprawling tangle: Noah still on the window ledge, Jay perched cross-legged beside a pile of discarded files, Wesley and Dean shoulder to shoulder on the floor. They bask in the warm glow of survival, their bodies and voices finally relaxing into something communal.

Jay is the first to turn the joke toward something more. “Alright, herd, listen up.” He draws himself up to his full, unimposing height and raises an invisible goblet. “If we’re gonna do this—if the Camel Club is real—we need a ceremony. Secret societies don’t just appear out of thin air.”

Noah laughs, catching on instantly. “Yeah, but none of us has a water bottle. What do camels even drink out of, anyway?”

Jay grins. “Imagination, Noah. Use it.” He scans the room, picks up a battered, half-empty paper cup from a forgotten desk. “Behold, the sacred Chalice of Survival.” He lifts it in both hands, affecting a mock-solemnity that makes Wesley snort into his sleeve.

Dean rolls his eyes, but he doesn’t pull away. Instead, he leans in, his voice rough. “What’s the ritual, then, o wise one?”

Jay thinks for a moment, then says, “Simple. We pass the cup around the circle. Each of us takes a sip—doesn’t matter if it’s empty, it’s the gesture. While you’re holding it, you have to say one thing you’ll carry for the group. Fear, hope, hunger—whatever you’ve got left after tonight. And then, one thing you want help carrying. That’s the pact.”

Noah nods, his gaze flicking from Jay to Dean to Wesley. “Sounds about right for us. Silly, but… I like it.”

Wesley, a little shy but smiling, pipes up, “Does it have to be serious?”

Jay grins. “You can be as ridiculous as you want. Camels are versatile.”

They sit in a loose circle, legs overlapping, knees bumping, the battered cup at the centre. Jay starts, holding the cup to his chest, and in a suddenly quieter voice, says, “I’ll carry the panic—always. I can make a joke out of it, but… that’s just how I cope. I want help carrying the quiet, the part where I don’t know what comes next.”

He passes the cup to Noah, who holds it with both hands, thoughtful. “I’ll carry hope,” he says. “Even when I’m sure we’re done for, there’s always a part of me that thinks we’ll make it. But I want help carrying the feeling that I’m only as good as my last escape.”

Wesley takes the cup, holding it delicately, like it might spill secrets instead of stale coffee dregs. “I’ll carry the secrets—mine, and anyone else’s. I want help carrying the fear that one day I’ll mess it up and lose all of you.”

Dean is last. He takes the cup, the most skeptical, but when he speaks, his words are careful, chosen. “I’ll carry the duty—the weight of making sure everyone gets home. I want help carrying the idea that I have to do it alone.”

There’s a hush after that—brief, but deep. No one laughs this time.

Jay breaks the tension, tipping the cup upside down. “So be it, herd. The pact is sealed. May our humps be full, our path shady, and our hearts lighter when we walk together.”

Wesley groans, but he’s smiling. Noah claps, solemn as a child at a magic show. Dean just snorts, shaking his head, but doesn’t move away.

For a final flourish, they all lay their pinkies over the rim of the upturned cup—a knot of hands in the centre, awkward but unbreakable.

“Sworn by the Camel Club,” Jay declares, his voice thick with sincerity beneath the joke.

Noah echoes, “For the drought and the storm.”

Wesley, “For the herd.”

Dean, at last, “For the haul.”

The silly words take on a power of their own, solidifying what fear and ritual alone could not: they are bound now, by choice as much as by circumstance.

And with that, the ceremony is done—a pact not just to survive together, but to make sure no one is left carrying the weight alone.

The cup sits overturned between them, absurd and ordinary, a paper relic of a moment that suddenly feels larger than it has any right to be. For a while, no one reaches for it again. The joke has done its work; the laughter has softened the edges. What remains is the quiet after—the place where words either come honestly or not at all.

Noah is the first to break it.

“We should… say it properly,” he says, voice low, careful. “Not the camel stuff. The real part.”

Jay opens his mouth, ready with something flippant, then stops. He nods once instead. “Yeah. Okay.”

They shift closer, knees knocking, shoulders brushing. This time the closeness doesn’t spark nervous laughter or restless movement. It feels intentional—chosen.

Noah rubs his palms together, then rests them on his knees. “I’ll go first,” he says. “Because if I don’t, I’ll talk myself out of it.”

He looks at each of them in turn. “When we were hiding—when the door knocked—I had this moment where I thought, if they find us, I’ll bolt. Not physically. Just… shut down. Say nothing. Let it burn.”

Wesley’s eyes widen slightly. Dean doesn’t interrupt.

“I hate that about myself,” Noah continues. “I hate that part of me that’s always calculating exits. Tonight, I didn’t take one. And I don’t want to again.” He swallows. “So my vow is this: if things get bad, I don’t disappear. I stay. Even if I’m scared. Especially then.”

He exhales, shoulders dropping. “And I need you to call me on it if I start drifting.”

Jay reaches out without comment, taps Noah’s knee once. Solid. Present.

Wesley shifts next, clearly nervous but determined. He sits straighter, fingers laced together so tightly his knuckles whiten. “I was sure I was going to mess everything up,” he says. “When Marissa told us to hide, my brain just… went blank. I thought I’d freeze. Or make a noise. Or panic so hard it would be obvious.”

His voice wobbles, but he pushes on. “What scared me most wasn’t getting caught. It was the idea that I’d be the reason you all did.”

Dean’s jaw tightens.

“So,” Wesley says quietly, “I promise I won’t disappear into my own head when it matters. I’ll speak up if I’m close to breaking. And if I can’t—if I freeze—I need you to ground me. Pull me back. Don’t let me spiral alone.”

Jay leans back on his hands, expression uncharacteristically serious. “Deal.”

Dean nods once. “You won’t be alone.”

Wesley smiles, small but real.

Jay clears his throat, suddenly very interested in the scuffed carpet. “Alright,” he says. “Guess it’s my turn to stop hiding behind jokes.”

The others wait. They don’t rush him.

“I make light of things because if I don’t,” Jay says, “I feel like I’ll disappear. Like if I’m not useful—if I’m not entertaining—I won’t be worth keeping around.”

The words land heavier than any confession before them.

“When we were hiding, I wanted to crack a joke so badly it hurt. My mouth was full of them. But I didn’t. And part of me was terrified you’d forget I was there if I stayed quiet.”

He lets out a breath that shakes. “So my vow is this: I won’t make myself smaller or louder just to earn my place. I’ll trust that I have one. And if I start performing instead of showing up… I want you to tell me.”

Noah’s voice is immediate. “You do.”

Wesley nods. “We see you.”

Dean watches Jay for a long moment, then says simply, “You matter when you’re quiet too.”

Jay laughs then—not flippant, not deflecting, but relieved. “Fuck,” he mutters. “Okay. That helps.”

They turn to Dean last.

He doesn’t rush. He stares at the cup, then at his hands, then finally at them. When he speaks, his voice is steady, but there’s something exposed beneath it.

“I’m used to being the last line,” he says. “The one who holds it together when everyone else can’t. Tonight, under the desk, I kept thinking—if anyone panics, I’ll take the fall. That’s just… how I’m wired.”

He looks up, meeting each gaze. “But I realised something. If I keep acting like the only thing standing between us and collapse… I don’t leave room for you to be strong too.”

Silence stretches. No one interrupts.

“So my vow,” Dean continues, “is that I’ll stop assuming I have to carry it all. I’ll let you see when I’m tired. When I’m scared. When I don’t know what the next move is.” His voice drops. “And I need you to step in when I forget how to do that.”

Noah nods slowly. Wesley swallows. Jay’s eyes shine.

Jay reaches out first this time, placing his hand over Dean’s. “We’ve got you,” he says, no joke in sight.

They sit there for a moment longer, the pact no longer playful, no longer hypothetical. It has shape now—weight. It asks something of each of them, and offers something back in return.

Jay glances at the overturned cup and grins faintly. “Guess the camel thing stuck.”

Dean snorts. “If you ever say that in public, I deny knowing you.”

Wesley laughs, tension finally breaking. Noah reaches for the cup and sets it upright again, placing it carefully in the centre.

“Then it’s settled,” he says. “Not just survival. Loyalty.”

They nod, one by one.

Not because Marissa ordered it.

Not because fear demanded it.

But because they chose it.

And that choice—quiet, ridiculous, sincere—binds them tighter than any ritual ever could.

The confessions hang in the air, making the silence feel different—weightier, yet somehow gentler too. For the first time since the Internal Threat, there’s no trace of panic left in the room. Just four men, their guards lowered, hearts a little bruised and a little more visible than before.

Jay glances around the circle, lips quirking in a half-smile that’s equal parts mischief and gratitude. “Alright, serious herd—are we gonna leave this as words, or do we actually seal it?”

Noah rolls his eyes, but it’s all affection. “What, you want a blood oath? A tattoo? Camel footprints on our asses?”

Wesley, still riding the afterglow of relief, shakes his head. “No blood. And absolutely no tattoos. I’m not explaining that at my next physical.”

Dean, unexpectedly, is the one who offers a solution. “Something we can carry, but not show. Something just for us.”

He glances at the battered paper cup in the centre of their circle. “The token stays. Every time we meet—after a scare, after a win, whatever—we bring it out. Touch it, say the words, remind ourselves what we promised.”

Jay is the first to move. He picks up the cup, a little reverent in his care. He balances it on his palm and, with a theatrical flourish, presses his pinky to the rim. “For the herd,” he intones, mock-solemn but with a sincerity none of them could miss.

Wesley’s hand joins his, then Noah’s, then Dean’s—four pinkies linked around a paper ring, an accidental but perfect geometry.

Dean, voice low, adds, “For the haul.”

Noah: “For the drought and the storm.”

Wesley, barely above a whisper but sure: “For the ones who can’t carry it all alone.”

They hold the pose for a beat, the touch grounding, the circle complete.

Jay, unable to help himself, breaks the seriousness with a crooked grin. “And may all our humps be full—of water, panic, or… whatever else gets us through.”

Laughter, this time, is free of tension. It ripples through the circle, pulling them even closer. Someone (probably Noah) tosses a pillow at Jay, who only shrugs and winks. “I stand by it.”

Wesley scoops the cup up and places it in the middle of their bedding, where the group can see it, a talisman and a joke all at once.

“Sworn,” he says. “And sealed.”

The room is lighter now. The pact, born of desperation and jest, has become a touchstone—something private, silly, and sacred all at once. The promise isn’t just about tonight; it’s a quiet contract to hold each other up, in crisis and comfort, for as long as the group survives.

They settle back into blankets and cushions, the touch of hands lingering on skin and in memory. Jay lets out a contented sigh, sinking into the warmth. Noah draws the others a little closer. Dean lets his head rest back, a rare peace settling over him. Wesley watches the cup, his smile slow and steady.

And in that quiet, Marissa’s absence is felt not as a loss, but as a permission—her trust has made space for their own. She doesn’t need to witness this moment. It belongs to the men alone.

As the last of the city’s glow seeps through the blinds, the Camel Pact—equal parts joke, ritual, and truth—settles over them like a second skin.

Tomorrow, the world might press in again. But for tonight, they are a herd: full of fear, loyalty, laughter, and promise. Each man carries less than he did before. Each man is carried, just enough, by the rest.

And the pact, silly and sacred, is sealed.

The room glows dimly with the last hints of city light, the office’s edges softened by exhaustion and the shared warmth of bodies collapsed close together. The battered paper cup—the Camel Pact’s unlikely relic—sits upright in the centre of the makeshift bedding, surrounded by four men stretched out in various attitudes of surrender.

The tension of the night is gone. What lingers is not adrenaline, but the deeper calm that comes from having faced a storm and found shelter in each other. Dean is the first to succumb to sleep, his breathing steady, hand resting on the cup as if to anchor the group even now. Wesley curls beside him, knees tucked, mouth open in soft, dreamless rest. Noah sprawls at Jay’s feet, head pillowed on a discarded jacket, one arm slung protectively across Wesley’s back. Jay, last to drift off, lies half-awake for a while, a quiet smile on his lips as he listens to the others breathe.

The pact, for all its silliness, feels real—a secret knot binding them tighter than any formal ritual Marissa could have devised. Jay glances at the cup one last time before his eyes close. He thinks of fear passed down the line, of jokes that became vows, of the relief in knowing that someone else would carry the burden when he couldn’t. The night, for the first time in ages, feels survivable.

The door opens softly. Marissa enters, pausing on the threshold. The sight before her brings a slow, private smile to her lips. Her men—hers, not by order but by choice—are tangled in sleep, their exhaustion genuine, their unity palpable. She notices the cup, front and centre, and something in her chest loosens. She doesn’t ask, doesn’t disturb. Instead, she pulls a spare blanket from the shelf and drapes it gently over the whole pile, careful not to wake them.

She stands there for a moment longer, letting the hush settle over her. She sees the lines of trust drawn in limbs and quiet breathing—the way Dean’s arm tucks around Wesley, the way Noah anchors himself with touch, the way Jay, even in sleep, keeps one foot pressed against the edge of the group as if to keep everyone close.

Marissa feels the shift—the subtle but profound difference between the group she led through crisis and the herd she finds now, self-made, bonded by their own ritual. She senses the Camel Pact, even if she doesn’t know its name. She is glad for it, grateful for their ability to find laughter in fear, meaning in nonsense, comfort in one another’s strength.

She turns out the last lamp, plunging the room into soft darkness, then retreats to her own quiet corner of the office. As she settles in, Marissa feels a rare and gentle pride. They don’t need her every second. The proof is here, in the hush and the heap of limbs and the small, absurd token at the centre—a relic of panic made into something sacred by their hands.

Tomorrow, questions may return. Threats might gather again. But for tonight, the Camel Pact holds. No one carries the weight alone.

And in that small, silly circle, the group finally sleeps.


Chapter 19 — Team Loyalty

Morning dawns gentle after the Camel Pact. The office stirs with slow, quiet energy—an intimacy left behind by laughter, the promise of unity that lingers in the way the men drift through the day: a hand on a shoulder, a knowing glance, silence that feels warm instead of wary. The battered paper cup remains on the corner of Jay’s desk, half-mascot, half-inside joke, a silent reminder that fear can be woven into strength.

Marissa watches the change. She notices it in the lowered voices, the way Dean doesn’t immediately try to take charge, how Noah and Wesley gravitate toward each other, how Jay, for once, seems content just to be present. The Camel Pact has shifted something foundational. The group is quieter, but also more sure of itself—bonded not by bravado or hunger, but by the strange relief of being seen and survived together.

Near sunset, Marissa sends a message: “My place. Tonight. Come ready to serve—and to speak.”

There’s no hint of threat. No mention of punishment or protocol. Just a summons. Yet the effect is electric. Each man feels it in his chest—a flutter of nerves and anticipation, the thrill of ritual and the terror of what honesty might bring.

Jay is the first to read the text, and for a moment, he just stares at it, heartbeat steady and deep. He shows it to Noah with a quirked brow. Noah grins, but there’s a shadow behind his smile. “She’s calling the herd home,” he jokes, and Jay laughs, tension easing.

Wesley’s hands shake when he reads his invitation. The words “ready to serve—and to speak” turn over in his mind like a coin: invitation, challenge, maybe even a gift. He texts back a simple “Yes” and, for once, doesn’t overthink it.

Dean reads the message last, sitting alone at his kitchen table. He feels the weight of it: the old ache of duty, the new ache of belonging. For a long minute, he doesn’t move. Then he stands, changes into soft clothes, and leaves his phone behind, as if afraid anything else might distract him from what’s coming.

They arrive at Marissa’s apartment together, a silent agreement forged on the pavement. There’s a sense of occasion: shirts freshly laundered, faces clean, nerves as palpable as the night air. Marissa opens the door, dressed simply but radiating command. The apartment is dim, the lights low, music humming quietly in the background. Cushions and throws are scattered in a circle on the floor; candles flicker in the corners, painting soft shadows on the walls.

“Take off your shoes,” Marissa says quietly. “Leave the day outside.”

They do. The ritual begins not with orders but with invitation—Jay settling cross-legged at her left, Noah at her right, Dean and Wesley across from each other, knees nearly touching. Marissa sits with them, not above but among, her presence the axis around which the group turns.

She lets the silence stretch, letting them breathe, watching as anticipation gives way to curiosity, then hunger, then hope.

“Tonight,” Marissa says, “is not just about service. It’s about loyalty. About honesty. You are here to serve—but also to be seen. Every one of you will have a role. Every one of you will have a voice. Rivalry, jealousy, pride—bring them with you, but do not let them rule you.”

Jay exhales, tension leaving his shoulders. Noah nods, eyes shining. Dean’s posture eases, the edge of command softening. Wesley lets his hands relax, palms open, waiting for instruction.

Marissa looks at each man in turn, her voice both caress and challenge. “You have survived threat and fear. You have carried each other. Tonight, you will serve together—not just me, but the group. And you will tell the truth about what you want, what you need, and why you stay.”

A hush settles. There is no bravado left. No one is untouched by nerves. But beneath it is something like eagerness—a hunger for the ritual, for the connection, for the certainty that they are wanted, not just needed.

Marissa leans forward, smiling at last. “Let’s begin.”

And so the night opens—not with discipline, not with denial, but with the promise of unity and the courage to speak.

The ritual begins with a simple command: “Come closer.”

The circle tightens, knees brushing, hands hesitant at first and then finding their places. Marissa sits at the centre, cross-legged on a low cushion, the embodiment of composure and intent. She waits, letting the men settle into the space—not just beside her, but with each other, an arrangement that is both intimate and exposed.

She speaks softly. “Tonight, you serve as a team. No competition. No one left behind. You listen, you touch, you support—and you do not rush. If I see rivalry, I will stop you. If I see care, I will reward you.”

Her eyes sweep over them—Jay, visibly nervous but alight with anticipation; Dean, shoulders rolled back, hands loose but ready; Noah, grinning, restless but focused; Wesley, earnest and shy, cheeks flushed already with the promise of touch.

Marissa leans back, folding her hands in her lap. “Begin.”

There is a moment’s pause, then movement—hesitant at first, then more fluid. Jay’s hand finds Marissa’s shoulder, his thumb brushing lightly over the curve, while Noah kneels behind her, fingers slipping through her hair, massaging her scalp with slow, gentle circles. Dean settles at her feet, strong hands kneading the arches, thumbs working up her calves. Wesley sits at her side, eyes flicking between her face and the others, uncertain where to begin until Marissa covers his hand with her own, placing it gently against her thigh.

“Good,” she murmurs. “Let yourselves be seen.”

The men breathe in unison, a rhythm emerging—a coordinated flow of touch and attention. Jay’s hands trail down Marissa’s arm, mapping the line from wrist to elbow, anchoring her to the circle. Noah’s touch is more playful, a light scratching at her scalp, laughter in his fingers. Dean works with practiced certainty, his strength careful, measured. Wesley, guided by Marissa’s quiet encouragement, strokes her thigh in slow, reverent lines, his hand trembling only a little.

Marissa closes her eyes, letting herself be held—not just by sensation, but by their effort. She feels each man’s presence: Jay’s careful reverence, Noah’s irrepressible joy, Dean’s grounding calm, Wesley’s tender longing. They are four points of contact, four facets of service, and for once, none of them tries to outdo the others.

“Switch,” Marissa says softly.

The men change places, shifting around her like a constellation in motion. Dean moves behind Marissa, kneading her shoulders with firm, confident strokes; Noah claims her feet, rubbing small circles into her arches; Jay settles at her right, his hands light on her knee; Wesley now sits at her left, leaning in to press a kiss to her knuckles before tracing patterns on her calf.

The choreography is improvised but natural. The air thickens with arousal, but also with comfort. Every man is aware of the others, offering support and encouragement—a nod, a smile, a reassuring squeeze. Jealousy hovers at the edges, but it’s met and quieted by care: Jay murmuring, “Good hands, Dean,” as he passes behind; Noah gently correcting Wesley’s grip; Dean offering a rare, quiet “That’s it” when Jay hesitates.

Marissa’s pleasure grows, not from any one touch but from the unity—the way the group learns to move as one, not competing but collaborating. She sighs, the sound low and genuine. “This,” she says, “is service. Not just to me, but to each other.”

She opens her eyes, meeting the gaze of each man in turn. “Now, together.”

She draws them in—Jay at her feet, Noah and Dean at her sides, Wesley in her lap, his head pillowed against her thigh. Four men, one circle, touch braided with trust. They hold her, worship her, and, in small ways, hold each other up too: Jay’s hand clasped in Noah’s for a moment, Dean steadying Wesley’s trembling arm, Noah whispering encouragement against Marissa’s shoulder.

The ritual is not rushed, nor is it solely about her pleasure. It is about learning to move in harmony, about learning that unity is stronger than rivalry, that to serve together is to be seen, and to support.

The air is thick with longing—Marissa’s, yes, but the men’s as well, each wanting to be chosen, to please, to belong. She lets them touch, lets them hunger, lets them feel the weight and reward of serving as a single body, no one forgotten, no one first.

At the edge of this pleasure and anticipation, Marissa raises a hand. “Stop,” she commands.

The men freeze, touch suspended, breath shared.

“Now,” she says, “you’ll speak your truths.”

The ritual shifts—but the unity, forged in hands and breath, lingers.

The command lands and the room stills.

Hands hover mid-touch, breath hangs in the air, the warmth of bodies suspended as if time itself has paused. No one moves. No one looks away. The ache—physical and otherwise—sharpens, but Marissa doesn’t soften it. She lets it exist.

“Stay,” she says quietly. “Exactly where you are.”

They do.

Marissa’s gaze moves from face to face, reading what the ritual has loosened. She doesn’t rush. She knows this part only works if it’s slow.

“You’ve learned how to touch together,” she says. “Now you’ll learn how to be seen together. One at a time. No fixing. No joking. No rescuing. You speak. The rest of you witness.”

She looks to Noah first—not because he’s the weakest, but because he’s the one most likely to smile through the truth if she lets him.

“Noah.”

He swallows. His hands are warm where they rest against her calves, grounding him. “Okay,” he says, voice soft. “Okay.”

He takes a breath that seems to come from somewhere deep. “I stay because I like being useful. Because when I’m here, I know what I’m for. But sometimes…” He hesitates, glancing at the others, then back to Marissa. “Sometimes I’m scared that if I stop being easy—if I get complicated—you’ll all realise I’m not worth the effort.”

No one speaks.

“I joke,” Noah continues, quieter now. “I adapt. I make things smooth. And I’m afraid that if I ever say ‘I’m not okay,’ I’ll break the version of me you like.”

Marissa nods once. “Thank you.”

She turns to the others. “Witness.”

Dean’s jaw tightens. Jay’s hand curls against the floor. Wesley’s eyes shine.

Noah exhales, the words spent, and Marissa shifts her attention.

“Wesley.”

He stiffens instinctively, then forces himself to stay open. “I stay because I don’t trust myself alone,” he admits. “Because when I’m here, I have edges. Rules. People who see me.”

He glances down at his hands. “I’m afraid that one wrong move—one mistake—and I’ll be… tolerated instead of wanted. Like I’ll turn into a burden everyone’s too polite to drop.”

Jay shakes his head immediately, then stills himself, remembering the rule.

“I want to be chosen,” Wesley finishes. “Not just kept.”

Marissa reaches out, resting her hand briefly at the nape of his neck—steady, anchoring. “Heard.”

She turns.

“Jay.”

He lets out a breath that’s half-laugh, half-grimace. “Figures.”

He rubs his palms on his thighs. “I stay because if I don’t laugh, I think I’ll disappear. Because if I stop performing, I won’t know who I am in the room.”

He looks directly at Dean when he says the next part. “I’m scared that when things get serious, I’ll be the first one you all stop needing.”

Silence presses in—thick, deliberate.

Jay’s voice drops. “I want to be allowed to be quiet without losing my place.”

Marissa doesn’t look away.

“Thank you,” she says. “Stay with it.”

Then she turns to Dean.

He has been braced for this, shoulders squared, breath controlled—but when the focus lands on him, something in his posture shifts. Not collapse. Release.

“I stay because I don’t know how not to,” he says. “Because holding things together is what I do.”

He looks at Marissa, then at the men. “I’m afraid that if I stop being steady, everything will fall apart. That you’ll see how tired I am and decide I’m not strong enough anymore.”

His voice roughens. “I don’t know how to need without feeling like I’m failing.”

The room is utterly silent now—not tense, but reverent.

Marissa lets that truth settle before she speaks.

“Each of you,” she says, “is afraid of losing your place. Of being less useful. Less wanted. Less necessary.”

She looks around the circle. “That fear doesn’t disqualify you. It binds you.”

She gestures between them. “Noah, you are wanted even when you are complicated. Wesley, you are chosen because you are here—not because you are perfect. Jay, you do not vanish when you are quiet. Dean, strength does not mean carrying alone.”

She pauses, then adds, “And none of you gets to decide your worth by yourselves anymore. That’s not how this group works.”

She lets her gaze soften. “Touch again. Gently.”

The men move—slow, careful, reverent. A hand on a shoulder. A forehead pressed to another’s temple. Jay’s fingers lacing briefly with Noah’s. Dean’s arm around Wesley’s back. No one rushes. No one hides.

The ritual resumes—but changed.

They are not just serving now.

They are holding.

And every truth spoken has made the circle smaller, tighter, harder to break.

Marissa sits with their truths a moment longer, letting the weight of confession mingle with the renewed current of touch. The men stay close, hands and heads resting on knees, shoulders, thighs—a constellation of comfort and craving. The air is heavy with arousal, yes, but now it is also thick with trust. No one hides. No one jokes. The ritual is not broken by what was spoken; it’s remade.

Finally, Marissa shifts, drawing the group’s focus back to her. She traces a finger along Jay’s jaw, brushes her palm over Wesley’s back, lets her thumb linger at the bend of Dean’s elbow. She meets Noah’s gaze last, searching and sure. A silent question passes between them. Noah holds it—steady, honest, seen.

Marissa addresses them all. “What you gave tonight was not just obedience. You gave yourselves to each other. That’s why I’m proud.”

She glances at Jay, then at Dean, Wesley, and finally returns to Noah. Her smile is soft, not triumphant but full of approval. “Noah, for your honesty and for holding hope for everyone else—you may come. The rest of you, hold him there.”

Noah’s breath catches. A tremor passes through the group—surprise, then collective assent. Dean moves first, wrapping a strong arm around Noah’s back, grounding him. Jay kneels at his side, hand steady on his shoulder. Wesley leans in close, forehead resting briefly against Noah’s as if to transfer the very last of his doubt.

Marissa’s hand is light, guiding, encouraging, but the reward belongs to Noah alone. The others do not serve Marissa now—they serve each other, channeling praise and comfort, watching as Noah is allowed what has been denied for so long.

Noah’s climax is a release not just of pleasure, but of tension, of old shame, of the fear that honesty could only ever be punished. When he shudders and gasps, Marissa is right there—her hand steady, her words a murmur of praise, “Good boy. You did well. Let go.” The group echoes her, quiet but fervent: “We’ve got you. You’re safe. You’re wanted. Stay with us.”

The aftermath is gentle, sacred. Noah sags into Dean’s arms, face flushed, eyes bright with something beyond relief. Wesley wraps his own arms around Noah’s chest, anchoring him. Jay leans close, forehead pressed to Noah’s temple, breath mingling in a hush of comfort. For a long time, there is no rush to move away, no hunger for more. The group holds Noah, and in holding him, holds itself.

Marissa lets the moment last. Her voice is warm, a counterpoint to the wild edge of earlier rituals. “This is why you serve together. Not just for me, but for each other. When one of you receives, you all receive. When one is seen, you are all seen.”

She shifts, making space for the group to collapse together, limbs tangled and relaxed, desire muted to a slow, satisfied ache. Jay sighs, “Guess it’s true. Not all rewards are the same.”

Dean grins—a rare, full smile. “Feels like winning anyway.”

Wesley, still curled close to Noah, laughs softly. “Yeah. Never thought watching could feel this good.”

Noah—loose, unguarded, lighter than before—murmurs, “I didn’t think I’d ever want this. To be the centre. To be held.”

Jay squeezes his shoulder. “We needed it, too. Don’t forget that.”

Marissa watches, her pride quiet but fierce. She knows that what was granted was not just release, but permission to be cared for—to be cherished, without conditions.

“Rest,” she says, voice threading through them. “Let the group carry what you can’t.”

They do.

The room quiets. Bodies drift together, the aftercare not a formality but the heart of the ritual. Laughter is soft, touch is easy, every word and gesture an affirmation: you are still wanted, even when the service ends.

And for the first time, the group understands: not every reward is pleasure. Sometimes it is belonging, voiced aloud and proven by the hands and words of those who know your truth and stay close anyway.

The room has changed. The ritual is over, but something softer lingers—a warmth that pulses quietly beneath skin and breath, a hush born not of exhaustion but of genuine peace. The cushions are a tangle; blankets have slipped into the spaces between legs and torsos. Outside, the city is silent, wrapped in that late-night hour where even the streetlights seem to glow more kindly.

The men remain close, arms draped over shoulders, heads resting on laps, feet tucked into sides. Marissa sits with them, not apart or above, but as part of the circle—her hair loose, her voice gentle, her presence a balm. She looks at the four men she’s shaped, held, and, tonight, let hold each other.

For a while, no one speaks. The quiet is companionable, unhurried—a luxury after so many nights of sharp orders and sharper denial. Jay is the first to move, shifting to lie flat, using Noah’s thigh as a pillow. “We should do this more often,” he murmurs, words slurred with contentment. “The whole… honesty thing.”

Noah grins, one hand tracing lazy circles on Jay’s arm. “Yeah. Cheaper than therapy. Warmer too.”

Dean sits with his back against the sofa, Wesley half-curled in his lap, both their eyes half-closed. Dean’s hand moves absently through Wesley’s hair, a gesture so tender it surprises them both. Wesley sighs, the last of his tension gone, letting himself be cared for without apology.

Marissa observes, but does not command. She is here, not as a challenge but as a witness. Her voice, when it comes, is low and sure. “You served well. But more than that, you trusted each other. That’s rarer than obedience.”

She looks at each man in turn. “You don’t have to perform for me. Not tonight. Not every night. You can rest in this—being seen, being wanted. You can ask for what you need. That’s the real ritual.”

Jay laughs softly. “Next time I ask for cuddles, don’t act surprised.”

Dean smiles, just a hint, his thumb tracing a steady path at Wesley’s nape. “No one’s going to forget this. Right?”

Noah answers, voice a hush in the dim light. “Not possible.”

Wesley shifts, looking up at the group. “I used to think belonging was about what you could do. Tonight—” He pauses, struggling for words, “—tonight it feels like it’s about what you let yourself feel. What you let yourself say.”

Jay reaches over, squeezing Wesley’s hand. “And what you let yourself be given.”

A soft hum of agreement passes through the circle. The kind of wordless yes that lingers longer than any command.

Marissa lets the silence return, comforted by the proof that her men have found something for themselves—a wholeness not tied to her approval alone, but woven through each other. She leans back, eyes fluttering shut, trusting the circle to hold itself.

One by one, the men relax into sleep or near-sleep. Dean, for once, doesn’t fight it. Jay drifts first, his laughter trailing off into deep, even breaths. Noah stays awake a little longer, feeling the gentle weight of the group pressed around him, knowing he is not holding hope alone. Wesley is the last to surrender, his heart full, the old ache of uncertainty replaced with a steadier, brighter pulse—belonging.

Before her own eyes close, Marissa speaks, not as a leader but as a member of the herd: “This is what I want. Not just service. Not just obedience. But this—quiet, honest unity. Remember it. Claim it.”

And so the night ends. The hunger is muted, the performance dropped. What’s left is real—a group made not just by ritual or pleasure, but by the courage to be known.

In the gentle darkness, breath and bodies entwined, they find what they’ve longed for all along:

Not just permission, but proof.

Not just service, but sanctuary.

Not just ownership, but home.


Chapter 20 — The Morning After

Noah wakes slowly, rising into consciousness as if surfacing from warm water. The first thing he feels is weight—not heavy, not suffocating, but the comfortable pressure of bodies close around him. There’s a heartbeat, not his, thumping steadily near his ear. A deep, even breath warms the top of his head. The world is a gentle press of heat and the soft tangle of limbs.

Daylight filters through the curtains, turning the corners of Marissa’s apartment gold. It falls in a shifting stripe across the mass of blankets, illuminating a scene that, a week ago, would have seemed impossible: all five of them—Marissa and her men—woven together in the aftermath of a night that rewrote the rules of belonging.

Noah doesn’t move at first. He lets the moment linger, feeling the way Jay’s arm drapes across his chest, the pressure of Wesley’s head against his thigh. Dean lies nearby, back to the sofa, legs splayed, the steady rumble of his snores a comfort rather than a disturbance. Marissa is a little apart, curled at the edge of the nest, her face turned away but her hand still resting atop Dean’s.

The silence is precious. Not empty, but filled with the soft, unconscious music of sleep: Jay’s slow breaths, Wesley’s occasional mutter, the tiny creak of Dean’s shoulder shifting under the covers. There’s no anxiety, no awkwardness—just the certainty of having survived the night together and the fragile magic of still being here when the sun rises.

Noah closes his eyes again, replaying the memories of the ritual, each moment clicking into place. The heat of touch, the ache of wanting, the way his own name had sounded on Marissa’s lips when she chose him for release. The shock of pleasure, but more than that—the shock of being allowed. Of being seen. Of being held, not as the easy, adaptable one, but as someone worth anchoring, worth caring for.

For years, Noah has been the bridge—the go-between, the one who could lighten a mood or ease a tension, the boy who never asked for more than he could quietly earn. But last night, when the confessions spilled out and the group turned its hands and voices to him, something shifted. He’d felt the risk: What if he wasn’t as useful as they all thought? What if, exposed, he lost his place?

But they hadn’t let him fall. Dean’s arm had anchored him. Jay’s words had steadied him. Wesley’s presence—so new, so nervous—had grounded the moment in tenderness. Even Marissa, so often the center of command, had simply witnessed, her approval fierce and private. Noah realizes now, in the hush of morning, that it wasn’t just climax that undid him—it was the proof that his place in the circle was real, earned and gifted, not bartered or won.

He feels Jay stir beside him, mumbling into the blanket. Noah smiles, not moving, letting Jay’s weight settle back into sleep. He listens to the others breathe, relishing the newness of being at the heart of the group’s warmth. If he moves, he knows, the spell might break—their arms will loosen, voices will rise, and the day will begin.

But for now, in this amber-lit bubble, Noah lets himself believe in the safety of the herd.

He has always been the one to wake early, to make coffee, to check in with the others and smooth the path ahead. This morning, though, he decides to stay still, to let himself be cradled, to trust that someone else will take up the mantle if he doesn’t.

It’s a small act of faith. But it feels enormous.

Eyes closed, Noah listens for Marissa’s breathing, for the murmur of Jay’s dreams, for the gentle reassurance of bodies pressed close but not confining. He tells himself he can linger a little longer, that the day will wait for him.

For once, he doesn’t worry about what’s needed from him, or what he should do next. He just lets himself be—held, wanted, a necessary part of a whole.

And as the morning light grows, Noah knows this is how hope should feel: not distant or performative, but present and shared, a quiet heartbeat in the center of the circle.

Noah remains still long after the first stirrings of wakefulness ripple through the circle. The urge to move, to disentangle himself and slip away to make coffee or fold the blankets, itches at his skin. It would be easy—natural, even—to retreat into familiar patterns of care, to check on everyone else’s comfort before his own. But something anchors him, a gentle pressure at his ribs, a warm weight across his legs, a low, contented hum where Jay’s breath fans over his collarbone.

He thinks about last night’s ritual, how different it felt from every other kind of reward or discipline he’s known. To climax in front of the group—Marissa watching, the men’s hands holding him, Jay’s voice murmuring encouragement—was one thing. But it was the permission, the open-armed yes, that undid him. For the first time, pleasure hadn’t been a prize for good behavior, or an earned indulgence. It had been a gift, unqualified and public, witnessed by the whole circle.

He wants to believe he deserves it. Wants to trust, just for this morning, that being chosen doesn’t have to mean being useful or easy or perfectly adaptable. He can still feel the old reflexes twitching inside him—the need to prove himself with a quick joke, a helping hand, an offer to fetch someone’s slippers. He wonders if, after last night, the others see him differently. If they see the “hopeful” one, or if they now see the man who admitted to fear, to uncertainty, to wanting comfort and not just to give it.

Noah opens his eyes, gaze drifting to the tangle of bodies around him. Jay is slack with sleep, arm draped possessively over Noah’s chest, as if he’s claiming this patch of warmth for himself. Wesley has curled in, head pillowed on Noah’s thigh, fingers tangled in the edge of his shirt. Dean, always the last to surrender, has somehow ended up with his hand resting over both Noah’s ankle and Wesley’s knee—a silent promise that even in rest, he’ll keep the group close.

He remembers Marissa’s words: “You gave yourselves to each other. That’s why I’m proud.”

Noah’s chest aches at the memory. Not with pain, but with an unfamiliar fullness. It’s not hope in the abstract sense—some future-facing optimism he keeps for the others—but hope turned inward, hope as belonging. He realizes that, maybe for the first time, he can want openly. He can let himself be the one who is held, not just the one who helps hold things together.

His mind circles back to all the ways he’s kept himself smooth and unobtrusive in the past: the quick laugh when things got tense, the careful touch, the constant, watchful kindness. He’s never resented it—he likes being the group’s ease, their bridge. But last night, when the hands that usually reached for his jokes reached for his skin instead, when the praise was direct and unfiltered, something inside him loosened.

It would be easy to slip away now, to trade this new, raw sweetness for the old safety of being needed. But Noah stays, just a little longer, testing his comfort against the group’s silent, unconscious trust.

He lets his hand drift, brushing lightly down Wesley’s arm, fingers tracing the soft skin at his elbow. Wesley shifts but doesn’t wake, a small smile curving his lips. Jay presses closer, nuzzling Noah’s shoulder, and even in sleep, his grip tightens in unconscious reassurance. Dean’s breathing slows, his hand shifting to squeeze Noah’s ankle—a quiet good morning before his eyes even open.

Noah breathes in, the air thick with sleep and belonging. He tells himself that the privilege of being chosen doesn’t make him weaker, or selfish, or any less the group’s “hope.” It just means the herd is stronger than any one man’s willpower.

For now, Noah lets himself be held, lets the gift of last night settle in his bones. The day can start when it must, but this morning—the first morning after confession, after being chosen—he belongs as much as any of them. No mask, no jokes, no debt to repay.

He closes his eyes again, letting himself believe that this, too, is a form of service: to let others carry him, to trust that hope can be received as well as given.

The ache that remains is gentle, nothing like loneliness. It’s the ache of fullness, of being woven into a circle that sees every need and doesn’t flinch.

The soft hush of morning drifts on, the spell of warmth and safety unbroken as the light brightens behind the curtains. Noah blinks himself fully awake, the comfort of the herd holding him still. His body aches in small, delicious ways—a reminder not just of pleasure, but of confession, of having been witnessed and held. He lets his eyes wander, mapping the shapes of the others, the points where bodies meet and tangle, where belonging has become as physical as breath.

Jay is the first to shift, stretching with a theatrical yawn that ends in a contented sigh. He turns onto his side, head now pillowed on Noah’s shoulder, his fingers trailing lazy circles across Noah’s chest. “Rise and shine, sunshine,” Jay murmurs, voice thick with sleep but easy with affection.

Noah smiles, warmth blooming low in his chest. “You’re heavy, you know that?”

Jay grins, eyes still closed. “Complaints get you nowhere. You’re the pillow, now.”

Wesley, half-awake, stirs at the movement, blinking owlishly up at Noah. He yawns, scrubbing at his eyes, then settles again, cheek against Noah’s thigh as if drawn by gravity alone. “Warm,” he mumbles, not bothering to disguise the pleasure in being close.

Dean rumbles from the far end of the tangle, his voice little more than a gravelly mumble. “If you two start wrestling, I’m going back to sleep.”

Jay makes a rude gesture, but it’s all softness, the kind that can only exist after a night of total honesty. Noah feels a flush of gratitude—there’s no edge to the teasing, no test in the touch. Everything is easy, accepted, real.

He decides to try something. Instead of slipping away, instead of folding himself small, he lifts one hand and threads his fingers through Wesley’s hair, gently brushing the tangles from his brow. Wesley hums, nuzzling into the contact. Encouraged, Noah reaches his free hand out behind him, seeking blindly for Marissa’s hand at the edge of the pile.

Marissa is awake, her gaze keen and warm. She takes his hand, lacing her fingers with his, offering a soft squeeze of approval. There is no performance in the touch—just quiet affirmation. Noah’s heart thuds, a flutter of happiness that feels as new as it is old.

Jay cracks an eye open at the sight. “Look at you,” he teases. “Getting greedy.”

Noah grins. “Maybe I am. Feels good.”

Dean rolls over, propping himself on one elbow, surveying the group with a look that could be mistaken for irritation but isn’t. “Good. About time you let someone else do the work.”

Wesley giggles, the sound muffled by Noah’s leg. “Group consensus: Noah gets unlimited pets.”

Noah shrugs, exaggerating the gesture, making the others laugh. “I’ll try not to let the power go to my head.”

Jay squeezes his arm, affectionate. “You’re terrible at being selfish, but we’ll keep trying to teach you.”

Marissa, her voice low and satisfied, adds, “You’re learning. All of you.”

The group falls into easy movement: Jay rolls off, stretching until his shirt rides up; Wesley sits up, rubbing sleep from his eyes and leaning into Noah’s side, not shy about asking for more touch. Dean rises, pads to the kitchen to start coffee, but returns to press a brief, reassuring hand to Noah’s shoulder on the way back.

There is no rush. The day expands slowly, a luxury none of them takes for granted. Conversation is light, laughter frequent. Noah finds he can reach for whoever he likes—Jay’s arm, Marissa’s hand, Wesley’s shoulder—without thinking, and that every gesture is met with welcome. Where once he would have apologized for needing, now he accepts it. It feels like practice, like the slow building of a new muscle.

He watches the others: Jay sprawled on the floor, making faces at Marissa until she throws a pillow at him; Wesley curled against Dean’s side, murmuring about dreams; Dean setting out mugs, not commanding but inviting, his authority softened to warmth. Marissa moves through them all, quiet pride in her eyes, anchoring the group as surely as any rule.

Noah settles into the heart of it all, content. There is no pressure to be hopeful for everyone else, no need to smooth the way. Today, hope is simply being here—being touched, being allowed, being kept close without earning it.

He knows the world outside will demand something different. But for now, in the golden hush of morning, Noah lives inside this small, miraculous proof that comfort can be both given and received, that belonging is real, and that the herd will hold.

Later, with coffee brewing and laughter still echoing in the living room, Noah slips away to the kitchen. He tells himself it’s to help Dean with mugs, to give Wesley space to stretch, to let Jay and Marissa volley banter without his running commentary. But really, it’s habit—the old urge to step aside when the world gets soft, to let the others take up space so he won’t crowd the centre for too long.

The hush of the kitchen is different from the warmth of the pile in the living room. The window is cracked, cool morning air curling in, stirring the steam above the coffeepot. Noah leans his palms on the counter, the porcelain mug warming his hands, and lets the quiet settle in his chest. It’s almost too easy to wonder if the ease of the morning is just a trick of light and sleep—if, when everyone wakes fully, old patterns will snap back into place. Will he be needed less now that he’s let himself be needy? Is hope less valuable when it’s not the only thing he offers?

A doubt curls in, subtle but insistent. What if, after all this, he’s just one more mouth to feed, one more want to satisfy, one more man in the circle? What if his place was only certain last night, in the softness of ritual, not in the bright, demanding light of day?

Noah sets the mug down, flexes his fingers. He wants to trust what he feels, but trust is practice, not instinct. He takes a steadying breath and closes his eyes, letting the cool breeze across his face remind him that he is here, still held by the scent of coffee, the echo of laughter, the knowledge that for one night—maybe for more—he was chosen, and cherished, and allowed.

He hears footsteps—slow, deliberate, too heavy to be Jay or Wesley. Dean appears in the doorway, hair tousled, shirt rumpled, but gaze clear and steady. He pauses, taking in Noah’s posture, the furrow in his brow, the way he’s braced himself against the counter.

“Running away?” Dean asks, voice pitched low, teasing but kind.

Noah snorts, shaking his head. “Old habits.”

Dean steps into the room, reaching for his own mug, then stands shoulder to shoulder with Noah at the window. He doesn’t say anything for a moment, just drinks, letting the silence be easy, not demanding.

“You did good last night,” Dean says at last. “Not just the ritual. The rest of it, too.”

Noah ducks his head, smile crooked. “Felt weird. Good, but weird.”

“Yeah.” Dean’s hand lands on his shoulder, firm and grounding. “Weird’s not a bad thing.”

Noah risks a glance up. “You think it’ll stick? The way things felt?”

Dean shrugs, but his answer is gentle. “That’s on us, isn’t it? To keep showing up. To remind each other. You’re not just hope for the group, you know. You’re part of the reason we’ve got one at all.”

The words settle, warm and heavy. Noah exhales, the knot in his chest loosening. “I want to believe it,” he admits.

Dean squeezes his shoulder, then releases it, finishing his coffee. “Good. Then practice. We’ll keep you honest.”

A rustle in the hall, then Jay pokes his head around the corner, hair a wild halo. “If you two are done with the brooding, there’s toast and someone put jam on my arm, which is probably Wesley’s fault.”

Noah laughs, tension dissolving. “Coming.”

Dean gives him a look—a rare, private smile. “You’re good, Noah. Stay in it.”

They return together, coffee in hand, to find the group still sprawled and sun-dazed, Marissa curled up in a corner with her own mug, Jay regaling Wesley with an exaggerated story about the hazards of communal sleeping.

Noah sits down right where he left off—between Jay and Wesley, legs pressed to Dean’s. No one hesitates to close the gap; no one jokes that he’s taking up too much space.

Marissa catches his gaze over the rim of her cup and gives him a small nod, as if she’s known all along what he needed.

Noah breathes in, lets the reassurance soak into his bones. The doubt isn’t gone, not entirely, but it has less power now. He knows, deep in his chest, that he is wanted—not just when he’s hopeful or helpful, but when he’s quiet, uncertain, learning.

He’s not holding hope alone anymore.

And for this morning, that is enough.

The apartment hums with the gentle chaos of a morning that doesn’t need to be hurried. Coffee steams on the table. Toast—rescued from Jay’s antics—circulates on a plate, half-eaten and mostly unburnt. Wesley picks at the edge of a croissant, humming tunelessly under his breath. Jay sits at the window, legs propped up, sunlight glancing off his cheek as he narrates the “Great Jam Incident” for the third time, his voice full of theatrical indignation and soft affection.

Noah moves easily in the current, letting himself be jostled and touched, receiving and giving in equal measure. Every time he thinks about stepping back—offering to clear plates, to fetch something from the kitchen—one of the others tugs him back into the centre, not letting him drift to the periphery. Dean catches him by the shoulder as he passes, steering him into the circle. Wesley leans into his side, murmuring something only half comprehensible about dreams and comfort. Jay tosses a crust at his lap, then grins when Noah throws it back, the game effortless, the laughter honest.

Marissa watches it all from the edge of the sofa, her legs tucked beneath her, a mug cradled in her hands. She’s not above them now, not even leading—just present, the foundation on which the group settles. Her gaze is clear, attentive, fiercely proud.

She waits until the conversation lulls, the plate is nearly empty, and the men are sprawled across the cushions and each other, loose and unworried. Then she speaks—softly, so they must listen.

“Last night wasn’t just a ritual,” Marissa says, her voice a balm that silences the room. “It was a promise—to yourselves, and to each other. Carry it with you.”

She sets her mug down, rises, and stands before the window, sunlight haloing her silhouette. “It’s easy to believe in belonging here, in the circle, when everyone’s close. The work is carrying that feeling into the day. When you’re apart, when you’re tired, when you start to doubt—remember what you gave each other last night. The comfort, the courage, the truth.”

Noah feels the words settle into him, not as orders but as blessing. He meets Marissa’s eyes, and she nods, slow and deliberate, as if reminding him: yes, you are chosen. Still. Even now.

Dean says, “We’ll try.”

Jay pipes up, “If Wesley doesn’t steal the covers again, maybe we’ll manage.”

Wesley, blushing but smiling, elbows him in the ribs. “You snore louder than any doubts, so that’s a promise.”

Laughter sweeps the room, and Marissa’s smile is quiet, almost private. She kneels, gathering the men close—one hand on Dean’s back, another on Wesley’s knee, brushing Jay’s hair from his brow, squeezing Noah’s fingers.

“Go,” she tells them. “Go be yourselves. Go be the herd. And when you need this—” she gestures to the circle, the soft morning light, the tangle of bodies and breath, “—come back. It’ll be here.”

There is no ceremony for leaving, no need for ritual or command. The men move slowly, stretching and yawning, lingering in the doorway with long, wordless glances. Wesley hugs Jay, Jay tackles Dean in a quick, fierce squeeze. Noah, as he pulls on his jacket, pauses—waiting to feel the ache of separation, the return of old uncertainty. It doesn’t come.

Instead, Dean claps him on the back, Jay hooks an arm through his, and Wesley links hands with both of them as they step into the hall, sunlight washing their faces. Marissa, behind them, is both guardian and witness, her pride as bright as the morning itself.

As they part for the day—jobs, errands, lives to resume—Noah feels it still: the weight and warmth of the herd at his back, the gift of last night thrumming in his chest. He understands, in a way he never did before, that hope isn’t a mask to wear or a job to do. It’s a current passed from hand to hand, heart to heart, until even the weakest can trust the bond will hold.

And as he steps into the world, Noah carries belonging—not just as memory, but as proof. A certainty that whatever the day brings, he will never carry hope alone again.


Chapter 21 — Jay’s Jealousy & Relapse

The herd’s unity is subtle at first—a quiet undertow that shapes their mornings and lingers in their routines. After the ritual of belonging, days seem easier. The men move through the apartment and the world beyond with the sense of a secret advantage, a comfort that doesn’t waver with the weather or the news. Even Marissa seems softer in these days, letting praise come more freely, watching the group as though she’s proud of something rare she’s cultivated.

But as the rhythm settles, a slight discord slips in. It starts with Jay, as so many things do.

He laughs the loudest, cracks the sharpest jokes, fills every silence with stories. To the casual observer, nothing has changed. But underneath, small signs begin to show: Jay misses a breakfast check-in, texting that he “overslept,” though he’s online, posting memes hours before. He skips the evening coffee, sending a string of emojis in place of his usual raucous commentary. When Marissa calls a group meeting, Jay is there, but always a little late, always with an excuse—a traffic jam, a phone call, a neighbor’s emergency. Each time, he slips into the circle with a dazzling grin, his eyes just a little too bright.

The others feel the difference even if they can’t name it. Noah, who has learned to trust his instincts, glances Jay’s way more often, searching for something behind the jokes. Wesley, once so skittish, now misses Jay’s gentle nudges, his quiet support at the edges of group talk. Dean is slower to speak, but his gaze lingers on Jay during every silence, measuring the gap that grows wider by the day.

The rift widens in the small, ordinary moments: when Jay walks into a room and the laughter dips for a beat before picking up again; when he sits at the far edge of the group, feet crossed, hands busy with his phone. If someone touches him—a hand on his shoulder, a casual nudge—he’s quick to play along, but the ease has gone brittle. Marissa, watching from across the room, narrows her eyes, sensing the old patterns of self-sabotage returning: perform, distract, vanish.

In private, Jay would never call it jealousy. But it flares up anyway, hot and sharp, when he sees Noah and Wesley laughing together, or Dean passing a mug across the table with a rough, affectionate, “Here, kid.” When Marissa praises Dean’s steadiness, or Wesley’s new confidence, Jay’s smile stays in place but his chest tightens. He tells himself he’s fine—he’s always fine—but he feels it: the group moving on, learning how to be strong and soft without him as the glue.

He tries to talk himself out of it. “You wanted this,” he mutters in the shower one night. “You wanted them to be okay. You wanted to stop holding your breath for everyone else.” He almost believes it. He almost manages to convince himself that this is the reward—a group that doesn’t need to be rescued by laughter or distraction.

But a secret, selfish voice wonders: if they don’t need you to fix it, what’s left for you to do?

Jay tries to be generous. He jokes louder, stays up later, brings new stories, sharper and more outrageous, as if more color will fill the gap. But it doesn’t work. Each performance leaves him feeling more hollow, more out of sync with the slow, honest intimacy growing in the others.

One afternoon, Marissa catches him at the edge of the kitchen, hands deep in his pockets. “You with us?” she asks, voice pitched low so the others can’t hear.

Jay grins, bright and too easy. “Always.”

Marissa studies him a moment longer, then lets him go. But her concern lingers in the air.

The others start to notice the pattern. Noah sends a message late one night—“You alright?” Jay sends back a gif, a cartoon camel shrugging, nothing more. Wesley brings him tea during a movie, sets it beside Jay’s knee, then sits back without a word when Jay doesn’t reach for it. Dean’s hand on his back becomes less frequent, the silences between them a little longer, a little heavier.

Jay feels it all—the touches, the concern, the places where he used to fit and now finds only space. And because he doesn’t know how to ask for help, he laughs, louder and sharper, hoping the sound will stitch the group together again.

But for the first time, the sound echoes back to him alone.

The rift is small, but it’s growing. And everyone, even Jay, knows it can’t last.

It happens on a Thursday night, when the group gathers for a simple dinner—spaghetti, bread, cheap wine, the sort of comfort Jay once made effortless. The apartment smells of garlic and laughter, the herd sprawled around the table, plates passed hand to hand. Noah and Wesley sit pressed together at one end, sharing a quiet joke that leaves Wesley red-faced and grinning. Dean pours water, his steady hand never spilling, his presence an anchor in the easy din. Marissa is in the kitchen, humming softly as she plates dessert.

Jay is everywhere and nowhere, flitting from joke to joke, refilling glasses before they’re empty, flicking bread crumbs at Wesley with practiced flair. On the surface, he’s the engine of the night. But beneath the jokes, his chest aches, the rift inside him widening with every glance exchanged, every touch he isn’t quite a part of.

It only takes one careless moment.

Noah leans into Wesley, hand braced on his knee, murmuring something about the way Jay always makes the garlic bread just right. Wesley laughs, catching Jay’s eye across the table, and says, “Seriously, you’re the best. I don’t know how you keep up with us.”

Jay opens his mouth to reply, but the old reflex fails. The joke doesn’t land; the smile on his lips feels brittle. He watches the ease between Noah and Wesley, and something sharp and panicked rises in his throat. He glances at Dean, hoping for rescue, but Dean is already looking away, lost in thought.

So Jay does what he always does when the silence gets too thick: he makes a joke.

“Careful, Wes. You keep gushing, Noah’ll steal you away for good, and then who’ll I have left to tease?”

It’s meant to be light, but the words hang in the air, too pointed, too raw. The laughter falters. Noah’s smile slips. Wesley looks down at his plate.

Dean frowns. “Jay—”

Jay waves him off, feigning hurt. “No, no, I get it. I’m just comic relief. Furniture with a punchline.”

Marissa appears in the doorway, senses the tension immediately. “Everything alright in here?”

Jay stands abruptly, knocking his chair back. “Peachy. Who needs dessert?”

He disappears into the kitchen, the clatter of dishes a too-loud punctuation. The room goes silent, the easy warmth replaced by confusion and a prickling sense of loss.

Noah starts to rise, but Dean shakes his head. “Let him go,” he says quietly. “Just for a minute.”

Wesley stares at his hands, cheeks burning. “Was it something I said?”

“No,” Marissa answers, her voice measured. “It’s not you. He’s hurting, that’s all.”

Jay stands in the kitchen, hands braced on the counter, breathing hard. He tells himself he doesn’t care, that they’ll be better off when he finally learns to let go. But the truth is a hollow ache inside his chest: If I’m not needed, why am I here?

He can hear the others in the next room—soft voices, awkward laughter trying to mend what’s been broken. He wants to go back in, to apologize, to be useful. Instead, he finds himself staring at his own reflection in the window, mouth set in a line he barely recognizes.

He wants to shout, to throw something, to demand: What about me? But he doesn’t. He just lets the old patterns pull him under, stacking plates and wiping the counter with the violence of someone trying to scrub away his own need.

Back at the table, the group is lost. Noah looks stricken. Wesley fidgets, mumbling apologies no one needs. Dean sits rigid, jaw clenched, uncertainty flickering in his eyes. Marissa studies the room, her mind already moving toward damage control, the next step.

A minute passes, then two. Jay doesn’t return. The food grows cold, the wine loses its sweetness.

Finally, Marissa stands. “We can’t let this fester. Not tonight.”

The group nods, but no one moves to follow Jay. For the first time since the Camel Pact, the herd is scattered, each man left alone with his own fear and guilt.

Jay, alone in the kitchen, feels it—the moment the circle breaks. He wants to run, to laugh it off, to vanish for real this time.

Instead, he just sinks to the floor, head in his hands, silent except for the sound of his own breath, uneven and lonely.

The unity has cracked. And this time, a joke won’t fix it.

Jay doesn’t hear them come at first.

He’s sitting on the kitchen floor, back against the cabinet, head bowed, hands clasped so tightly his knuckles ache. The noise of the apartment—the clink of cutlery, the soft murmur of voices—has faded to a dull hum, like the world has moved one room away without him. He’s halfway convinced they’ll let him stay here, tucked out of sight, the way he’s always preferred when things get too sharp.

Then the light shifts.

Marissa steps into the kitchen doorway and flicks on the overhead lamp. The sudden brightness makes Jay squint, his first instinct to grin, to deflect.

“Wow,” he mutters, not looking up. “Whole committee meeting?”

“No jokes,” Marissa says, calm but unyielding. “Not right now.”

Jay’s smile falters. He lifts his head slowly and sees them all there—Noah just behind Marissa, worry written plain across his face; Wesley hovering near the counter, hands clasped; Dean at the back, arms folded, jaw set. They don’t crowd him, don’t loom. They just… stay.

The circle closes without touching him.

“Get up,” Marissa says gently.

Jay shakes his head. “I’m fine here.”

“I know,” she replies. “That’s the problem.”

She crouches down in front of him, meeting his eyes at level. “You don’t get to disappear when it hurts. Not anymore.”

The words land harder than any accusation. Jay looks away, throat tight. “I didn’t mean to ruin dinner.”

“You didn’t,” Noah says quickly. “You just—” He stops, searching for the right words. “You scared us.”

That makes Jay laugh, sharp and brittle. “Me? Please. I’m not that important.”

Dean’s voice cuts in, low and firm. “That’s enough.”

Jay snaps his head up. Dean rarely raises his voice. “You don’t get to decide that for us.”

Silence stretches, thick and charged.

Marissa shifts closer, resting one knee on the tile. “We’re not here to scold you,” she says. “We’re here because you’re hurting, and because you matter too much to let this slide.”

Jay swallows. “You all looked… fine. Better than fine. I figured you didn’t need me hovering.”

Noah steps forward, kneeling beside Marissa. “Jay, I missed you. Even before tonight. I kept wondering where you went.”

Wesley nods, voice small but sure. “When you joke like that—when you pull away—it makes me think I did something wrong. Like I pushed you out.”

Jay opens his mouth to protest, then closes it again. His chest tightens. “That’s not—” He exhales. “I just didn’t want to be in the way.”

Dean finally uncrosses his arms and crouches down, bringing himself eye-level too. “You’re not in the way,” he says. “You’re part of this. When you vanish, we feel it.”

Jay looks between them, disbelief flickering in his eyes. “You really noticed?”

Marissa doesn’t hesitate. “Immediately.”

She leans in a fraction. “You think because the group is stronger now, you’re less necessary. But strength doesn’t erase connection. It deepens it. And when you pull away, you don’t protect us—you fracture us.”

Jay’s defenses crumble, the words slipping out before he can stop them. “I didn’t know how to stay,” he admits. “Everything felt… settled. Like you didn’t need me to smooth things over anymore. And if I’m not doing that, I don’t know who I am in the room.”

Noah reaches out, placing a hand over Jay’s wrist. Jay stiffens, then lets the touch stay. “You don’t have to be useful to belong,” Noah says. “You just have to be here.”

Jay laughs weakly. “I don’t know how to do that.”

“That’s why we’re intervening,” Marissa replies softly. “Not to punish you—but to teach you how to stay when it feels safer to disappear.”

She looks around the group. “Tell him.”

Dean goes first, his voice steady. “You’re the one who keeps us human. When things get heavy, you remind us to breathe. I trust you more than you know.”

Wesley steps closer, cheeks flushed but determined. “You made space for me when I didn’t think I deserved it. I wouldn’t be here without you.”

Noah squeezes Jay’s wrist. “You’re not replaceable. You’re not extra. You’re family.”

The word hits Jay square in the chest. His eyes sting. He blinks hard, jaw trembling. “I thought if I didn’t make noise, you wouldn’t notice if I left.”

Marissa’s voice is quiet, absolute. “You were wrong.”

She reaches out now, cupping his cheek, grounding him. “And I won’t let you test that again alone.”

Jay lets out a shaky breath, something inside him finally giving way. “I don’t want to run,” he whispers. “I just don’t know how to stay without performing.”

Dean answers for them all. “Then you learn. With us.”

Marissa nods. “We’re not done yet. But this—” she gestures between them, the circle reforming around Jay, “—this is where you stop spiraling by yourself.”

Jay closes his eyes, leaning into her touch, into the presence of the group. For the first time since the rift began, he doesn’t feel like furniture with a punchline.

He feels claimed.

And held.

The kitchen feels impossibly full, the air dense with words and breath and the aftershocks of truth. Jay sits, braced against the cabinet, his face in Marissa’s hands, the others fanned around him like a living wall. The ache in his chest is raw and strange, somewhere between embarrassment and relief.

Marissa speaks first, her voice soft but unyielding. “We’re not letting you fade. You don’t get to turn into a ghost in your own home.”

Jay tries for a smile, but it wobbles, unsure. “I don’t want to be a project.”

“You’re not,” Dean says, voice gentler than Jay’s ever heard it. “You’re a brother. That means we do this together.”

Noah kneels beside Jay, pressing his side against Jay’s leg, his hand warm and steady on Jay’s knee. “You always anchor everyone else,” he says. “Let us do it for you.”

Jay starts to protest, but Wesley is already there, sliding to the floor, leaning against Jay’s other side, cheek pressed to Jay’s shoulder. “You took care of me when I was terrified,” Wesley says quietly. “Now it’s our turn.”

Marissa draws the men in closer, closing the circle with her body and her presence. She lets her hand drift from Jay’s cheek to the back of his neck, her fingers steady, grounding. “This isn’t about fixing you,” she says. “It’s about reminding you: you belong, even when you’re silent. Even when you’re scared.”

Jay sits frozen, overwhelmed by the closeness. For so long, his role was to lighten the air, to keep the herd moving. Now, as arms settle around him and heads press close, he feels the group’s weight, not as a burden, but as ballast—holding him in place, refusing to let him float away.

Dean moves behind Jay, sitting with his back against the cabinet, drawing Jay between his knees. His arms wrap around Jay’s chest, solid and warm. Noah takes Jay’s left hand, threading their fingers together. Wesley tucks in under Jay’s right arm, head bowed, face half-hidden but sure. Marissa rests her forehead against Jay’s, her breath soft against his cheek.

There are no more words for a while. Instead, the ritual is enacted in touch, in presence, in the unwillingness to let go. Jay’s heartbeat slows, his breathing deepens. He feels the ache of old fear—of being left behind, of not being necessary—fade beneath the steady pressure of hands and the quiet reassurance of bodies pressed close.

Jay closes his eyes. The circle tightens further. Dean’s hands move in slow circles over Jay’s chest. Noah’s thumb rubs the back of his hand. Wesley’s arm stays looped around his ribs, squeezing just enough to remind him that this is real, that he is not alone in the dark.

Marissa whispers, “You’re here. We see you. You matter. There’s nothing you have to do to earn it.”

Jay lets himself lean into them, the resistance inside him breaking down. For the first time in memory, he does not try to make it easier for anyone else. He doesn’t reach for a joke, or a distraction, or a way to shrink the moment. He simply breathes, allowing himself to be held.

Noah says, “We’ll call you back every time you drift. That’s a promise.”

Wesley, voice soft and fierce, echoes, “We need you. Not your jokes. You.”

Dean’s arms tighten in affirmation. “You’re not furniture, Jay. You’re family.”

Jay laughs then, but there’s no bite to it, only the relief of being known. “Alright,” he whispers. “Alright.”

Marissa draws the group into a tangle, her arms wrapped around all of them. She lets silence do the rest of the work, letting touch and proximity become the proof Jay can’t argue with.

Eventually, Jay feels the tears he’s been holding back for days—maybe longer—slide free. No one mocks him. No one looks away. Wesley squeezes tighter. Noah shifts so Jay’s head rests on his shoulder. Dean murmurs, “We’ve got you.”

Jay breathes, unsteady but honest. He lets himself be messy, lets the need be seen, lets the group become the anchor he can’t be for himself.

When the tears subside, Jay sits up a little, the group still wrapped around him. He meets each gaze in turn—Dean’s calm, Noah’s warmth, Wesley’s quiet pride, Marissa’s steady devotion.

“Thank you,” he manages, voice rough.

“You don’t have to thank us,” Marissa says. “Just let it last.”

Jay nods, finally, and the circle—tight, complete, unbreakable—holds.

After the ritual, the kitchen is slow to empty. The group remains a heap on the floor, legs entangled, hands lingering on shoulders and backs. The air is soft—no leftover tension, no pressure to speak. Jay breathes in the comfort, the sweet exhaustion that comes after a storm has finally broken and the world feels cleaner for it.

Marissa is the first to move, her hand gliding gently along Jay’s cheek before she rises, stretching the ache from her knees. She gives the group space to settle on its own, retreating just far enough to brew new tea and refresh the table. The men stay close, unwilling to break the circle just yet.

Dean leans against the cabinet, one arm loose around Jay’s waist, the other propped on his bent knee. He’s quiet, but there’s a softness to his posture—a wordless promise that Jay isn’t alone anymore. Noah lies on his back, head in Jay’s lap, eyes closed, humming quietly as if to anchor the peace in the room. Wesley is curled at Jay’s side, his fingers woven into Jay’s shirt, cheek pressed to his ribs.

Jay sits with it all—no jokes, no distractions. He lets himself be just another man in the herd, neither more nor less important than any other. The familiar urge to perform has dulled, replaced by a quiet awe at being held, needed, wanted.

For the first time in longer than he can remember, Jay doesn’t feel like an outsider in the group’s joy. He isn’t waiting for a cue, or watching for a gap to fill with humor or comfort. He is simply here, anchored by the warmth and weight of those who refuse to let him drift.

Marissa returns, setting mugs on the table, her presence an invitation more than a command. She kneels beside the group, her gaze sweeping over each man, lingering on Jay. “This is what I want for you,” she says quietly. “Not just obedience, not just laughter, but this—quiet, honest belonging. There will always be storms, always moments when someone wants to run. But the circle will hold. If you let it.”

Jay’s throat tightens. He looks at Noah, at Dean, at Wesley, and sees no judgement—only affection, only the shared knowledge of what it means to be scared and to stay anyway.

He finally speaks, voice rough but steady. “You know, I don’t actually mind the quiet. Not when I know you’ll keep calling me back.”

Wesley smiles, a small, brave thing. “We will. Every time.”

Dean nods, squeezing Jay’s shoulder. “No more going missing.”

Noah sits up, bumping his shoulder against Jay’s. “You’re stuck with us. Herd rules.”

Marissa leans in, brushing a kiss to Jay’s hair—a rare, tender benediction. “Relapse isn’t failure, Jay. It’s a reminder to let yourself be found.”

A hush settles over the group, thick with gratitude and relief. They stretch out on the floor, limbs overlapping, heads pillowed on each other’s thighs and chests, laughter and conversation resuming in gentle waves.

Jay finds himself humming along to Noah’s tune, feeling the ache of old fears recede. The kitchen is full, but never crowded; every voice has room, every silence is safe.

No one rushes to clean up. Marissa puts on soft music, the sort that fills a room without demanding attention. They sip tea, share stories, hold each other in little ways—an arm over a shoulder, a hand resting on a knee, a head leaned against a chest.

For once, Jay is content to be quiet. He feels no urge to prove himself, no fear of being invisible. He has learned, in the heat of confrontation and the comfort of touch, that belonging is not earned by effort but affirmed by acceptance.

As dusk falls and the city lights come on outside, the group drifts toward sleep, still piled together, still whole. Marissa dims the lights, her final words a gentle command and a blessing both:

“Rest, all of you. There’s nothing more to do tonight. The herd will be here when you wake.”

And so they do—Jay at the centre, not because he is the glue, not because he is needed for laughter, but because he is wanted, and seen, and, finally, home.


Chapter 22 — Guarding the Herd

The apartment is heavy with the hush that only comes after storms. The city outside glimmers through the windows, all blurred gold and distant sound, but inside, there is only the deep, unhurried breathing of the herd. Marissa sits upright on the edge of the sofa, mug cooling in her hands, blanket bunched around her hips. She is alone with her thoughts, but not with her people: they are spread out in a tangle of limbs and contented exhaustion across the living room floor.

Jay is at the centre, for once truly still, head pillowed on Noah’s chest. Wesley curls into his other side, one hand tangled loosely in Jay’s shirt as if to make certain he won’t slip away again. Dean sprawls beside them all, a protective arm flung over the heap, his breathing slow, face unlined in sleep. Even Noah, usually restless in the early hours, has gone slack, his mouth parted in gentle dreams.

Marissa lets her eyes move from face to face, absorbing the rare sight: four men, so often prickly with need or bravado, now at rest—safe, whole, and, finally, at peace with each other. Her heart squeezes tight. It is a feeling more powerful than triumph or lust, sharper than any climax she’s wrung from them. This is what she works for, what every rule and ritual and moment of discipline is meant to create: a sanctuary built from trust.

Yet even in this hush, Marissa is not untouched by worry. She holds her authority like a lantern in the dark, knowing it’s both the light and the weight she must carry. The herd is hers—claimed, shaped, and fiercely loved. But they are not just an extension of her will; they are a living, shifting circle, each man growing in his own way, the bonds between them as important now as the one each shares with her.

She remembers the earlier chaos: Jay’s outburst, the brittle mask cracking at last; the group’s confusion, their fear of losing him; the way Noah reached out, Dean’s voice rough and steady, Wesley’s brave confession, the slow, collective leaning-in that drew Jay back from the edges. Marissa feels the echo of that struggle in her own chest—pride that the men did not wait for her command, relief that they found the words without being ordered, a strange, almost aching gratitude that the herd could hold itself together even as she watched.

She leans forward, setting her mug on the low table, elbows on her knees. The silence presses in, thick with memory and the soft sounds of sleep. For a moment, she lets herself be only Marissa—not the owner or the architect, but just another member of the household, one who loves and is loved in return. Her gaze lingers on Jay’s sleeping face, the way tension has finally left his brow. She studies Dean’s gentle protectiveness, the new ease in Noah’s arms, the way Wesley has learned not just to cling, but to anchor, too.

There is pride, yes. But underneath, there’s a familiar ache—the responsibility that never sleeps. Marissa knows she is the keeper of this peace. If danger returned, if someone began to fracture again, she would be the one expected to see it first, to act. Her authority is a shelter, but also a burden: a promise that none of these men will be lost while she is watching.

But for now, they are here. For now, her vigilance has bought them rest. Marissa lets out a long, slow breath, feeling the room’s unity settle over her shoulders, not as a shroud but as a cloak she wears with both pride and humility.

She reaches down, brushing her fingers through Jay’s hair, then across Noah’s temple, then lingering for a moment at Wesley’s cheek. She lets her hand rest on Dean’s arm, a silent benediction.

“I’ve got you,” she whispers, so quietly only she can hear it.

And in this hush—warm, golden, unbroken—Marissa keeps watch. Guarding the herd, guarding herself, promising that as long as she is here, they will never have to weather the storm alone.

In the softened dark, Marissa holds her vigil. The herd sleeps on, oblivious to her watchfulness—Jay shifting slightly, a faint smile ghosting his lips; Wesley murmuring a dream; Dean’s hand tightening, then loosening again as if defending against something only he can see. Marissa, meanwhile, cannot yet surrender to sleep. Not when her mind is restless with old questions, with the familiar, sacred burden of authority.

She has always loved control—the clarity of command, the safety in order. She takes pride in being the anchor, the one who knows what must be done, who reads the room before it tips, who catches a tremor in Jay’s voice or the edge in Dean’s silence. To hold power over these men is not just a kink, not even simply affection; it is an act of love. She wants to protect them from the world and, sometimes, from themselves.

But tonight, sitting above the tangled heap of her sleeping men, Marissa is sharply aware of the limits of her power. When Jay’s cracks began to show, she felt the old temptation rise—to step in, to orchestrate every word, to pull him back with sharpness or ritual, to fix. Instead, she waited. She let the others find their way, allowed them to reach for Jay without her prompting, to stumble and fumble and get it right together.

It was agony, letting go. She felt every second of their awkward silence, every tremor of hurt, as if it were her own. But what happened—what blossomed in the space she left unfilled—was more real than any intervention she could have staged. The men needed to claim Jay themselves; they needed to know their care wasn’t conditional on her attention or her command.

Marissa realizes, not for the first time, that her deepest fear isn’t losing control. It’s being left behind by the strength she’s nurtured. What happens, she wonders, when the herd doesn’t need a shepherd anymore? When they can hold each other through every storm, when her voice is just one among many, no longer the centre that cannot be done without?

A pang moves through her—fierce, bright, a little humiliating. She is proud, yes, but she is also selfish. She wants them strong, but not so strong that her presence is unnecessary. She wants to see their growth, to taste the sweetness of the herd moving as one, but she aches for a reassurance that she is still wanted, not just respected or obeyed.

She remembers the look in Jay’s eyes as he finally let himself be held, the way Noah offered comfort, the way Dean’s arms never faltered, the way Wesley’s bravery bloomed in the face of crisis. Marissa’s heart swells at their resilience and at the proof of her work—but it contracts with a longing she’s not sure she can name.

Her place is changing. The herd, once gathered tightly around her for every cue and correction, is learning to turn inward, to find stability in each other, to bind the wounds and hold the centre themselves. She is not diminished by this, she tries to tell herself. She is liberated. Or should be.

But old instincts die hard. Even as she watches her men sleep, she fights the urge to plan, to orchestrate, to insert herself into tomorrow’s challenges before they even arise. She wonders if she’ll ever truly be at peace with the ebb and flow of power—if the day will come when she can rest in the knowledge that her authority, far from being threatened by their unity, is made deeper by it.

In this quiet, Marissa admits something she would never say aloud: she does not want to be a bystander to her own creation. She wants, desperately, to be caught up in the belonging she’s fostered—not just as a leader, but as one of the circle. To be held, as well as to hold. To know that the herd’s love, like their loyalty, is not earned by vigilance alone.

She looks down at the four men sleeping, each of them marked by her in different ways—Jay’s laughter, Dean’s steadiness, Noah’s hope, Wesley’s courage. The urge to reach for them, to draw them in, to assert her centrality, is strong. But she lets it pass, settling for the touch of her hand on Jay’s shoulder, the brush of her fingers against Dean’s hair.

“I am still yours,” she whispers, not sure if she’s saying it to herself or to them.

The weight of authority is, tonight, both burden and gift. Marissa sits with it, breathes through it, and promises herself not to step away—not from power, not from vulnerability, not from the herd that is, in every way, her home.

For a long time, Marissa does not move—she sits in her pool of quiet, letting the dark wrap her like a shawl. The herd is cocooned in sleep, the only motion a subtle rise and fall of chests, the smallest stir of a hand. She feels both set apart and folded in, the axis on which the group has turned, and now—at least for tonight—a gentle, unobtrusive observer.

Her gaze lingers first on Jay. She remembers the flash in his eyes, the defiance so brittle it snapped, the way he tried to perform his pain out of existence until the others refused to let him. She can still see the exact moment his body gave up its old armor: the tremble in his voice, the way his jokes dissolved into tears, the way he finally, finally let himself be held. Marissa had watched the men close in—Noah at Jay’s side, Dean anchoring him, Wesley’s small hands refusing to let go. It was loyalty, not leadership, that brought Jay back.

Marissa shifts, sliding off the sofa and kneeling beside them, the blanket puddling at her hips. She reaches out, brushes a gentle hand through Jay’s hair, and whispers—so softly it’s meant for the air, not the ear—“You’re safe.”

Her hand drifts to Noah. She remembers his steady voice, the first to bridge the gap in the kitchen, refusing to let Jay vanish into silence. The courage to say, “You don’t have to be useful to belong.” Noah’s hope has always been a balm, but last night, it was a rope thrown across a chasm. Marissa lets her hand rest on his shoulder for a breath, gratitude pooling in her chest.

Wesley, curled on the far side, still holds Jay’s shirt with both hands, as if the act of anchoring someone else keeps him from floating away. Marissa is moved by his small, fierce bravery—how quickly he has learned to risk his voice, to stay when things are hard, to step forward when it would be easier to fade into the background. She tucks a strand of hair behind his ear and feels pride swell at how far he’s come, and how much the group is now held together by more than just her command.

Dean, further out, is half-propped against the wall, a silent guardian in repose. She remembers his intervention—a few careful words, the steadying gravity of his presence, the rare but powerful admissions of feeling that anchor the room. Dean has always been her second, her steadier half, but tonight he let others take the lead, choosing patience over authority, trust over discipline. Marissa’s hand lingers at his temple, stroking the tension from his brow, and she wonders if he knows how much his restraint has shaped the group’s new strength.

She moves among them in the hush, her touches brief but deliberate—a private blessing. She does not speak, letting her gratitude settle in her bones, letting herself feel the longing that aches beneath the pride: the wish that she might one day be held this way herself, not as leader but as beloved.

Her mind returns to the intervention, the chorus of honest words that filled the kitchen and broke open the old rhythms. She sees the men not as followers, but as a collection of strengths, each carrying part of what the herd needs: Jay’s humor and heart, Noah’s gentle hope, Wesley’s tenacity, Dean’s deep steadiness. Marissa feels the joy and the ache of it, knowing she has built a home but now must let it change, must allow them the dignity and risk of supporting one another without her constant hand.

She feels a fierce, complicated happiness: satisfaction at the group’s resilience, humility in witnessing their growth, and a flutter of anticipation at what might come if she can trust them—and herself—to keep growing, even if it means stepping back at times.

Settling back on her heels, Marissa lets herself exhale. The herd will never stop needing her, not entirely. But tonight, they have proven that her greatest act of control may be letting go—letting the love she has built circulate between them, not just through her.

She lets her hand rest, finally, over the centre of the circle, her fingers spread wide as if gathering every heartbeat in the room. The gratitude she feels is vast, enough to fill the night.

In this moment, Marissa is not just the leader. She is the witness. And it is a role she finds herself almost brave enough to love.

The silence grows deeper as the hour slips toward dawn. The herd is still, breath slowing with sleep, and the city’s glow has faded to a bluish hush at the edges of the windows. Marissa remains kneeling, one hand resting at the centre of her men, the other folded in her lap. For once, there is no list in her mind, no crisis to solve, no next move to anticipate. The space her vigilance usually fills is suddenly, disconcertingly, empty.

Into that space comes the unfamiliar ache of her own longing.

Marissa has always known herself as the axis: the one who calls, commands, directs. It is power, yes, and a kind of pleasure—but also the armor that keeps her from admitting her own needs. She is the woman who sees cracks and patches them, who notices longing and fills it, who speaks first, so the silence doesn’t have to. What she does not often admit, even to herself, is how hungry she sometimes feels to be claimed as fiercely as she claims, to be gathered in without having to demand or choreograph it.

She presses her palm to Jay’s shoulder, feeling the slow beat of his heart, the trust in his sleep. She brushes a thumb over Wesley’s hair, traces Dean’s knuckles, lets her fingers linger at Noah’s pulse. Their skin is warm beneath her touch, but her own is cool, the chill of unspoken desire settling in her bones.

Marissa wonders what it would feel like to drop her guard, to trust the herd to catch her without ritual or command. She pictures herself in the centre of the pile, not as leader but as beloved—head pillowed on a chest, arms looped around her, the men’s murmured affection offered without prompting. Would she believe it, if it came without her orchestrating it? Would she allow herself to rest, to relinquish the weight she carries for them all?

A flicker of doubt slips in, cold and sharp. If she let go, would the herd know how to hold her? Or would they hesitate, unsure without her guidance, lost without her strength?

She closes her eyes and admits—silently, fiercely, almost like a prayer—that she wants this, too. She wants to be the one who is protected, whose needs are read before they are spoken. She wants to trust that her place is secure not only as their guide, but as their woman, their heart, their home.

The admission softens her. She remembers Wesley’s bravery, Noah’s hope, Jay’s raw ache, Dean’s steady hands, and knows—rationally, at least—that she is more than the sum of her orders. The herd would not reject her softness; they would cherish it, if only she let them see it.

A rush of longing wells up: for a night when she can let her head fall, let her mask slip, let the men she has trained and trusted and cherished pull her into the centre and hold her there—unquestioned, untested, adored. For the comfort of arms that encircle without being told, for hands that learn the shape of her rest as well as her command.

She breathes in, letting the hope settle. There is courage in owning this desire, in facing the terror that maybe, just maybe, she is not needed as a leader every hour of the night.

Marissa opens her eyes, blinking against a prick of tears. She looks at her men—sleeping, safe, still circled around a centre she’s not quite brave enough to claim yet—and she makes herself a promise: next time, when they reach for her, she will not hold back. She will lean in, let herself be gathered, trust them to hold her together as surely as she has held them.

There is a hush in the room now, not of loneliness, but of possibility. Marissa smiles—small, secret, but true.

She lets her hand rest, finally, over her own heart.

Not owner, not architect.

Just Marissa. Just here. Just—enough.

The first blue light of morning is leaking around the edges of the curtains, painting the apartment in gentle hues of silver and grey. The herd lies where they collapsed, their bodies molded to each other and to the shape of sleep—an animal warmth, a wordless promise that none will be left exposed to the chill. Marissa, still kneeling among them, feels her own exhaustion at last. It settles not as a weight, but as a gentle tug downward—a summons to join, not to direct.

She lets herself sink, lowering onto the floor, curling against Jay’s back, her hand resting lightly over his heart. She folds her knees, nestles into the warmth Dean offers, lets Noah’s legs pillow her head, and drapes an arm over Wesley, who shifts in his sleep and presses unconsciously closer. For the first time in what feels like years, Marissa does not stay apart. She claims her place not as leader but as member—equal, cherished, known.

The sensation is strange at first, unmooring. For a moment, her mind rebels—cataloguing what could go wrong, the dangers of vulnerability, the risk of being left unneeded. But the herd is too real, too present, to let those ghosts persist. Jay’s heart beats a steady rhythm beneath her palm. Dean’s breath warms the top of her head. Wesley’s fingers lace with hers, even in dreams. Noah, always sensitive to her moods, shifts just enough to tuck the blanket more securely around them all.

Marissa’s eyes flutter closed. In the cocoon of warmth and sleep, she feels her authority shifting: not leaving her, not diminishing, but becoming something rounder, fuller—no longer a fortress but a hearth.

She whispers, so softly only the morning can hear, “You have me. I have you. That is enough.”

Her blessing settles over the group, as much for herself as for the men she guards. She promises, silently, to keep watch and also to let herself be watched over. To offer shelter and, when the moment comes, to receive it. To trust the herd to be her home, not just her creation.

As the last vestiges of night dissolve, Marissa lets her vigilance fade. The old discipline, the careful anticipation, is replaced by something older and simpler: the right to rest, to be small and safe, to belong as much as she leads.

She feels Jay sigh in his sleep, the knot of tension gone from his body. Dean’s arm tightens, anchoring her in. Wesley murmurs—a wordless sound of contentment. Noah, half-awake, brushes her forehead with the gentlest kiss, reassurance and claim in one.

Marissa surrenders, letting her own breathing join the chorus. She finds her place at the centre and the edge all at once—keeper and kept, guardian and beloved.

The first rays of sunlight crest the city skyline, spilling into the room. The herd stirs, only slightly, but no one wakes. In this moment, the world is whole: storms survived, rifts mended, and every longing—hers included—answered, if only for the space of a few heartbeats.

Marissa’s last conscious thought before sleep claims her is simple, radiant, and entirely new:

Let them hold you. You have earned it.

The circle closes, unbroken and remade. And in its centre, Marissa sleeps—finally, and fully, at home.


Chapter 23 — The Coup

Evening settles over the apartment with a familiar hush—lights dimmed, cushions arranged in a loose circle, the scent of sage and warm skin lingering in the air. The group assembles with the old, practiced anticipation: Jay already cracking jokes about “who’ll be first to beg,” Dean methodically folding a blanket, Noah brushing imaginary dust from his sleeves, Wesley quiet but present, his eyes bright with nervous excitement. Marissa stands in the centre, the axis around which the ritual is expected to turn, her presence grounding and magnetic.

Tonight should feel ordinary—a repetition of trust, play, and surrender. But beneath the surface, there is a current of something new. The last few weeks have changed them. Rifts have been healed. New bonds have been forged. The herd, once defined by Marissa’s command alone, has begun to move as one, each member more certain of their place.

Marissa senses the shift. She lets the group gather close, lets the expectation build, and waits until the silence is taut with possibility.

Jay stretches, smirking. “So, boss—whose turn in the stocks? If I have to count to a hundred again, someone’s getting carried to bed.”

Marissa smiles, but it’s different tonight: sly, secretive, the promise of a surprise. She paces the circle once, her gaze lingering on each man—Jay’s bright restlessness, Dean’s calm, Noah’s open curiosity, Wesley’s eager vulnerability.

When she speaks, her voice is low but clear. “Tonight, I’m not leading the ritual.”

Jay sits up, startled. Dean looks over, surprised but silent. Noah’s brow furrows in confusion, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Only Wesley, somehow, seems to understand the possibility that hangs in the air.

Marissa continues, “Tonight, someone else will take command. Someone who has earned the right to be heard. Wesley—” She turns to him, the weight of the group’s attention following. “This is your night.”

For a moment, there’s only silence. Wesley blinks, frozen mid-breath. His gaze flickers around the circle, searching for a punchline, but none comes.

“Me?” he manages, voice cracking at the edges of disbelief.

“Yes,” Marissa says gently. “You’ve watched, listened, learned. You know what each of us needs. I trust you. So do they. Tonight, you’re in charge.”

Jay laughs, a burst of nervous energy. “Well, fuck. We’re all doomed.”

Noah elbows him, grinning. “Shut up, Jay. You’re just scared he’ll make you do actual work.”

Dean nods, a slow, proud smile blooming. “You’ll be fine, Wes.”

Wesley swallows, cheeks flushing pink. He glances at Marissa, searching her face for any sign of trickery, but finds only pride. She squeezes his shoulder, then steps back, folding herself cross-legged among the others. She is, for tonight, a participant—subject to the same rules, the same surrender.

The circle’s energy tilts. Jay’s jokes falter. Noah straightens, alert. Dean watches Wesley with a kind of steady curiosity, as if already preparing to follow. Marissa’s absence from the centre feels momentous—a space that must be claimed, not just filled.

Wesley takes a breath. His voice, tentative at first, grows stronger as he tests the boundaries of his new power. “Okay. I… I want you all sitting close. I want to see everyone’s faces.”

The group shuffles in, knees touching, arms brushing. There is a hush—a shared anticipation, laced with nerves.

“I know what we usually do,” Wesley says, “but tonight, I’m doing this my way. If you have a rule you want to set for yourself, say it. If not, you follow mine. No complaints.”

Dean nods, accepting the terms without hesitation. Jay’s grin is edged with excitement and uncertainty. Noah offers a quiet, “You’ve got this, Wes.”

Marissa meets his eyes, her expression a mirror of trust. “We’re yours.”

Wesley lets the power settle. He feels it—the weight of their attention, the permission to command. It’s intoxicating and terrifying, but it’s real.

“For tonight,” Wesley says, voice growing steady, “I’m in charge.”

And in that moment, the circle shifts: old roles fall away, a new centre is found, and what began as a surprise becomes an invitation—to trust, to change, to see what the herd can become when a different voice leads.

The circle is tighter now, the air charged with nerves and excitement. Marissa settles herself among the group, hands resting quietly in her lap, her posture open and receptive. The others glance at Wesley—some teasing, some expectant, all a little unsure. The weight of authority is new on him, but he wears it with a shy sort of dignity that only grows as he speaks.

Wesley glances at each of them, collecting his courage. “Okay,” he says, voice steadying, “here’s how tonight goes. There are five commandments, and you will obey each without complaint. If you can’t, you tell me now and I’ll decide what happens. If you try to weasel out or crack a joke—” his eyes flick to Jay, who grins, “—you’ll serve everyone else in turn before you get another chance.”

Noah laughs, delighted. Jay holds his hands up, feigning innocence. Dean simply nods, accepting the ground rules without fuss. Marissa, quiet and attentive, waits to see what Wesley will make of the power he’s been given.

Wesley clears his throat, then lifts a hand to count off each commandment.

“One: Everyone addresses me as ‘Sir’ tonight. Even you, Marissa. No exceptions.”

Jay snorts, but he bows his head, grinning. “Yes, Sir.”

Dean’s voice is deep and respectful: “Understood, Sir.”

Noah winks, his tone both playful and genuine: “You got it, Sir.”

Marissa, regal even in submission, inclines her head. “Yes, Sir.”

Wesley’s smile is shy but triumphant. “Two: No touching without permission—not even to comfort. If you want to touch, ask, and I’ll decide.”

He sees the surprise ripple around the circle. Even Marissa straightens a little, caught off-guard by how precisely Wesley has inverted their habits. For a group grown used to instinctive, easy touch, the new restriction is felt immediately—bodies close, but hands held back, each man aware of his own want.

“Three,” Wesley says, “each of you must praise the person on your left. Not just once, but throughout the night. You’re not allowed to stop at a compliment. You have to say what you notice, what you admire, every time you feel it.”

Noah glances at Jay, amusement and a hint of dread on his face. Jay laughs, but his cheeks color. “You’re gonna regret this, Sir.”

“We’ll see,” Wesley replies, emboldened. “Four: There will be no secrets. If I ask a question, you answer honestly—no deflection, no jokes, no silence.”

A collective shiver, half-challenge, half-relief. Marissa’s lips curve, impressed. Dean meets Wesley’s gaze, steady and open, the promise of honesty clear.

“And five…” Wesley hesitates, then finds his nerve. “The final commandment is that when the ritual ends, no one leaves the circle until I say so. If anyone tries to drift or withdraw, the rest will bring them back—physically, if they have to.”

A hush falls, the new rule settling over the group like a protective net.

Jay exhales, mock-dramatic. “We’re in trouble now.”

Dean’s lips twitch in a rare smile. “I like these rules.”

Noah sits up straighter, anticipation shining in his eyes. “What’s first, Sir?”

Marissa meets Wesley’s gaze, her approval quiet and unwavering. “Your circle. Your rules.”

Wesley surveys his herd, their attention fixed on him, their willingness real. He feels a surge of pride—not just for himself, but for them, for Marissa, for the strange, wild trust that lets him take the lead.

He considers, then issues his first instructions: “Jay, I want you on my right. You’re not allowed to make a joke unless you ask first.” Jay groans but obeys, settling in at Wesley’s side.

“Noah, you’re my left hand tonight—support, encouragement, whatever the group needs. If someone struggles, you help them. You don’t get to opt out.”

Noah nods, smile bright. “Happy to serve, Sir.”

“Dean, you’re the voice. If you notice someone holding back or being quiet, you have to speak up for them, or ask what they need. You’re not allowed to be silent when you want to protect someone.”

Dean’s gaze warms. “Yes, Sir.”

Wesley turns to Marissa last. “Marissa, you’re my centre. You’re to stay exactly where I put you. You don’t get to lead, or even comfort. Tonight, you’re ours to keep still.”

There’s a breathless moment as the new arrangement takes hold. Marissa’s eyes shine with pride, and just a touch of mischief. “I understand, Sir.”

Wesley lets out a breath, nerves loosening. “Let’s begin.”

The herd, recalibrated, settles into his orbit—ready, uncertain, and trusting. The ritual has shifted: power not taken, but offered and earned. The night is theirs to discover, and for the first time, it is Wesley’s voice they wait to follow.

Wesley lets the silence stretch, letting his rules settle into the bones of the circle. He feels the weight of authority—real, electric, almost dizzying—but instead of shrinking from it, he lets it fill him. For so long, he has followed: Marissa’s commands, Jay’s jokes, Dean’s protective guidance, Noah’s encouragement. Now, all eyes are on him, and the group’s willingness is a living thing, expectant, humming.

He begins with a glance at Marissa. “You’ll kneel in the centre,” Wesley says, his voice soft but sure. “No speaking unless spoken to. Hands behind your back.” He gestures, and Marissa moves gracefully to obey, folding herself into the circle’s heart—proud, beautiful, her hair tumbling over her shoulders. There is no challenge in her posture; she is utterly present, the perfect image of strength made vulnerable.

“Jay,” Wesley continues, “I want you at Marissa’s left side. You may hold her hair, but only if you ask permission—and only if you can praise her, sincerely, every time you do.”

Jay, for once, is silent as he crawls into place. He meets Marissa’s gaze, eyes shining with mischief and nerves. “May I, Sir?” he asks, fingers hovering.

Wesley nods, watching Jay’s seriousness and the ripple of laughter it almost hides.

“Noah, to her right. You’re her anchor—if she wavers, you steady her. You may touch her only to comfort, and only with permission from me.”

Noah’s nod is calm and bright, the responsibility grounding him. He settles in, kneeling, hands open but waiting.

“Dean, behind Marissa. You’ll bind her wrists with the scarf I left on the table. Gently, but firmly. You don’t get to be silent: you must tell her what you notice—about her, about the group, about yourself. Out loud.”

Dean moves with slow confidence, retrieving the soft scarf. He kneels behind Marissa, catching her eye before gently taking her wrists. “Permission to touch, Sir?”

“Yes. Bind her,” Wesley says. He watches as Dean’s large hands tie the knot—secure but not cruel. Marissa’s breath catches, but she lowers her head in submission, the role reversal setting the tone.

Wesley circles the group, feeling their tension, their anticipation, their curiosity about how far he’ll take his power. “Tonight,” he says, “no one comes unless I say. Not even Marissa. If you’re denied, you thank me. If you want something, you ask. If you’re given, you praise the person who made it possible. No one leaves the centre hungry, but no one gets satisfaction alone.”

He kneels in front of Marissa, taking her chin in his hand. “You are to beg—clearly, honestly, with no coyness. If I deny you, you thank me. If I permit you, you make sure everyone knows who gave it to you.”

Marissa’s eyes flash—surprise, arousal, pride. “Yes, Sir.”

“Jay,” Wesley turns, “tell Marissa three things you love about her, then ask permission to touch her hair.”

Jay, uncharacteristically earnest, leans in. “I love the way you take control, the way you look at each of us like we’re yours, and the way you’re letting go tonight. May I?”

Wesley smiles, nodding. “Yes.”

Jay’s fingers weave through Marissa’s hair, gentle, reverent. He shudders, the act unexpectedly tender.

“Noah, if Marissa wants to rest against you, you may hold her. But only if you can tell her how it feels to be her anchor.”

Noah, voice husky, answers, “It feels like coming home.” He reaches out, steady, supportive, letting Marissa’s shoulder lean into his chest.

“Dean, every time you notice something about her, or about us, say it. Don’t protect her from the truth.”

Dean’s deep rumble comes instantly. “You’re trembling,” he says to Marissa, “but you’re not afraid. You want to be seen. You want us to trust you as much as you trust us.”

Wesley turns the rules on the group, too. “Jay, you may not joke unless you are touched. Noah, if anyone seems lost, you must name it. Dean, you’re denied unless you ask for something. And Marissa—” his gaze softens, “—you do not get to comfort anyone until I give permission.”

The edges are playful, but real. Each member finds themselves at a new limit: Jay fumbling for words instead of laughter, Dean forced to voice his needs, Noah vigilant for everyone else’s vulnerability, Marissa stripped of her usual right to soothe, having to ask, to beg, to surrender.

Wesley sits back and lets the ritual simmer. He asks questions—sometimes raw, sometimes gentle—about wants and fears, commands praise, orchestrates a chorus of gratitude and laughter. He withholds permission until longing hums in every voice, until praise and need are indistinguishable.

He saves his hardest command for Marissa. “Beg me. Tell me what you want, what you need, who you want to touch you.”

Marissa lifts her head, eyes bright. “Please, Sir. I want to be undone. I want to be praised and denied and held. I want to know I can let go, and you’ll all keep me.”

Wesley, trembling with pride and power, denies her—softly, then more firmly—making her thank him, making the group echo it, until even the ache becomes belonging.

In this circle, control is devotion. And for tonight, the herd belongs to Wesley—and to itself—in a way no one could have predicted.

The circle quivers at the edge—bodies tense, voices low, the air thick with longing and anticipation. Wesley, for a moment, lets the ache stretch out, watching how want transforms each face: Jay’s playful bravado melting into hope, Dean’s steady composure cracked open by need, Noah vibrating with the effort of holding everyone together, Marissa shuddering in the centre—head bowed, wrists bound, eyes wet but burning with pride.

Wesley draws a slow breath, feeling the power and responsibility of command settle in his bones. He is not cruel, but he is unyielding. The herd has given him this night, and he will not let it end before each of them is fully seen.

He begins with Jay. “You’ve waited,” Wesley says, voice steady. “You’ve praised and held back your jokes. You may ask for what you want now—clearly.”

Jay’s voice cracks. “Sir, may I touch Marissa? May I… please, may I come?”

Wesley’s smile is gentle. “Not yet. You may touch—slowly, with both hands. Praise her as you do.”

Jay moves forward, hands trembling as he cups Marissa’s face, brushes hair from her brow, presses his lips to her cheek. “You’re braver than I ever knew. You’re more beautiful every time you let us see you undone. You make me want to be good.”

Marissa’s head tips into his touch, her gratitude shining. Wesley nods, approval quiet but clear.

“Noah,” Wesley turns, “you have carried everyone. Tonight, you are to receive—let them comfort you. Jay, Dean, Marissa—tell Noah what he means to you.”

Noah’s eyes fill, surprise flickering into humility. Dean speaks first: “You make us safe. You make it possible to hope for more.”

Jay follows: “You’re the best of us, the heart that won’t quit. I’d be lost without you.”

Marissa’s words are soft, proud. “You’re my anchor, the one who steadies even me. Thank you, Noah.”

Noah lets their praise wash over him, body slackening, tears running unchecked. He does not hide. The herd holds him, each hand a benediction.

Dean, kneeling behind Marissa, looks to Wesley. “Sir—permission to speak my want?”

Wesley’s command is firm but kind. “Yes. Out loud.”

Dean’s voice is rough, the words ripped from someplace deep. “I want to hold all of you. I want to be praised. I want to know I’m seen, even when I’m silent.”

Wesley meets Dean’s gaze, pride swelling. “You are. Let them show you.”

He directs the others—Noah and Jay—each to touch Dean’s chest, to tell him what his presence means. Marissa, still bound, is allowed to lean back into Dean’s arms, to feel the strength of his embrace.

Wesley surveys the group, his own breath trembling now. The time has come.

“Marissa,” he says, voice rich and gentle, “you have begged. You have waited. You may ask, one last time, for what you need.”

Marissa lifts her head, voice breaking on the words. “Sir, please. I want to come. I want you to let me go.”

Wesley nods, his voice full of affection. “Permission granted. You may come—when you are ready, and not before the group has praised you one more time.”

He orchestrates it: Jay’s hands cradling her face, Noah’s arms around her waist, Dean’s deep, grounding voice in her ear, Marissa trembling as each man speaks their devotion, their pride, their joy in serving and seeing her. When the praise crests, Marissa lets go—her release powerful, shattering, echoed in the group’s voices, their hands, the touch of love woven with longing.

Wesley waits until Marissa’s body sags, breath hitching, gratitude pouring from her in whispered thank-yous. Then he turns to the men.

“Jay—your turn. Permission, finally, to come. You will look at each of us. You will thank us for keeping you here.”

Jay’s moan is ragged with relief and emotion. The group gathers around him, their hands anchoring, guiding, loving. His climax is wild, a laughter-soaked cry as tension gives way, as the herd collapses with him in a heap of afterglow and affection.

Wesley himself shakes, caught between pride and vulnerability, the high of control and the shock of being trusted so fully. Marissa, unbound now, pulls him into the centre, her arms wide, her voice a low, rich purr: “You led us. You kept us safe. You made us new.”

There are tears, there is laughter, there is no pretense left—only gratitude and a sense of victory, as if every longing has finally found a place to land.

The group sprawls in the centre, undone but whole. Praise echoes in the hush, a promise and a benediction both. Wesley’s hands are cradled, his back patted, Marissa’s head nestled to his chest. He feels—not just obeyed, but loved.

And for one shining, breathless moment, the herd is one body, every voice and need answered.

In the gentle chaos after release, the circle becomes a tangle of limbs and laughter. Breaths even out, hands find their way to skin and hair and warm, trusted places. No one rushes to get up; the urgency has drained away, leaving only contentment and the quiet pulse of gratitude. The apartment is full of the afterglow that comes from going somewhere new together—and returning whole.

Wesley is dazed, spent but awake, his mind still humming with disbelief and joy. He finds himself at the centre now: Marissa’s head resting in his lap, Jay curled against his side, Noah and Dean stretched out nearby, anchoring him with casual touches—a hand over his foot, a knee pressed to his thigh. The others are murmuring, teasing gently, but every word is soft, close, and real.

Marissa is the first to break the hush, turning onto her back so she can look up at Wesley, her hair fanned out on his thighs. Her eyes are shining. “You were perfect tonight,” she says, voice rough with pride. “You saw every need, every edge, and you made something new. Thank you for keeping us—me—safe.”

Wesley flushes, unused to the focus. “I just… tried to listen. I didn’t want to mess it up.”

Dean sits up, placing a strong, reassuring hand on Wesley’s shoulder. “You didn’t mess up. You made it work. You saw what we needed, not just what you wanted.”

Noah nudges Jay, who grins and offers, “I’d follow your rules again, Sir—though I might need a day to recover from all the feelings.”

The laughter that follows is easy, free from strain or the need to perform. Wesley lets himself sink into it, letting the group’s affection wash over him. The ache of command recedes, replaced by the slow, rising certainty that he has truly belonged all along.

Jay twists, propping himself up to catch Wesley’s eye. “Thank you for making us say it, Wes. Sometimes I think about all the things I never say. Tonight, I couldn’t hide behind a joke. You made it safe for me not to.”

Noah, still lying close, takes Wesley’s hand in his. “You let us see you lead—and you let us take care of each other. That’s harder than following orders.”

Dean’s voice is soft but sure. “You did good, kid.”

Marissa, still cradled in his lap, reaches up to press a kiss to Wesley’s palm. “I’m proud of you. And I’ll remember what you taught us—about asking, about praising, about staying in the circle.”

For a while, they remain like this: breathing together, heads on shoulders, knees knocking, the group reknitting in the gentle aftermath. No one reaches for phones. No one tries to flee the intimacy. The ritual of comfort is wordless: Jay playing with Marissa’s hair, Dean rubbing slow circles into Noah’s back, Wesley finally letting himself melt, held as surely as he held the group just moments ago.

Eventually, Marissa sits up, stretching her arms overhead, reclaiming her centre with grace and assurance. She gathers the herd with a look—a silent command, but one shaped by gratitude rather than need.

“My turn again,” she says, a hint of mischief in her voice. “But the circle’s changed now, hasn’t it?”

Wesley nods, voice small but clear. “I hope so.”

She smiles at him, then at each of the men in turn. “You trusted him. You trusted each other. You trusted me to step back. That’s what makes this strong.”

Dean grins, nodding. “Next time we do this, just… warn us. I’d like to wear less clothing.”

Noah laughs. “You mean you want less chance to hide.”

Jay snorts. “Speak for yourselves, I’m still emotionally naked.”

Wesley laughs with them, no longer shrinking from attention. He feels Marissa’s arm slip around his shoulders, the group pressing in close—a pile of tangled affection, of belonging made real by touch and laughter and the memory of the night’s risk.

Marissa gathers them in, pulling Wesley into her side. “Tonight, you showed us all something important. The circle holds because everyone inside it matters. You taught us that, Wesley.”

She lets her words settle, then quietly adds, “I’m proud to be yours, too, when you need me to be.”

The group breathes as one—reknit, remade, a little less afraid. The lights are low, the hush is thick, and in that sacred centre, Marissa promises herself—and them—that this is only the beginning of what they can become.

They fall into sleep together, the herd gathered and changed, the memory of Wesley’s voice and the power of trust echoing into the night.


Chapter 24 — Four-Man Ritual

The night feels different from the start. The air is thick with intent—a hush that swallows idle chatter, a heat that pools in the heart and lower still. The men gather in the living room as Marissa requested, each of them attuned to the subtle shift in atmosphere: the cushions are arranged in a wide ring, blankets folded neatly, candles burning in every corner. Even Jay, usually the first to break tension with a joke, is subdued, his fingers plucking absently at the hem of his shirt.

Marissa appears last, barefoot and serene, her hair loose about her shoulders. She carries herself with a solemnity none have seen before, eyes flickering over the assembled group as if weighing their readiness. In her hands, a slim length of silk—a symbol, more than a tool.

“Strip and kneel,” she says, voice clear and calm. “Tonight is not for play, not for performance. This is ritual.”

The words land with authority. Dean rises first, unbuttoning his shirt with practiced economy, folding it before laying it aside. Noah follows, breath steady, stripping down with a confidence born of repetition and trust. Jay moves slower, nerves in the set of his jaw, but he does not hesitate. Wesley, cheeks pink, fumbles with his belt but smiles when Noah nudges him in silent reassurance.

The men kneel in the ring, skin bare, knees pressed to soft cushions. The room is cool on their bodies but the proximity is warming; shoulders touch, thighs brush, the shared vulnerability knitting them together. Marissa moves among them, her presence a gentle gravity, and with each pass she tugs a strand of hair, brushes a cheek, lets her fingers linger at the nape of a neck.

She stands at the open space in the ring. “Tonight, you serve together. No one hides. No one withholds. Every touch is permitted—if asked for. Every word is spoken—if felt. If you fear, you confess it. If you hunger, you claim it.”

Her eyes sweep over the herd, her pride as plain as the candlelight. “You are mine. And you are each other’s. Tonight, there will be no denial—unless it is shared, no climax—unless it is earned as one.”

Jay lets out a shaky breath, his posture uncharacteristically careful. Dean’s gaze is steady, but he flexes his hands in his lap, readying himself for surrender. Noah’s eyes shine, eager but reverent, glancing at each of the men in turn, searching for reassurance and finding it. Wesley kneels between them all, his chest rising and falling in slow, deliberate rhythm, trusting the group’s quiet support.

Marissa steps into the centre, the silk trailing from her fingers. “You will prepare each other,” she instructs. “Arrange the ring. Offer comfort. If you see a need, meet it—but ask, always. This is not chaos. This is a ritual of service and belonging.”

The men move, touching with care—Jay smoothing a blanket under Dean’s knees, Noah brushing Wesley’s hair back, Dean checking the softness of a cushion for Jay, Wesley arranging water and towels, his hands only trembling a little. There is laughter, but it is hushed, almost reverent.

When the ring is ready, Marissa surveys the group. “You will obey every command tonight, without resistance or apology. If you need to stop, you will say so. If you wish for more, you will beg.”

Her words settle like a benediction. She lifts the silk, letting it trail across Jay’s shoulder, then Wesley’s chest, then Noah’s thigh, then Dean’s back. “This binds you—to me, and to each other. This is not about who leads or follows, but about trust, devotion, and surrender.”

She circles once more, gaze fierce and loving. “Tonight, no one will serve alone. No one will receive alone. You will confess your desires. You will be witnessed. You will not finish until you finish together.”

The air vibrates with nerves and awe. Jay’s jaw clenches, but he holds his posture, nodding once. Dean’s face is open, vulnerable, unmasked. Noah’s fingers brush Jay’s knee in silent solidarity. Wesley looks at Marissa, then at his brothers, and smiles, finally, with real certainty.

Marissa kneels in the centre, silk pooling in her lap. “Let us begin.”

The group bows their heads—willing, wanting, ready.

Tonight, the herd enters the ritual as one.

Marissa sits in the heart of the ring, silk in her lap, and lets the silence deepen until it becomes anticipation—a living thing. The men kneel in the circle, watching her, waiting, nerves humming under their skin. Candlelight flickers, shadows playing along naked limbs and hopeful faces. The ritual has begun, but no one knows where it will go.

She raises her eyes to Jay first. “Come forward.”

Jay obeys, crawling into the centre. His swagger is gone, replaced by a raw openness he rarely lets surface. Marissa touches his cheek, guiding him to kneel before her.

“Tonight, you will serve,” she says. “But you will also receive. Dean, come behind Jay.”

Dean enters the circle, settling behind Jay, his hands gentle but steady on Jay’s shoulders.

“Jay, you will praise Dean for his strength, for every time he anchored you when you wanted to run. Dean, you will hold Jay and tell him what you fear most when he hides.”

Jay’s voice is low but sure. “You always keep the ground steady, Dean. You never let anyone fall—not even me. I joke because I know you’ll catch me.”

Dean tightens his grip, voice rough. “When you vanish, I wonder if I’m failing you. If I let you slip through, I feel it here—” he presses his palm to Jay’s chest, “—for days.”

The confession is simple, but it breaks something open. Jay leans into Dean’s touch. Marissa smiles, letting the moment linger before nodding.

“Good. Now, Jay—serve me. Dean, hold him steady.”

Jay’s hands and mouth are reverent as he worships Marissa—gentle kisses to her thighs, words of praise for her body, her guidance, her shelter. Dean’s hands anchor him, never letting him forget the circle’s support. Marissa shudders, accepting the devotion, her own hands winding into Jay’s hair, her gaze never leaving Dean’s.

When Jay finishes, Marissa draws him close, kisses his brow. “You are seen. You are held. Return to the ring.”

Jay crawls back, breathless, folding himself against Dean’s side. The group is watching, changed.

Marissa turns to Wesley. “Your turn.”

Wesley’s hands tremble as he comes forward, but his eyes are shining. She gestures for Noah to join, beckoning him close.

“Wesley, confess your longing to Noah. Speak it—no shame. Noah, listen and offer what you can.”

Wesley swallows, his voice thin but honest. “I want to know I’m enough. I want to be wanted, not just included. I want to feel like I matter—not just to Marissa, but to all of you.”

Noah cups Wesley’s face, gentle and true. “You do matter. You are seen. When you doubt, let us show you. Let me show you.”

Wesley bows his head, and Marissa guides Noah’s hands to Wesley’s shoulders, her own hands joining. “Serve, and receive,” she commands.

Noah’s touch is soft, his kisses to Wesley’s skin full of promise, hands mapping every place that once held fear. Marissa murmurs praise for both of them, her words weaving belonging into their bones. Wesley shudders, a sob escaping as Noah and Marissa hold him, worship him, welcome him into the heart of the group.

“Good,” Marissa whispers, “now return.”

Wesley clings to Noah for a moment, then finds his place again, this time with a steadier breath. Jay reaches for him, squeezes his hand.

Marissa’s eyes find Dean. “Your time.”

Dean is composed as he steps forward, but his eyes are dark with feeling. Marissa nods for Jay and Wesley to join—one at each side.

“Dean, confess a need. Something you have not let yourself ask for.”

Dean hesitates, then speaks. “I need to be touched. I need to be told I’m wanted. I want to hear it, not just feel it in your hands.”

Jay presses his lips to Dean’s shoulder. “You are wanted. We don’t say it enough, but you hold us all together.”

Wesley follows, fingers tracing Dean’s chest. “You’re safe to fall apart here, too.”

Marissa wraps her arms around all three, whispering, “Let them touch you, let them see you.”

They serve Dean together—hands, mouths, words—until his composure breaks, until gratitude and longing flood his face.

When Dean returns to the ring, Noah is last. Marissa invites him forward, cradling him as Jay and Wesley flank him.

“Noah, tell us your fear.”

Noah is quiet, voice nearly lost. “I’m scared I’ll be too much. That my hope will run out, or that I’ll need more than you want to give.”

Jay leans in, eyes bright. “If you ever run out, we’ll carry it for you.”

Wesley and Dean echo, their voices soft, their hands on Noah’s back.

Marissa holds him, firm and proud. “You have permission to need. Tonight, we are your hope.”

The men touch, serve, worship—every gesture a promise, every confession an offering. No one is left unseen. No longing goes unheard.

The ring is smaller now, the herd closer. Each man has served and been served, confessed and been witnessed. Marissa kneels at the centre, gathering the men close, her voice a low, electric command:

“We serve together. We confess together. And we finish—together.”

The ritual deepens, the next act awaiting in the hush.

The air in the room is heavy with new closeness and the raw sweetness of truth. The confessions have stripped every man bare, and now they kneel, not just naked but revealed—each held in memory of service and praise. Marissa sits upright in the centre, her eyes dark with pride and hunger, the silk trailing from her lap, the room’s pulse set to her rhythm.

She surveys her men—Jay’s flushed cheek pressed to Dean’s thigh, Wesley tucked against Noah’s shoulder, Dean steady and still but for the slight tremor in his hands, Noah gazing at Marissa with open adoration.

“Now we move as one,” Marissa intones, voice deep and clear. “Tonight, your pleasure is not your own. You do not serve alone. Each of you will touch, and be touched, at the same time. Each of you will learn to wait for the whole herd before you are allowed what you want.”

She nods, and the men rearrange themselves in a loose circle around her, knees and thighs pressed together, forming a perfect, unbroken ring. Jay’s arm finds Noah’s waist. Wesley’s hand slips into Dean’s. Marissa threads her fingers through their hair, her hands everywhere at once, orchestrating touch like a conductor drawing forth music from a single, shared instrument.

“Begin,” she says softly.

The group obeys. Jay’s hand finds Dean’s shoulder, squeezing. Noah’s lips graze Wesley’s ear, whispering encouragement. Dean cups Jay’s jaw, his other arm around Noah. Wesley’s fingers press into Marissa’s thigh, a question she answers by guiding his touch further. Everywhere, skin meets skin, words and breath and moans weaving a net of belonging.

But just as tension begins to crest, Marissa’s voice cuts through. “Stop. No one moves unless I say.”

She holds the power in her gaze. “You will all edge now. Find the place just before surrender. Stay there, together. No one will fall alone, and no one will finish alone. You breathe as one.”

The men move in concert, hands moving over their own bodies and each other’s, but they keep their eyes open, finding each other’s faces in the candlelight, grounding themselves not in private pleasure but in the group’s shared need.

“Look at each other,” Marissa commands. “Let them see what you want.”

A hush falls. Four men, eyes wide, cocks aching, breaths ragged, but no one looks away. Wesley whimpers, and Jay takes his hand, squeezing tight. Noah lets out a moan, muffled by Dean’s kiss. Marissa watches them all, her own desire a fierce glow she does not hide.

“Say it,” she urges. “Speak the truth of what you want.”

Dean, voice breaking, says, “I want to come, but only if you all come with me.”

Jay, “I want to be held when I let go.”

Wesley, “I want to feel everyone’s hands—don’t let me finish alone.”

Noah, “I want to believe I belong, even at my most undone.”

Marissa threads her arms around the herd, drawing them in. “Repeat after me: We serve together.”

The men echo, breathless, “We serve together.”

“We finish together.”

“We finish together.”

“We are one.”

“We are one.”

She draws them closer still, letting touch grow frantic and sweet. Her voice, calm and deep, anchors them, permission and denial dancing at her whim. Each time someone trembles on the edge, she holds them there: “Wait. Not yet. The herd is not ready.”

Hands grip tighter, thighs press closer. Jay’s laughter dissolves into a sob. Dean’s control fractures, his voice joining the chorus of longing. Wesley’s body shakes, Noah’s arms wrap around the group, anchoring them all.

They breathe together, four heartbeats syncing, a mantra pulsing in the dim: “We serve together. We finish together. We are one.”

Marissa’s own restraint is iron, but her pleasure is in the unity, the way the herd holds together, the way no one dares fall without the others.

Tears glisten. Sweat slicks every body. Words of encouragement tumble from every mouth—“Hold on, I’ve got you. Just a little longer. You’re not alone. We’re here.”

The circle is unbreakable, a single, trembling body of want, held at the edge by love, trust, and the promise that none will be left behind.

When Marissa finally senses the moment—the herd’s need cresting into desperation—she draws them in, whispering, “Not yet. Breathe. With me. Wait. Wait—”

Her own voice shakes. Their bodies burn. The air crackles, every touch a spark, every gasp a shared promise.

And in the centre of the hush, belonging becomes ritual, and obedience becomes worship, and the herd waits, trembling, for her command.

Time dissolves at the edge. The herd is a single, trembling organism—four bodies pressed close, hands gripping, eyes shining, the whole room shuddering with contained longing. Marissa is their anchor, kneeling at the centre, arms wound around shoulders, fingers digging into sweat-damp skin. She feels every shiver, every clench and whimper, each pulse of desperate need as if it were her own.

She looks from man to man: Jay, eyes glazed with need, a tear tracing down his cheek, his laughter now only gasps and prayers; Dean, shaking, lips parted, strong hands clinging to Jay and Wesley as if they’re the only things holding him together; Wesley, mouth open, breath stuttering, fingers digging into Noah’s thigh, the edge a raw plea in his voice; Noah, head pressed to Marissa’s shoulder, his whole body taut and trembling, hope and hunger warring in his wide, wet eyes.

Marissa holds the circle tighter, her voice a low, loving command. “Look at me. All of you.”

They do, and she feels the charge of their need—so exposed, so trusting, so together it aches. The candlelight paints every muscle in gold, every tear in silver, every mark of devotion in living color.

“Listen to me,” Marissa says, her voice a lifeline. “You have waited. You have served. You have held each other through fear and hunger. Now you will let go together.”

She moves, guiding hands to shoulders, arms to waists, bodies to bodies, weaving them into one seamless tangle. “You will not hide. You will not rush. You will hold on to each other and to me. No one falls alone. No one finishes until I call it.”

There is only breath, only the fierce, helpless music of longing.

Marissa strokes Jay’s hair, presses her lips to Dean’s brow, cups Wesley’s face in one palm, and draws Noah’s hand to her heart. “I am proud of you,” she whispers. “You are worthy. You are mine. You are each other’s.”

The words crack something open. Jay’s sob is the first—half-pleasure, half-release. Dean presses his forehead to Marissa’s shoulder, the tension in his back dissolving as he finally allows himself to want. Wesley’s cry is wordless, but it is answered by the soft chorus of the herd: “We’re here. We’re here.”

Noah’s voice is the last, his plea a whisper into Marissa’s neck. “Please… please, can we let go now?”

Marissa holds the moment, lets it grow luminous, unbearable. Then, when the herd is a single quivering heartbeat, she gives the command:

“Now. All of you. Now.”

What follows is not chaos but a symphony—every man’s release a tide that sweeps through the ring, their bodies arched and clutching, tears and cries and laughter mixing as one. Marissa is the axis and the vessel, her own climax lost in theirs, every nerve and muscle burning with the group’s unity.

Jay’s voice is a broken prayer, his body shaking in Dean’s arms. Dean lets go with a hoarse shout, pride and relief tangled on his tongue. Wesley’s sobs dissolve into pleasure, his hands reaching for anyone, everyone, grasping as the wave carries him. Noah’s moan is swallowed by Marissa’s mouth, his tears caught on her lips.

The climax is more than physical. It is the breaking of every last barrier, the proof that no one here is alone, the offering and receiving of love in its rawest, most honest form.

When the wave ebbs, the herd collapses into a heap, skin to skin, hearts hammering, bodies slick and spent. The room is filled with the scent of sex and sweat, the hush of exhaustion and wonder.

Marissa moves among them, touching each man in turn: her hands gentle on Jay’s trembling back, her kiss soft on Dean’s temple, her palm resting over Wesley’s racing heart, her fingers threading through Noah’s hair.

She speaks their names, her voice a benediction. “Jay—you are brave, and you are beautiful. Dean—you are my anchor, and I am yours. Wesley—you belong, you always have. Noah—hope is safe in your hands, and in ours.”

The men murmur their thanks, voices cracked but sure. They thank her, they thank each other. There is no shame, only the dazed sweetness of completion and the slow, golden return to themselves.

Jay, tears drying on his cheek, presses his face to Dean’s chest and laughs, the sound unguarded and free. Wesley clings to Noah, breath mingling, wordless but full of gratitude. Dean draws the whole group close, arms wide enough to hold them all. Marissa lets herself be part of it, not just the guide but the centre, letting the herd’s devotion wash through her.

For a long time, no one moves. The candlelight flickers, the hush is holy.

The ritual has ended. But the unity remains.

The room settles slowly after the storm. The herd is still entangled, the warmth of skin and breath lingering, each heartbeat slowing to a steady, peaceful rhythm. The candles burn low, casting halos over bodies at rest, the hush broken only by the sighs of pleasure and the occasional soft laughter as someone shifts or is nudged back into the pile.

Marissa moves among them with quiet purpose. She gathers water, passing glasses from hand to hand, each man drinking, murmuring thanks. She wipes a damp cloth over temples and chests, her touch gentle, unhurried. There is no sense of rush, no expectation. Only the fullness that comes when nothing is left unsaid, no hunger left unclaimed.

Jay, blinking up at the ceiling, grins drowsily as Marissa kneels beside him, brushing his hair from his brow. “You good?” she whispers.

He nods, voice rough but content. “I’ve never felt more… here. Not just needed. Wanted.”

She kisses his forehead, then turns to Dean, who’s cradling both Noah and Wesley against his chest. Dean’s arms are loose now, the strength he spent replaced by a deep, peaceful ease. Marissa slides an arm beneath his shoulders, offering support as he sits up, his sigh a wordless thank you.

Wesley has his head in Noah’s lap, their hands tangled, neither in any hurry to move. Marissa strokes Wesley’s hair, then Noah’s cheek, her pride in them a living warmth. “You’re safe,” she says softly, “and you make each other safer. That’s what I hoped for.”

Noah leans into her touch, eyes bright with happy exhaustion. “I believe it now,” he admits. “That it lasts. That we can keep it.”

They rearrange themselves with slow care: Jay nestles under Dean’s arm, Noah leans back so Wesley can curl into his chest, Marissa sits in the centre, letting the men tuck themselves around her. She distributes blankets, pulling them over bare limbs, then hands out chocolate, small pieces pressed to lips or slipped into palms. Laughter bubbles up as Jay tries to feed Dean, chocolate melting onto his fingers, everyone too relaxed to care.

Words of devotion ripple through the group, each man speaking not to fill the silence but to anchor the moment. Jay, usually the first to drift, keeps his hand on Marissa’s thigh. “Thank you,” he says, voice small, “for making us all wait. For making it mean more.”

Dean murmurs, “Thank you for trusting us to stay.”

Wesley, his voice shy but sure, whispers, “I never thought I’d be here. I never thought anyone would wait for me.”

Noah presses a kiss to Wesley’s temple. “We’ll always wait for you.”

Marissa listens, her heart full. She lets the silence grow, then speaks in a tone low and ceremonial, the way she began the night. “Hear me now: You are each changed. Jay, you opened your heart and held us in laughter and tears. Dean, you let yourself need and be needed. Wesley, you stepped forward—braver than you know. Noah, you let yourself be carried and still carried us all. You are each more than what you were.”

She looks at each man in turn, her words a benediction. “You are mine. You are each other’s. This herd is a sanctuary. It is your right and your home.”

The men echo her, one by one: “Home.” “Ours.” “Sanctuary.” “Yours.”

Outside, the night deepens. Inside, the air is thick with belonging. They rest in the circle, hands entwined, heads pillowed on chests and shoulders, Marissa’s arms around them all.

No one rushes to sleep. They lie awake together, words running out but comfort undiminished. The fire of ritual has cooled to the gentle glow of devotion, the kind that needs no witness, no further proof.

As the candles gutter and the last embers of anticipation fade, Marissa closes her eyes, content in the centre of her herd. The men drift off one by one, breaths deep and regular, trust woven into the hush.

Long after the city has stilled, the circle holds—unbroken, remade, and forever home.


Chapter 25 — The Quiet of Belonging

Dean wakes in the faint hush of dawn, the city’s first light smudging the edges of the blinds, the air still heavy with warmth and the scent of skin. For a long time, he lies perfectly still, unwilling to break the spell. The room is scattered with evidence of the night before—candle stubs melted into saucers, pillows strewn in a messy ring, blankets kicked down to expose bare arms and tangled legs. The herd is a constellation of limbs, chaos made gentle, their slow breaths the only sound.

He feels Jay’s arm heavy across his waist, the faint scratch of stubble at the back of his neck, breath stirring the hair above his ear. Wesley is curled tight against his ribs, one hand gripping Dean’s shirt even in sleep. At his feet, Noah is draped sideways, head pillowed on Dean’s ankles, toes brushing the back of Dean’s calf. Marissa, nestled at his side beneath the same blanket, is pressed close, her hair a dark wave across his shoulder, her hand resting over his heart.

Dean’s first instinct, old and automatic, is to catalogue the scene for vulnerabilities: Is everyone warm enough? Does anyone look restless? Is the door locked? For years, this vigilance has defined him—the herd’s anchor, the last to fall asleep, the first to wake, always scanning for trouble so the others could rest.

But this morning, something has shifted. The protective impulse is still there, but it is softened by the quiet fact of being protected, too. Dean is held. The weight of Jay’s arm is grounding, not burdensome. Wesley’s grip is a request for safety but also an offering. Noah’s sprawl is a kind of trust—his willingness to use Dean as a pillow, to take up space, to stay close. Marissa’s touch is not just a claim, but a reassurance that he can relax, just for a little while.

He lets his gaze wander over the group, and for the first time in a long while, Dean allows himself to savor the moment without worrying about what comes next. The memory of last night’s ritual hums in his bones: the ring of bodies, the chorus of confession and praise, the shock of being touched and named not for what he does, but for who he is. He remembers the pressure of hands on his chest, the feel of Marissa’s lips at his temple, Jay’s whispered affirmation, Wesley’s brave honesty, Noah’s quiet devotion.

He had not expected to be so undone. To be needed, yes—but to be wanted? To be loved, not for his strength, but for his willingness to let the group see him falter? That was new. That was frightening. And, Dean realizes with a slow, grateful ache, that was exactly what he’d been missing.

For a while, he simply lies there, surrounded by the living proof that he is no longer alone in holding the weight of the group. Jay stirs, mumbles something incomprehensible, and presses closer. Dean responds by shifting just enough to tuck Jay’s arm more securely around his waist, not minding the intimacy. Wesley sighs, burrowing further into Dean’s side, his fingers flexing as if to test whether the comfort is still there. Noah’s foot twitches, brushing against Dean’s, anchoring them both in the circle.

Marissa shifts, her breath warm on Dean’s shoulder. He feels her fingers move, tracing a gentle pattern over his heart, as if she knows the rhythm has changed inside him. Dean closes his eyes, letting himself believe—just for this moment—that he doesn’t have to be vigilant to be loved. That he can be both anchor and anchored, both strong and held.

The morning grows a little brighter, gold washing the room in soft bands. No one wakes yet. Dean remains at the centre, not by duty but by invitation, belonging granted and received. The silence is perfect, a hush of belonging and peace, the promise of a day begun not with a checklist, but with the certainty of being wanted.

For the first time in a long time, Dean lets himself rest.

Lying among the herd, Dean lets his thoughts drift backward. In the pre-dawn hush, it’s easy to see his old patterns for what they were: armor and habit, a shield that let him carry everyone else’s weight so no one had to carry his. He’s spent years—maybe his whole life—taking pride in being the strong one, the unshakable centre, the man who didn’t ask for comfort, who didn’t cry out even when the ache grew sharp in his chest.

He remembers the nights when Jay broke down and Dean was the one who held him, arms wrapped tight, no words needed. He remembers making coffee in the dark for Noah after nightmares, remembers steadying Wesley through first rituals and first fears, remembers the countless times he stood between Marissa and chaos, holding the line because someone had to.

But there was always a silence in those moments—a careful absence. Dean could comfort, could praise, could shield, but he could not, would not, ask. If someone reached for him, he’d find a way to deflect, to turn the focus back to them, to pretend he didn’t need the same things he so willingly gave.

The ritual changed that. Last night, as Marissa called him forward and the others circled close, something inside him trembled. The memory of it returns in fragments: the feel of the cushion beneath his knees, the warmth of hands on his skin, the command to speak a want aloud. Dean had expected to name something practical—a chore, a service, a task. Instead, the truth tumbled out: I need to be touched. I need to be told I’m wanted. I want to hear it, not just feel it in your hands.

He hadn’t meant to say it. The words felt foreign, clumsy in his mouth. But the response was instant, overwhelming. Jay’s lips at his shoulder, Wesley’s fingers at his chest, Marissa’s arms around them all—You are wanted. You’re safe to fall apart here, too. Let them touch you, let them see you. There was no awkwardness, no resentment, no hint that his need was a burden. The herd simply accepted him, met him where he was, and held on.

Dean’s heart had stuttered then, not from fear, but from relief. For the first time, he’d felt the group’s love—not just respect for his steadiness, but a hunger to give back, to anchor him as he anchored them. The praise was quiet but constant, a balm on places he hadn’t known were raw. He’d let himself lean, let himself be touched, let his composure crack, and found, in the hands and words of the herd, a new kind of strength.

He breathes in, deep and slow, remembering the tears he’d shed—silent, but not hidden. He hadn’t been shamed for them. Jay had only squeezed his shoulder harder. Noah had wiped his cheek, not making a show of it, but not letting him go, either. Wesley had pressed close, his own voice trembling as he whispered, “We’ll always wait for you.”

Marissa, afterward, had looked at him not with pride for his control, but with pride for his letting go. Her touch was both claim and comfort. You did good, kid. The words echo, softer now, but indelible.

Dean lets his body relax even further, the old vigilance melting away, the familiar tension in his spine and jaw gone. He knows the world will press in again, that there will be moments when he is needed to step up, to be the wall and the safe place. But something essential has shifted. The weight he once carried alone is now a communal trust—shared, noticed, met.

He flexes his hand, feeling the imprint of Jay’s arm, the trace of Wesley’s grip, the echo of Marissa’s fingers on his heart. He can still be the protector. But he is no longer forbidden from being protected.

For a long time, Dean just breathes. Each inhale is a little lighter. Each exhale, a little less burdened.

Last night’s ritual didn’t erase his old habits. But it named them, softened them, and offered him another way: a place where strength means allowing others to hold him, too.

Dean smiles, eyes closed, letting gratitude fill the spaces that used to be fear.

He’s not just holding the herd anymore.

He’s letting them hold him.

The slow hush of morning is broken first by Jay, who mumbles something half-formed and almost certainly a joke. His voice is hoarse with sleep, his arm still wrapped securely around Dean’s waist. “If anyone makes coffee before me, I’m invoking a ritual punishment,” he grumbles, but his words are gentle, their bite blunted by warmth.

Dean smiles, savoring the weight of that arm, the familiar irreverence. He could get up and make coffee—he always does—but today he lets the threat stand, choosing stillness over service.

Beside him, Marissa stirs, her fingers curling into Dean’s chest as she shifts under the blanket. She’s not in charge now, not commanding or watching—just present, just part of the tangle. Dean feels a brief spark of boldness. Before he can think better of it, he turns his head and murmurs, “Will you kiss me, please?”

Marissa’s eyes flick open, surprise giving way instantly to affection. “Of course.” She leans in, pressing a slow, unhurried kiss to his mouth, her hand cupping his jaw. Jay lets out a theatrical groan, but Dean doesn’t care. He kisses Marissa again, letting the herd’s laughter wash over him. The kiss is not a prize or a command—it’s simply his to ask for, and hers to give.

Wesley, still half-draped across Dean’s side, blinks sleepily up at them. “Can I have one, too?” he asks, cheeks pink.

Dean shifts, wrapping his free arm around Wesley and pressing a kiss to his forehead. “Anytime, kid.” Wesley beams, tucking himself closer, his gratitude as palpable as sunlight.

Noah is next to stir, stretching until his back pops. He sits up, ruffling his own hair, and then—seeming to notice Dean’s contentment—reaches out and takes Dean’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “Good morning,” he says, soft but sure.

Dean’s heart swells. He decides to try another new thing. “Jay,” he says, “will you hold my hand?”

Jay, for once, doesn’t make a joke. He simply threads his fingers through Dean’s and gives a squeeze. “Always, boss.”

A hush settles, thick with affection and the sleepy wonder of the morning after something big. Dean glances around the circle—at Jay’s lazy grin, Marissa’s soft gaze, Wesley’s bright smile, Noah’s steady warmth. He feels the shift inside himself, the strange but welcome lightness that comes with letting others meet his needs, the gentle pride of knowing his requests are not burdensome, but cherished.

The group begins to rise, moving slowly, untangling themselves with laughter and small touches. Wesley lingers, sitting up only to lean against Dean’s shoulder, his presence gentle and grounding. Noah heads to the kitchen, but not before brushing a hand down Dean’s arm—a silent promise to return.

Marissa sits up, pulling the blanket with her, but stays close, her knee pressed to Dean’s. “You look different,” she says quietly, searching his face.

Dean shrugs, a little embarrassed but not shying away. “I feel different.”

She smiles, tucking a strand of hair behind his ear. “That’s good.”

Jay sits cross-legged, their joined hands still between them. “Hey, Dean. Say something nice about yourself.”

Dean laughs, the old reflex to deflect flickering—and fading. He takes a breath, thinking. “I’m… learning. I’m good at holding space. And I think I’m pretty damn loyal.”

Jay beams, squeezing his hand. “See? Easy. You can always ask me for a hand. Or a compliment.”

Wesley pipes up, sleepy but earnest, “You make the best pancakes. And you’re the safest place to fall asleep.”

Noah calls from the kitchen, “And you make everyone feel like home, even when it’s hard.”

Dean blushes, but lets himself believe it. He lets their words soak in, lets himself bask in the affection he used to brush off, lets himself need and be needed in turn.

The new balance feels fragile, precious—a trust he doesn’t want to lose. But for now, as the herd leans into the day, Dean is content to stay at the centre, cared for and caring, surrounded and held.

The apartment slowly fills with the gentle sound of waking: the whir of the kettle, laughter muffled by sleep, the scrape of mugs against the countertop. Light slants golden across the floor, illuminating the remains of last night’s ritual—silk and blankets, candle wax puddled in saucers, a ring of cushions that, even now, no one strays far from.

Dean sits on the edge of the makeshift nest, knees drawn up, and lets the new rhythm of the group unfold around him. Noah, ever the first to move, pads barefoot into the kitchen, humming under his breath as he measures coffee grounds and pours water. Wesley helps, fetching mugs from high shelves, not needing to be asked—just knowing, now, what the others like best. Jay leans in the doorway, grinning as he watches Wesley climb onto his tiptoes, pretending not to notice when Jay reaches up and snags a mug down for him, handing it over with a wink.

Marissa moves through the space with a quiet ease, hair loose, face soft, her touch drifting over shoulders, brushing stray crumbs from foreheads, her presence grounding but not commanding. Every now and then, her hand finds Dean’s back—a squeeze, a gentle scratch, the kind of touch that lingers after she’s moved away.

Dean notices, with something like awe, how small gestures bloom everywhere. Jay plops down next to Dean, handing him a mug already creamed and sugared just right. “You looked like you needed the good stuff,” Jay says, tone light but his gaze steady, caring.

“Thanks,” Dean replies, letting himself lean in just a little, the press of Jay’s thigh a silent reassurance.

Wesley returns, sliding in on Dean’s other side, offering a shy smile and a piece of toast slathered thick with butter and honey. “You always skip breakfast,” Wesley says, nudging the plate closer. “Not today.”

Dean grins, surprised but grateful. “You’re getting bossy.”

Wesley shrugs, grinning. “Just paying you back.”

Noah sits on the floor at Dean’s feet, back pressed against Dean’s shins, looking up with that open, hopeful face. “You’re allowed to let us take care of you, you know,” Noah says softly. “You don’t always have to look after us first.”

Dean looks around—at Jay, at Wesley, at Marissa leaning on the counter, at Noah gazing up with easy affection—and realizes the truth of it: he is being cared for. Not just in big ways, not just when the world tilts, but in the tiny, everyday acts that say you matter, you are noticed, you are wanted.

He lets himself give, too. He stands to refill Jay’s mug, ruffles Wesley’s hair, leans down to press a quick kiss to Noah’s cheek. When Marissa passes, he slides an arm around her waist, holding her close for a beat, letting her rest her head on his shoulder before she moves on.

The old instinct to serve is still there, but it’s gentler now, not driven by fear or the need to earn his place. It’s simply part of the circle—a movement of care that flows both ways. He doesn’t hesitate to accept the last slice of toast, doesn’t bristle when Jay fixes his hair, doesn’t tense when Wesley tucks the blanket around his feet.

Conversation drifts from dreams to plans for the day, jokes about who snores loudest, the promise of pancakes at the weekend. Every now and then, someone reaches out: Jay lays his head on Dean’s shoulder, Noah loops an arm through Dean’s, Marissa kisses the top of his head in passing. Dean gives and receives without counting, without shying away.

He catches Marissa’s eye across the room. She smiles—something warm, proud, and relieved. It is a look that says: This is what I wanted for you. For all of you. To be held as much as you hold.

The herd lingers longer than usual before scattering for the day, everyone finding reasons to stay close—one more cup of coffee, another story, a few more minutes under the blanket. When at last they move to get dressed and ready for what comes next, Dean finds himself hugged from behind by Wesley, then bear-hugged by Jay, then squeezed by Noah, then kissed on the cheek by Marissa.

Dean breathes in, lets the affection settle into his bones. The morning is brighter, the world less heavy. The herd—his herd—moves as one.

For the first time, Dean knows that care is not a burden to bear alone. It is a current, and it flows both ways.

The final rays of morning cut through the apartment as the herd prepares to part ways. The ritual of leaving is slower now, gentle and unhurried. Socks are hunted from beneath cushions, shirts pulled on with laughter and mock complaints, Jay holding up Wesley’s trousers as ransom for one last hug. The air is alive with softness—the kind that lingers even when the touch fades.

Dean moves through it all, not as the silent sentinel, but as part of the living weave. He lets himself be slow, accepts a shoulder squeeze from Noah, shares a quiet smile with Marissa as she finds her mug of tea grown cold. There’s no rush to fill the space with action, no need to be first out the door or last to clean. For once, Dean is content simply to be—a presence among presences, steady but not responsible for holding up the sky.

Marissa gathers them by the door before anyone leaves, her hair tousled, her voice still carrying the ritual’s gravity. She stands before the herd, her eyes taking in each face with the devotion of a leader who knows the cost of love.

“I want you to hear me,” she says, voice low and sure. “What we built last night, what we shared this morning—it doesn’t end here. The circle isn’t just these walls or these blankets. It’s what you carry out with you. It’s the way you remember each other when the world gets loud.”

She turns to Jay, brushing his cheek with her knuckles. “You’re not just the laughter. You’re the heartbeat.”

To Wesley, squeezing his shoulder: “You’re allowed to be brave and afraid, both. We’ll wait for you, always.”

To Noah, a long embrace. “Your hope is ours now. Let us hold it when you’re tired.”

And finally, she faces Dean. Her hand finds his, fingers threading through. “You don’t have to bear the weight alone. You’re more than what you give. Let yourself be carried, too.”

Dean feels her words settle deep inside him—an anchor and a gift. He nods, no longer needing to promise anything in return, just grateful to be seen.

Marissa steps back, opens the door to the day. “Go,” she says. “Carry each other. Come back when you need the circle again. I’ll be here.”

The herd filters out in pairs and clusters, lingering for last-minute jokes, hugs, and murmured promises to meet again soon. Jay loops an arm around Dean’s shoulders, giving him a squeeze before running off to chase after Wesley and Noah. Marissa remains in the doorway, watching, her pride a quiet flame.

Dean hesitates in the hall, looking back. The apartment glows behind him—rumpled blankets, empty mugs, the echo of laughter—and in the doorway stands the woman who has shaped them all.

He meets Marissa’s eyes. For once, there is no rush of responsibility, no shadow of duty—only the recognition that what he brings back is not just strength, but the surety of being wanted, being carried, being enough.

He nods, and she nods in return. That’s all that’s needed.

Dean steps into the bright, busy world, letting the door close gently behind him. The city is louder than the hush of the herd, but Dean walks lighter, every stride a reminder that his place in the circle is not dependent on what he can carry—but on the simple, holy truth of belonging.

He pauses at the curb, watching Jay corral the others, Noah and Wesley already plotting lunch. Dean laughs, the sound surprising him—lighter, freer. He jogs to catch up, and as he does, he feels the morning’s blessing settle around his shoulders, a weight that is no longer his alone.

The world feels different, yes, but Dean knows it’s him who has changed.

As the herd disappears into the day—together, always—Dean moves with them, the circle unbroken, the ritual carried in every step.


Chapter 26 — Public Risk & Near-Exposure

There’s a different sort of energy in Marissa’s apartment tonight—a crackling blend of nerves, excitement, and barely restrained bravado. The herd gathers in the living room, each man alert and a little restless, their usual dynamic shot through with something sharp and wild. Jay bounces a knee, grinning at his reflection in the black TV screen. Wesley fusses with his collar, hands shaking just enough for Noah to notice and lean in, steadying him with a reassuring squeeze. Dean sits on the arm of the couch, arms crossed, projecting calm even as his foot taps out a steady rhythm on the hardwood.

Marissa stands before them, backlit by the hallway light, a vision of confidence in a dark dress that clings and flows in equal measure. She lets their anticipation build, saying nothing at first, letting her gaze sweep over the group. The silence is its own kind of command—one that makes Jay fidget, makes Wesley flush, makes even Dean sit up straighter.

“Tonight,” she begins, her voice velvet over steel, “we’re taking the circle public.”

Noah lets out a slow, audible breath, a grin breaking through. Jay whistles low. Wesley looks stricken and thrilled at once. Dean simply nods, eyes narrowing with focus.

Marissa holds up her phone, screen aglow with a short list of rules. “This isn’t a free-for-all. We’re guests in the world tonight. You will follow my lead and my commands, no complaints, no hesitation. Anyone who breaks character will answer to me before bed.”

Jay raises a hand. “And what’s ‘character,’ exactly?”

Marissa smiles. “It means you remember the signals, you use the codes we reviewed. If I say ‘reset,’ you drop all dynamic and act normal. If I say ‘green light,’ you follow the dare to the letter. Your only safeword is ‘red,’ and if anyone uses it, we leave immediately. Understood?”

A chorus of “Yes, Ma’am,” and “Yes, Marissa,” rises from the herd—some with more certainty than others.

“Dress code is simple,” Marissa continues. “Nothing you’d be ashamed to be seen in, but easy access if I decide to take advantage. No underwear, no belts. Collars are for the living room only, but you’ll each have your bracelets. If I tap your wrist, that’s your cue: eyes on me, ready for a dare.”

Wesley swallows hard, glancing at the plain black bracelet now fastened at his wrist. Jay smirks, showing his off like a new watch. Dean rolls his shoulders, the subtle flex a way to dispel nerves.

Noah asks, “How public are we talking? Like, packed club? Corner booth?”

Marissa’s eyes gleam. “I’ve reserved a semi-private table at a bar I trust. Not a dungeon, not a dive—just enough traffic to make you sweat, not enough to get us thrown out.”

Jay feigns disappointment. “So, no pole dancing on the bar, got it.”

“Not unless you want to sleep in the corridor,” Marissa replies dryly, which draws laughter and breaks the last of the tension.

She ushers them into the ritual of preparation: shirts are changed for those too tight or revealing, jeans swapped for slacks or dark trousers, cuffs double-checked, shoes cleaned. The herd helps each other—Jay threading Wesley’s buttons, Dean straightening Noah’s collar, Marissa walking the circle, checking for nerves and reminding each man of their code names for the night.

They gather at the mirror for a final check, Marissa’s arms around her men, pulling them in close. “Tonight is about trust. About obeying even when you’re exposed. You’re mine, even when the world is watching. I want to see who you are when you think you can’t be seen.”

Wesley’s nerves have faded to excitement, his smile shaky but real. Jay grins, bouncing on his toes. Dean’s jaw is set, gaze steady. Noah glances around, hope shining in his eyes.

Marissa presses a kiss to Wesley’s cheek, then Jay’s, then Noah’s, then Dean’s. “No one gets left behind tonight. If you need me, you use your signal. If you need each other, you don’t ask permission.”

The door swings open. The night air is brisk, full of promise and danger. The herd steps out together, anticipation swirling around them, each man tethered to Marissa—and to each other—by something stronger than fear.

They pile into the taxi, hearts pounding, laughter tumbling over nerves. Jay starts a game of dares before they even reach the bar. Wesley blushes, but doesn’t refuse. Dean squeezes Marissa’s hand. Noah looks out the window, excitement humming beneath his skin.

At the edge of risk, the herd is one.

Tonight, the world will see what they are—if only in glimpses.

The bar is a living thrum of low music, laughter, the clink of ice in glasses. It’s neither anonymous nor private—a space just noisy enough to hide secrets, just well-lit enough that exposure feels dangerously close. Marissa leads the herd through the doors, her posture relaxed but her gaze all command. The men file in after her, each marked only by the subtle black bracelet, their roles hidden in plain sight.

The hostess leads them to a booth in the corner: plush, half-enclosed, facing the room but still just exposed enough for Marissa’s game. Jay slides in first, then Wesley, then Dean and Noah. Marissa sits at the head, eyes sharp as she surveys the crowd.

She waits until their drinks arrive—a round of beers, a bottle of wine, club sodas for anyone who might need to stay clear-headed. The first toast is wordless, eyes meeting across the table, each man catching a glint of mischief in Marissa’s gaze.

The ritual begins quietly. Marissa brushes her bracelet, an unspoken signal. Instantly, the herd straightens, the current of obedience rippling under the chatter.

“Jay,” she murmurs, just loud enough to be heard, “why don’t you tell me something you like about Wesley. And do it in code.”

Jay grins, leans back, and launches into an absurd story about a ‘friend from college’—how brave he was, how he never let nerves stop him from taking risks, how his kindness saved more than one night out. Wesley blushes, ducking his head, a shy smile playing on his lips.

Marissa’s next signal is a tap to Dean’s wrist. “Fetch me another napkin, would you?” Her tone is casual, but her gaze is not. Dean rises, weaving through the crowd, his movements crisp and deliberate. When he returns, Marissa lets her fingers brush his as she takes the napkin, reward hidden in plain sight.

Noah’s turn comes when Marissa taps her glass twice. “You know what I want,” she says softly.

Noah leans in, offering a whispered confession in her ear—praise for her power, for the trust she inspires, for the thrill he feels sitting at her feet even while the world believes they’re just friends. Marissa smiles, lets her hand linger on his knee beneath the table.

The dares escalate. Marissa drops a menu and instructs Wesley, “Pick it up for me.” As he ducks beneath the table, her hand strokes his hair, the touch disguised as an innocent gesture. Jay’s eyes widen, but he masks his reaction with a joke about the food. Dean squeezes Wesley’s shoulder as he sits back up, the herd’s solidarity palpable even in the midst of risk.

Next, Marissa instructs the men to praise each other, but only in code. Compliments about business acumen, cooking, sense of humor—every word carrying a secret charge, every touch that lingers just a beat too long. Jay makes a toast to “loyalty,” looking at Dean as he says it. Noah offers a toast to “adventure,” squeezing Wesley’s hand under the table.

As the evening unfolds, Marissa ups the ante. “If I tap your bracelet twice, you’ll excuse yourself and find a reason to touch me at the bar—hand on my back, brushing my hair from my face, or bringing me something I haven’t asked for. Make it subtle. Make it count.”

The group obeys. Dean lingers at the bar, letting his hand rest at the small of Marissa’s back for a breath too long. Jay brings her a glass of water, knuckles grazing her thigh as he sets it down. Noah adjusts her hair, murmuring a secret only she can hear. Wesley hovers near, his body language stiff at first, then slowly relaxing into the thrill of being trusted.

Marissa watches her men—each test, each challenge, building confidence. Jay glories in the attention, relishing every chance to make Marissa and the others laugh, but his eyes never stray far from her signals. Dean’s composure grows tauter as the dares grow riskier, but he never falters. Noah radiates calm, diffusing nerves with touches and quiet smiles. Wesley blushes at every command, but obeys without question, a new boldness sparking each time Marissa rewards him with a squeeze of her hand or a secret smile.

They begin to draw attention—nothing overt, just the lingering glances of nearby patrons, the bartender’s curious look as Jay returns for the third time, the slight tilt of a waitress’s head when Dean stands a little too close to Marissa at the bar. The herd feels it: the current of risk running through every motion, every word. They are seen, if only at the edges.

As the night deepens, Marissa signals them into a final challenge—an eye contact game, each man holding her gaze for a count of ten, hands joined under the table, the silence thick with tension. She holds their eyes, daring them to look away. No one does.

Laughter bubbles up—soft, nervous, and free. The game ends not with a command but with relief, the herd settling back in their seats, emboldened by how much they’ve shown, and how much they’ve still kept secret.

For now.

But the world is watching, and the next test is already on its way.

The games have lulled the group into a delicious blend of confidence and carelessness. There is laughter now, bright and low, the herd huddled close in their booth—shoulders pressed together, knees bumping under the table, touches exchanged so casually that they barely notice their own risk. Wesley is flushed but glowing, Jay is all sly winks and wilder jokes, Dean’s protective shell has softened, and Noah glows with quiet pride.

They are, for a moment, almost invincible.

Then Marissa sees the danger.

It comes in the form of a woman crossing the bar—a crisp suit, a purposeful stride, eyes sweeping the room with the practiced air of someone used to reading secrets. At first, she’s just another patron, maybe a manager or a regular, her gaze skipping from table to table. But as she draws closer, Marissa catches the sharpness in her look, the way her focus lingers just a beat too long on their booth, her brows knitting as she takes in the body language: too close, too careful, too… intimate.

“Showtime,” Marissa murmurs, her voice pitched just for the group. In an instant, the herd tenses—every back straightening, every hand slipping discreetly away from skin, eyes darting to her for silent instruction.

The woman stops at the end of the booth. She smiles—pleasant, but edged. “Evening. Sorry to interrupt. I’m Claire, assistant manager here. Everything alright with your table?”

Jay is the first to respond, his voice bright, just the right shade of harmless. “Perfect, thanks. Place looks great tonight.”

Claire’s eyes flick from him to Wesley—who manages a nervous but convincing smile—to Noah, who nods politely, to Dean, who meets her gaze with cool composure. Marissa waits, letting the moment stretch, then offers a confident, slightly flirtatious smile. “Everything’s wonderful. We’re celebrating—old friends, new beginnings. You know how it is.”

Claire’s gaze lingers a little too long on the bracelets. “Matching jewelry? What’s the occasion?”

Dean, smooth as silk, shrugs. “Graduation. Group project. She made us promise to wear them or buy the next round.” He gestures at Marissa, who laughs, tucking her hair behind her ear in practiced ease.

Claire’s lips curve, not quite convinced. “That’s sweet. Well, just let me know if you need anything else. And… try to keep it down if things get rowdy. Our regulars are a little… sensitive.”

Jay raises his glass. “Wouldn’t dream of making a scene, promise.”

Claire glances once more at their arrangement—too many knees touching, too many private smiles. Her eyes narrow, just for a second, then she turns and walks away.

For a moment, the group is frozen, holding their breath. Wesley’s hand trembles in his lap, Jay’s knee bounces, Noah’s jaw clenches, and even Dean’s fists tighten beneath the table. Marissa is a mask of control, heart thudding.

When Claire’s figure disappears into the crowd, Marissa releases the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. “Reset,” she whispers, and the group shifts—everyone adopting safe, casual poses, spreading out just enough to look like any other group of friends.

Their drinks arrive, delivered by a new waitress. The danger has passed, for now. But adrenaline sizzles in the air, nerves raw and senses sharpened.

Noah breaks the silence with a soft, “Well. That was close.”

Jay tries for a joke, but his voice cracks. “You think she wanted my number, or was she about to call the police?”

Wesley laughs, but it’s high and shaky. “My heart is in my mouth.”

Dean nods, offering a rare, reassuring squeeze to Wesley’s shoulder. “You did well.”

Marissa leans in, voice low and proud. “You all did. Quick thinking. No one panicked. No one broke.”

The group looks at her, relief mingling with the high of survival. For a heartbeat, their unity is sharper, tighter, more precious than before. The risk, real as it was, has made them more—more alert, more together, more sure of what they’d risk for each other.

“Let’s not push it,” Marissa says, lips curving. “Finish your drinks. We leave in five.”

Heads nod. Glasses clink. The herd begins to unwind, gratitude and tension mixing in every touch and glance.

Tonight, they played with fire and survived. The world nearly saw them, but their secret—their belonging—remains theirs, for now.

But the feeling will linger, an echo of risk and triumph, all the way home.

Marissa’s command is soft but urgent: “Let’s move.” The herd rises as one, no longer trying to disguise their unity—just four men and a woman leaving together, nothing more. Jay cracks a joke about “getting out before the karaoke starts,” and the group laughs, but the sound is too high, too quick. Adrenaline sharpens every edge.

Outside, the city’s night air feels electric, crisp against flushed faces. They cluster close on the sidewalk as Marissa calls a ride, Jay’s arm slung over Wesley’s shoulders, Noah and Dean flanking Marissa protectively. For a moment, nobody speaks, each of them running through what-ifs and almosts, the brush with exposure still prickling in their blood.

Jay is the first to break the tension, bouncing on his toes as if trying to shake off the last of the fear. “If she’d asked what we were really celebrating, I was going to tell her Wesley’s parole came through.”

Wesley snorts, grateful for the humor. “Would’ve been less embarrassing than the truth.”

Noah rubs his hands together, grinning at Marissa. “I thought you handled it perfectly. I almost started a speech about the power of friendship.”

Dean cracks a smile, low and rare. “You’d have blown our cover. Next time, let Jay do the talking.”

Their laughter grows warmer, the danger fading into the safety of the group. Marissa lets herself relax, pride softening the sternness in her posture. “You all did well. Quick thinking, no panic. That’s what I expect of my herd.”

Jay bows, extravagant. “All in a day’s work for Team M.”

Wesley leans into him, smile lingering. “Does this mean we get a reward?”

Marissa’s gaze is sly, her lips curving. “Home first. Then we’ll see.”

The car arrives, and they pile in—no longer wary of closeness, knees and thighs pressed together, hands brushing. The city blurs past in neon streaks, the herd pressed close, breathing easier with each mile that takes them farther from risk and closer to sanctuary.

In the back seat, Wesley lets out a long, shaking sigh. “I thought my heart was going to stop.”

Jay grins, squeezing his hand. “You looked cool. Like a spy. If you’d fainted, I’d have just said it was from my cologne.”

Dean’s hand finds Noah’s knee, a grounding touch. “You alright?”

Noah nods, voice calm but eyes bright. “Yeah. I liked it, honestly. Scared, but… not bad scared. More like—alive.”

Marissa turns, scanning her men, checking for signs of real distress. All she sees is a herd alight with energy, the storm of adrenaline transmuted into laughter, glances, little touches—Wesley’s foot nudging Jay’s, Dean leaning into Noah’s shoulder, Jay squeezing Marissa’s knee just before the car stops at their building.

Once inside, they move fast—racing up the stairs, barely waiting for the elevator, the urge to be home turning every step into a sprint. Jay is first through the door, arms wide. “Sanctuary!” he cries, and Wesley barrels into him, the two of them collapsing in a heap of laughter and limbs.

Dean and Noah follow, Dean pulling Marissa in for a brief, fierce hug before letting her go. Doors slam, shoes are kicked off, jackets flung onto hooks. The herd regathers in the living room—this time with no fear, only the relief of survival and the need to reconnect.

Marissa stands in the centre, gathering her herd with a gesture. “Alright. Let’s have a check-in.”

They sit cross-legged on the floor, knees knocking, heads bent together. Marissa’s tone is gentle. “How’s everyone feeling? Don’t hide. This is your moment to say what you need.”

Wesley speaks first, voice still a little thin. “Shaky. But… I liked being trusted to handle it. It felt like proof.”

Jay grins, “Best high I’ve had in weeks, honestly. Someone please remind me of that the next time I try to act normal in public.”

Noah says quietly, “I was scared at first. But then—I saw everyone looking out for each other. I felt safe, even in the middle of it.”

Dean nods. “Same. Would’ve been worse alone. With you, it felt like just another test we’d already trained for.”

Marissa listens, pride burning in her chest. She lays a hand on each man in turn—Jay’s shoulder, Wesley’s knee, Noah’s back, Dean’s cheek. “You were perfect. You obeyed. You kept each other safe. That’s what makes us a herd.”

The tension dissolves in the hush of her approval. The group leans into her and into each other, laughter and sighs blending, hearts slowing. They’ve survived exposure, and in doing so, woven another layer of trust.

“Home,” Marissa says, voice soft but sure. “You’re safe now. And you’ve earned every bit of what comes next.”

The herd, wrapped in afterglow and exhaustion, draws close on the living room floor—ready for confession, comfort, and whatever reward Marissa will give for their courage.

Back in the living room, the world beyond the door seems impossibly far away. The city’s glow is muted behind the curtains, the hush of home wrapping the herd like a favorite blanket. Marissa moves through the room with quiet authority, closing windows against the night air, dimming the lights, setting out a pitcher of water and glasses. She arranges the men in a loose semicircle on the thick rug—no hierarchy, just touch and proximity, knees bumping, arms draped where they fall.

The herd is quieter now. The adrenaline is fading, leaving behind a pleasant ache, a hum in the muscles, a gratitude that borders on awe. Jay leans back against the couch, stretching until his back pops, his usual quips replaced by a gentle, lingering smile. Wesley sits cross-legged, toes tucked under Dean’s thigh, head bowed as if gathering himself. Noah, still radiant with hope, rests his cheek on Marissa’s knee. Dean sprawls on his side, propped up on one elbow, watching the group with a soft, unguarded gaze.

Marissa settles among them, taking her time, making sure each man meets her eye before she speaks. “You did well tonight. You trusted me, and each other. You held the line when it mattered. That’s not just obedience. That’s bravery.”

She pours water, handing glasses around, her touch lingering on wrists and shoulders—a silent check for tension, for need. Jay takes his with both hands, cradling it like a trophy. Wesley offers a shy thank you, gaze flicking up to Marissa’s face and then away. Dean meets her look with a nod, gratitude unspoken but understood. Noah squeezes her hand before he drinks, his thumb tracing her knuckles.

Marissa clears her throat, voice softer now. “Let’s ground ourselves. One at a time, I want you to say what you felt out there—what scared you, what you liked, what you want me and the herd to know.”

A pause. Then Wesley, voice thin but determined, goes first. “I thought I was going to mess up. When that manager came over, I nearly panicked. But when I looked at all of you—I remembered I wasn’t alone. That was new for me. I… liked it.”

Jay grins, nudging him. “You were rock solid, mate. I was about to blame my entire adult life on you if she pressed me.”

Laughter rolls through the group, easing what remains of the tension. Jay sobers a little, glancing at Marissa. “I love the rush, but… it’s the coming home that really does it for me. Knowing I can laugh about it now, not hide it.”

Noah speaks quietly, voice almost reverent. “I felt seen. I mean—everyone was watching, but it was different. I felt safe even when I was terrified. That’s you—all of you. You made the risk feel like a game I wanted to win.”

Dean is last, words slow but certain. “I felt… proud. Of us. We didn’t freeze. We didn’t snap at each other. I trust you all to cover me, anywhere.”

Marissa listens, her own chest tight with emotion. She draws each man in, arms open, letting the herd pile into her embrace—knees pressed to thighs, heads on shoulders, the architecture of comfort familiar now.

“My turn,” she says at last, voice thick. “I felt lucky. To have a group I can trust. To know that I can push you, and you’ll rise to meet me—no matter where we are. Tonight proved we’re not just a circle in private. We’re a herd in the world.”

Jay kisses her cheek, quick and mischievous. Wesley hugs her from the other side, Noah’s hand still wound in hers. Dean drapes an arm across the pile, content to be at the heart of it.

The ritual finishes with Marissa’s grounding touch: she moves around the group, laying her hands on each head, murmuring words of thanks, of blessing. “You’re safe. You’re seen. You’re mine, and each other’s, always.”

There are no more tears, only the deep, steadying peace of belonging. The herd, pressed close on the rug, breathes as one. Confession has emptied out the last of the night’s fear, leaving only the simple, glorious relief of home.

They linger like that, tangled and quiet, until sleep begins to tug at the corners of their eyes. Marissa promises more rituals, more tests, more nights when the world can look on and still never see the whole truth.

But tonight, in the privacy of the circle, they are stronger than ever—risk endured, unity affirmed, hearts open and held.

The lights go out, but the herd’s bond shines on.


Chapter 27 — The Cost of Courage

The apartment is dark and quiet, the hush only deepened by the slow, even breathing of the herd tangled together on the living room floor. Outside, the city glows with its usual indifference—neon shimmer reflected in the glass, distant horns and laughter rising from the street. But for Wesley, inside the cocoon of home, sleep refuses to come.

He lies on his back, staring at the low ceiling, heart still beating with the tempo of the bar. His pulse echoes in his ears, faster than it should be, long after the adrenaline should have faded. Each time he closes his eyes, memory flickers to life: the plush booth, the warm press of thighs, the first dare whispered in code. Jay’s joke, Dean’s steady hand, Noah’s quiet confidence. The glint of Marissa’s bracelet tapping on the glass—the cue that sent a shock up Wesley’s spine.

It was all electric, intoxicating, more thrilling than any fantasy. And then the razor-edge terror: the manager—Claire—her sharp eyes catching every secret, every too-intimate touch, every heartbeat that pulsed just a little too close to the surface. For a split second, Wesley had been certain the game was over, that she’d call them out, drag their hidden world into the light for all to see. He’d felt small, caught, his mouth gone dry, palms damp with the kind of fear that wants to turn the body into flight.

But he hadn’t run. He’d stayed. He’d done what Marissa taught him, what the herd had drilled into him—held the line, obeyed the signals, trusted the others to cover for him. When Jay spun his story and Dean’s voice stayed steady, when Noah squeezed his knee under the table, Wesley felt the panic soften, recede just enough for him to find his part and play it.

Now, in the quiet, pride and dread jostle in his chest. He remembers the way his voice sounded—small but present—when Claire asked about the bracelets. He remembers how, when she left, he couldn’t stop shaking. He remembers the rush of laughter afterwards, the way his hands had still trembled in Jay’s grip, how good it felt to be hugged, not teased.

But the terror is still there, lurking under the surface. Wesley relives it, letting the moment spool out again and again. What if he’d cracked? What if he’d frozen? The whole world would have seen them—Marissa’s authority, the group’s odd intimacy, his own need made obvious, raw and messy.

He wonders if Marissa had been watching him the whole time, ready to cover his mistake, or if she’d trusted him to stay upright. He wonders if the others noticed how close he’d come to panic. He wonders if anyone would’ve blamed him, deep down, if he’d ruined everything.

The ceiling offers no answers. The dark is gentle, but it does not lie: Wesley is still scared. Still uncertain if the courage that carried him through was real, or just luck, or just the presence of so many steadier hands.

He glances to his side—Jay is a warm weight against his shoulder, breath soft and even, one arm slung out in a protective sprawl. Beyond him, Dean and Noah are pressed close, Marissa’s silhouette a shadow against the far armrest, hair a dark halo, face slack with sleep. They look so peaceful, so certain in their place.

Wesley envies it. He wants to feel it himself, the safety and pride that seems effortless for the others. Instead, he feels the night replaying in his bones—every command obeyed, every risk survived, every word he almost didn’t say.

For a long time, he doesn’t move, letting the echo of fear play itself out. He tells himself he should be proud—that Marissa will be, that the group will tease him in the morning but mean every word. But the ache remains: what if the next time, he falters? What if he isn’t enough?

He closes his eyes and tries to will sleep to come, but his body stays coiled, every nerve remembering the tension of being watched, tested, exposed.

Eventually, Wesley sits up, careful not to disturb Jay. The apartment is cooler away from the warmth of the pile. He pads into the kitchen, bare feet silent on tile, fills a glass from the tap, and sips, staring out at the city lights. He breathes, slow and shaky, letting the echoes swirl.

He is alone now, but only with the echoes—terror and triumph both, impossible to untangle.

For now, he waits for either courage or comfort to return.

The kitchen light hums softly above Wesley’s head, too bright for the hour, too honest. He leans his hip against the counter, glass of water cradled in both hands, and stares at nothing in particular. The city outside the window looks indifferent, unbothered by his spiralling thoughts. Cars pass. A neighbour laughs somewhere below. Life moves on, oblivious.

Inside him, though, everything is loud.

This is the part he knows too well—the quiet after adrenaline, when the body calms and the mind starts picking at every loose thread. The part where courage is questioned, where success feels provisional, where the old voice clears its throat and reminds him that he has always been the one most likely to fail.

Wesley exhales slowly and lets the thoughts come, because fighting them has never worked.

You nearly panicked.

You almost froze.

If she’d asked one more question, you would’ve cracked.

He presses his thumb into the cool glass, grounding himself in the sensation. He remembers other moments like this—different settings, same feeling. Job interviews where his mind blanked at the worst moment. Relationships where one wrong look made him fold inward, apologising for things no one had accused him of. Times he’d been praised and immediately waited for the correction that never came.

He’s always been good at spotting the edge of disaster. Too good. It’s how he learned to survive—anticipating failure before it arrived, shrinking himself so the fallout would hurt less.

The bar scene replays again, sharper now. Claire’s eyes. The question about the bracelets. The pause that felt endless. Wesley remembers how his heart slammed against his ribs, how his mouth went dry, how a single wrong word could have unravelled everything Marissa had built.

What scares him most isn’t that he was afraid.

It’s how close he came to believing, in that moment, that he didn’t belong there at all.

That the herd had taken a risk by bringing him, that Marissa had trusted him more than she should have. That if tonight had gone wrong, it would have been because of him.

He swallows, throat tight.

Marissa’s pride still rings in his ears—You did well. You held the line.

The others had echoed it, casually, easily, as if it were obvious. As if his courage were a given.

But Wesley has never trusted praise that comes too easily.

He sets the empty glass down and rubs his palms together, restless. The old pattern presses in: replay, revise, rehearse the failure that didn’t happen. Prepare for the version of the story where people quietly pull away, where he’s no longer invited into the centre, where he becomes the liability no one names out loud.

They’d be kind about it, the voice insists. They wouldn’t blame you. They’d just… stop trusting you with the risky parts.

That thought lands heavier than any accusation.

Because Wesley doesn’t just want to belong in the safe moments. He wants to be trusted with the dangerous ones. He wants to be someone Marissa can look at in a crisis and know he’ll hold.

And what if tonight proved the opposite?

He presses his forehead briefly to the cool cabinet door, eyes closed. The apartment is quiet, but his chest feels tight, breath shallow. He knows this spiral. He knows where it leads if he lets it run unchecked—into withdrawal, into over-apologising, into trying to earn back something no one has taken away.

He straightens, forcing himself to breathe more deeply.

You didn’t run, he tells himself, firmly. You didn’t freeze. You stayed.

But the counter-voice is quick. Barely. And only because they were there.

That’s the cruelest trick of it—how his brain reframes support as proof of weakness. As if needing others cancels out bravery, instead of defining it.

He thinks of Marissa’s face when Claire walked away—not alarmed, not disappointed, but proud. Calm. Certain. As if she had never doubted him for a second.

The thought unsettles him more than the fear did.

Because if Marissa truly trusted him—if the herd truly did—then the only person still questioning his worth is him.

Wesley exhales again, longer this time, letting the truth settle uncomfortably in his chest. The old pattern is loud tonight because it feels threatened. Because something real shifted at the bar. Because for the first time, he didn’t just survive a moment of exposure—he was kept through it.

And that scares him more than failing ever did.

Belonging raises the stakes. It gives fear something precious to lose.

He turns off the kitchen light and stands in the dimness for a moment, listening. From the living room comes the soft sound of breathing, of bodies shifting in sleep. Proof of the herd, real and present.

Wesley hesitates.

Part of him wants to go back, curl into the pile, let the warmth quiet his thoughts. Another part—smaller, sharper—wants to stay here, alone, until he’s sure he deserves to return.

That’s the old reflex. The test he’s always given himself.

He rubs at his eyes, tired now in a deeper way. You don’t have to earn this again, he thinks, though the belief doesn’t quite stick yet.

For now, all he can do is stand at the edge of the room, heart still heavy, waiting to see if anyone notices he’s gone.

A soft scuff on the floor breaks Wesley’s vigil. He glances up to see Noah—hair tousled, eyes heavy with sleep—appearing in the doorway. He’s wrapped in a blanket like a monk, the edges dragging, feet bare on the tile. There’s no surprise or irritation in his face, only the easy welcome Wesley has learned to trust.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Noah’s voice is quiet, low enough not to disturb the herd still dozing in the other room.

Wesley shakes his head, offering a thin smile. “Didn’t want to wake anyone.”

Noah shrugs, moving to join him at the counter. “Wasn’t asleep, really. The quiet always feels too big after a night like that.” He opens a cupboard, pulls down another glass, fills it, and stands beside Wesley, shoulder to shoulder. “You okay?”

Wesley looks down, turning his empty glass in nervous hands. “Yeah. I mean—yes. Just… adrenaline. And the other thing.”

Noah waits. He doesn’t crowd, doesn’t push—just lets the silence stretch until Wesley feels, almost painfully, how much room there is for honesty here.

Wesley swallows, trying to organize the knot in his chest into something that can be spoken. “I keep replaying it. The bar, the manager. How close it got.” He laughs, shaky and embarrassed. “I thought I was going to be sick, honestly.”

Noah nudges him gently. “But you weren’t.”

“I wanted to run,” Wesley admits, the confession tumbling out before he can stop it. “I kept thinking, If I’m the one who panics, everyone else gets dragged with me. If I screw up, it’s on all of us.”

Noah listens, no judgement, no rush. “And?”

“And I didn’t,” Wesley says, the words almost a question. “I stayed. But it felt… I don’t know. Like I barely managed it. Like I only made it because everyone else was so steady.”

Noah smiles, soft but bright. “So what? That’s how it’s supposed to work, Wes. No one has to do this alone.”

Wesley stares at the sink. “It still feels like cheating. Like being brave should mean… I don’t know, not needing anyone to hold you up.”

Noah leans against the counter, letting his blanket slip so their arms touch. “I used to think that, too. That courage was a solo thing. But Marissa says the point of a herd is you only have to be strong enough to stay. Not strong enough to stand alone.”

Wesley considers this, slow and careful. “You really think I did alright?”

Noah grins, wide and sincere. “I think you did great. You were scared. You didn’t hide it. And you stayed. That’s what we remember—not how calm you looked, but that you were with us, all the way through.”

Wesley exhales, some knot in his chest loosening. “I keep worrying you’d all be mad if I messed up. Or disappointed. Or…” He trails off, not needing to finish the thought.

Noah shakes his head, firm. “No one would ever blame you for being scared. We’d only blame ourselves if we let you think you had to hide it. You’re not the weak link, Wes. You’re proof the herd works.”

The words land hard and soft at once—soothing, but almost too much to take in. Wesley swipes at his eyes, blinking back sudden, stinging relief. “I don’t want to let anyone down.”

“You won’t,” Noah says, certainty like a hand on Wesley’s back. “We don’t expect you to be perfect. We just want you with us. Even when you’re scared.”

The kitchen is quiet again, but it’s a better quiet—one filled with possibility, not shame. Noah refills his glass and offers it to Wesley, who accepts it with a trembling smile.

For a moment, they just stand side by side. Noah doesn’t move away, doesn’t look for a joke or an exit. He simply stays, the blanket pooled at their feet, the silence holding everything that needs to be said.

Finally, Noah nudges him again. “You ready to come back? Or want to talk more?”

Wesley looks through the doorway at the soft glow of the living room, the shadowy heap of the herd on the floor. “I think I want to come back. I don’t want to be the one missing anymore.”

Noah smiles, his eyes crinkling. “Good. Because we notice. And we want you.”

Wesley nods, heart lighter. Together, they leave the kitchen, Noah’s arm settling around his shoulders as they cross back into the safety of the circle—Wesley no longer testing the herd’s care, but letting himself be gathered in.

As Wesley and Noah cross from the kitchen back into the dim living room, the hush is deep but not empty. The glow of streetlights slips in through the curtains, painting stripes across rumpled blankets and limbs. The air holds the after-scent of sweat and laughter, the apartment breathing in time with the herd. Jay is the first to stir—a sleep-mussed silhouette rising from the tangle, blinking owlishly.

He sits up, scrubbing his face, then catches sight of Wesley and Noah together. Jay’s grin is immediate, sleepy but genuine. “There you are. Thought maybe the kitchen’d swallowed you. Or that you’d gone to call the manager to confess everything.”

Wesley laughs, surprised at how good it feels—his nerves breaking up under the warm assault of Jay’s voice. “I was just… thinking. Couldn’t sleep.”

Jay slides over, patting the blanket at his side. “No one sleeps alone after a night like that. C’mere.”

Wesley hesitates, only for a second. Then he goes, letting Jay fold him into a loose, affectionate headlock, rough knuckles ruffling his hair. Jay’s touch is half comfort, half challenge—his way of saying, You’re still one of us, no matter what.

Dean is slower to wake, but once he’s upright, he shifts closer, all quiet presence and gravity. He doesn’t ask questions. He just offers his lap, strong arms waiting. Wesley, drawn by the invitation, leans in, letting Dean wrap him up. The comfort is immediate—solid and wordless. Jay slouches on one side, Noah on the other, Wesley caught in the centre.

Jay teases, voice softer than his words, “Were you out there practicing your poker face, Wes? Gotta say, you nailed it. If anyone should’ve cracked under the pressure, it was Jay ‘Never Met a Filter’ Taylor.”

Noah laughs, reaching across to flick Jay’s ear. “You’re the only person I know who would survive an interrogation by talking your way out of your own confession.”

Dean squeezes Wesley’s shoulders, rumbling, “He did good. We all saw it.”

Wesley feels the blush creep up his neck, but he doesn’t look away. Instead, he risks a glance at each of them—Jay, grinning and soft-eyed; Noah, still steady and present; Dean, gaze unwavering, pride quiet but deep. For once, Wesley lets himself absorb their affection, their teasing, their genuine respect.

“I was scared,” he says, the words small but brave. “I thought I’d let everyone down.”

Jay squeezes him tighter, the joke dropping away. “You never do. We’d tell you if you did, and then we’d eat ice cream about it.”

Dean nods, his voice a low anchor. “We trust you. Not because you’re never scared, but because you stay anyway.”

Wesley finds himself relaxing by inches, his heartbeat slowing. It’s easier, here in the pile, to believe that maybe the night was a triumph after all. That maybe courage looks a little like not leaving, a little like admitting you need to be held.

He feels a shift behind him and looks up to see Marissa kneeling at the edge of the nest. Her hair falls loose around her face, her expression soft and unreadable in the half-light. She reaches out, her hand coming to rest on Wesley’s head—a slow, grounding caress.

“Back where you belong,” she murmurs, approval in every syllable. “I watched you tonight. I never doubted you’d come through. And you did.”

Wesley closes his eyes, letting the sensation settle deep. Marissa’s fingers move from his hair to his cheek, her thumb brushing away a tear he hadn’t realized had fallen.

“You don’t have to be perfect,” she tells him. “You just have to let us find you when you’re scared.”

Jay mumbles, “He’s easier to find than my phone charger, anyway.”

Everyone laughs, and the last of the tension breaks, replaced by that rarest of feelings—ease.

Marissa draws Wesley further into the centre, tucking him between her and Dean, with Noah at his back and Jay sprawled over everyone’s feet. The herd gathers around him—not to test his courage, but to return it in kind, wordless and overwhelming.

Wesley is reclaimed—not as the weak link, but as proof that the herd works, that belonging is not a prize, but a process repeated each time they weather something hard and come home together.

He lets his body relax, pressed on all sides, the hush of the apartment finally soothing, every old fear softened by the simple fact of being wanted.

Marissa’s voice is the last thing he hears before sleep finally claims him, low and sure:

“You’re safe. You’re kept. And you’re home.”

The hush of the apartment wraps Wesley in a warmth that is deeper than blankets or skin. Pressed between Jay’s tangle of limbs and Dean’s steady chest, with Noah’s hand curled loosely around his wrist and Marissa’s fingers stroking his hair, Wesley feels the last, trembling shards of fear dissolve. The silence is shared, not lonely. Every time he inhales, he finds himself breathing in the scent of safety: soap and sweat and home.

Sleep tugs at him, heavy and inevitable, but for a while Wesley lets himself simply exist in the middle of the herd—awake enough to notice every detail, tired enough not to guard against the comfort. Jay’s arm is slung carelessly over his hips, rising and falling with each slow breath. Dean’s heartbeat thuds calm and slow, a rhythm that anchors Wesley’s own. Noah’s thumb draws gentle circles on the inside of his wrist, a silent reminder that someone is always watching, always caring. Marissa’s hand moves from his scalp to his cheek, her touch cool and deliberate, the kind of reassurance that lingers even when she withdraws it.

Wesley can’t remember the last time he felt this kept, this wanted. Not just tolerated, not just included out of obligation—but needed, in the specific, stubborn way that the herd gathers its own. Every point of contact is a reminder: you’re not alone, not tonight, not ever again unless you choose it.

His mind floats back through the night: the booth in the bar, the whispered codes, the jolt of terror when Claire’s eyes swept over the group. The echo of panic still hums faintly in his bones, but it’s softer now, changed by the hours since. He remembers Noah’s words in the kitchen, Jay’s teasing and fierce affection, Dean’s quiet steadiness, Marissa’s pride. More than that—he remembers being found, being drawn back, the way no one let him disappear for long.

There’s a voice inside that still wants to question it—still wants to earn and prove, still wants to make sure the next test won’t undo everything. But tonight, for once, the old pattern feels faint, distant, like a childhood fear glimpsed from the safety of a grown man’s arms. Every time it rises, it’s drowned out by a chorus of gentler truths:

You stayed.

You were scared, and you stayed.

You were found, and you let yourself be found.

You don’t have to do it alone.

Wesley shifts slightly, and Jay’s arm tightens around him without waking. Dean’s chin settles more firmly against his crown. Noah breathes a little deeper, as if his rest depends on Wesley’s, too. Marissa hums under her breath, a soft note of reassurance that lulls him further.

He opens his eyes just once, searching for the familiar proof that this is real. The living room is dark, shapes blurred in the low light, but he can see enough: the rise and fall of bodies, the tangle of arms and legs, the hush of safety. Home.

For a moment, Wesley whispers into the space between breaths, not sure if anyone will hear, not needing them to: “Thank you.”

Jay, half asleep, answers with a wordless grunt, tugging Wesley even closer. Noah squeezes his wrist. Dean murmurs, “Always.” Marissa’s hand cups his cheek for a second longer, a silent promise that there is nothing left to prove.

It’s not a chorus of grand words or vows—just presence, the gift of being kept in the small hours, no explanations demanded.

Wesley lets his eyes close, lets himself be held all the way down into sleep, the ache of belonging finally, mercifully quiet.

When morning comes, he knows, the world will return with its doubts and tests. But for tonight, for this hush between heartbeats, Wesley truly believes: he doesn’t have to earn this love again. He doesn’t have to buy his way back in.

The herd will find him, every time.

And he will let them.


Chapter 28 — Aftermath, Confession, and Epilogue

Morning seeps quietly into the apartment, soft and golden, with none of the urgency or sharpness of ordinary days. The herd wakes as they fell asleep: tangled, close, every limb and breath linked to the next. The city is just a muted hum beyond the windows; inside, time feels suspended, the world reduced to the shared warmth of bodies and the peace that follows a storm survived.

Jay is the first to stir, always the one to break silence with irreverence. He yawns loudly, shoving a foot into Noah’s hip and announcing, “If I don’t get coffee in the next five minutes, I’m declaring this a failed experiment.” Noah grunts and swats at him, his answering smile making it clear there’s no real annoyance. Wesley, blinking himself awake, groans and tugs the blanket back up over his head, only for Dean to pull it down again, pressing a kiss to his crown.

Marissa stretches at the centre, feeling every ache and echo in her body, letting herself luxuriate in the simple act of being still. She listens to the lazy cacophony of waking: Jay humming a tune as he pads to the kitchen, Wesley stumbling after him with a plaintive “Don’t use all the hot water!” Dean setting about making eggs, Noah shuffling around for mugs, Marissa herself content to linger among the pillows, watching as her herd stirs to life.

There’s laughter, the kind that lingers after tension has broken. Jay makes a show of sniffing the milk and pretending it’s poisoned, Wesley bumps into Dean in the cramped kitchen, Noah forgets which cupboard hides the cereal and gets distracted kissing Marissa on his way by. There are no grand declarations, just the easy, looping rhythms of affection—elbows jostling at the sink, someone’s hand squeezing a shoulder as they pass, heads bent together over breakfast plans.

The evidence of last night is everywhere: wax drippings on the coffee table, blankets in a careless nest, a pair of cuffs kicked under the couch, water glasses half-drained on the rug. No one rushes to clean up. The disorder is gentle, proof that the space belongs to all of them now.

Wesley moves slowest of all, a little dazed, but with a smile that won’t leave his lips. He lets Jay make him coffee, lets Noah press toast into his hands, leans into Dean’s solid shoulder while Marissa runs a hand through his hair. He laughs at the stories about near-exposure, the manager’s suspicions, Jay’s proposed “alibi,” but he no longer blushes or apologizes. He looks at each of them and sees welcome, not doubt.

Marissa watches it all unfold, her chest tight and tender with pride. This is what she wanted—the chaos and softness, the ease of presence, the unspoken promise that last night wasn’t a one-off but a turning point. She recognizes the bittersweetness, too: this particular circle, this fragile peace, will not last forever. The world will come knocking soon, with new tests and harder days. But for now, she allows herself to revel in the peace that’s been so hard-won.

Breakfast is a sprawling, happy affair: eggs overcooked, laughter echoing off the tile, someone (Jay, inevitably) pouring juice over his cereal for a dare. When the meal is done, the group doesn’t scatter. Instead, they stay pressed together on the couch, wrapped in blankets and each other, watching the day filter in and out of the windows.

Marissa sits with Dean on one side and Wesley on the other, Noah’s legs draped over her lap, Jay sprawled with his head in someone’s lap and his feet in another’s. They share stories—of the first night they met, of rituals gone wrong, of things they never thought they’d say out loud. The conversation ebbs and flows, sometimes quiet, sometimes full of irreverent joy.

The herd is different this morning. Softer, steadier, more sure. Every touch is easier, every apology unnecessary. The trust that was tested and reknit now simply is—the new ground on which they’ll build whatever comes next.

Marissa leans back, letting herself watch her men: Jay’s laughter, Wesley’s peace, Dean’s quiet pride, Noah’s hopeful affection. She lets herself believe, for this brief stretch of morning, that this circle will hold.

Outside, the city brightens. Inside, the herd is home.

It happens after breakfast, when the others are distracted—Jay mock-wrestling Noah for the last slice of toast, Dean carrying plates to the sink and humming a contented tune. Marissa finds Wesley in the hallway, leaning against the wall, half lost in the shaft of sun falling through the window. He looks up, a little uncertain, as she approaches.

“Room for one more?” she asks, her voice gentler than usual.

He nods, making space beside him. They stand together in the sunbeam, the quiet between them more comfortable than it used to be.

For a moment, neither speaks. Then Wesley exhales, looking down at his hands. “I keep waiting for it to fade. The feeling. Like I’ll wake up and it’ll be gone, or I’ll say something wrong and you’ll—” He breaks off, then tries again. “It’s like there’s a voice in my head that keeps asking if I really earned all this.”

Marissa leans back against the wall, folding her arms, considering him. “That voice isn’t yours, you know. It’s every old scar talking.”

Wesley gives a lopsided smile. “I know. It just gets loud sometimes. Especially after last night. I felt… proud, but also terrified. Like if I messed up, I’d be letting everyone down.”

She studies his face, seeing every flicker of doubt. “Did you mess up?”

He shakes his head, quick and certain. “No. But I nearly did. And I keep thinking—what if next time, I do?”

Marissa nods, as if this is the most reasonable fear in the world. “Then we’ll catch you. That’s the point of the herd. Not to be perfect, but to have enough hands to keep anyone from falling too far.”

Wesley is quiet for a long moment, the admission slow to come. “You’re not disappointed?”

She turns to face him more fully. “I’m proud. Not just of how you handled last night, but of how you let us bring you back when it was hard. I need that, too, you know.”

Wesley looks up, surprised. “You?”

Marissa’s eyes soften, her voice lower. “You think it’s easy, always being the centre? I have that voice too. Every time I push, I wonder if you’ll trust me, if you’ll still want me in the morning. I get scared you’ll see through me—realize I’m just making it up as I go.”

He lets out a breath, relief mingled with new understanding. “You never look scared.”

“That’s the trick,” she says, smiling ruefully. “You fake it, and eventually it becomes real—at least for the people watching. But in here—” she touches her chest, “—I’m as human as anyone. I want to be trusted, not just obeyed. I want to be forgiven when I get it wrong.”

Wesley nods, letting the words settle. “So, we’re both faking it?”

She laughs, and it’s a genuine, unguarded sound. “Some days. Other days, we’re braver than we know.”

They stand in silence again, side by side in the sun. There’s no rush to move, no pressure to fill the space with more than truth.

Marissa reaches out, takes Wesley’s hand, and squeezes it. “Let’s make a deal. When the voice gets loud, we say so. Out loud. No matter how small or silly it seems.”

Wesley grins, the first real spark of mischief returning. “What if I need to say it a hundred times?”

“Then I’ll listen a hundred times,” she replies, squeezing his hand again.

He squeezes back, feeling something inside him settle—like a stone placed at the centre of a foundation. “Deal.”

Marissa tugs him into a gentle, one-armed hug. “You’re not on probation, Wesley. You’re home. If you mess up, you fix it with us. If I mess up, I fix it with you.”

Wesley lets himself lean into her, trusting the contact. “You know, I thought I’d feel smaller for admitting this. I don’t. I feel… bigger.”

She smiles into his hair. “That’s what happens when you let yourself belong.”

For a while, they simply stand there, two shadows tangled together in the sunlight—no longer leader and follower, but equals in confession and courage.

The herd calls from the kitchen—Jay’s voice rising above the rest, Dean’s laughter following. Marissa and Wesley part, but not completely; something new and unbreakable now links them, a micro-ritual born of honesty.

They rejoin the group with lighter steps, the day brighter for having spoken what mattered

The sun is high by the time Marissa calls everyone to the living room, her voice bright but grounded with a note of seriousness that cuts through the contented laziness of the morning. Jay looks up from the floor, where he’s sprawled with Noah in the middle of an invented card game; Dean and Wesley pause, elbows deep in the kitchen sink, and Marissa waves them in. She gathers the herd around her—no formality, just cushions and blankets, the remains of breakfast still on the table.

She sits cross-legged in the centre, the others close around her. There’s no need for ceremony—just the hush that falls when something important is about to happen. Marissa lets her gaze drift over each man, pausing long enough that every one feels seen.

“We’ve been through a lot,” she begins. “Not just last night, but this whole chapter. We’ve taken risks, we’ve made mistakes, and we’ve found ways to come back to each other. Before we move forward, I want to mark this moment. Nothing fancy. Just a chance for each of us to say what we want to carry with us—what we want to remember about who we are together.”

Jay rolls onto his stomach, chin propped on his hands. “I want to carry the freedom to say when I’m scared. I joke a lot, but that’s just my way of asking for a hand to hold. I want to keep trusting you all to see through it—and to stick around when the jokes run out.”

Noah, sitting close enough that their knees touch, nods. “I want to keep believing that hope isn’t something I have to manufacture alone. Last night, when everything got scary, I looked around and I knew I wasn’t holding anyone up by myself. I want to remember that it’s okay to let someone else be the hope when I need a break.”

Dean speaks next, voice steady but softer than usual. “I want to carry the lesson that being the strong one doesn’t mean being the only one. I want to let myself ask for help before I’m empty. And I want to keep making breakfast for everyone on Sundays, if that’s allowed.”

There’s a round of gentle laughter, Jay reaching out to squeeze Dean’s shoulder in silent agreement.

Wesley takes a breath, his voice small but sure. “I want to carry the feeling that I can come back, no matter how far I drift. I want to remember that being found isn’t failure, it’s… proof that I belong here. And I want to stop believing I have to earn my place every day.”

Marissa listens, pride and love plain on her face. When it’s her turn, she lets the silence stretch a little longer before she speaks.

“I want to remember that leadership is a privilege, not a burden I have to carry alone. I want to trust you all to catch me when I’m tired, to challenge me when I’m wrong, and to love me when I’m learning. And I want to keep building this circle—bigger, braver, and always together.”

She looks around, meeting each gaze, letting the gravity of their words settle. “There’s no magic here—no chant, no vow. Just this moment, and this choice, and each other.”

She reaches out, and one by one, each man takes the hand of the person beside him, until the circle is unbroken. Jay’s grip is warm, Dean’s steady, Noah’s gentle, Wesley’s a little trembling but sure.

Marissa closes her eyes, letting the feeling fill her: the warmth, the ache, the certainty that whatever comes next, the foundation has been laid. They sit in silence for a while, the only sound the breath of five people who have learned to hold and be held.

Jay eventually breaks the hush, unable to help himself. “If anyone’s planning on a surprise tattoo, let’s at least agree on the design this time.”

Noah laughs, Wesley shakes his head, and even Dean smiles. The tension, if any was left, dissolves.

Marissa squeezes the hands she holds. “That’s it. That’s all we need.”

The circle breaks, but the unity lingers—a feeling stitched into every touch, every shared glance, every echo of laughter as they drift back into the patterns of the day. The herd is changed, and so is Marissa. What they built will last, she knows. And whatever the world brings, they will face it together.

The sun is lower now, stretching the afternoon into golden hush. The apartment has emptied of the bustle of breakfast and ritual, settling into that quiet that follows a day well spent. Dishes are stacked, crumbs brushed away, the scent of coffee lingering like memory. The herd, for now, is scattered—Jay and Noah sharing headphones and a game on the couch, Dean out on a quick errand, Wesley reading at the window, eyes bright and content.

Marissa lingers at the kitchen table, tea cooling in her hands. The low light makes the space feel softer, more secret—a fitting place for reflection. She looks out over the room and lets herself breathe, the weight of the last few days finally easing in her chest.

This, she thinks, is how change reveals itself—not in fireworks or confessions, but in the subtler ways a herd moves: the ease with which Wesley laughs, the unguarded affection in Dean’s hugs, Jay’s willingness to fall quiet without fear, Noah’s steady, anchoring presence. The old patterns have softened. The trust they fought for is stitched now into the fabric of daily life.

Marissa traces her finger over the rim of her mug, letting her mind wander. She remembers her own private doubts, the loneliness that sometimes clings to leadership. The voice that whispers: If you break, who will catch you? But she also remembers the morning’s ritual, the circle of hands, the simple honesty of each man’s promise. She knows—truly knows, for the first time—that she can be kept, not just keeper.

A faint buzz pulls her attention. Her phone, left forgotten on the counter, lights up with a new message. She stands, stretching, and reads it: a line from Eli, brief but clear—“Transfer confirmed. Five, not four. Higher stakes. Be ready.”

Marissa smiles, slow and a little wild. It’s a reminder that the world will always come knocking—that peace, for them, is never the final word. Another challenge on the horizon. Another man to trust, another risk to share, another chance for the herd to prove itself anew.

She moves to the window, watching the sun edge down behind city rooftops, gold melting into blue. She sees Wesley shift in his seat, catch her gaze, and smile in return—no question in his eyes now, only the certainty of belonging.

Jay and Noah call her over to join the game. Dean’s key rattles in the lock, the day’s rhythm renewing itself. Marissa turns from the window, slipping back into the heart of her home, and finds the herd’s voices waiting—ready to close the circle again.

As evening falls, she gathers them in, arms open, laughter and teasing spilling out in familiar waves. She holds them, literally and figuratively, letting her strength be both shield and invitation.

In the hush before dinner, Marissa thinks of everything they have survived, and everything they still will. She traces the shape of the circle in her mind—the edges shifting but never breaking, the promise holding true: Whatever comes next, we face it together.

Tomorrow, she knows, will bring new tests, fresh trials, more moments when trust will be the only thing to keep them from unraveling. But tonight, the circle holds. Her herd is home, and so is she.

The city glows against the darkness. In this apartment, light and laughter refuse to fade.

The story, Marissa knows, is far from over.

The night comes gentle, settling over the apartment in a hush stitched with laughter, with echoes of courage, with the kind of quiet that belongs only to those who have faced the world together and returned home. The herd gathers for dinner—nothing fancy, just shared bowls and easy conversation, small touches, feet bumping under the table. No one is in a hurry to leave the circle.

Jay leans back in his chair, balancing on two legs as he recounts his favorite near-misses of the week, the group groaning in mock horror and amusement. Noah and Wesley share a look over the rim of their mugs—one of those glances that says everything without a word. Dean listens, steady and content, his presence an anchor at the edge of the noise. Marissa, at the center, watches her herd and feels—truly feels—that there is nothing more to fix, nothing left to prove, only this ordinary, sacred togetherness.

After dinner, the group sprawls out in the living room—blankets, pillows, the soft lull of contentment in every movement. Marissa finds herself sandwiched between Noah and Wesley, Jay tucked at her feet, Dean at her back. She listens as the conversation trails off, replaced by the hush of belonging.

Someone puts on music, low and golden. The city hums outside. Inside, the circle holds.

For a few precious moments, no one speaks. There’s only breath, warmth, the simple certainty that whatever comes next—new faces, higher stakes, tomorrow’s unknowns—they will face it as they always have: together, one heartbeat stronger than fear.

As sleep finally calls, Marissa presses a kiss to each man’s brow, murmuring a benediction she means with her whole soul: “You are mine, and I am yours, and this is home.”

Lights dim, the world outside fades, and the herd drifts—safe, at peace, unbroken.


Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale
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Do Your Worst: She said she could take it. He never promised to stop - A Dark Romance of Power, Control, and Surrender

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FZWHL58Z

She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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For The One I Love: A Dark Erotic Novel of Sacrifice, Obedience, and the Slow Unraveling of a Shame-Proof Woman

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G1NBN62T

How far would you go for the one you love?

Lena’s world is small—her teaching assistant job, her aging bulldog Bear, and the quiet ache of being unseen. When Bear collapses and the vet bill spirals beyond reach, Lena refuses to beg for help. She won’t cry. She won’t collapse. She will act.

She is offered a chance: a discreet, elite circle where her body will be trained in obedience. No romance. No promises. Only structure, stillness, and use. In return? Payment. Enough, maybe, to save Bear.
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On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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Cassia Voss didn’t plan to sell herself. But when a single signature erases her crushing debt, she finds herself sealed into an elite subterranean world—one ruled by masked billionaires, immaculate restraint, and liquid gold.

Stripped of name, rights, and modesty, she becomes Asset P-15—another body in the Reserve, a secret biotech vault where beauty, obedience, and yield are measured down to the last drop. Here, milk isn’t just nourishment—it’s power. And the only way to rise is to surrender
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