


































Cupid Can Bite Me

Zoya Lane


The Ovulation Protocol




If love is a battlefield, Valentine’s Day in Chicago is the nuclear option. It’s cold, it’s expensive, and it usually ends with someone crying in an Uber while the driver pretends not to hear.

I was currently standing in the seasonal aisle of a Walgreens on Milwaukee Avenue, staring down a stuffed teddy bear holding a heart that said Be Mine. The bear looked smug. I wanted to set it on fire.

"Don't do it," I whispered to myself. "Arson is a felony. You have a degree."

I adjusted my scarf, trying to block out the assault of pink and red foil. It had been two months since the Christmas Eve Text Breakup, an event that had the emotional maturity of a middle school note passed in homeroom, and I was officially in my "Love Stinks" era. I was tired of the apps. I was tired of men holding fish in their profile pictures. I was tired of pretending that hiking was a personality trait.

But there was a problem. A biological, traitorous problem.

According to my tracking app, I was ovulating.

My brain was a fortress of feminist cynicism and logical fortitude. My ovaries, however, were throwing a raging kegger and inviting everyone within a five-mile radius. It was a cruel physiological joke. Mentally, I wanted to curl up with a book and a bottle of wine that cost less than ten dollars. Physically, my body was sending out a signal that roughly translated to: Actively soliciting applications for admission.

I grabbed two bottles of Pinot Grigio and a bag of kettle chips. "Shut up," I told my uterus.

I paid, walked out into the biting wind that makes your face hurt simply for existing, and headed home to host the second annual Anti-Valentine’s Summit.

My apartment in Logan Square has high ceilings, exposed brick, and a radiator that sounds like it’s trying to communicate with the afterlife via Morse code. It was warm, though. I’d cranked the heat, lit three candles that smelled like "Midnight Rain" (which actually just smelled like expensive soap), and changed into my party attire.

Black leggings. An oversized gray cashmere sweater that hung off one shoulder. Wool socks.

I looked at myself in the hallway mirror. Dirty blonde hair pulled into a messy bun that was actually messy and not Pinterest-messy. Blue eyes that looked a little too bright.

"You look like a sad librarian," I told my reflection. "It’s perfect."

The buzzer screamed.

I hit the button, and three minutes later, Chase breezed through my front door like a golden retriever who had just escaped a fence.

"Hide me," he said, slamming the door behind him. He was carrying a bottle of tequila by the neck and looked like he’d been running.

Chase is five-eleven, dark-haired, and objectively beautiful. He claims he is six-foot, but I had measured him once when he was drunk, I know the truth. He has the kind of face that makes baristas write their numbers on his cup without him asking. He is also a slut. A lovable, high-functioning, emotionally unavailable slut who forgets a girl’s name after they orgasm together.

"Who are we hiding from?" I asked, taking the tequila. "The Clinger or The Planner?"

"Both." Chase shed his coat, revealing a tight black t-shirt that showed off the gym hours he prioritized over therapy. "Ashley sent me a Edible Arrangement. To my office, Claire. Melon balls shaped like hearts. It was aggressive fruit."

"Terrifying," I said dryly. "And the other one?"

"Becca texted me asking what my 'love language' is. I panicked. I told her it was 'silence' and turned off my phone." He flopped onto my vintage green velvet couch, spreading his limbs out like he owned the place. "I hate this holiday. It makes women want to merge souls. I just want to merge genitals and order pizza. Is that a crime?"

"To them? Yes. To me? You’re just consistent." I walked to the kitchen island to uncork the wine. "You’re safe here. No expectations. Just alcohol and complaining."

"You're the best." He flashed that grin; the one that had ruined three sororities back in college. "How are you holding up? Still hate the male species?"

"Loathe them," I lied.

“Present company excepted?” he asked, hopefully? I could only muster a shrug for him that reminded him his welcome in my home was probationary. My pulse did a little skip as I looked at him. He was lucky he was so hot.

See, that was the ovulation issue. Chase and I had been friends since freshman year. We had never hooked up. We vibed, sure, but he was too chaotic, and I was too smart to be another one of his 'situationships.' But tonight? Tonight, looking at his forearms as he rolled up his sleeves? My brain glossed over the red flags and just saw a target.

Stop it, I scolded myself. He’s essentially a golden retriever with a sex addiction. Do not pet.

The buzzer screamed again.

"That’ll be the nerd," Chase said, grabbing a handful of chips.

I pressed the button.

If Chase was the chaos, Liam was the gravity.

When Liam walked in, the temperature in the room seemed to drop and stabilize at the same time. He was six-foot-one of Midwestern stoicism, topped with dark, rusted-copper hair that he kept short enough to look professional but long enough to grab. He was wearing a cable-knit sweater that fit him a little too well across the shoulders, and he was carrying a brown paper bag that smelled like Thai food and a bottle of whiskey that definitely cost more than my rent.

"It’s freezing," Liam said. That was his greeting. No drama, just a weather report.

He set the food on the counter and looked at me. Liam has green eyes; dark, mossy green, usually hidden behind his glasses, but he was wearing contacts tonight.

"Hi, Liam," I said.

"Hey." He looked me up and down. It was a quick scan, clinical almost, but it lingered for a microsecond on the exposed skin of my shoulder. "You look comfortable."

"I look like I gave up," I corrected.

"I didn't say that." He started unpacking the takeout containers with surgeon-like precision. “You’re cute.” From anyone else that would be flirting. But to Liam, he was just stating an objective fact.

Liam and I had a complicated history. By which I mean we had shared trauma. He had dated my ex-best friend, Sarah. I had dated Sarah’s cousin. Sarah turned out to be a sociopath who cheated on Liam and gaslit me, so we both cut her out of our lives last Christmas. We bonded over the wreckage.

But there was... a rumor.

When Sarah was breaking up with him, during her "burn everything down" phase, she had told me things. Specifically, she had complained that Liam was boring, that he spent too much time painting his Warhammer miniatures and building Magic the Gathering decks. 

But then she had sighed, a genuine sound of regret, and said, “It’s a shame, really. He’s got a dick that ruins you for other men. Like, porn-star dimensions, Claire. It’s wasted on a guy who wants to talk about Orc logistics. I swear, sometimes I had to practically beg that boy to give it to me. Where am I going to find a suitable replacement?”

I had tried to delete that information from my brain. I really had.

But watching Liam’s large, pale hands deftly open a container of Pad Thai, the file corrupted and reopened itself.

Warhammer Liam. God-tier Lover Liam. The two concepts fought for dominance in my mind.

"Earth to Claire," Chase called out from the couch. "Pour the drinks. I need to numb the part of my brain that feels guilty about the melon balls."

I shook my head, clearing the fog. "Right. Alcohol."


The Grievance Committee


I poured wine for me, tequila for Chase, and slid a glass toward Liam for his whiskey. We gathered in the living room, the triangular formation we’d perfected over the last two months of singlehood.

Chase raised his glass. "To the saint of unattached men."

"To silence," I added.

"To freedom," Liam said, clinking his glass against mine. His voice was a low rumble, a baritone that vibrated in the floorboards.

We drank. The wine was tart, the tequila was sharp, and the whiskey smelled like smoke and bad decisions.

"So," Chase said, wiping his mouth. "What's the agenda? We watch a horror movie? Definitely not a romantic comedy? We maximize our misery by looking at Instagram couples? Or do we just get drunk and vent?"

I curled my legs under me on the armchair, clutching my wine glass like a talisman. The heat in the apartment was rising, or maybe it was just the company.

"I vote for venting our truth," I said. The alcohol hit my empty stomach fast, loosening the filter between my brain and my mouth. "I want to talk about the audacity."

Liam sat on the other end of the couch, nursing his drink. He watched me over the rim of the glass, his expression unreadable. "Whose audacity?"

"Men," I said. "All of them. The sheer confidence. The way you walk through the world assuming everything is for you."

Chase laughed. "We're simple creatures, Claire. We see, we want, we chase."

"Exactly," I shot back. "And we have to navigate it. I have to be smart, funny, sexy—but not too sexy—available but not desperate. Meanwhile, you guys just exist." I gestured wildly with my free hand. "The bar is in hell. If a guy has a job and washes his sheets once a month, he’s a catch."

"I wash my sheets weekly," Liam interjected quietly.

"See?" I pointed at him. "And you think that’s a flex. That’s basic hygiene, Liam!"

He smirked, a tiny uplift of the corner of his mouth. It made his face transform from serious to devastatingly charming. "I also know how to cook. And I possess a diverse investment portfolio."

"Stop flirting with me," I snapped, though there was no bite in it. "My point is, the double standard is trash. You guys can get sex whenever you want. You could literally turn to any female friend, ask nicely, and she’d probably consider it. Meanwhile, I have to vet guys for serial killer tendencies and check their credit scores."

Chase choked on his tequila. He set the glass down, eyes twinkling with mischief. "That is categorically untrue."

"Which part? The serial killers?"

"The part where we can sleep with our female friends just by asking." Chase leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "You think if I asked you right now, you’d just say yes?"

The room went quiet. The radiator gave a loud clank, punctuating the silence.

I looked at Chase. Dark hair, wicked smile, trouble wrapped in a t-shirt.

Then I looked at Liam. Quiet intensity, broad shoulders, hands that could probably span my waist with room to spare.

My ovulation app sent a phantom ping to my brain. Target acquired.

I took a long sip of wine, letting the silence stretch until it was thin and brittle.

"I didn't say I wouldn't," I said softly.

Chase’s eyebrows shot up.

Liam went very, very still.

Chase leaned back, a slow, wicked grin spreading across his face. It was the kind of smile that usually preceded a bad decision involving tequila shots or texting an ex.

"You realize," Chase said, swirling his glass, "that you just opened Pandora’s Box. You can’t put the lid back on. The lid is gone. The lid is currently melting in the fires of Hades."

"I was speaking theoretically," I deflected, reaching for the wine bottle. My hand wasn't shaking, which was a minor miracle given that my blood had relocated entirely to my pelvis. "I'm just saying. The bar is low. And you two are... strictly above average. Tall. Employed. Generally symmetrical faces."

"High praise," Liam murmured. He hadn't moved. He was still watching me with that unnerving, quiet intensity, like he was calculating the structural integrity of my resolve.

"It’s not just about the bar being low," Chase said, shifting gears. The playfulness sharpened into something more cynical. "It’s about the bait and switch. You want to talk about audacity? Let’s talk about the sexual fraud perpetrated by the female species around month three of a relationship."

I rolled my eyes. "Here we go. The grievance committee is in session."

"I’m serious," Chase insisted. "First few dates? It’s a parade. It’s enthusiastic. It’s performative. Then, the second I agree to be exclusive? The second I meet the parents? The blowjobs dry up like a drought in California. Suddenly everyone has TMJ. Suddenly the jaw is a delicate, fragile hinge that can’t withstand ten minutes of work."

I scoffed. "Maybe you’re taking too long. Have you considered hurrying up?"

"You can’t rush art," Chase countered.

"He has a point," Liam said.

We both looked at him. Liam took a slow sip of his whiskey, his Adam's apple bobbing in a way that I found rudely distracting.

"Statistically speaking," Liam continued, his voice calm, "the correlation between relationship duration and oral frequency is a steep decline. And the 'sore jaw' defense is often over utilized. Unless there is underlying pathology, the jaw muscle is one of the strongest in the human body. It shouldn't fatigue that quickly unless the mechanics are flawed."

I stared at him. "Did you just medically peer-review his blowjob complaint?"

Liam shrugged. "I’m just saying. The data supports the hypothesis."

"See?" Chase gestured to Liam. "Science. It’s tragic, Claire. We give you our hoodies. We kill spiders. We reach the top shelf. And in return? We get 'Can we just cuddle?' It’s a breach of contract."

"Oh, cry me a river," I said, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks; part wine, part indignation, part arousal at talking about their dicks.

"It’s not just the jaw complaints," I said, waving a kettle chip for emphasis. "It’s the time management. I swear, the last guy I dated treated oral like he was free-diving. He’d go down for two minutes, panic, and come up gasping for air like he’d just found the Titanic."

I slumped back in my chair. "I have to practically beg for three minutes of focus. They treat the clitoris like a doorbell. Ring it once, wait five seconds, and if nobody answers, they just barge through the front door."

Chase made a noise of genuine offense. "That is slander."

"It’s my reality, Chase. It’s the two-minute warning. I can literally hear them checking their mental watches. Also, unlike your quitters, I have never been in a relationship where I didn’t give head at least once a week, no matter how long we had been dating."

"Then you’re dating rookies," Chase said, leaning back with that arrogant, lazy sprawl that made him look like a centerfold. "I have an ego, Claire. A massive, fragile ego. And there is nothing, nothing, that feeds it like making a woman lose her mind on my tongue. I don't stop because I'm tired. I stop when I win."

"Win?"

"When I'm the best she's ever had," he said with zero shame. "I want the positive review. I want the five stars. If my tongue isn't numb, I haven't done my job."

I felt a flush heat the back of my neck. Valid. Very valid.

"Liam?" I challenged, turning to the quiet side of the room. "You going to tell me you do it for the data?"

Liam swirled his whiskey, watching the amber liquid catch the candlelight.

"I don't like friction," he said simply.

"Come again?"

He looked up, locking those intense green eyes on mine. "Entering a woman before she’s ready is inefficient. It’s uncomfortable for her, which makes it less pleasurable for me." He took a sip, his gaze dropping to my lap for a fraction of a second. "I don't care how long it takes. Ten minutes. Twenty. You don't proceed to the main event until her body is fully prepared."

"Prepared," I repeated, my voice sounding a little breathless.

"Wet," Liam corrected, his voice dropping to that gravelly register. "Swollen. Shaking. If you aren't begging me to stop teasing you and just fuck you already, then I haven't finished the prep work."

My thighs squeezed together reflexively.

On one side, Chase, who wanted to go down on me to feed his God complex. On the other, Liam, who wanted to go down on me as a mandatory operating protocol.

I looked at my wine glass. It was empty. Which was a tragedy, because I suddenly needed more alcohol to survive the mental image of Liam's "prep work."

I shifted in my chair, wincing as the lace of my underwear decided to declare war on my anatomy.

"You know what the worst part is?" I asked, pointing a finger at them. "The logistics. The hopeful logistics. I am currently wearing a scrap of fabric that costs twenty bucks, offers zero structural support, and is actively trying to bisect me. Why? Just on the off-chance that I might meet someone tolerable enough to let them see me naked."

Chase eyed my hips. "The thong is appreciated."

"It’s oppression," I corrected. "And the hair removal. Do you know how much money I spend to look like a pre-pubescent dolphin? I have hot wax ripped off my most sensitive coordinates once a month. I shaved my legs tonight like an optimist. I am perfectly smooth for a date that doesn't exist."

"I mean, fair," Chase said, shrugging. "But it’s not just you. I haven't seen my own natural bush since sophomore year."

I paused, wine glass halfway to my mouth. "Excuse me?"

"I shave," Chase said, as casually as if he were discussing his commute. "Everything. The boys need light and air, Claire. It makes everything look bigger. It’s basically false advertising, but the market demands it."

I blinked. I knew Chase was high-maintenance—he used more conditioner than I did—but I hadn't thought about the landscaping.

"You're... completely bare?"

"Smooth as a seal." He grinned. "I’m aerodynamic."

I looked at Liam. Surely, the man who spent his weekends painting miniature figurines of Orcs did not participate in this level of grooming.

Liam caught my look. He took a slow sip of his whiskey.

"Sarah didn't like body hair," he said simply. The mention of the ex-friend-from-hell hung in the air for a second. "She said it was unhygienic. I started shaving two years ago. I just... never stopped. It’s cleaner."

My common sense clocked out and left the building.

Visualizing.

Suddenly, the clothes were gone. I wasn't looking at my friends anymore; I was looking at anatomy.

I pictured Chase first. I imagined him smooth, tan, and confident. The contrast of dark skin and nothing to hide. It fit him. He was a sports car; of course he was polished.

But then, against my will, my mind panned over to Liam.

I pictured the pale, freckled skin of a redhead. I imagined the shocking, stark reality of him being completely bare down there. No distraction. No fuzz to soften the blow. Just him. Hard, heavy, and vividly, aggressively naked.

The thought of Liam, stoic, sweater-wearing Liam, walking around with a secret, porn-star-smooth cock tucked into his sensible jeans hit me like a physical blow. It made him seem exposed in a way that felt dirty. It made me want to touch it just to see if the skin was as hot as I imagined.

"You're both bald," I whispered, the words slipping out. "My God. You’re both walking around completely prepared."

"Always be prepared," Liam said, his voice low.

"Scout's honor," Chase added.

I crossed my legs, the friction of my thighs suddenly unbearable. The "Love Stinks" party was rapidly turning into the "I Need To Sit On Something Cold" party.

"That is..." I cleared my throat, trying to find a word that wasn't delicious. "That is a lot of information."

"You brought up the wax," Chase reminded me. "We're just showing solidarity."

"Solidarity," I repeated, my voice tight. "Right."

I took a massive gulp of wine, but it didn't drown the image. Two smooth, hard cocks. One room. And me, wearing the expensive thong that was suddenly feeling less like oppression and more like an invitation.

"You want to talk about bad trends? Let’s talk about the sudden obsession with my ass. Or yours," I said, trying to pivot.

Chase choked on a laugh. "Go on."

"I don't want to kink shame," I said, waving my glass. "Whatever gets you off. But lately? Every guy I date either wants to park his car in the back garage without a permit, or he hands me a strap-on and looks at me like I’m supposed to know how to install plumbing. I’m tired of the negotiation. Can we just... focus on the front? It’s nice there. It’s naturally lubricated."

"It's about power," Liam said quietly.

"It should be about collaboration," I countered. "I want a team project. I want a group presentation where everyone does equal work and nobody cries in the library. Is that so hard?"

"Group presentation," Chase mused, his eyes dropping to my mouth. "Interesting choice of words."

I ignored him, though my pulse hammered a frantic rhythm against my ribs. "I honestly wish I could quit men. I do. I’ve tried to bargain with God. I stood in front of the mirror last week and tried to convince myself to be a lesbian. Or at least bi. It would solve everything. Women are soft. They smell like vanilla and emotional intelligence. They know where the clitoris is without a map."

"But?" Chase prompted.

"But I can’t do it!" I groaned, throwing my head back against the chair. "I’ve tried. I look at a vulva and I feel... camaraderie. I feel nothing but platonic respect. It’s a tragedy. You men have a monopoly on the one thing I actually need, and you hold it hostage attached to egos and bad texting habits."

"So it's just the dick," Chase said, his voice dropping. "That's all we are to you? Organic dildos with a pulse?"

"Don't be reductive," I snapped, looking at him.

God, he was pretty. Dark hair falling into his eyes, that smirk that promised trouble. He was sprawled on my couch with his legs spread, effortless and confident. He was the safe bet. I knew exactly what Chase would be like in bed; fast, fun, dirty, a little selfish but in a way that made you want to earn it.

"It's not just the hardware," I admitted, my voice softer now. "I’m not attracted to women with penises, either. I checked. It’s... the whole package."

I looked at Liam next.

He was sitting forward now, elbows on his knees, hands clasped loosely. His hands were large. Veiny. The kind of hands that could crush a throat or cradle a skull. He wasn't smiling. He was watching me with a hunger that felt heavy, like a weighted blanket.

"I like the weight," I murmured, almost to myself. "I like the density. I like knowing that if I pushed you, you wouldn't move."

The air in the room suddenly felt thick enough to chew. The radiator clanked, a lonely sound in the sudden quiet.

"I like being smaller," I confessed, the words tumbling out before my feminist brain could tackle them. "I’m five-seven. I’m not small. I wear heels. I have a 401k. I run my own department. But in the dark? I want to be... covered. I want someone taller. Broader."

My gaze drifted from Chase’s playful, dark eyes to Liam’s intense green ones.

Pros and cons, my brain whispered, switching into analytical mode even as my body melted.

Option A: Chase.

●        Pros: Guaranteed orgasm. He’s done this a thousand times. It wouldn't get weird because he doesn't catch feelings; he catches flights. He’s right there, willing, practically vibrating with readiness.

●        Cons: He’s a slut. He’d probably high-five me after. And deep down, I’d know I was just another funny story for his rotation.

Option B: Liam.

●        Pros: The Rumor. The mystery. The way he was looking at me right now, like he wanted to take me apart and see how I worked. The friction of the "friend zone" finally snapping.

●        Cons: If the sex is bad, it’s awkward. If the sex is good, if the rumors are true, I might actually catch feelings for a guy who plays Magic the Gathering and judges my coffee consumption. And that is a slippery slope to heartbreak.

I bit my lip, looking between them. A bead of sweat trickled down the back of my neck.

"So," I whispered. "I'm stuck with you."

"We're not the worst consolation prize," Chase said softly. He leaned forward, closing the distance between us. "You want to be covered, Claire? You want a collaboration?"

"I think," Liam said, his voice rougher than before, "she wants to stop thinking."

He was right. I was overthinking. I was analyzing the risk assessment of an orgasm while my body was screaming at me to just pick a lane.

I looked at Chase. The fun option. I looked at Liam. The nuclear option.

The night was young. I could gather more information. Flirt with my platonic guy friends and figure out which one was going to be upgraded to fuck buddy tonight.

"Another problem," I said, pointing my empty wine glass at the ceiling like a prosecutor, "is the Unicorn Hunters. I can't swipe three times on an app without a couple asking if I want to 'join them for an adventure.' I’m not an adventure. I’m a person with a bedtime."

I huffed, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "And since I’m strictly a one-track mind regarding gender, I have zero interest in performing for some guy while his girlfriend critiques my technique. I don't want to be a guest star in someone else's relationship season finale."

Chase laughed, a dark, rich sound. "You'd be a terrible Third, Claire. You talk too much."

"Thank you. But you? You're the archetype."

"I have served my time," Chase admitted, pouring himself another shot. "I’ve been the pool boy. I’ve been the 'hall pass.' I once had two sorority sisters share me the night after they had a screaming fight over a borrowed sweater. I was basically the demilitarized zone."

"That sounds exhausting," I said.

"It’s cardio," he shrugged. "And frankly? Overrated. Two women is a lot of management. You have to make sure the attention is split fifty-fifty, or someone cries. I prefer being the focus. Or..." He swirled his glass. "I prefer variety. Give me a different girl every night of the week, sure. But all at once? It’s just too many elbows."

I looked at Liam. "Please tell me you’re the voice of reason. Tell me you find the idea of group logistics appalling."

Liam didn't blink. He was sitting with that stillness that was starting to feel less like shyness and more like the patience of a sniper.

"I don't like to discuss the specifics of Sarah's orientation," Liam said, his voice even. "It feels like a violation of an NDA. But... hypothetically. If a partner were bisexual, it would be inefficient not to maximize her enjoyment. We shared women. It was... agreeable."

My jaw dropped slightly. "You had threesomes? While painting Warhammer figures?"

"Multitasking is a skill," he deadpanned, then his expression softened just a fraction. "We never introduced another man into the equation. She wasn't interested. But I suggested it."

Chase choked on his tequila. "You suggested it?"

"It would have been an interesting experiment," Liam said, as if discussing a new Magic card deck. "To see the dynamic. To share the workload."

"You wouldn't be jealous?" I asked, incredulous. "Most guys would rather donate a kidney than watch another guy touch their girlfriend."

Liam looked at me. Really looked at me. It was a slow, heavy gaze that felt like he was physically weighing me.

"I don't experience jealousy the way other men do," he said. "Possessiveness is usually rooted in insecurity. It’s the fear that the competition might offer something you can’t."

He took a sip of his whiskey, then set the glass down with a heavy thud.

"I’ve never been worried about the competition."

The silence that followed was deafening.

I stared at him. I looked at the breadth of his shoulders. I looked at the size of his hands. And then I remembered the rumor. Porn-star dimensions.

Suddenly, it clicked. Of course he wasn't jealous. Why would a lion worry about a house cat? It’s easy to be generous when you know you’re the biggest thing in the room. It’s easy to open the door to another man when you know, for a fact, that he can’t stretch a woman the way you can.

The realization hit my bloodstream faster than the Pinot Grigio.

"So," I said, my voice barely a whisper. "You'd be okay with... collaboration."

"If the goal is your pleasure," Liam said, "then the methods are flexible."

I looked at Chase. He was watching Liam with a newfound respect, and watching me with a predatory hunger.

"I've never shared," Chase said, his voice low, testing the waters. "I'm usually the main event. But... for the right cause?"

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't have to.

I sat there, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. I had been trying to decide which one of them to take to bed. I had been weighing the pros and cons like I was buying a used car.

But Liam wasn't jealous. And Chase was bored of doing all the work alone.

And I? I was ovulating, drunk, and suddenly realizing that maybe, just maybe, I didn't have to choose.

Because you have two hands, Claire, my inner monologue pointed out helpfully. And a mouth and a pussy, if we’re revisiting the collaboration argument.

I swallowed hard. The wine glass felt slippery in my fingers. I needed to get rid of one of them. Or... I needed to stop pretending I wanted to get rid of either of them.

"I am ovulating," I said, my voice trembling slightly. "And I am incredibly frustrated. And you two are sitting here talking about jaw muscles and collaboration like this is a business meeting."

"It's a negotiation," Chase corrected. He stood up.

My breath caught. He moved to the space between the couch and my chair. He didn't touch me. He just stood there, five-eleven of bad idea, blocking the lamplight.

"What are we negotiating?" I asked, looking up at him.

"Terms of service," Liam said from the couch. He stood up too.

Oh no. Oh yes.

Liam walked over. He stood next to Chase. The height difference was suddenly very apparent. Liam was broader, taller, looming over both of us. The nerd was gone. This was just... male.

I felt very small in my chair. And I liked it.

"One of you should leave," I said, but I didn't move to open the door.

"Who?" Chase asked. He reached out, his fingers grazing my jawline. A spark, hot and sharp, skittered down my spine.

"I don't know," I replied.

"Make a choice, Claire," Liam said. He wasn't touching me. He didn't have to. His voice was doing things to my nervous system that shouldn't be legal. "Or we'll make it for you."


Crossing the Line

One minute we were drinking wine and complaining about dating apps, and the next, the room went dead silent. You know that specific quiet? The one right before a rollercoaster drops? That. The vibe shifted so hard I almost got whiplash. It wasn't friendly anymore. It was heavy, hot, and distinctly lustful.

My brain, usually so good at finding reasons to say no, had completely clocked out. I stood there, staring at my two best friends, realizing with a mix of terror and absolute thrill that I had just given them the green light to use my body like a playground.

"So," I said, my voice sounding a little breathless. "How do we do this? Do I... do I just go get in bed?"

Chase laughed, a low, rough sound that vibrated in his chest. He reached out and took my wine glass, setting it on the table with a finality that made my toes curl.

"We’re going to the bedroom, Claire. You first."

"This feels incredibly coordinated," I muttered, standing up. My legs felt like jelly. Not the good kind. The structural integrity kind.

"It’s just logistics," Liam corrected. He stood up, unfolding his frame until he was looming over the coffee table. "And you’re stalling."

"I'm not stalling. I'm strategizing."

"Walk," Chase ordered gently, nodding toward the hallway.

The walk from my living room to my bedroom is approximately fifteen feet. Tonight, it felt like the Green Mile. I was acutely aware of the sound of our breathing; mine shallow and panicked, theirs steady and hungry.

I stopped in the doorway, hand on the knob. Reality crashed in.

"Wait. The duvet," I blurted out. "It’s lumpy. There are books on it. I definitely didn't make the bed."

"Claire," Chase said, stepping up right behind me. I could feel the heat radiating off him, a solid wall of warmth against my back.

"We aren't going to be looking at your sheets. Just you."

He reached past me and pushed the door open.

My bedroom was dark, illuminated only by the streetlights filtering through the blinds, painting stripes of neon orange and shadow across the floor. It smelled like lavender laundry detergent and the distinct, panicked scent of a woman who hadn't planned on company.

I walked in. They followed.

Suddenly, my room, which usually felt cozy, felt incredibly small. It was filled with men. Large, broad-shouldered men who took up all the available oxygen.

I spun around to face them.

"Okay," I said, wringing my hands. "Ground rules. No judging the mess. And nobody laughs if I trip over a shoe."

Liam closed the door. The click of the latch was the loudest sound in Chicago.

"You talk when you're nervous," Liam observed.

He didn't move further into the room; he just leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms over that cable-knit sweater. In the shadows, he looked less like the guy who painted miniatures and more like a bouncer at a club I wasn't cool enough to get into.

"I talk when I'm assessing danger," I corrected.

"We aren't dangerous," Chase said. He stepped into my personal space.

He didn't hesitate. That was the thing about Chase; he moved with the confidence of a man who had never been rejected. He stopped inches from me, smelling like expensive tequila, cedar, and bad decisions.

"We're going to make you feel good," Chase whispered.

He reached out, his hand cupping my cheek. His thumb brushed over my bottom lip, dragging it down slightly.

It was shocking. It short-circuited the part of my brain that was trying to draft a pros and cons list.

"Hi," he murmured, his eyes dropping to my mouth.

"Hi," I replied.

"I’m going to kiss you now."

He leaned in. I expected urgency. I expected the messy, frantic energy of a drunk hookup. But Chase surprised me. He kissed me slowly. Softly. It was a tasting menu, not a buffet. His lips were warm and tasted like booze. He tilted his head, deepening the angle, and I felt my knees give up the ghost. I grabbed his biceps to stay upright, hard muscle under soft cotton.

For a solid ten seconds, my world was just Chase. It was easy. It was fun. It was exactly what I thought I wanted.

Then I felt a hand on my waist.

It wasn't Chase's hand. Chase’s hands were in my hair.

This hand was heavy. Broad. The fingers splayed wide, gripping the curve of my hip with a possessive weight that held me to the floor. The thumb pressed into the dip of my waist bone.

Liam.

I gasped into Chase’s mouth. Chase smirked against my lips, pulling back just an inch.

"There he is," Chase whispered.

I opened my eyes. Chase was grinning at me, but his eyes were dark. Behind me, I could feel Liam’s chest pressing against my back. He was a solid wall of heat. The height difference was suddenly very apparent; the top of my head barely cleared his shoulder.

"You're surrounding me," I said, my voice trembling.

"That’s the arrangement," Liam murmured. His voice vibrated through my spine. He lowered his head, his breath hot against the sensitive skin where my neck met my shoulder. "You wanted to be surrounded."

"I... yes."

"Relax," Liam ordered.

He moved his hand from my hip to my stomach, sliding it flat over the fabric of my sweater. His palm was massive. It covered everything. He pulled me back hard, flush against him, while Chase stepped forward, closing the sandwich.

I was trapped between them. Friend-zoned Liam behind me, Manwhore Chase in front of me.

"This is..." I struggled for a word. "Crowded."

"Cozy," Chase corrected. He dipped his head, kissing the pulse point under my jaw. "You smell good. Like vanilla and panic."

"It's a pheromone blend," I managed to say. "Eau de Regret."

"No regrets," Liam said into my ear. He kissed the side of my neck with a wet, open-mouthed press that made my stomach flip over. His stubble grazed my skin, scratching an itch I didn't know I had.

I whined. It was a pathetic, involuntary sound.

"She likes the scratch," Chase noted, looking over my shoulder at Liam. "Told you."

"Data noted," Liam replied.

Liam’s hand on my stomach moved lower, pressing down. He wasn't touching anything specific yet, just applying pressure, grounding me. "You’re shaking, Claire."

"I’m cold," I lied. "It’s the drafty windows."

"You're not cold," Liam said. He bit down gently on the tendon of my neck. "You're terrified."

"I am not."

"You are," Chase agreed, his hands sliding down my arms to interlace his fingers with mine. He squeezed my hands, keeping me steady. "You’re terrified because you know we’re going to ruin you for anyone else."

I laughed, but it came out as a breathless huff. "Your ego is visible from space, Chase."

"Am I wrong?" Chase challenged. He leaned his forehead against mine, our noses brushing. "Tell me to stop. Tell me to leave. Say the word, and I walk out that door and go eat my melon balls alone."

I looked into his eyes. Then I felt Liam shift behind me, his hips rolling forward, pressing a very hard, very distinct ridge against my lower back.

The rumor was true. Even through denim, even through my leggings, the sheer scale of what was pressing against me was startling. It felt like a weapon.

"Don't leave," I whispered.

Chase smiled. "Good girl."

"Turn around," Liam said.

"What?"

"Turn around," Liam repeated. "I want to see you."

Chase let go of my hands and took a half-step back, giving me room to pivot. I turned in the circle of their arms to face Liam.

Up close, he was overwhelming. Without the barrier of the kitchen island or the coffee table, he was just... a lot of man. His face was flushed, his pupils blown so wide his green eyes looked almost black. He wasn't smiling. He looked like he was trying to solve a complex equation, and the answer was buried somewhere inside my clothes.

He reached out and tucked a strand of loose hair behind my ear. His fingers were rougher than Chase’s. Calloused from lifting weights and assembling tiny plastic armies.

"Hi," I squeaked.

"Hello, Claire," he said.

He grabbed me by the waist, two hands this time, spanning me almost entirely, and lifted me.

He didn't ask. He didn't count to three. He just effortlessly hoisted me up like I was a bag of groceries.

"Whoa!" I grabbed his shoulders for balance.

He walked three steps and sat me down on the edge of the dresser. It was the sturdy oak one I’d inherited from my grandmother (sorry, Grandma). Now I was eye-level with him.

He stepped between my knees, forcing my legs apart. The friction of his jeans against my inner thighs sent a jolt straight to my ovulation center.

"Better," Liam decided. He put his hands on the dresser on either side of my hips, trapping me.

Chase hopped up to sit on the bed behind Liam, watching us like it was a spectator sport. "Technically," Chase said, "I usually get the dresser. Better angle."

"I’m taller," Liam said, not looking away from me. "I don't need the leverage."

I looked at Liam. "You picked me up."

"I did."

"I weigh..."

"You weigh nothing," he interrupted. He leaned in, his face inches from mine. "You talk about equality, Claire. You talk about collaboration. But right now? You don't want to make decisions."

He brushed his nose against mine.

"You want to be overwhelmed," he whispered. "You want to surrender."

I opened my mouth to argue, to make a joke about the patriarchy, to say something witty. But looking at him, seeing the raw hunger in the eyes of the guy who used to lend me his calculator, my brain flatlined.

"Maybe," I admitted.

"I knew it," Liam murmured.

And then he kissed me. And it wasn't like Chase’s kiss. Where Chase had teased, testing the waters, Liam claimed the ground instantly.

"Okay," Chase said, hopping off the bed. "My turn. The sweater is itchy and I’m overheating. If I pass out, it kills the mood."

He pulled his black t-shirt over his head in one smooth motion, revealing a torso that looked like it had been chiseled out of teak. Chase was all lean muscle and golden skin, a dusting of dark hair trailing from his navel into his jeans. He kicked off his shoes and unbuttoned his denim.

"Efficiency," Liam muttered. He stepped back from the dresser, giving me space to breathe, though the air still felt thin.

Liam pulled his cable-knit sweater off. Underneath, he was wearing a plain white undershirt that clung to him like a second skin. He stripped that off too.

I swallowed hard.

If Chase was a sports car, Liam was a tank. He was paler, dusted with freckles across his shoulders, but the muscle density was completely different. He was broad, thick, and powerful. The kind of build that comes from lifting heavy things and then eating an entire cow.

"Jeans," Liam announced.

The zipper sounds were loud in the quiet room. Zzzzip. Zzzzip. The sound of no return.

They shimmied out of the denim.

I found myself staring. It was rude. It was objectifying. I didn't care.

Chase was wearing black Calvin Kleins; predictable, branded, sexy. And he was... impressive. Very impressive. A solid, heavy bulge that strained against the fabric, outlining a shape that promised a very good time.

But then there was Liam.

Liam was wearing gray boxer briefs. Nothing fancy. But the fabric was fighting a losing battle.

I stared at his crotch. My brain tried to do the math. The rumors Sarah had spread weren't rumors; they were public safety announcements. The bulge in his pants was thick, heavy, and terrifyingly substantial. It looked like he was smuggling a tube of tennis balls.

"Oh," I whispered.

Liam caught me staring. A slow flush crept up his neck, clashing with his red hair, but his eyes were dark with satisfaction. "Problem?"

"No," I squeaked. "Just... recalculating the logistics."

"We'll make it fit," Chase promised, stepping up to me. "Now you."

He reached for the hem of my oversized sweater. "Up."

I lifted my arms. The cashmere slid over my head, leaving me in my bra and leggings.

Suddenly, the cold air hit my skin, and with it, the cold reality of being seen.

I froze. My arms crossed over my stomach instinctively.

I am a normal woman. I go to yoga when I’m not hungover. I eat salads, but I also eat nachos. I am a size eight on a good day, a size ten during tacos. In clothes, I look great. Naked? Naked, the lighting in my bedroom felt like an interrogation lamp.

My boobs weren't porn-star perky; they obeyed the laws of physics. My stomach wasn't a washboard; it was a soft curve that folded when I sat down. My ass was fine, but it wasn't defying gravity.

Standing between two men who looked like they were carved out of marble, I felt... soft. Doughy.

"Turn the lights off," I said, reaching for the switch.

Liam caught my wrist. His grip was gentle but firm. "Leave them."

"I haven't been to the gym in three weeks," I blurted out. "I ate a bagel for lunch. A everything bagel. It’s still in there."

"Good," Liam said. He stepped closer, dropping to his knees in front of me.

I gasped. "What are you doing?"

"Leggings," he said. "Lift your foot."

Removing leggings is never sexy. It’s usually a wrestling match involving hopping and swearing. But Liam peeled them down my legs with a patience that was almost reverent. Chase helped, steadying me by the waist as I stepped out of the fabric.

Then I was just in my matching set. A black lace balcony bra and the thong that was currently trying to saw me in half.

I tried to suck in my stomach.

Liam, still on his knees, placed his large, warm hands on my waist. His thumbs rubbed against the soft skin of my hip bones, then slid inward to cover my stomach. He didn't avoid the softness. He pressed into it.

"Don't suck it in," he ordered, his voice vibrating against my thigh.

"It’s not flat," I whispered.

"It’s soft," Liam corrected. He pressed a kiss to my belly button, his stubble grazing my skin. "I like soft. Hard things break, Claire. Soft things yield."

He squeezed my hips, his fingers digging in. "I want to feel this against me."

Chase was behind me now. His hands slid up my back, tracing my spine.

"And the ass," Chase murmured, his voice right in my ear. He molded his hands over my butt cheeks, squeezing firmly. "I don't want a rock, Claire. I want something I can grab. Something that shakes when I smack it."

He smacked it lightly. I jumped, a gasp tearing out of my throat.

"See?" Chase grinned against my neck. "Perfect."

He traced a finger up my spine and stopped.

"Hello," Chase said. "What is this?"

I tensed. "What?"

"Ink," he said. "You have tattoos? Since when? You wear turtlenecks for nine months of the year."

"I contain multitudes," I breathed, my head falling back against his shoulder as Liam continued to worship my stomach.

"Turn her," Liam said.

Chase spun me around so my back was to Liam.

I have two tattoos. On my right shoulder blade, a fine-line geometric constellation of Cassiopeia, the Queen. And lower, right above the curve of my hip on the left side, a sprig of lavender.

Liam traced the constellation with one finger. His touch was electric. "Cassiopeia," he recognized instantly. Of course the nerd knew the stars. "Vain and beautiful."

"It seemed appropriate," I murmured.

"And this?" He traced the lavender on my lower back. His finger dipped dangerously close to the waistband of my thong.

"For anxiety," I said. "Irony."

"Beautiful," Liam said. He kissed the constellation. Then he kissed the lavender. Then he bit the muscle of my lower back, just hard enough to make me arch.

"Okay," Chase said, spinning me back around. "Enough art appreciation. My turn."

He reached for the clasp of my bra.

"Wait," I said, my hands flying up to cover myself again. "They’re... they’re just boobs. They aren't huge. They aren't fake."

"Claire," Chase said, looking me dead in the eye. "I love boobs. Big ones, small ones, sideways ones. But yours? I have been imagining yours since freshman orientation."

He popped the clasp. The bra fell away.

I stood there, exposed. My nipples were already hard from the cold and the adrenaline, peaked and tight.

Chase groaned. It was a visceral, pained sound. "Jesus."

"They're perfect," Liam agreed. He was still on his knees, but he stood up now, towering over me again.

They didn't give me time to overthink it. They descended.

It was a coordinated attack. Chase took the left, Liam took the right.

Chase’s mouth was wet, hot, and frantic. He swirled his tongue around the areola, teasing, making a high-pitched whimper escape my throat.

Liam was different. Liam bent down and took the entire right breast into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue flattening against the nipple with a heavy, rhythmic pressure that pulled a wire of heat straight down to my clit.

"Oh god," I gasped, my hands finding their hair.

Chase’s dark, silky hair in my left hand. Liam’s coarse, thick red hair in my right.

I was being eaten alive. I looked down, watching two men—two incredibly hot, incredibly different men—worshiping my body like it was the last meal on earth.

My insecurities evaporated. It’s hard to worry about your tummy when a man is groaning against your skin like he’s starving. It’s hard to worry about gravity when you’re the center of theirs.

Liam pulled back with a wet pop, leaving my nipple red, glistening, and aching for more.

"Delicious," he said.

"Mine," Chase argued, switching sides to claim the one Liam had just abandoned.

I threw my head back, staring at the ceiling, my hips bucking involuntarily.

"We haven't even started," I realized, my voice a broken wreck.

"No," Liam said, his hand sliding down to cup me through the soaking wet silk of my thong. "But we're about to."

"Thong," Liam said. It was a command, not an observation.

"It’s expensive," I reminded him breathlessly. "Be careful."

"I'll buy you a new one," he muttered. He hooked his thumbs into the sides of the black lace and peeled it down. It joined the pile of discarded clothes; my dignity had already been thrown there ten minutes ago.

Liam lifted me easily, depositing me in the center of the bed. The sheets were cool against my back, a sharp contrast to the furnace heat radiating off the two men looming over me.

"Legs up," Chase ordered.

I obeyed. I didn't have a choice; my motor functions had been outsourced to the Committee of Hormones and Bad Decisions.

Chase didn't hesitate. He settled between my thighs with the focus of a bomb disposal technician who really loved his job. He grabbed my hips, securing me, and then he dove.

"Oh, god," I gasped, my head hitting the pillow.

Chase didn't just go down on a woman; he campaigned. He was running for Mayor of My Clitoris, and his polling numbers were through the roof. He was wet, enthusiastic, and aggressively talented, his tongue swirling with a rhythm that made my toes curl so hard I thought they might cramp.

"Breathe," Liam said from above me.

I opened my eyes to see Liam hovering over my face. He looked like a storm cloud—dark, heavy, and ready to break. He leaned down, bracing his weight on his forearms on either side of my head, trapping me in a cage of muscle and freckled skin.

He kissed me. His claiming tongue swept into my mouth, deep and slow, mimicking a rhythm I desperately wanted him to replicate elsewhere. He moved down to my neck, biting the soft spot under my ear, then lower to my breasts.

My hands flew up, tangling in his red hair, then sliding down to his shoulders. He felt like granite wrapped in skin.

"Liam," I whined into the empty air.

"I’m here," he grumbled against my sternum.

"I need..." I trailed off, my hips bucking as Chase did something particularly wicked with the flat of his tongue. "I need to see. I need to know."

Liam lifted his head. His eyes were blown wide with arousal. "Know what?"

I reached down, my hand brushing the straining gray fabric of his boxer briefs. The heat radiating off him was absurd. "The rumor," I whispered. "Is it true? Or was Sarah just trying to make me jealous?"

Liam’s jaw tightened. He sat back on his heels, hovering over my chest.

"Decide for yourself," he challenged.

He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his briefs and shoved them down.

My brain stopped. It just... ceased operations.

Sarah hadn't been lying. If anything, she had undersold it.

As the gray fabric cleared his hips, a thick, heavy length of pale flesh sprang free. It hit his stomach with a dull thud.

I stared. It wasn't just big; it was architectural. It was thick at the base, flaring wider at the head, veined and intimidatingly red. It looked less like a body part and more like a weapon designed for siege warfare.

"Jesus, Liam," I said. "Do you have a permit for that?"

"I have a license to carry," he deadpanned, though his ears turned a bright, violent shade of crimson.

"I want it," I said. My filter was gone. "Put it in my mouth. Now."

Liam shifted forward. He positioned himself over my face. Up close, the scale was even more alarming. The head alone looked like it could displace my entire jaw.

"Open," he murmured.

I opened. I tried to be enthusiastic. I tried to be the cool, sexy girl who could take a monster cock without blinking.

I failed.

He pressed the head against my lips, and I took him in. Or, I tried to. I got the head past my teeth, but the sheer girth of him filled my mouth completely. My jaw clicked in protest. I tried to bob my head, to take more of him, but I gagged almost immediately.

"Too big," I choked out, pulling back, a string of saliva connecting us.

"Relax," Liam said, his voice rough. "Don't force it."

I couldn't force it. Between Chase currently performing magic on my clitoris and Liam’s sheer size, my brain couldn't coordinate the logistics.

"I'm sorry," I whimpered, feeling like a failure. "I can't... I can't fit it."

"Use your hands," Liam instructed. He didn't look disappointed. He looked fascinated. He watched me with that intense, unblinking stare as I wrapped my hand around him.

My fingers didn't even meet on the other side.

I started to stroke him, using my other hand to cup the heavy weight of his balls. I licked the head, swirling my tongue around the slit, treating him like a oversized lollipop since I couldn't treat him like a pacifier.

Liam groaned a low, guttural sound that seemed to come from the basement of his soul. He closed his eyes for a second, his hips snapping forward into my hand.

"Good," he rasped. "Just like that. Don't stop."

I pumped him, messy and uncoordinated, drooling on him because my mouth was still open in shock. Chase, sensing my distraction, chose that moment to slide two fingers inside me.

" Fuck !" I screamed, my hand squeezing Liam too hard.

"Easy," Liam warned, his hand clamping over mine to guide the rhythm. "Don't rip it off, Claire. I need it."

"Let’s switch," Chase announced suddenly, pulling back. He was flushed, grinning, and looked like he’d just run a marathon. "My jaw needs a break. Liam, tag in."

"Of course," Liam said, eagerly.

They moved with a terrifying synchronization. Liam slid down the bed. Chase crawled up.

"Okay," Liam said, positioning himself between my legs. "Let’s see the structural integrity."

If Chase was an artist, Liam was an engineer.

He didn't tease. He didn't swirl. He spread my thighs wide, draped my legs over his broad shoulders, and buried his face in me.

He was... efficient. Competent. He found the button and he pressed it. His tongue was broad and strong, and he used a steady, rhythmic lap that felt like a metronome. Chase had treated my body like a sprint, frantic and ego-driven. Liam treated it like a precise task: steady, relentless, and heavy.

It was good. But it lacked the flair.

Chase, meanwhile, had stripped completely.

"Hi," he said, hovering over me.

I looked down. Chase was naked. And oh, thank god.

He was beautiful. Hard, tan, and perfectly proportioned. He was big, definitely above average, but he looked human. He didn't look like he required a hazard sign.

"Goldilocks," I whispered.

"What?" Chase asked, bracing himself over me.

"You fit," I said, reaching for him.

"I always fit," he winked.

He lowered himself. I opened my mouth, and he slid in.

It was a relief. I could breathe through my nose. I could wrap my lips around him comfortably. I could actually work.

I hummed with satisfaction, sliding my tongue along the underside of his shaft. Chase tasted like salt and skin. I bobbed my head, taking him deep, letting him hit the back of my throat without triggering my gag reflex.

"Oh, yeah," Chase moaned, his hips bucking instinctively. "That’s it, Claire. Show off for me."

I sucked him harder, my hand coming up to play with his balls. Downstairs, Liam was still working away with mechanical precision, his stubble burning my inner thighs. Upstairs, Chase was gasping, his hands tangling in my hair, guiding me but letting me set the pace.

I felt a surge of power. I had the Nerd eating me out and the Manwhore in my mouth. I was the conductor of this chaotic, horny orchestra.

Chase looked down at me, his eyes half-lidded and hazy with lust. "You like that? You like being manageable?"

I couldn't speak, so I just hummed a yes against his cock.

"Good," Chase moaned. "Because once Liam gets up here? You're going to miss manageable."

I faltered for a second. Right. Liam. The siege weapon currently dismantling my composure from the south.

But for now, I had Chase. And Chase felt like victory.

Liam pulled his fingers out with a wet, squelching sound that was equal parts embarrassing and incredibly hot. He wiped his hand on his thigh—my poor sheets—and looked up at Chase.

"She's ready," Liam announced. "Well lubricated. We are prepared."

I laughed, a breathless, hysterical sound. "I’ve been ready since the appetizer, you absolute nerds. I was ready when you were talking about jaw muscles."

"Patience is a virtue," Liam said, standing up. He looked like a Viking who had just pillaged a village and found the ale reserves. His hair was messy, his chest was heaving, and that enormous erection was bobbing with every step.

"Nightstand," I pointed, my voice trembling. "Top drawer."

Chase reached over and yanked the drawer open. He paused, a grin splitting his face.

"Well, well," Chase teased, pulling out a handful of items. "It’s the Single Girl Survival Kit. We have condoms, lube, and..." He held up my purple vibrator like it was a trophy fish. "And B.O.B. The Battery Operated Boyfriend."

I covered my face with my hands. "Don't introduce him. He's shy."

"He looks well-loved," Chase noted, tossing the toy back into the drawer. He ripped open a condom wrapper with his teeth, a move that was cliché but undeniably sexy, and rolled it on. It fit perfectly. Snug, secure, ready for business.

Liam, however, didn't reach for the box in the drawer. He reached for his discarded jeans on the floor.

"You brought your own?" I asked, peeking through my fingers.

"The standard ones are tight," Liam said simply. He pulled a square wrapper from his pocket. It was gold. It said Magnum XL. And, because Liam was Liam, he had two of them.

"You had that in your pocket?" Chase asked, raising an eyebrow as he watched Liam sheath himself. "Assuming a lot, weren't we?"

"I believe in contingency planning," Liam replied. He rolled the condom down. It looked like he was putting a sleeping bag on a sequoia.

"Show off," Chase muttered. He moved to the center of the bed and lay back against the pillows, crossing his arms behind his head. His biceps bulged. His abs flexed. His cock stood straight up, inviting and manageable.

"Come here, Claire," Chase said. "Ride me. I want to see you bounce."

I swallowed hard. Riding was... vulnerable. It required coordination. It required confidence. It required me to not think about how my stomach folded when I leaned forward.

But looking at Chase, looking at the way he watched me with pure, unadulterated hunger, I moved.

I crawled up the bed. I straddled his hips.

"Hi," I whispered, hovering over him.

"Hi," he grinned. He reached up, his hands finding my waist, his thumbs digging in to guide me. "Sink it."

I lifted my hips, lined him up, and slowly sank down.

The sensation was instantaneous relief. It had been months. Months of bad dates, cold nights, and the purple vibrator. Feeling him slide inside me—thick, hot, filling the empty space—felt like coming home. I threw my head back and groaned, the sound tearing out of my throat.

"Oh, thank god," I gasped.

"Tight," Chase hissed, his eyes fluttering shut for a second. "Jesus, Claire. You feel amazing."

I started to move. Slow at first, testing the friction. Chase’s hands slid from my waist to my hips, helping me find the rhythm. It was good, easy, and exactly what I needed.

But then I opened my eyes.

Liam was standing at the foot of the bed.

He wasn't moving. He was just... watching. His arms were crossed over that broad, pale chest. His erection was twitching. His green eyes were locked on the point where my body connected with Chase’s. He looked like he was studying a complex physics problem involving fluid and friction.

Sudden, crippling self-consciousness hit me like a bucket of ice water.

He’s watching my stomach jiggle, my brain screamed. He’s watching my face make that weird ugly-cry expression. He’s judging my rhythm.

I faltered. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, trying to block out the visual of Liam the Judge. I bit my lip, trying to hide my expression.

Chase sensed the shift immediately.

"Hey," Chase said sharply. "Open your eyes."

I shook my head, grinding down on him but keeping my face hidden.

"Claire," Chase said. He reached up and grabbed my breasts, kneading them firmly. "Look at me. Don't go into your head. Stay here."

He pinched my nipples. Hard.

I gasped, my eyes flying open.

"There she is," Chase smiled. He pulled my head down, kissing me messily, biting my lip. "You look hot. You look like a goddess. Do not hide from me."

He bucked his hips upward, snapping into me deep, forcing a cry from my lips. "Ride me harder. Use my chest. I'm not breakable."

I placed my hands on his chest, feeling the thud-thud-thud of his heart, and I let go. I started to bounce, finding a rhythm that made the headboard knock against the wall. Thump. Thump. Thump.

Chase groaned, his hands sliding down to grip my ass, spreading my cheeks as I rose and fell. "That's it. That’s the spot."

But something was missing.

I looked down at Chase. He was blissful. I looked at the foot of the bed. Liam was still watching, his jaw clenched so hard a muscle feathered in his cheek.

"Liam," I panted.

He took a step forward.

"Get back here," I demanded. My voice was wrecked. "I can't... I can't handle him just staring."

"I like watching," Liam said, his voice a low rumble. "I like seeing you take him."

"I don't care what you like," I snapped, riding Chase harder. "I want your mouth. Or... or something."

Liam walked to the side of the bed. He loomed over us. The height difference was absurd even when I was on top of another man.

"You want something?" Liam asked. He nudged my shoulder with his hip.

I turned my head. And there it was. The Monster, standing at attention right at eye level.

My mouth watered. My earlier failure stung my pride. I was a modern woman. I had a graduate degree. I could figure out the geometry of a giant penis.

"Give it to me," I said. "Again."

Liam hesitated. "You're bouncing, Claire. You'll choke."

"Let me try," I begged. I reached out, wrapping my hand around the base of him. "I want to taste you while I feel him."

Chase laughed from beneath me, a strained, happy sound. "Ambitious. I like it."

Liam stepped closer. He braced one hand on the headboard, leaning over me, offering himself up like a sacrifice to the gods of gluttony.

I leaned forward, keeping my rhythm on Chase— bounce, slide, bounce —and opened my mouth.

This time, I had a plan. I wouldn't try to deep throat him. That was physically impossible unless I unhinged my jaw like a python. I would focus on the head.

I took the tip of him into my mouth. He tasted like latex and musk. I swirled my tongue around the ridge, humming against him.

" Fuck ," Liam hissed from above.

It was chaotic and messy. I was bobbing up and down on Chase, which meant Liam’s dick was moving in and out of my mouth in a jerky, unpredictable rhythm. My nose bumped against his pubic hair. My hand pumped the shaft I couldn't fit in my mouth.

"Careful with the teeth," Liam warned, his hand coming down to grip the back of my neck.

"I've got it," I mumbled around him.

I didn't have it. I absolutely did not have it. I was drooling, I was panting, and I was pretty sure I looked like a seal trying to balance a beach ball.

But the sensation? The sensation of being completely stuffed with Chase filling me below, Liam filling me above, surrounded by muscle and heat and male groans?

It silenced the insecurities. It silenced the "Love Stinks" playlist in my head.

"She's greedy," Chase noted, smacking my ass. "Look at her, Liam. She wants both."

"She can't handle both," Liam groaned, his hips snapping forward, fucking my face gently. "But she’s trying. God, she’s trying."

I gagged slightly, pulled back for air, and dove right back in. I might not be able to take him deep, but I was going to polish this man until he shined.

I slid off Chase, my legs trembling like a newborn foal on ice. I was flushed, sweating, and buzzing with adrenaline, but the main event was still standing at the foot of the bed, looking like a statue dedicated to the god of testosterone.

"Liam," I gasped, crawling across the mattress until I was on my hands and knees. I looked back at him over my shoulder. "Put it in. Now."

Liam didn't rush. He walked to the nightstand and grabbed the bottle of lube. He squeezed a generous amount into his palm; an amount that suggested he was planning to slide a sofa through a doorway.

"Arch your back," he ordered, his voice sounding like gravel crunching under tires.

I arched. I presented. I gave him the best angle I had, sticking my ass out like I was trying to win a trophy.

He coated himself. The sound was wet and heavy. Then he stepped between my knees.

"This is going to be tight," he warned.

"I don't care," I lied. I cared a little. "Just do it."

He pressed the head against me. It was... massive. Even with the lube, even after Chase had warmed me up, it felt like I was trying to accommodate a fire hydrant.

"Slow," I hissed, my knuckles turning white as I gripped the sheets.

"I know," Liam grunted. He pushed.

I stopped breathing. I felt my body stretching, accommodating, protesting, and then accepting. He slid in inch by agonizing inch. It was a feeling of total invasion. I felt full; impossibly, completely full.

When he finally bottomed out, his hips slapping against my ass cheeks with a heavy thud, I let out a cry that was half-sob, half-moan.

"We fit," Liam murmured, sounding amazed. He held perfectly still, letting me adjust to the sheer scale of him. "You’re taking it well."

"I’m a champion," I wheezed.

"You're incredible," he corrected. He started to move.

It wasn't the bouncy, fun ride I’d had with Chase. This was geology, like tectonic plates shifting. Liam pulled almost all the way out, leaving me aching for the fullness, then drove back in with a slow, heavy thrust that rocked my entire skeletal system.

"Oh, god ," I moaned, my head dropping. I was lost in the sensation of being stretched, of the friction, of the heat radiating off his thighs against mine.

"Hey," a voice said from the front. "Don't get lost in the woods, Claire. You have guests."

I opened my eyes. Chase was kneeling in front of me. He was still hard, because of course he was; the man had the recovery time of a teenager, and he looked jealous.

"You look wrecked," Chase said approvingly. "I like it. But your mouth looks lonely."

"Chase," I panted. "I can't... breath control..."

"You don't need to breathe," Chase said. "You need to serve."

He moved closer. "Open."

I opened.

Chase slid into my mouth.

If I thought I was full before, I was now at maximum capacity. I was a human kebab. I had Liam’s monster tethering me from behind, his hips bruising my ass with every thrust, and Chase filling my throat, his hands tangling in my hair to hold me steady.

It was sensory overload. It was too much. It was perfect.

I gagged slightly as Chase thrust deep, but Liam’s answering thrust from behind distracted me, sending a shockwave of pleasure up my spine. I was being used. I was being sandwiched. I was the fault line between two colliding tectonic plates, and the friction was off the charts..

"That’s it," Chase praised, his voice rough. "Take it deep. Good girl."

I moaned around his cock, the sound vibrating against his skin.

Liam groaned from behind. "I can feel you tight around me every time you suck him. Jesus, Claire."

"She’s multitasking," Chase grinned.

Then, he reached for the nightstand.

"No," I tried to say, but it came out as " Nnnngh ."

Chase produced the purple vibrator. B.O.B. The silent observer was now an active participant.

"Let’s see if we can make her brain melt," Chase whispered.

He pressed the toy against my clit.

My world went white.

It was unfair. It was actually cheating. I had the stretch of Liam, the fullness of Chase, and now the buzzing, relentless pressure of the vibrator directly on the nerve ending that was already screaming for attention.

Chase didn't stop there. With his free hand, he reached up and pinched my nipple hard.

I tried to scream, but my mouth was full of Chase. I tried to buck my hips, but Liam had his large hands clamped on my waist, holding me in place so he could pound into me with increasing speed.

"Fuck," Liam roared, his rhythm breaking. He started hammering into me, fast and hard, abandoning his careful efficiency. "You feel so good. You’re so tight."

Chase started fucking my face in earnest now, gripping my hair, pulling my head back and forth to meet his thrusts. It wasn't polite or gentle. It was dirty, animalistic, and exactly what I wanted.

My orgasm hit me like a freight train.

It started in my toes and ripped through my body. I clamped down on everything, my throat tightened around Chase, my walls crushed Liam. I was shaking, crying, making muffled noises against Chase’s cock.

"That’s it," Chase said. "Come for us."

The feeling of me convulsing around him sent Liam over the edge.

"I’m cumming!" Liam shouted. He slammed into me one last time, burying himself to the hilt, and I felt him shudder violently against my back, groaning my name with ecstacy.

Chase lasted three more seconds.

"Fuck yeah!" Chase gasped. He pulled out of my throat just as he erupted.

My brain, usually so obsessed with logistics and hygiene, made a split-second decision.

I didn't let him pull away. I kept my mouth open. I took him.

I did something I had only done once before, for a boyfriend to whom I desperately wanted to prove I was a cool, sexy girl. I swallowed. It was salty, warm, and primal. It felt... possessive. Like I was taking the last piece of the puzzle and locking it away.

Chase froze, looking down at me with wide eyes. "Mmmm yeah, swallow it like a good girl."

I licked my lips, tasting him. I was trembling. My hair was a mess. My makeup was definitely ruined.

"Don't get used to it," I rasped, my voice sounding like I’d smoked a pack a day for forty years. "I just didn't want to make a mess."

Liam collapsed onto my back, burying his face in my neck. He was heavy, sweaty, and breathing like a bellows.

"We broke her," Liam murmured into my skin.

"No," Chase said, wiping a smudge of mascara from my cheek with his thumb. He looked dazed. "I think she broke us."

I lay there for a long time, pressed into the mattress like a flower in a heavy book.

The room smelled like sex. Not the polite, candle-scented sex of a romantic comedy, but the heavy, humid reality of it. It was thick with latex and sweat. My legs were vibrating at a frequency that suggested they might never support my weight again. My mouth tasted like Chase’s cum. My lower half throbbed with the ghost of Liam, stretched and fucked.

I was a wreck. A glorious, decimated wreck.

"You're alive," Chase whispered. He was curled around my front, his head resting on my chest. He traced a bruise that was already blooming on my hip, a fingerprint souvenir from Liam’s grip.

"Barely," I croaked.

"You did fantastic," Liam rumbled from behind. He was the big spoon, his arm heavy across my waist, his face buried in my hair. "Your endurance is... noteworthy."

"Please don't put this on a spreadsheet," I murmured.

"No data entry tonight," Liam promised. He kissed my shoulder, his lips hot against the cooling sweat. "You're beautiful, Claire. You look incredible."

"I feel ruined," I admitted. "I feel like I just went twelve rounds in a penis cage match."

Chase laughed, the sound vibrating against my ribs. "And you won. Or maybe we all did?"

They lay there for another ten minutes, just holding me. It was disorienting. Usually, this is the part where the guy checks his phone, or awkwardly looks for his socks, or mumbles about an early meeting. But they just... stayed. They petted my hair. They rubbed my sore muscles. They made me feel less like a receptacle and more like a queen who had just survived a coup.

Eventually, though, nature called.

"I need..." I tried to sit up and immediately regretted it. My core muscles had gone on strike. "I need a minute. Bathroom."

"Do you need help?" Liam asked, sitting up. He looked terrifyingly good with his hair ruffled, chest heaving, completely unbothered by his nudity.

"No," I said, clutching the sheet to my chest. "I need to go look in a mirror and see if I’m still recognizable as a taxpayer."

I managed to untangle myself from the pile of male limbs. I grabbed my silk robe from the floor, ignoring the shredded remains of my expensive thong, and made the slow, wobbly pilgrimage to the bathroom.

I shut the door and flipped on the light.

"Oh, wow," I whispered to my reflection.

I looked like I had been caught in a tornado that was horny. My mascara was halfway down my cheek. My hair was a bird's nest that had been struck by lightning. My lips were swollen and red, bitten and kissed into oblivion. There was a red mark on my neck that was definitely going to require a turtleneck tomorrow.

I grabbed a washcloth and ran it under warm water.

Okay, Claire, I thought, scrubbing at the raccoon eyes. You did it. You slept with the Manwhore and the Nerd. Simultaneously. You crossed the Rubicon, and the Rubicon was full of lube.

How was I supposed to look them in the eye? How were we supposed to go back to complaining about interest rates and bad movies?

I washed my face. I stared at myself. And then, a slow, wicked smile crept onto my bruised lips.

Because the truth was? I didn't want to go back. I wanted to know if Liam was free next Thursday. I wanted to know if Chase wanted to come over for "maintenance." I wanted to know if I could handle them separately, now that I knew what they were packing.

I wasn't broken. I was calibrated.

* * *

By the time I waddled back out to the living room, the vibe had shifted from "Roman Orgy" to "Frat House Sunday."

Chase was in his boxer briefs, sitting on the counter, scrolling through his phone. Liam had pulled his jeans back on but hadn't bothered with a shirt, leaving that magnificent, freckled chest on display as he opened a fresh bottle of wine.

"DoorDash is en route," Chase announced without looking up. "I ordered three double cheeseburgers, a mountain of fries, and something called 'The Cardiac Arrest Sampler.'"

"I love you," I said genuinely.

"I know." Chase looked up and grinned. "You look cleaner. Less feral."

"I tried." I tightened the belt of my robe and sat down gingerly on the couch. "So. Are we... are we okay?"

Liam walked over and handed me a glass of wine. He sat down next to me, close enough that his thigh pressed against mine. He didn't pull away.

"We're fed," Liam said simply. "We're hydrated. We're satisfied. Why wouldn't we be okay?"

I looked at them. They were so... simple.

I had spent the last ten minutes in the bathroom agonizing over the complex socio-emotional ramifications of group sex among friends.

They had spent the last ten minutes ordering burgers.

They weren't awkward. They weren't jealous. They were men who had successfully hunted (me) and were now waiting for the celebratory feast. It was surprisingly wholesome.

"You guys are ridiculous," I sighed, leaning my head on Liam’s shoulder.

"We're efficient," Liam corrected. He draped his arm around me, his hand resting casually on my knee.

"We're good friends," Chase added, hopping off the counter to join us on the couch. He sat on my other side, effectively sandwiching me again. "Happy Anti-Valentine's Day, Claire."

"Happy Anti-Valentine's Day," I murmured, taking a sip of wine.

I looked at the TV, which was playing a silent rerun of The Office. I felt the warmth of Liam on my right and Chase on my left. I felt sore in places I didn't know had names.

And for the first time since Christmas, I didn't feel lonely. I didn't feel bitter. I felt... full.


The Morning After

The sun hit my face with the subtlety of a laser beam.

I groaned, trying to roll over, but I was pinned. A heavy arm was draped over my waist (Liam). A leg was thrown over my shin (Chase). We were a tangled knot of limbs, duvet, and bad breath.

Panic flared for exactly three seconds. Oh god, the morning after. The awkwardness. The regret.

Then, Liam shifted. He pulled me closer in his sleep, mumbling something about "logistics," and buried his face in my neck.

I froze.

Then, from the other side, Chase cracked one eye open. He looked at me, looked at Liam, and smirked.

"Morning, sunshine," he rasped. "Do we have Advil? Or a priest?"

"Both," I whispered.

We disentangled ourselves with the grace of three drunk octopuses. There was no dramatic exit. There was no "we need to talk."

We ate cold fries for breakfast. We drank coffee that was too strong (Liam made it). And then, they left.

Chase kissed me at the door with a quick, dirty peck on the lips. "Thanks for the ride, Claire. Let’s do it again. My jaw is already recovering."

He winked and bounded down the stairs, whistling.

Liam lingered.

He stood in the doorway, filling the frame, looking like a lumberjack who had lost his axe but found a purpose. He reached out, his large hand cupping my cheek, his thumb brushing over my lip.

"You okay?" he asked quietly.

"I'm okay," I said, looking up into those intense green eyes.

He nodded. He leaned down and kissed my forehead, then my cheek, lingering just long enough for me to smell him. He smelled like the shower he’d just taken and the things we’d just done.

"Next time you want to run an experiment," Liam murmured, his voice dropping to that vibration that hit me straight in the ovaries, "you have my number. And my stats."

He pulled back, gave me a small, rare smile, and walked away.

I closed the door. I leaned against it, listening to his heavy footsteps fade down the hall.

My apartment was quiet. The "Love Stinks" banner was drooping off the wall. There were three empty wine bottles on the counter and a condom wrapper on the floor.

I touched my cheek where Liam had kissed me.

My ovulation app pinged on my phone. Peak fertility window closing.

"You're welcome," I whispered to my uterus.

I walked to the window and looked out at the gray Chicago sky. Love still stinks. It’s messy, it’s complicated, and it usually ends in tears.

But lust?

I smiled, feeling the delicious, heavy ache in my muscles.

Lust is doing just fine.


A Note from Zoya Lane

Hey gorgeous,

Thanks for skipping the aggressive fruit arrangements and joining the Anti-Valentine’s Summit. I hope you’re feeling thoroughly satisfied, slightly flushed, and maybe looking at your nerdy male friends a little differently. (Who needs a romantic dinner when you can have logistics like that?)

If Claire, Liam, and Chase  made you fan yourself, squirm in your seat, or text something mildly scandalous, do a girl a favor and tell a friend, or better yet, leave a review. Reviews keep these wicked little stories alive and give me an excuse to pour another glass of Pinot Grigio  and write the next one.

When you’re ready for more (perhaps something slightly gentler, or perhaps not...), I have other juicy confessions waiting for you:

●        The Accidentally Shared Suite: One room, one bed, two strangers.

●        No Vacancy: A woman, a broken-down Prius, and two men to the rescue... but all the hotels in town are booked! You know what happens next.

●        My First Threesome Experiment: Another tale of two men, one curious woman, and the delightful chaos of saying yes to temptation, this one set at University.

Until then, stay curious, stay hydrated (Liam would approve), and remember: Love might stink, but lust is doing just fine.

Happy Anti-Valentine’s!

Zoya Lane
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