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Chapter 1: The Crawfords

The gravel announced them before I saw them.

That gravel — the stones that had crunched under Catherine’s Louboutins, under the Countess’s Mercedes, under Dani’s combat boots — now popped and shifted under the tires of a vintage green Range Rover that came up the drive like it owned the place. Crawfords always arrived like they owned the place. Even when they were visiting someone else’s home.

I set down the porch board I’d been measuring. Same board. Fourth repair. The sister joist I’d bolted in with pressure-treated lumber and carriage bolts was holding fine, but the original plank had started to warp in the late August heat. Some things just refused to stay fixed.

Behind me, through the kitchen window, Sofia’s voice carried: “Nathan! The smoothie blender is making that noise again.”

“Which noise?”

“The wrong noise. The noise that means you need to fix it before I blend it into the counter.”

“I’ll look at it after this board.”

“You’ll look at it now. The baby needs his morning nutrients.”

I smiled. The baby — Sofia’s unborn son, per her unshakeable conviction — had become the household’s most effective negotiating tool. The baby needed nutrients. The baby needed the porch fixed. The baby needed the rocking chair finished. The baby needed Sofia’s kitchen to run at peak performance, which required the blender, the stand mixer, and the full emotional submission of everyone within earshot.

The morning had started the way mornings always started now: with milk. Sofia’s pre-dawn expression in the milk room, Catherine joining her at six, Astrid adding her steady production at six-thirty. I’d nursed from all three before coffee — the sweet warmth of Sofia’s established flow, the sharper tang of Catherine’s supply, Astrid’s steady, practical output. Linda had watched from the doorway, her own colostrum-sore breasts hidden under a silk robe, not yet ready but getting closer. The fourth chair waited for her.

Then breakfast. Sofia cooking from her stool because standing made her back scream. Tanaka monitoring everyone’s prenatal vitamins with journal-based precision. Priya reorganizing the operations whiteboard for the fourth time that week. Margarethe inspecting the nursery — again — because a countess didn’t trust furniture she hadn’t personally evaluated at least twice daily. Linda managing the mail with one hand and her belly with the other. Astrid stretching on the back porch, her thirty-one-week bump visible in downward dog.

The ordinary chaos of a house with seven pregnant women and one man who’d caused all of it.

The passenger door opened and Victoria Crawford emerged sideways.

There was no other way for her to exit a vehicle at thirty-four weeks pregnant. Her belly arrived first — round and heavy and stretching a soft cashmere maternity dress that probably cost more than my truck payment. Auburn waves framed a face that was softer than I remembered, rounder, glowing with that third-trimester radiance that made pregnant women look like they’d swallowed the sun. Her C-cups had swollen to full D-cups, their weight visible through thin fabric, and her hips — always rounder than her sister’s — had widened into something that made the word “maternal” feel like it should be capitalized.

She put one hand on her belly, one on the car door, and looked up at the inn with wet green eyes.

“It looks the same,” she whispered. Then she corrected herself. “No. It feels different.”

It was different. The last time Victoria Crawford had been here, Willow Creek was a fertility retreat with a waitlist and a business model. Now it was a house full of pregnant women wearing rings from a two-hundred-year-old aristocratic collection, and the only thing on the schedule was “who needs the bathroom next.”

The driver’s door opened. Isabelle Crawford swung out with the brisk impatience of someone who resented physics for slowing her down. Twenty-two weeks — visible bump pressing against a silk blouse, but nothing compared to her sister’s third-trimester monument. She was still lean. Still sharp. Still wearing a high ponytail that pulled her auburn hair taut and dared someone to yank it free.

She surveyed the inn the way she surveyed everything — like she was evaluating a hostile takeover target and had already found three structural deficiencies.

“Show me where you keep the cribs,” she said. “I need to inspect thread count before the Countess gets to them.”

“She got to them four months ago,” I said. “European oak. Kiln-dried. Dovetail joints.”

“Source?”

“Munich. The supplier’s been outfitting nurseries since the Eichenwald family first started producing heirs.”

“And the mattresses?”

“Organic. Non-toxic. Tested for every chemical compound Tanaka could name, and she named forty-seven.”

Isabelle’s eyes narrowed. “Acceptable. Provisionally.”

Her hand drifted to her own belly. The sharp assessment softened for exactly one second — her fingers spreading over the bump that was just beginning to push the silk aside. She caught me watching. The softness vanished. The iron mask slammed back.

But I’d seen it. I always did.

The porch creaked behind me and the household emerged. That was the thing about this house now — you couldn’t step onto the porch without triggering a parade of pregnant women.

Sofia came first. Waddle was the only honest word for it at thirty-five weeks, and she’d kill me for thinking it. Her hand rested on a belly so massive it entered rooms before she did — round, taut, the baby visibly shifting beneath skin that stretched over what was, by anyone’s measurement, an extraordinary amount of motherhood. Her G-cups had swollen beyond any bra’s jurisdiction, heavy and full and leaking through the cotton of her sundress because her letdown had become a force of nature that responded to mood, proximity, and occasionally the smell of cinnamon. She assessed Victoria’s bump the way a champion assesses a promising challenger — proprietary respect seasoned with territorial pride.

She was first. She’d always be first. And in five weeks, give or take, she’d prove it.

“Victoria,” Sofia said, one hand on her belly, the other braced on the porch railing. “You look ready.”

Victoria’s eyes went to Sofia’s enormous bump. “You look… very ready.”

“Thirty-five weeks.” Sofia patted her belly with proprietary satisfaction. “He kicks during dinner. Every night. Right when I serve the main course.”

“She kicks whenever she hears music,” Victoria offered, touching her own belly. They stood there — two women who’d barely spoken, connected by the man who’d put babies in both of them, comparing the lives growing inside them the way other women might compare handbags.

Catherine appeared behind Sofia. Nearly matching her bump-for-bump at thirty-four weeks, her belly pressing against a linen dress that had replaced every piece of designer armor she’d ever owned. She still had the bone structure of a Fortune 500 CEO, but the woman standing on the porch with milk stains on her collar and bare feet on weathered wood was someone Catherine Whitmore of eighteen months ago wouldn’t have recognized. Her freckles — the hidden ones, the ones I was the first to see — were on permanent display now. No makeup. No pretense. Just a pregnant woman who’d walked away from a corner office and never looked back.

“Victoria.” Catherine’s voice carried the warmth and authority she’d earned at this table. “Welcome home.”

Victoria’s eyes filled. Because of course they did. Victoria Crawford could cry at a sunset, a kind word, or a particularly moving salad.

Linda held the doorway. Silver-streaked hair in its severe bun, clipboard in hand — always — her pencil skirt unable to conceal the bump anymore. The blouse that had always buttoned cleanly at her throat now strained over breasts marching toward purposes beyond professional presentation. If you knew Linda Huang, you understood that her standing there at all — instead of inside, managing something — was the equivalent of a ticker-tape parade.

“Ms. Crawford,” Linda said to Victoria. “Ms. Crawford,” she said to Isabelle. The same tone for both. Perfectly calibrated.

Isabelle’s lip twitched. “You can call us by our first names. We’re carrying the same man’s children.”

“I’ll consider it,” Linda said. She would not consider it.

Astrid stretched on the porch in yoga pants, her thirty-one-week bump catching late-summer sun. Her athletic body had adapted to pregnancy the way it adapted to everything — efficiently, practically, without complaint. Her C-cups had swollen to the border of D territory, heavy with the established lactation she’d joined two months ago, and her once-flat stomach was now a proud round curve that she displayed with Scandinavian matter-of-factness. She raised a hand in greeting.

“Victoria. Isabelle. Your rooms are in the guest cottage. The mattresses are medium-firm. I tested them this morning.”

“Of course you did,” Isabelle said.

Margarethe descended the porch steps with one hand on the railing — an aristocrat forced to acknowledge that gravity applied to countesses too. Her designer maternity dress cost more than most people’s cars, and the belly beneath it would eventually inherit a German estate, a family title, and the permanent expectation of perfect posture.

“The Crawford twins,” Margarethe said. She assessed them with ice-blue eyes that had been evaluating bloodlines since before either twin was born. “I see the resemblance. Victoria, your coloring is warmer. Isabelle, your bone structure is more architecturally sound. Both of you will photograph well with your children.” She paused. “The nursery has been furnished to Eichenwald standards. I trust you’ll find it acceptable.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Isabelle said.

“You will,” Margarethe agreed. “And you will find it acceptable.”

Tanaka appeared in the study window, journal in hand, reading glasses pushed up. She tapped the glass and held up a thermometer. Then pointed at Victoria. Then pointed at Isabelle. Then held up two fingers and mouthed: “Vitals. Both of you. One hour.”

Isabelle looked at me. “Is she serious?”

“She made the Countess sit for a full physical within two hours of arriving. Margarethe told her she required seventy-two hours’ notice and a letter of introduction. Tanaka told her she’d add a blood pressure check for the stress.”

“And?”

“Margarethe sat for the physical.”

They stared at each other — two women accustomed to being the most formidable person in any room, both pregnant, both wearing rings from the same ancestral collection. Margarethe had sent rings to both twins after the ceremony — because an Eichenwald didn’t leave family members unadorned, even the ones who’d attended by video call. Isabelle’s alpha instincts fired visibly. Margarethe’s aristocratic composure didn’t flicker.

The staredown lasted four seconds. Then Isabelle’s hand drifted to her belly again. The unconscious gesture she couldn’t control.

“Fine,” Isabelle said. “Show me the cribs.”

Margarethe’s lips twitched — the closest thing to a smile she permitted outside of Nathan’s bedroom. “Follow me.”

They disappeared inside, and I heard Margarethe’s voice carrying down the hallway: “The thread count on the fitted sheets is eight hundred. Egyptian cotton. I rejected the first shipment because the weave was inconsistent.”

Isabelle: “Only eight hundred?”

They were going to either become best friends or destroy each other. Possibly both.

I turned back to the porch. Victoria stood where her sister had left her, both hands on her belly, looking at the inn with an expression I recognized. I’d seen it on Catherine’s face the day she came back. On Sofia’s face every morning when she walked into her kitchen. On Linda’s face when she closed the study door and let the controlled mask slip.

Home. She was looking at the inn like she’d come home.

“Victoria.”

She looked at me. Those green Crawford eyes — her mother’s genes, her sister’s color, but softer. Seeking something her sister would never need to seek because Isabelle took what she wanted and Victoria waited to be offered.

I crossed the porch. Put my hand on her belly. The baby kicked against my palm — a strong, definitive kick that made Victoria gasp and then laugh.

“She’s been waiting two years to come back here,” Victoria said. She put her hand over mine, pressing both our palms against the life moving inside her. “She’s been waiting too.”

“She?”

“I decided. It’s a girl.”

I thought about Sofia’s equally firm conviction that hers was a boy. Two women. Two beliefs. Both carrying my children with the absolute certainty that only pregnant women possessed.

“Welcome back,” I said.

Victoria’s tears started. I’d have been worried if they hadn’t.

I looked past her at the driveway, the inn, the porch full of women. Counted bellies. Sofia at thirty-five weeks. Catherine at thirty-four. Victoria at thirty-four. Astrid at thirty-one. Linda at twenty-two. Isabelle at twenty-two. Margarethe at twenty-two. Tanaka at twenty-two, visible now through the study window, one hand on her bump while the other wrote in the journal that had replaced every clipboard she’d ever held. Priya at sixteen weeks, emerging from the operations office with a tablet and a small but definitive bump pressing against her fitted dress.

Nine. Nine pregnant women in one location. Various stages. Bellies ranging from Priya’s subtle swell to Sofia’s enormous monument. Breasts in every stage of lactation — flowing, establishing, beginning, not yet but soon. Rings catching late August sunlight. The smell of Sofia’s cooking drifting from the kitchen, mixed with sawdust from the nursery wing and the faint sweetness of warm milk that had become the inn’s permanent undertone.

And somewhere in Portland, a woman with combat boots and a visible bump was texting Mina Kwon about cribs. And in London, a midwife with healing hands was booking a flight. And in Sao Paulo, a supermodel was looking at an ultrasound.

Nine under this roof. More connected. More coming.

One man. Building cribs. Fixing porch boards. Holding it all together with hands that still smelled like sawdust and the purpose Aunt Margot had always said I’d find.

She was right, the old woman. She was always right.

The porch board creaked under my boot. I made a mental note: fifth repair, coming soon.

Victoria squeezed my hand on her belly. The baby kicked again.

“I think she knows her father’s here,” Victoria whispered.

Over her shoulder, through the kitchen window, Sofia caught my eye. One hand on her belly. One eyebrow raised. A look that said: don’t forget who was first.

I wouldn’t. I never did.

Inside the inn, Isabelle’s voice carried from the nursery wing: “These dovetail joints are passable. Did Nathan make them or did the Countess import them?”

Margarethe: “The cribs are German. The shelving is Nathan’s handiwork. Note the grain matching on the crown molding.”

Isabelle: “I suppose that’s adequate.”

Margarethe: “It’s superior. But I appreciate your attempt at standards.”

From the kitchen, Sofia’s voice: “Nathan! The blender!”

From the nursery wing, Margarethe’s voice: “The grain matching on this crown molding is slightly inconsistent at the northeast corner.”

From the study, Linda’s voice: “The intake schedule needs updating. We have — had — new inquiries. Old habit. Disregard.”

From the porch, Astrid: “My two-o’clock yoga class has been moved to three-o’clock due to the increased ambient estrogen levels in the common room. This is not a joke. The hormonal atmosphere measurably affects my concentration.”

From somewhere upstairs, Tanaka: “Has anyone seen my journal? I left it in the milk room but it’s not — never mind. Found it. Priya moved it. Priya, stop moving my journal.”

Priya, from the operations office: “It was on the nursing pad shelf. That’s not where medical records belong.”

“It’s not medical records. It’s my personal—”

“It has blood pressure readings in the margins.”

“Those are incidental observations, not—”

“Tanaka.”

“Fine. I’ll label it ‘Not Medical Records’ in large letters. Will that satisfy your filing system?”

I smiled. A house bursting with bellies and hormones and comedy that never stopped, and two more women on their way to make it gloriously worse.

I picked up the porch board. Measured it again. Cut it to fit.


Chapter 2: The Soft Twin

Victoria found me after dinner.

Sofia had cooked — seated on her stool, belly touching the island edge, directing Catherine and Priya like a general who’d been forced to delegate. Roast chicken with herbs from the greenhouse, rosemary potatoes golden enough to make Margarethe pause her nursery monologue for three consecutive bites, and a salad dressed with Sofia’s signature vinaigrette. The long mahogany table had groaned with pregnant women: nine bellies, nine rings, nine different stages of carrying my children. Isabelle had argued with Margarethe about postpartum doula credentials. Astrid had asked Tanaka about Braxton Hicks timelines with Scandinavian directness. Linda had managed the sparkling cider distribution with clipboard precision. Victoria had cried twice — once during the toast, once when the baby kicked hard enough to shift her plate.

A normal evening at Willow Creek.

I was in the guest cottage, checking the windows. The August heat had warped one of the frames I’d replaced last year and it was sticking again. I had the sash free and was running my hand along the channel when the door opened behind me.

Victoria stood in the doorway. She’d changed from the cashmere maternity dress into something softer — a loose cotton nightgown that did nothing to hide the scale of her pregnancy. At thirty-four weeks, her belly was a statement. Round and heavy and low-slung, the skin taut enough to see the baby shift when she moved. Her swollen D-cups pressed against the thin cotton, nipples darkened and visible, the weight of them different from the C-cups I remembered from two years ago. Her wider hips filled the doorframe in a way that made my mouth go dry.

She’d been a nervous woman two years ago. Uncertain. Always second. Always in Isabelle’s shadow. Needing to be told she was beautiful before she could believe it, needing praise the way other women needed oxygen.

The woman in the doorway wasn’t nervous. She was enormously pregnant with my child and she’d driven eight hours across three states to stand exactly here.

But the need for praise? That hadn’t gone anywhere.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

She crossed the room. Put both hands on my chest. Looked up at me with those green Crawford eyes — not seeking permission, not uncertain, but still needing something. Still searching my face for confirmation that she was seen. That she was wanted. That she wasn’t just the other twin who got the leftovers.

“I’ve been waiting two years for this,” she said. “The phone calls. The texts. Victoria’s daily updates — ‘the baby kicked, the baby hiccupped, I’m craving pickles at three AM.’ All of it was… it was wonderful. But it wasn’t this.”

She took my hand and pressed it to her belly. The baby responded immediately — a solid kick against my palm that made Victoria gasp and smile simultaneously.

“She does that whenever I think about you,” Victoria said. “Which is — well. A lot.”

I slid my hand across the taut curve of her belly. Mapped the territory that two years and a third trimester had created. Where I’d once explored a softer, uncertain woman with rounder hips and an apologetic smile, I now traced a body that had been transformed by my child. The belly that dominated her frame. The breasts that had swelled a full cup size, heavy and tender, nipples pushing against fabric. The hips that had widened to accommodate what she carried.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

Her eyes filled instantly. That was Victoria — one well-aimed word and the waterworks started. But she was smiling through them. She always smiled through them.

“Say it again.”

“You’re beautiful.”

“Again.”

I cupped her face. Tilted it up. Locked eyes the way she needed — direct, unwavering, full-focus-on-Victoria contact. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve seen all day. And I live in a house with nine pregnant women.”

She laughed. Then cried. Then laughed about crying. Hormones were a hell of a thing.

I kissed her. Her lips were softer than I remembered — fuller, the way pregnancy plumped everything. She kissed me back with two years of distance compressed into the pressure of her mouth, her hands clutching my shirt, her massive belly pressing against my stomach like a living barricade.

I walked her to the bed. She couldn’t lie flat — the baby’s weight pressed on something vital when she was on her back — so I stacked pillows until she was propped at a comfortable angle, her auburn waves spreading across them, her nightgown riding up past the swell of her belly.

I started at her feet. Bare, swollen slightly from the drive, toes that curled when I pressed my thumb into her arch. She sighed. I moved up — calves that were softer than before, carrying the weight she’d gained, the smooth skin of her inner thighs warmer than the August evening. Her hips had changed most dramatically — wider, cushioned, built for what she was doing. My hands spanned them and she shivered.

“I forgot,” she whispered. “I forgot how your hands feel.”

I pushed the nightgown higher. Her belly rose above me like a landscape — round and taut, a thin line of darker skin running from her navel down, the baby shifting visibly as my hands traced the curve. I pressed my lips to the side of her belly and felt a kick against my mouth.

“Hi,” I said to the baby. “I’m your dad.”

Victoria made a sound. Not a word. Something between a laugh and a sob. Her hand found my hair.

I worked upward. Her breasts were extraordinary — the C-cups I remembered from our first time had swollen into heavy D-cups, areolas darkened from pink to a deeper rose, the skin stretched and sensitive. She wasn’t producing real milk yet — not the flowing supply Sofia had or Catherine’s established letdown — but her body was close, priming, the tenderness obvious when I cupped one breast gently and she hissed through her teeth.

“Sensitive?”

“Everything is sensitive. Everything has been sensitive for months.” She guided my mouth to her nipple. “Especially there.”

I closed my lips around the darkened peak and she arched, a moan escaping that carried two years of distance. I sucked gently — nothing came yet, but the tissue was primed, swollen, ready. She’d be producing within weeks. The thought of her milk letting down, of tasting what her body was preparing for our daughter — the possessive surge that hit me was almost physical.

“More,” she breathed. “Please.”

I gave her more. Mouth on one breast while my hand worked the other, feeling her whole body respond to the stimulation. Her hips rolled. Her belly shifted. The baby kicked against the back of my hand while I palmed her swollen breast and I felt the impossible reality of what I’d built — a baby inside a woman I’d been with twice, two years ago, who’d driven across the country to be in my bed again.

“Nathan.” Victoria’s voice had dropped low — needy, wanting, the same voice I remembered from her first time when she’d whispered choose me. “I need you.”

I trailed my mouth down her neck. Her collarbone. The curve of her shoulder where the nightgown had slipped. She tasted like clean skin and the faint sweetness of the pregnancy lotion she used — something Catherine had recommended, organic, expensive, the kind of thing Victoria would never have bought for herself but accepted gratefully because someone else thought she was worth it.

My hand found the hem of her nightgown. I pushed it up, past the swell of her hips, past the incredible expanse of her pregnant belly, until it bunched at her chest. She lay back against the pillows, breathing harder, her body exposed — the belly massive and round, the darkened vertical line running from her navel down, her wider hips filling the bed. Her pussy was already wet — I could see it glistening in the low light, the arousal of a pregnant woman whose hormones had been running at a simmer for months and had just been turned to full heat.

I kissed her inner thigh. She trembled. I kissed higher — the soft skin between her thighs, the crease where her leg met her hip, the heat radiating from her center. She grabbed the pillow behind her head. I pressed my mouth against her pussy — softly, because everything with Victoria needed to start soft — and she moaned. Not loud. Victoria’s moans were never loud. Quiet, shaking sounds. Still surprised, after everything, that someone wanted to make her feel good.

I tasted her. Warm, wet, the intensified tang of pregnancy at peak hormonal sensitivity — slicker than I remembered, her arousal coating my tongue with a sweetness that pregnancy had amplified. Her hips rolled against my mouth and I held them — those wider, maternal hips, my fingers sinking into the softened flesh — while I worked her clit with my tongue. Slow circles at first, then firmer pressure when her thighs clenched against my ears and her breathing turned to shallow gasps. She was drenched. Her pussy glistened in the low light, swollen and flushed with the extra blood flow that made pregnant women impossibly sensitive. I sucked her clit between my lips and she bucked, a moan escaping that she tried to muffle with the pillow.

She came in under two minutes. A quiet convulsion that rippled through her belly, her thighs squeezing my head, her pussy pulsing against my mouth while a small foot pressed against her skin from inside. I licked through it — tasting the flood of her orgasm, feeling the contractions against my tongue, not stopping until her hand found my hair and tugged.

“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, Nathan.”

I positioned us on our sides — the safest, most comfortable for her size. Facing each other, her belly a solid presence between us, her top leg draped over my hip. I ran my cock along her slit first — teasing, letting her feel the length of me against her swollen, sensitized pussy — and she whimpered, rocking her hips to chase the contact. Then I angled my hips and pressed into her. Slowly. Inch by inch. She gasped, her eyes going wide, her mouth falling open as I stretched her. The same surprised expression she’d always worn. Like she couldn’t believe this was happening. Like being chosen still shocked her.

“Eyes on me,” I said.

She locked her gaze on mine. Green eyes glistening. Auburn hair spread across the pillow. The flush that had started at her chest climbing her neck, her pulse visible at her throat.

“You’re not the other twin,” I said, moving inside her. Her pussy was scorching — pregnancy ran her body hotter, wetter, every wall swollen and gripping me tighter than any woman who wasn’t growing a life inside her. “You’re not Isabelle’s sister. You’re not the second one.” I thrust deeper and she whimpered, her nails digging into my shoulder, her pregnant belly pressing firm against my stomach. “You’re Victoria. You’re the woman who drove eight hours because she missed me. The woman who texts me every morning. The woman carrying my daughter.”

“Nathan—” Her voice cracked.

“You were never the other twin. Not to me. Not once.”

She came.

Victoria’s orgasms were their own creature — tears spilling, body trembling, a release that started behind her eyes and rolled through her like weather. She cried every time. Happy tears. Always happy tears. The emotional release that two years of wanting and waiting and being “the soft one” had compressed into a sob that was also a smile.

Her pussy clenched around me in deep, rhythmic waves and I groaned, feeling the heat and the tightness and the grip of a woman in her final trimester — her body was different inside too, swollen and sensitive and running at a biological frequency I could feel against every nerve of my cock. Each contraction pulled me deeper, her walls milking me with the unconscious urgency of a body that had been waiting two years for this exact sensation.

I kept moving. Slow. Steady. Her leg tightened over my hip, pulling me deeper until I bottomed out and she gasped, her eyes fluttering. A sharp flutter pressed against my stomach from her belly — a reminder that what I was doing inside her had already worked once, already planted a life that was now big enough to elbow us both during sex.

“More,” she whispered through tears. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

I gave her more. Longer strokes that pulled almost all the way out — she whined at the loss — then sank back deep, filling her completely, my cock pressed against her cervix while the baby kicked between us. Her wetness coated my shaft, slick, dripping between us with each slow thrust. The wet sound of our bodies joining filled the quiet room.

I shifted us. She helped — hands on my shoulders, easing up onto me. Cowgirl. She controlled the depth, rocking slowly with her massive belly between us, her swollen D-cups swaying with each movement — heavy, pendulous, the darkened nipples tracing circles in the air. Her hands found my chest for balance and I held her hips, feeling the wider cradle of them, my thumbs pressing into the soft crease where her thighs met her pelvis. This was Victoria’s rhythm. She needed to set it.

She rode me slowly. Deliberately. Eyes locked on mine because that’s what she needed — eye contact, constant visual confirmation that I was focused on her. Focused entirely on her. Only Victoria. Her pussy sank down the length of my cock with each roll of her hips, taking me completely, the slick heat enveloping me while her inner walls rippled with each descent.

“You’re beautiful,” I said again.

Fresh tears. “Stop making me cry.”

“Never.”

She came a second time when I pulled her forward and took her breast in my mouth. The nipple was so sensitive this late in pregnancy that the suction made her whole body seize — her back arching, her pussy clamping around me so hard I saw stars. She pressed my face against the heavy swell of her breast and I felt the hint of something — not milk yet, not quite, but colostrum beading at the very tip, thin against my tongue. A single drop, barely there, but the taste of it — sweet, faintly mineral, the first offering of a body preparing to nourish — made my cock throb inside her. She gasped when she felt the bead release.

“That’s — is that—?”

“Yeah.” I licked the bead away, circling her swollen areola, feeling the pebbled texture against my tongue. “Your body’s getting ready.”

She stared at me with those wet green eyes. Then her hand went to her belly, where the baby was kicking steadily, and she rocked her hips in a slow, grinding circle that pulled my cock deep inside her — angling me against the spot that made her breath catch, her pussy tightening around my shaft like she was trying to keep me there permanently.

“She knows,” Victoria whispered. “She knows her father’s here.”

“Fill me,” she breathed. “I want to feel you. I need to feel you inside me.”

I came. The orgasm hit me like a wave — deeper than a first encounter. Connected. My cock pulsed, each spurt pushing deep, thick ropes of cum flooding into the heat of a body already carrying my child. She felt each pulse — I could tell by the sharp inhale she made, the way her pussy clenched around me in response, milking each spurt deeper, the way her hand tightened on the back of my neck and her hips ground down to take every drop.

“I can feel you,” she whispered. “Every time. I can feel every—” Her words dissolved into a sound that wasn’t speech. A third orgasm — smaller, triggered by the sensation of my cum flooding her, the heat spreading deep inside her pregnant body. Her pussy gripped me in rhythmic, rolling contractions, pulling every drop deeper, and I held her hip and pressed myself as deep as I could go while my cum pooled inside her, thick, settling where it belonged.

“Don’t pull out,” she whispered. “Stay inside me. Just stay.”

I didn’t. We lay tangled together on pillows, her leg still locked over my hip, my cock still buried in the tight heat of her while my cum settled deep. Her belly pressed between us. The baby shifted against my stomach, a slow roll beneath her skin. My cum leaked around my softening shaft — she was so full of it, her body so thoroughly claimed — but she tightened her thigh against my hip to keep me inside her, unwilling to let a single drop escape. Victoria’s tears had stopped but her lashes were still wet and her smile was the unguarded, real smile she only wore when she’d been praised enough to believe she deserved it.

I held her. My hand on her belly. Her hand on mine.

“Two years,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about this for two years.”

“Was it worth the drive?”

“I’d have driven twice as far.” She snuggled against me — a complicated maneuver at her size that involved pillow rearrangement and careful belly positioning. “Isabelle will want hers rougher. She always does.”

I smiled against her hair. “Noted.”

“But I got here first this time.” A small, victorious smile. The soft twin scoring one over the alpha. “Tell me that matters.”

“It matters.”

“Tell me you missed me.”

“I missed you, Victoria.”

She pressed closer. The baby shifted between us, settling. Victoria’s breathing evened out — deep, satisfied breathing. She’d gotten exactly what she needed.

“I’m going to fall asleep,” she murmured. “The baby always sleeps after… after you.” She yawned. “Don’t leave.”

“Not going anywhere.”

She drifted off with my hand on her belly and my cock still softening inside her. I lay in the guest cottage listening to the sounds of the inn through open windows — Sofia’s voice from the kitchen, finishing cleanup. Astrid’s measured tones discussing something with Tanaka on the porch. The faint creak of the house settling. Linda’s heels on hardwood, then silence as she retired for the night.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. I reached for it carefully, not wanting to wake Victoria.

A text from Isabelle: “Tell me she’s not crying.”

I looked at Victoria’s tear-stained, sleeping, smiling face.

“She’s smiling,” I typed back.

Isabelle’s reply came in three seconds: “Good. My turn tomorrow. Don’t be gentle.”

I put the phone down. Victoria murmured in her sleep and pulled my hand tighter against her belly.

The baby kicked one more time. Then settled.

I fell asleep with my hand on a thirty-four-week belly and my cum inside a woman who’d waited two years to feel it again.


Chapter 3: Alpha and Beta

Isabelle didn’t knock. She walked into the guest cottage at seven in the morning with two cups of coffee and an expression that said she’d been awake since five, had already evaluated three flaws in my nursery construction, and was here to collect what her sister had gotten first.

Victoria was still in bed, propped on pillows, belly magnificent in the morning light. She opened one eye when the door hit the wall.

“Isabelle. It’s seven.”

“It’s seven-twelve.” Isabelle set one coffee on the nightstand, drank from the other, and looked at me with those sharp green Crawford eyes — Victoria’s color but harder, more angular, like an identical gemstone cut for a different setting. “Get up. We’re doing this.”

I sat on the edge of the bed. Victoria’s hand found my arm, her fingers trailing down my forearm. Not possessive — affectionate. The soft twin didn’t need to compete. She’d already won her night.

“Both of you?” Victoria’s voice was sleep-rough but amused.

“Both of us.” Isabelle’s jaw set. Twenty-two weeks of pregnancy hadn’t softened her. If anything, the hormones had sharpened her competitive edge to a blade. Her auburn ponytail was pulled tight — the control marker she’d worn since her first visit, the one that dared someone to pull it free. Her silk blouse couldn’t quite hide the bump that was starting to push the fabric, and her lean athletic body carried the pregnancy differently than Victoria’s softer frame. Where Victoria was round and lush and glowing, Isabelle was compact and taut, the bump a statement of biological defiance on an otherwise angular form. Freckles scattered across her collarbone and up her neck, more visible than I remembered — pregnancy had brought them to the surface.

Victoria looked at me. “She’s been planning this since we left Connecticut.”

“I’ve been planning this since the last time I was here,” Isabelle corrected. She pulled the chair from the desk, turned it backward, and sat with her arms folded on the backrest, chin resting on her wrists. “You got your tender evening. I respect that. But I drove eight hours and I’m not waiting another day.”

Victoria propped herself up. Her belly shifted with the movement, enormous against the white sheets. “What about the rule? We never—”

“We never touch each other. That hasn’t changed.” Isabelle’s eyes locked on mine. “Nathan is the bridge. He alternates. We watch.” Her chin lifted. “Unless you’re not up for it. In which case I’ll take my turn solo and you can listen through the door like last time.”

Victoria’s cheeks flushed. During their first visit, she’d listened through the connecting door while Isabelle got exactly what she wanted — rough, loud, and competitive. That night Victoria had walked into her own session needing to be told she was different. Better. Chosen specifically.

“I’m up for it,” Victoria said quietly.

Isabelle smiled. Not warm — victorious. She’d gotten what she wanted. She always did.

“Good.” She looked at me. The coffee cup hit the desk. “Let’s go.”



The guest cottage bed was large enough for three people if one of them wasn’t thirty-four weeks pregnant. Victoria required an architectural arrangement of pillows that took five minutes and Astrid-level spatial planning. She ended up on her side near the headboard, propped and comfortable, her belly resting on a body pillow, her expression somewhere between aroused and amused.

Isabelle stripped with military efficiency. Silk blouse unbuttoned and folded. Bra — functional, minimal, the kind a woman who’d been an A-cup her entire life wore out of obligation rather than need. Her small firm breasts sat high on her chest, nipples already hard, the freckles continuing down from her neck across her collarbone and over her shoulders in constellations I wanted to trace with my tongue. Her twenty-two-week belly was compact but real — a firm swell between her hip bones that drew the eye. Below that, lean athletic legs, strong from tennis and genetics and the stubborn refusal to let pregnancy slow her down.

She stood in front of me. Hands on her hips. Auburn hair pulled taut from a face that was beautiful in a completely different way from her sister — sharper, more angular, the jaw set with permanent challenge.

“Harder than my sister got,” she said. Not a request.

I reached for her ponytail.

The gasp she made when I fisted my hand in her auburn hair was involuntary, hungry, the sound of armor cracking at the one spot I always found on first pull. The ponytail came undone in stages: the elastic first, then the controlled tension releasing, auburn waves falling around her shoulders. Without the ponytail she looked younger. Softer. She hated it. She loved it.

“On the bed,” I said. “On your hands and knees.”

She moved. Even pregnant, Isabelle was athletic — she positioned herself with athletic precision, the bump hanging between her arms, her lean back arched, her small tight ass presented like a dare. I stood behind her and traced the freckles down her spine. They mapped her like coordinates — across her shoulder blades, down the valley of her back, fading at her hips.

“Stop being gentle,” she hissed.

I grabbed her hip with one hand, her hair with the other, and entered her from behind in a single thrust. Buried myself to the hilt in one stroke.

She groaned. Not a moan — a groan, low and guttural, a sound that demanded harder before it would break into surrender. Her pussy was tight and blazing hot, clenching around my cock like a challenge: is that all you’ve got?

It wasn’t.

I fucked her hard. Pulled my cock nearly all the way out and slammed back in, feeling her entire body jolt forward on the mattress. Again. Harder. Her body rocked with each thrust, the bump swaying between her arms, her small firm breasts barely moving — they’d never had the mass for the bounce Sofia’s created, but her nipples were harder than I’d ever seen them, pregnancy hormones darkening and sensitizing what her A-cups lacked in volume. Stiff little peaks that scraped the sheets with each impact. Her freckled shoulders flushed red — the visible tell that meant she was losing control. Freckles everywhere — across her shoulder blades, down her spine, scattered over her ass like coordinates I wanted to navigate. Her hands gripped the sheets hard enough to pull them loose. Her athletic body pushed back against me, meeting every thrust with equal force, her strong legs braced against the mattress, her tight ass slapping against my hips with a sound that filled the room.

“Harder,” she demanded through gritted teeth. “I didn’t drive eight hours for—”

I yanked her hair. Her head snapped back and the sentence died in her throat. The auburn waves cascaded loose, falling across her flushed shoulders, and her whole body shuddered — a full-body tremor that started where my cock was buried inside her and rippled outward. Her pussy clenched around me so hard I almost came right there — the fierce, hungry grip of every pregnancy test she’d fought for, every orgasm she’d earned, that relentless intensity applied to my cock. The wet, obscene sound of my cock driving into her soaked pussy filled the room. Her back arched, her belly pressing downward, and the angle changed — deeper, the head of my cock pressing against a spot that made her breath catch and her arms buckle. The hard set of her jaw loosened. Her eyes went glassy.

I looked at Victoria.

She was watching from her pillow fortress, one hand on her own belly, eyes wide and dark with arousal. The same green eyes as her sister, but seeing the scene from a completely different angle. Where Isabelle needed rough, Victoria was getting something else from watching — understanding. Seeing her alpha sister reduced to gasping, seeing the hair wrecked, seeing the control dissolve. It wasn’t competition. It was recognition.

“Different,” Victoria whispered. “Not harder. Different.”

Smart woman. She’d always been smarter than people gave her credit for.

I pulled out of Isabelle. She made a sound of protest — furious, desperate, her instinct interpreting withdrawal as defeat. I turned her over, careful of the belly, and pushed her onto her back. Her auburn hair was wrecked across the pillow, the ponytail a memory. She looked up at me with green eyes that blazed.

“I wasn’t done—”

“I know.” I pushed her thighs apart — lean, strong, freckled. Entered her again face-to-face. Her bump pressed against my stomach, firm and compact, the baby she’d fought so hard to conceive now growing inside the fiercest woman I’d ever met. I held her wrists above her head — gently, a suggestion of control rather than force. Her eyes went wide.

“Your sister is watching,” I told her.

Isabelle’s flush deepened. She turned her head — Victoria was right there, on her side, belly enormous, eyes locked on them with an expression that held no jealousy. Only warmth. Victoria reached out and touched her sister’s wrist — just a brush of fingers, sisterly and brief, nothing more — and Isabelle’s alpha mask cracked. Her green eyes softened. She stopped fighting.

“Don’t stop,” Isabelle breathed.

I didn’t. I fucked her with her wrists pinned and her sister watching — deeper now, face to face, watching her green eyes lose focus with each stroke. Her twenty-two-week belly pressed against my stomach, compact and firm, a constant reminder that my cock was buried inside a woman I’d already bred. Her athletic hips bucked up to meet me, relentless even in surrender — matching my rhythm, trying to control it, failing beautifully. Her lean thighs locked around my waist and the angle tightened, her pussy gripping me with athletic precision, the inner walls fluttering and clenching around my shaft.

“Fuck—” she gasped. “Right there— don’t you dare stop—”

Her orgasm ripped through her like something she’d been holding back for months. Her athletic body arched off the mattress, her belly tightening, her pussy clenching around me in fierce rhythmic pulses — hard, milking contractions that squeezed my cock from base to tip. Her freckled chest went scarlet, the flush spreading to her neck, her jaw, and a sound tore from her that wasn’t competitive or controlled — it was pure, uncensored release. The victory marker was achieved: her hair was destroyed, her composure was gone, and she was the most beautiful thing in the room.

I came inside her. Hard. My cock swelling, pulsing, each spurt of cum flooding deep against her cervix while she gripped my forearms and her eyes squeezed shut. Her hips rocked against me — still competing, still demanding — grinding to pull every drop deeper, her pussy milking me with fierce contractions that wrung me dry. Already pregnant. Already carrying my child. Didn’t matter. The instinct didn’t care about logistics. It wanted to fill her again and again and her body wanted to take it.

“Okay,” Isabelle panted. Her chest heaving. Cum already leaking from her pussy around my softening cock, thick against her freckled inner thighs. “Okay. That was—”

“My turn,” Victoria said softly.

I moved to Victoria. The shift in energy was total — from rough conquest to tender worship in the space between one woman and another. Victoria opened her arms and I settled beside her, careful of her belly, the pillow arrangement, the difference between what these two women needed.

Side-lying again. The position that worked at thirty-four weeks, that let me enter her gently while her belly rested safely between us. I slid into her and she sighed — not the gasp of penetration but the sigh of completion. Like something had been missing and was now restored.

“Eyes on me,” she whispered.

I locked my gaze on hers. Green. Wet already. She was going to cry and we both knew it.

“Tell me,” she said.

“You’re beautiful.”

“Tell me more.”

“You’re chosen. You’re wanted. You’re Victoria — the woman who drove across the country, who texted me every morning, who’s carrying my daughter.” I thrust deeper, slow and steady, my cock sliding through the wet heat of her, and watched her face transform — the softness replaced by need, by hunger, by the expression of a body that had been craving this for years. “You’re not the other twin. You never were.”

She came with tears streaming. Happy tears. Always happy tears. Her body trembled against me, her pussy gripping in long, deep waves that were gentler than Isabelle’s fierce clenching but somehow more devastating — emotional release translated into physical response, every contraction pulling me deeper into the depths of her pregnant body. She sobbed and smiled and pulled me closer, her swollen D-cups pressing against my chest, milk-damp nipples dragging across my skin, her belly tight between us.

“Don’t stop saying my name,” she begged. Her pussy was dripping — I could feel the wetness pooling where our bodies joined, her arousal mixed with the slick remnants of her orgasm coating my cock.

“Victoria.” I thrust. “Victoria.” Deeper, bottoming out inside her, my cock pressed against the deepest part of her. “Victoria.”

She came again — or maybe it was the same orgasm extending, the way Victoria’s always did, rolling through her in waves that peaked and ebbed and peaked again. Her pussy rippled around my shaft in gentle, pulling contractions that felt like her body was trying to draw me inside permanently. Tears tracked her cheeks and her hand found mine and pressed both our palms against the belly where the baby was kicking through her mother’s orgasm.

I filled her. Slow, deep, holding eye contact as my cum pulsed inside her — thick, heavy spurts that I could feel pooling against her cervix. She gasped at each pulse, her pussy clenching reflexively, milking me with soft, desperate pulses that wanted every drop. She kept my hand on her belly and whispered: “She felt that. She always feels it.”

Isabelle lay on the other side of the bed. Hair destroyed. Flush fading. Her hand had drifted to her own twenty-two-week belly — the unconscious gesture she never acknowledged but never stopped making. She watched her sister’s emotional orgasm and her jaw unclenched. The alpha mask slipped, replaced by tenderness. She understood her sister differently now.

“Fine,” Isabelle said quietly, looking at Victoria’s tear-stained, glowing, satisfied face. “You’re not terrible.” She paused. “He’s not terrible.”

Victoria laughed through her tears. “Coming from you, that’s a marriage proposal.”

“Shut up.” But Isabelle was almost smiling. Her hand stayed on her belly.

I lay between them. The Crawford twins — identical genes, opposite temperaments, carrying my children twelve weeks apart. Isabelle lean and athletic on one side, her usual armor back in place but softer at the edges. Victoria round and heavy on the other, glowing with satisfied tears and the quiet confidence of having gotten everything she’d asked for.

Isabelle’s eyes found Victoria’s and something settled — a recognition that went beyond words. The alpha registering that the soft twin’s way wasn’t weakness. Victoria registering that her sister’s roughness wasn’t performance. Twenty-two weeks meeting thirty-four weeks across a rumpled bed, and for one breath they weren’t competing. They were just sisters.

“Same time tomorrow?” Isabelle asked.

“Maybe,” Victoria said. “If you ask nicely.”

Isabelle made a sound of outrage. Victoria laughed. The baby kicked under my palm.

I held them both. Different body types, different needs, different cries. Same eyes. Same freckles. Same man.

From the main house, Sofia’s voice carried across the August morning: “Breakfast! And someone tell the twins the cider’s already open!”

Isabelle stood first — because she always stood first. She found her blouse, buttoned it over her bump, and twisted her hair into a fresh ponytail with practiced hands. The armor rebuilt in under a minute. But her cheeks were still flushed and her eyes were brighter than they’d been since she arrived.

“Coming?” She looked at Victoria.

Victoria took longer. She needed help with her shoes. Her belly made bending impossible. I knelt and slid sandals onto her swollen feet while she put her hands in my hair and murmured: “You’re perfect.”

“I’m adequate,” I said. “Provisionally.”

She laughed. Isabelle groaned from the doorway. “You two are disgusting. I’m getting breakfast.”

She left. Combat stride. Ponytail swinging. Hand drifting to her belly as she crossed the courtyard.

Victoria watched her sister go. “She loves you,” Victoria said. “She’ll never say it. She’ll never not fight you. But she loves you.”

“I know.”

“Me too.” She put both hands on her belly and looked at me with those warm, wet, searching eyes. “Me too, Nathan.”

I kissed her forehead. Then her belly. Then her mouth.

“Breakfast,” I said. “Sofia’s going to eat everything if we’re late.”

“Sofia’s going to eat everything regardless.” But Victoria smiled and took my hand, and we walked toward the inn together — her waddling at thirty-four weeks, me matching her pace, the morning sun catching the ring on her finger.

From the kitchen window, Sofia watched us approach. Her hand on her belly. Her eyebrow raised.

I met her gaze and she nodded. Simple acknowledgment from the woman who’d been first, to the man who’d given them all exactly what they needed.

Breakfast was controlled chaos. Nine women around the mahogany table, bellies competing for space beneath the edge.

Isabelle was arguing with Margarethe about European versus American crib safety standards. “The German standard allows a twelve-millimeter gap between slats. The American standard requires less than six centimeters. Which are we using?”

“We are using the Eichenwald standard,” Margarethe said, “which predates both regulatory bodies by approximately two hundred years.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only answer that matters.”

Victoria ate with one hand and held her belly with the other, periodically leaking tears into her eggs because the morning light was beautiful and the baby was kicking and Nathan had called her by her name during sex and she was feeling things. Sofia directed kitchen operations from her stool — “Priya, the toast is burning. Catherine, more butter on the potatoes. No, more. More. Are you buttering for a human or a sparrow?” Catherine managed the table conversation with CEO precision, steering Isabelle and Margarethe away from an argument about postpartum doula certifications. Linda organized the day’s schedule between bites, her pen moving across a notepad because she’d never fully surrendered to Priya’s digital system. Astrid requested more ginger tea with Scandinavian directness: “The ginger tea is empty. This is a problem.” Tanaka logged nutritional data in her journal — “Sofia’s iron intake is adequate but her calcium could improve. Recommend an additional serving of—” “Tanaka, if you recommend yogurt one more time, I will throw yogurt at your head.” “Noted. Recommending cheese instead.” Priya optimized something on her tablet between bites, her thumb swiping across schedules with the intensity she’d once applied to quarterly earnings.

Under the table, Victoria’s hand found mine. On my other side, Catherine’s fingers brushed my wrist.

My phone buzzed. A text from a Portland area code.

Dani Kovacs: “Coming tomorrow. Don’t make it weird.”


Chapter 4: Don’t Make It Weird

The combat boots hit the gravel with a sound the house recognized.

Not the crisp click of Catherine’s former Louboutins. Not the measured step of Linda’s sensible heels. Not the soft pad of Astrid’s sandals or the authoritative strike of Margarethe’s designer shoes. This was a heavy, deliberate, I-dare-you-to-say-something stomp that announced Dani Kovacs before she cleared the tree line.

I was on the porch, rocking chair, cup of coffee. Building baby furniture had become my mornings — the second rocking chair was sanded and waiting for its final coat, and the changing table I’d been working on sat in the workshop, joints drying. I’d come outside to let the polyurethane cure and found myself watching the driveway the way I’d been doing for two days. Waiting for the sound I’d just heard.

She came around the bend in a rental compact hatchback that looked like it had opinions about the gravel. The car stopped. The door opened. Music died mid-lyric — something heavy and guitar-driven that Sofia would’ve called “noise.”

Combat boots. Ripped black jeans — maternity cut, which meant someone had forced Dani Kovacs into a store that sold maternity clothes and the universe hadn’t imploded. A band tee with the sleeves cut off, showing tattoo sleeves on both arms and, more importantly, showing the bump.

Twenty weeks. Visible. Definitive. The bump sat between her wide hips like it had always been there — like Dani’s thick, curvy body had been designed by nature to carry a child and was only now getting around to proving it. Her already-prominent ass was rounder. Her natural DD-cups were heavier, straining against the thin fabric of the tee, the familiar glint of barbell piercings catching August sunlight through cotton. The ink on her arms had shifted slightly — the botanical skulls and geometric patterns stretched across skin that had expanded to accommodate what was growing inside her.

Her asymmetric hair was a bit longer than last time — the violet streaks faded and refreshed, the undercut growing out. Septum piercing. Lip ring. Dark circles under heavy eyeliner that said she’d been sleeping about as well as any pregnant woman working full-time at a tattoo shop.

She stood at the base of the porch steps. Bag over one shoulder. Surveyed the inn. Surveyed the pregnant women already emerging onto the porch. Surveyed me.

“Don’t make it weird,” she said.

Then, quieter, her nose lifting toward the kitchen: “Something smells good.”

Sofia appeared in the doorway, one hand on her thirty-five-week belly, the other holding a wooden spoon. She assessed Dani the way she assessed every newcomer — a full once-over that cataloged body type, threat level, and potential appreciation for her cooking.

“Finally,” Sofia said. “Someone with an appetite.”

It was the highest compliment Sofia Vega could offer a new arrival. Dani’s smirk flickered — not quite a smile, but close.

The household absorbed her with varying degrees of welcome. Astrid gave a pragmatic nod from the porch railing, thirty-one weeks of bump visible in yoga pants, not surprised or unsurprised. Just present. Linda stood in the doorway with her clipboard, hair in its bun, twenty-two-week belly pressing against her pencil skirt. Her eye twitched at the combat boots — a reflex I’d seen the last time Dani visited — and then she did something unexpected. She almost smiled.

Catherine appeared from the study. “The guest cottage is ready.” She paused, looking at Dani with an expression I recognized from her first meeting with Bree — one armored woman recognizing another, different material, same function. “Unless you’d prefer a room in the main house.”

“Guest cottage is fine.” Dani didn’t elaborate. She never elaborated.

Margarethe descended the stairs with aristocratic precision, twenty-two weeks of Eichenwald heir evident beneath a designer dress. She looked at Dani’s bag. Her eyes narrowed.

“Are those… skulls?” She pointed at the skull-shaped candles visible through the open zipper.

“Yep.”

“Charming.” The word contained approximately zero charm.

Priya emerged from the operations office, tablet in hand, sixteen-week bump neat under a fitted dress. “I set up a prenatal file for you. Tanaka has questions.”

Dani’s lip ring caught light when she smirked. “Of course she does.”

Tanaka appeared on cue, journal in hand, reading glasses pushed up into her hair. Twenty-two weeks pregnant herself and still maintaining the professional posture that had survived love, pregnancy, and the total demolition of her clipboard-based worldview. “Dani. How far along are you? Have you had the anatomy scan? What’s your blood pressure baseline? Have you been tracking fetal movement patterns?”

“Twenty weeks. Yes. I don’t know. He kicks when I eat spicy food.”

Tanaka’s pen paused. “He?”

“I’m guessing. Based on how aggressive the kicks are.”

“That’s not medically—”

“Tanaka.” Dani held up a hand. “I’ll answer your questions. After I eat. Whatever she’s making.” She jerked her chin toward Sofia. “And after I unpack my skulls.”

She climbed the porch steps. The combat boots were loud on the wood. She passed me without ceremony — no hug, no handshake, no emotional reunion. Just a brief, loaded look and three words:

“Nice porch board.”

She went inside.



That night. Her room. Skull candles flickering on the nightstand, casting dancing light across walls that had never seen anything more alternative than Margarethe’s Hermès scarves.

Dani sat on the edge of the bed, boots off for the first time since arriving. Without them she dropped two inches and looked younger — less fortress, more woman. She wore a tank top now, the tee discarded, and I could see the full scope of what twenty weeks had done to a body that had already been generous with its curves.

Her breasts were heavier. The DD-cups that had swayed braless under thin fabric during her first visit were now unmistakably larger, the weight of them pulling the tank top into a stretch that left the barbell piercings visible as twin bumps through cotton. Her areolas had darkened — visible at the edges of the low neckline. The tattoo sleeves on her arms were unchanged, but the ink on her torso had shifted — the ouroboros on her hip had elongated as her skin stretched, the snake eating its own tail now wrapped around a curve that hadn’t existed four months ago. The vines over her left hip had expanded, tracing new territory.

And the bump. The bump sat between her wide hips like the most natural thing in the world. Twenty weeks of a life she’d initially called “genetic material” pushing against skin decorated with botanicals and skulls. Her soft belly — always soft, always unapologetic — had become a swell that she touched with a hand that still wore silver rings on every finger.

“So,” she said.

“So.”

“Mina told you to take care of me.”

“She did.”

“Mina’s a meddling bitch who can’t mind her own business.” There was no heat in it. If anything, there was affection Dani would’ve died before admitting. “She also told me to eat something besides ramen. Which I’ve been doing. Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“Whatever she’s cooking in there smells better than anything I’ve eaten in months. Don’t tell anyone I said that.”

She looked at me. The candlelight played across her face — dark lipstick, sharp eyes, that practiced half-grin she deployed like a shield. But tonight it was thinner than it used to be. The pregnancy hadn’t softened Dani Kovacs, exactly. But it had cracked something — the way a kiln cracks pottery to let light through.

“I came because the ultrasound showed a face,” she said. Flat. Direct. As if she were reporting weather. “Not a blob. Not ‘genetic material.’ A face. With a nose. And little hands.” She swallowed. “I went back to the shop and tried to do a consult and I kept looking at the client’s hands and thinking about the little hands on the screen and I—” She stopped. Regrouped. “Mina said I should come. So I came. Don’t make it weird.”

“I won’t.”

She reached for me.

There was nothing tender about the way Dani Kovacs pulled me down. It was gravity and want and the raw urgency of twenty weeks alone with a pregnancy and nobody to hold on to and had finally run out of sarcasm to fill the space where someone else should’ve been.

I kissed her. She tasted like Sofia’s cooking and dark lipstick and something underneath both — real, alive, Dani. Her tongue met mine and she pulled me closer with a strength that was surprising and then wasn’t, because Dani had always been strong. Just not always in directions that helped her.

I peeled the tank top up and over. Her breasts spilled free — heavy, full, the DD-cups that pregnancy had made even more impressive swaying with a natural weight that no augmentation could replicate. The nipple piercings gleamed in candlelight. Barbells. Same ones she’d had last time. The metal was hot from her body heat — I took one in my mouth and she hissed, arching into me.

“More sensitive,” she managed. “Since—”

I sucked harder. She grabbed my hair. The barbell rolled against my tongue, smooth and heated, and her nipple hardened further beneath the metal. Her back arched, pressing the heavy breast deeper into my mouth, and I felt her pulse through the thin skin — racing, quickening.

“Shit,” she breathed. “Okay. That’s—that’s different.”

I mapped her with my hands. The tattoo sleeves I knew — the botanical skulls, the black and gray work with violet pops — but the body beneath had changed. Her thighs were fuller, heavier, pressing hot against my hips as I knelt between them. Her ass filled my palms with a weight that had grown since her last visit — round, prominent, her defining asset now enhanced by the biological forces expanding everything else. And the belly. I pressed my lips to it and felt the baby move — a flutter, then a kick.

“He does that,” Dani said. She tried to sound annoyed. Didn’t quite pull it off. “Every time someone touches him. He’s an attention whore.”

“Wonder where he gets that.”

“Shut up.”

I traced the ouroboros tattoo on her hip. The snake-eating-its-tail had stretched with her expanding skin, the lines slightly distorted, the ink settling into new topography. My calloused fingers on her illustrated skin — the same contrast from before, carpenter’s hands on tattooed flesh. But now the canvas had a life under it.

I moved lower. Kissed the crease where her thigh met her hip. She tensed — then opened, her heavy thighs spreading, her hand finding my hair again. I tasted her and she gasped — a real sound, nothing performed, nothing ironic. The smirk was gone.

“Don’t you dare be gentle,” she said.

I wasn’t.

I flipped her — careful of the bump, but firm. She landed on her hands and knees, her pregnant belly hanging between her arms, her strong thighs spread wide. Her prominent ass was right there — round and full, ink tracing the hips, the vines I’d traced before now extending over new curves. The sight of it stopped me for a beat. Dani’s ass had always been her primary asset — the kind that made rooms go quiet when she bent over — and pregnancy had only amplified it. Rounder. Fuller. The skin stretched taut over muscle and softness. I gripped both cheeks and spread them, watched her pussy clench at the exposure, slick and swollen and glistening in the candlelight. She moaned.

“That’s more like it,” she breathed.

I entered her from behind. One thrust. Sank my cock into her to the hilt and her whole body jolted. She was soaking — drenched, the arousal of a pregnant woman whose hormones had been building for twenty weeks with no outlet, her pussy gripping me with wet, scalding heat. I groaned at the sensation — the tightness, the heat, the unmistakable grip of Dani Kovacs. Fierce. Unapologetic. Taking as much as she gave.

I fucked her hard. The way she needed it. My hips snapped against her ass with each thrust, the smack of skin on skin competing with the creak of the bed. Her curvy body jolted forward and rocked back to meet me, her heavy DD-cups swaying beneath her with each impact, the barbell piercings catching candlelight with each pendulous swing. Her pregnant belly hung safely between her braced arms — she held herself with the strength of a woman who’d been lifting at her shop for years, her illustrated arms steady while the rest of her came apart. The skulls on the nightstand flickered their shadows across the wall as the bed protested.

“Is that all you—”

I grabbed her hips and shifted angle. Drove deep and angled upward. The sentence died in her throat. Same spot, same move, same result as the last time she’d tried that line. The sarcasm collapsed into a moan she couldn’t contain — guttural, helpless, ripped from somewhere she kept locked. Her face went into the pillow. Her hands fisted the sheets. Her pussy clamped around me, rippling, her hips pushing back involuntarily to chase the angle.

“I hate you,” she gasped. “I hate that you— fuck — right there, don’t you move—”

I didn’t let up. My hands full of her round, heavy ass, fingers digging into the soft flesh hard enough to leave marks on her inked skin. My cock driving deep into the slick grip of her, the wet sounds of her pussy obscene in the candlelit room. She was dripping — I could feel her arousal running down my shaft, coating my balls, the evidence of how completely her body had surrendered even while her mouth fought it. The baby kicked — I felt it against my stomach when I leaned forward, pressing deeper, my chest against her back. Dani’s whole body clenched.

“He moved,” she said. “Right when you—”

She couldn’t finish the sentence. Because I thrust again — deeper, harder, my cock hitting the spot that turned Dani Kovacs from a walking middle finger into a gasping, trembling woman — and the words disintegrated into a sound that was neither sarcasm nor armor. Just a woman feeling something real and losing the fight to pretend she wasn’t.

“Shut up,” she whispered when I told her she was beautiful. Then she reached back, grabbed my hip with tattooed fingers, and dragged me deeper inside her. “Don’t stop. Don’t you fucking stop.”

I didn’t stop. I fucked her with everything I had — my hands gripping her wide hips, my cock buried in the tight, soaking heat of her pussy, watching the ink shift across her skin with each punishing thrust. The ouroboros on her hip stretched and contracted. The vines rippled. Her thighs shook. I reached beneath her and found her clit — swollen, slick, impossibly sensitive — and pressed two fingers against it while I drove into her from behind.

Her reaction was instantaneous. Her back bowed. Her mouth opened in a silent scream. Then the sound came — a guttural, helpless cry that had nothing to do with sarcasm or armor or any of the shields Dani Kovacs used to keep the world at bay. Her pussy clamped around me in fierce, rolling contractions — wave after wave, her whole body shuddering, her thighs trembling, her head dropping between her arms as the orgasm tore through her. Her DD-cups swung free beneath her, the barbells glinting. Her ring-heavy fingers clawed the sheets. Dark lipstick smeared across the pillow. Every shield she’d ever built was rubble.

I came inside her. Hard. My hands locked on her hips, her round ass pressed flush against my pelvis, my cock swelling and pulsing as I pumped her full. Thick ropes of cum flooding deep inside her pregnant body while she groaned into the pillow and her pussy milked every spurt with greedy, rhythmic contractions. The baby kicked again — a definitive movement that made us both pause for a breath, my cock still twitching inside her, emptying the last of myself into her.

She collapsed sideways. I followed, spooning her, my hand on her belly. The baby settled. Dani’s hand covered mine — silver rings against my scarred knuckles.

“Does that mean something?” she asked. Quieter. “The kick. Right when you…”

“Maybe he just likes it when his mom’s happy.”

She didn’t answer. But her hand stayed on mine. On the belly. On the life that had started as “genetic material” and was now a face on an ultrasound and the reason a woman who believed in nothing had driven across the country to a place she’d once called “a sperm bank with doilies.”

“Mina was right,” Dani said eventually. “It’s not terrible here.”

“High praise.”

“Don’t push it.”

Silence. Candles. The August night through the open window. Sofia’s distant laughter from the kitchen. The creak of the inn settling.

“I’m staying,” Dani said. “For a while. Don’t make it weird.”

“I won’t.”

“And don’t tell anyone I said ‘it’s not terrible.’ My reputation—”

“Is safe.”

She rolled over. Looked at me. The smirk tried to come back. Didn’t quite make it. Something softer sat in its place — not warm, not yet, but a crack in the porcelain that let candlelight through.

She shook her head. Closed her eyes.

I held her. My hand on the bump that scared the woman wearing it more than anything in her life ever had. My cum thick inside her. The baby — who might be a boy, because Dani had decided, and Dani’s decisions were final — quieting between us.

She reached for her phone. Typed something with one thumb, her face lit by the screen’s glow. I caught the name at the top of the thread: Mina.

“You were right. It’s not terrible here.”

The reply came in under ten seconds: “Told you. Eat something besides ramen.”

Dani snorted. Set the phone face-down. Closed her eyes.

Within minutes her breathing slowed. My phone buzzed on the nightstand. I reached over Dani’s sleeping form.

A text from Mina Kwon: “Is she there?”

“She’s here,” I typed.

Mina’s reply: “Good. Make her eat vegetables.”

I set the phone down. Dani murmured in her sleep. Her hand tightened on mine.

The skull candles guttered and went out one by one, leaving us in darkness that smelled like sex and warm wax and Dani.


Chapter 5: The Milk Club

The milk room had four chairs now.

Sofia’s was the throne — a wide padded rocker that I’d reinforced twice as her pregnancy expanded. It sat in the corner by the window, morning light hitting it like a spotlight, and Sofia occupied it the way she occupied every space in this house: completely, unapologetically, with territorial certainty. She’d been first at everything that mattered.

Catherine’s was the wingback — elegant, structured, the chair she’d moved from the upstairs reading nook when her milk came in months ago. It sat to Sofia’s left, close enough for conversation, far enough for independence. The “first wife” seat.

Astrid’s was the velvet reading chair from the upstairs landing — the one I’d reupholstered in my first month at the inn, before I knew what this place really was. She’d dragged it in with geometric exactness a few months ago, positioning it for optimal light and ergonomic support. Scandinavian pragmatism applied to lactation logistics.

And the fourth chair. Empty. Waiting. A simple cushioned armchair I’d brought in from the guest room three days ago, when Linda’s silk robe had started showing spots she pretended weren’t there.

The room smelled like warm milk and sandalwood. Nursing pads, nipple cream, and a perpetually filled water glass sat on the side table — Linda’s doing, even though she’d been the last to acknowledge she’d need this room herself. The hospital-grade pump collected dust in the corner. Sofia had thrown it away once. Catherine had retrieved it “as backup.” Nobody had touched it since.

I found them there at ten in the morning. The door was open. It was always open now.

Sofia was mid-expression, massive G-cups out of her nursing top with the casual confidence of months of practice. At thirty-five weeks, her breasts were a monument to lactation — heavy, veined, swollen beyond any measurement that mattered. Her letdown was so powerful now that she could spray across the room if she wasn’t careful, and the sweet-heavy smell of her milk had become part of the house’s permanent atmosphere. She was expressing into a cloth, one hand on her belly, her face relaxed. The baby shifted visibly beneath her skin.

Catherine sat in her wingback, nursing top lowered, her smaller B-cups beading with the sharper, thinner milk that had become her signature. At thirty-four weeks, her breasts were the fullest they’d ever been — still smaller than Sofia’s, always smaller, but producing steadily. She cupped one breast with practiced ease, coaxing the letdown with a gentle massage while she read something on her phone with the other hand.

Astrid was in her chair, thirty-one weeks of bump visible in a sports bra and yoga pants. Her C-cups — now bordering on D — were swollen and heavy, the areolas darkened from their usual pale pink to a deeper rose. She produced with Scandinavian regularity, tracking output in a notebook she’d borrowed from Tanaka. “Three ounces left breast, two point eight right,” she murmured. “The differential has narrowed since last week.”

And in the doorway: Linda.

Twenty-two weeks pregnant. Silver-streaked hair in its bun. No clipboard — her hands were empty. She wore a softer dress than her usual pencil skirt, and the fabric followed curves that had been changing for weeks. Her breasts had grown — the B-cups that had always hidden beneath professional blouses were fuller, heavier, the areolas visibly darkened through thin cotton. She’d been ignoring the changes the way she ignored everything she couldn’t manage — by pretending they didn’t exist.

But you couldn’t pretend away wet spots on silk.

She stood in the doorway. The three established women looked up.

Sofia, mid-expression, raised an eyebrow. “Finally.”

Catherine shifted to make room. A small gesture. An enormous invitation.

Astrid nodded. “I calculated you’d arrive two weeks earlier based on hormonal trajectory and gestational timeline. You’re late.”

Linda’s jaw tightened. Her eyes swept the room — the four chairs, the nursing supplies, the intimate domesticity of three women who’d already crossed a threshold she’d been hovering at for days. The control-keeper. The operations manager. Always watching. Always managing. Never participating.

Some patterns die hard.

“I’m not late,” Linda said. “I was gathering data.”

Sofia snorted. “Your data’s leaking through your dress, mija.”

Linda looked down. A spot of dampness darkened the fabric over her left breast. Her face flushed — the same flush that crept from her collarbones to her cheeks during sex, the tell she could never suppress.

“That’s—” she started.

“Colostrum,” Tanaka said from behind her. She’d appeared in the hallway, journal in hand, reading glasses on, twenty-two weeks of her own bump pressing against a wrap dress. “Thin, yellowish, nutrient-dense. Perfectly normal at twenty-two weeks. Your body is preparing for what’s coming.” She made a note. “I would have alerted you three days ago but you seemed resistant to the information.”

“I wasn’t resistant. I was—”

“Sit down, Linda,” I said.

She looked at me. Dark eyes. Dark hair catching the window light. The controlled, methodical, meticulous woman who’d managed this inn since before I existed, who’d watched three consultants before me, who’d waited longer than anyone to finally let her walls come down — standing in the doorway of a room full of lactating women and fighting the last scrap of control she had left.

“The chair’s been waiting for a week,” I said.

She sat. The cushioned armchair received her with a soft exhale of fabric. She adjusted her dress. Smoothed her hair. Crossed her legs. Uncrossed them. Crossed them again.

Sofia reached over and put her hand on Linda’s knee. “Relax. It doesn’t bite.”

“I know it doesn’t—”

“It’s actually quite pleasant,” Astrid said. “The oxytocin release during letdown creates a measurable sense of well-being. I’ve been tracking my mood data pre and post expression. The correlation is—”

“Astrid.” Catherine’s voice was gentle. “Not now.”

Astrid closed her notebook. “Of course.”

I knelt in front of Linda’s chair. Her eyes met mine and the professional mask was thinner than tissue paper — underneath it was the woman who’d cried during her first orgasm in years, who’d whispered “did I wait too long?” in the dark study, who’d been watching from doorways her entire life and was still, even now, afraid to step through.

“You’re not watching this time,” I said. “You’re here.”

She looked at the other women. Sofia’s heavy, flowing G-cups. Catherine’s established supply. Astrid’s steady production. Three women who’d already crossed this line, who’d already given this part of themselves.

Linda lowered the shoulder of her dress. Her breast emerged — different from how I’d seen it before. Fuller. The areola had darkened from a pale rose to a deeper brown, wider, the nipple more pronounced. The skin was sensitive — she flinched when the air hit it.

“I don’t know if anything will—” she started.

I closed my mouth over her nipple.

The sound she made wasn’t a gasp. Wasn’t a moan. It was a release — something that had been building behind her control for twenty-two weeks and came out as a single, quiet, devastating breath. Her fingers found my hair.

I was gentle. Her colostrum was thin, barely there — not the established flow of Sofia’s months-long production or Catherine’s maturing supply. This was the very beginning. First drops. My tongue circled her darkened areola, coaxing with patience and pressure, and after ten seconds — fifteen — I tasted it. Warm. Thin. Slightly sweet, with a mineral edge. Nothing like Sofia’s rich sweetness or Catherine’s sharper notes. Something uniquely Linda. The first milk she’d ever given.

Her eyes glistened. “That’s purely physiological,” she managed.

Nobody in the room believed her.

I nursed from her. Slowly. Carefully. Each draw pulled more from a supply that was just beginning to understand its purpose. Her hand tightened in my hair. Her breath came faster. The flush crept up her neck and spread across her collarbones.

“More,” she whispered. The word cost her something visible.

I switched to her other breast. The same careful coaxing — tongue circling, gentle pressure, patience. This side was slightly more productive — the first drops came faster, and Linda made a sound that was so close to the noise she made when she came that every woman in the room held her breath.

“A reflex,” Linda managed. “Nothing more.” Her voice was approximately thirty percent conviction.

Sofia was watching with the expression of a queen welcoming a new subject. She reached out and squeezed Linda’s hand. “Welcome to the club, mija.”

Catherine’s eyes were bright. Astrid had already opened her notebook.



What followed was the most intimate act the milk room had ever hosted.

I nursed from all four. One at a time, then overlapping, the sequence determined by need and proximity and the simple logistics of four women, four sets of breasts, and one mouth.

Sofia first — established, rich, flowing. Her swollen G-cups let down the moment my mouth closed over her nipple. The milk was thick, sweet, the familiar taste that had been part of my daily life for months. She stroked my hair, watching the other women over my head with the pride and protectiveness of the original member. “You can share him,” she murmured. “But he always comes back to me first.”

Catherine next — her supply sharper, cleaner, the contrast with Sofia that I knew intimately. Her B-cups required less coaxing than they once did — the letdown was established now, reflexive. She cupped her breast to guide the flow and I drank while her other hand rested on her thirty-four-week belly. Her freckles were visible above the lowered neckline. “Good,” she whispered. CEO turned nursing mother, praise reduced to a single efficient word.

Astrid — steady, practical. Her bordering-on-D-cups produced with measured consistency. Her letdown was accompanied by a slight gasp she attributed to hormonal response, a medical label for what was obviously pleasure. “Left breast output appears elevated today,” she noted. “Possibly correlated with—” She stopped talking when I increased the suction. Her eyes closed.

Then Linda again. Her thin colostrum, barely there, impossibly precious. Every drop earned through patience and the trust of fifteen years spent watching from doorways. She sat rigidly in her chair while I nursed from her, her jaw set, her eyes wet, her body fighting the control that was losing ground with every pull of my mouth.

The transition happened naturally. Bodies shifted. Hands reached. The room reorganized itself around touch and need.

I was inside Sofia while nursing from Catherine. Sofia’s hips rolled with practiced rhythm in the chair — her enormous belly between us, my cock sinking into the wet heat of her with each grind. Her lactating G-cups were so full that milk sprayed in a hot arc across my chest when I released one nipple to reach for Catherine’s. The letdown was immediate and powerful — Sofia’s body had become a fountain of sweetness that responded to arousal like a switch. Catherine leaned forward from her wingback, pressing her beading nipple to my mouth while Sofia rode me. I closed my lips around Catherine’s sharper, thinner milk and drank while Sofia’s pussy squeezed my cock — the two flavors mixing on my tongue, sweet and sharp, while two pregnant bellies nearly touched and three different moans layered over each other.

Sofia came first — grinding down hard, her G-cups spraying milk across both me and Catherine as her pussy clenched around me in fierce, milking contractions. I groaned into Catherine’s breast, fighting the urge to finish, and Sofia panted through it with her hand on her belly, the baby kicking while her orgasm rippled through her.

Then Catherine beneath me on the floor cushions — the velvet ones Sofia had insisted on. I slid out of Sofia, my cock slick with her arousal, and sank into Catherine. Different. Tighter — her body narrower, her pregnant pussy gripping my shaft with precise, deliberate pressure — Catherine knew exactly how to hold a man. Sofia pressed her heavy, dripping breast to my mouth from behind, leaning over me so her belly rested heavy against my back. Rich milk flooded my tongue — Sofia’s rich sweetness — while my cock drove deep into Catherine. Catherine’s own supply let down untouched, beading on her chest, running in thin rivulets down the curve of her belly and pooling in her navel. Her freckled face flushed as I filled her with long, slow strokes.

Astrid joined. She positioned herself beside Catherine with the geometric care she applied to everything — her thirty-one-week bump between me and Catherine, her lactating D-cups offered from the side. The darkened areola pushed against my cheek as she guided her nipple to my mouth. I alternated — Catherine’s sharp milk, then Astrid’s steady, slightly metallic colostrum-to-milk flow, then Sofia’s rich flood from behind — while my cock moved inside Catherine and the room filled with the sounds of suction, wet skin, the slick rhythm of fucking, and the quiet moans of four women sharing something beyond sex. The smell of milk and arousal was everywhere — heavy, sweet, primal.

Linda watched. The voyeur instinct — deep in her bones, bred through years of watching. She sat in her chair, dress still lowered, thin colostrum beading on darkened nipples that had never been shared in a group. Her thighs were pressed together. Her breathing was shallow. Her dark eyes held everything she’d ever felt about being on the outside of the most intimate things — and the barely contained desperation of a woman whose thighs pressed tighter with every moan she heard.

I reached for her.

She hesitated. One second. Two. Her control fighting her body. Then her body won.

She knelt beside the cushions and I pulled her close. I’d slid out of Catherine and into Astrid — who had replaced Catherine beneath me with brisk practicality, spreading her athletic thighs to accommodate my hips while Catherine shifted aside, milk dripping from her chest. Astrid’s pussy was different from any other — tighter, her pelvic floor muscles trained from years of yoga, gripping me with measured, rhythmic contractions that she insisted were involuntary but felt impossibly deliberate.

Linda pressed her breast to my mouth. Her first drops of colostrum on my tongue while I was buried inside Astrid — Linda’s thin, precious first-milk, barely a trickle, precious as gold, the taste uniquely hers: faintly sweet, mineral, clean. Her twenty-two-week belly pressed against my arm. Her fingers found my hair and tightened. Her eyes closed with an expression that was neither control nor surrender but something new. Something that was purely, physiologically, and absolutely Linda.

The room held four pregnant women, four body types, four stages of lactation. Sofia’s abundant flow — milk still dripping from her heavy G-cups onto the cushions. Catherine’s established, sharper supply — beading from swollen nipples that she cupped with one hand while the other rested on her belly. Astrid’s steady, reliable production — letting down against my chest as I moved inside her, her milk steady and measured as everything about her. And Linda’s first precious drops — coaxed by my tongue from darkened nipples that trembled with each draw. Milk and bodies and the sandalwood scent of a room that had been built for exactly this.

I filled each of them. Sofia first — always first. I pulled out of Astrid and went to the throne. Sofia took me back inside her with a possessive grind, sinking down until I was buried completely, her G-cups pressing against my face, milk streaming into my mouth and down my chin. Her hips worked with territorial urgency, her thick thighs gripping the chair arms, her heavy belly swaying with each roll. She came with a moan that rattled the water glasses — a full-body convulsion that made her milk spray in twin arcs — and I came inside her, pumping deep, my cum flooding into the soaked heat of her while she milked my cock with deliberate, possessive contractions.

Catherine next — on the cushions, her long legs wrapping around my waist with the muscle memory of a thousand times in this position. Her freckled face flushed as I drove into her, slower now, deeper, each stroke pulling a gasp from her lips. Milk dripped from her breasts, running across her freckled collarbones. She came with quiet control — a shudder, a clench, her pussy rippling around me as I filled her, my cum mixing with Sofia’s wetness still coating my shaft.

Astrid — positioned with ergonomic deliberation, her modified flexibility allowing an angle that drew me impossibly deep. Her pragmatic commentary reduced to a repeated “yes” that was neither Swedish nor clinical but entirely genuine. Her lactating D-cups let down against the cushion beneath her, the milk spreading in a circle as her body shook through an orgasm her analytical mind couldn’t quantify. I filled her with long, measured strokes that matched the rhythm she preferred, my cum pulsing inside her while her trained pelvic muscles clenched in rhythmic waves.

Linda last — in her chair. Her legs around me, trembling. Her colostrum-wet breast against my mouth, the thin precious drops still beading as I nursed. I entered her slowly — carefully — and the sound she made was the sound of every doorway she’d ever stood in finally closing behind her. I moved inside her while drinking her first milk, and when she came, her orgasm was silent except for a single, devastating exhale. Her eyes were wet with something she’d never label. Her pussy gripped me with a ferocity earned by waiting longer than anyone. I filled her — the last of four, the last to join, the one who’d earned every drop — and her hand tightened in my hair and her thighs locked and she held me inside her as deep as her body would allow.

My cum inside four women. Sofia blazing hot around me, her pussy clenching with territorial possession, a moan that warned the room she was still queen. Catherine steady and precise, her controlled ripple drawing a sharp exhale she barely let escape. Astrid exactly calibrated, her measured rhythm wringing a whispered “yes” from her own lips. And Linda — surprisingly hot, desperately tight, her silence louder than any sound the others made. Already pregnant, all of them. Already carrying my children. The breeding instinct didn’t care about logic. It never had.



Afterward. Four chairs. Four women. Rings catching morning light through the window. Milk drying on skin that ranged from Sofia’s caramel bronze to Linda’s porcelain to Astrid’s cream.

Sofia looked at the room. At the women. At the man in the center who’d nursed from all of them and was still tasting each of their distinct flavors on his tongue.

“Four,” she said. Her hand on her belly. Her G-cups glistening. Her eyes — brown, crinkled with laugh lines — sweeping across the women she’d gone from competing with to leading.

“Four.” Catherine reached across and squeezed Sofia’s hand. First wife and kitchen queen, connected by milk and the man between them.

Astrid took a note. “Aggregate output has increased twelve percent with the addition of a fourth member. The data suggests cooperative lactation produces a hormonal cascade that—”

“Astrid,” three women said simultaneously.

Astrid closed her notebook. Considered this. Opened the notebook again. Added: “Consensus among subjects: data presentation unwelcome during post-coital bonding period. Adjust timing of future analysis.” Closed the notebook.

Smiled.

Sofia leaned back in her chair, one hand on her belly, the other still dripping milk. “You know what this room needs?”

“More chairs,” I said.

“More chairs. And a name.”

“It has a name,” Catherine said. “The milk room.”

“That’s a description, not a name.” Sofia thought. “‘The Dairy.’ No. ‘La Lecheria.’ Too fancy. ‘The Tap Room—’”

“We are not calling it the Tap Room,” Linda said.

“‘Sofia’s Sanctuary of Lactation Excellence.’”

“Absolutely not.”

“You have a better suggestion?”

“Yes. ‘The milk room.’ Functional. Descriptive. Professional.”

“Linda, you just had your first letdown while sitting on a man’s cock surrounded by three other lactating women. ‘Professional’ has left the building.”

A beat of silence. Then Catherine laughed. Then Astrid’s mouth twitched. Then Linda — Linda Huang, the control keeper, the woman of severe buns and immaculate handwriting — pressed her lips together and a sound escaped that was unmistakably, undeniably a giggle.

Sofia pointed at her. “I heard that. That was a giggle. Tanaka, write that down.”

“Already noted,” came Tanaka’s voice from the hallway.

Linda smoothed her hair back into its bun. Her hands were steady — steadier than they’d been in the doorway. Her eyes were dry now, her spine was straight, and the control-keeper was reassembling. But the dress was still lowered. The colostrum was still drying on her skin. And she was smiling.

Just barely. Just enough.

“Same time tomorrow?” Linda asked.

Sofia grinned. Catherine nodded. Astrid was already calculating optimal scheduling.

The milk room had four members. More would come — Margarethe, Tanaka, Priya, as their pregnancies advanced. The room would need more chairs. I’d build them.

I was good at building things. Chairs. Cribs. Changing tables. A family that produced more milk than a Vermont dairy farm and needed a man with callused hands to drink it all.

I stood. Stretched. Four women watched me with the drowsy, satisfied look of women who’d gotten exactly what they needed.

“Breakfast?” I asked.

“Already cooking,” Sofia said. “I sent Dani to stir.”

“You trust Dani in your kitchen?”

“I trust Dani’s appetite. She won’t burn what she wants to eat.”

I left the milk room. In the hallway, Tanaka was waiting with her journal. “I need to document today’s session. For medical purposes.” She hesitated. “Nathan. Linda’s output was lower than projected but within normal parameters. She may require—”

“She requires patience,” I said. “She’s been waiting fifteen years.”

Tanaka nodded. Made a note. Then, quietly: “So was I. The patience was worth it.”

From the kitchen, Dani’s voice: “Sofia, this sauce is already perfect. Stop telling me to stir.”

Sofia’s voice from the milk room: “STIR IT.”

The rocking chair was waiting in the workshop. I picked up the brush.


Chapter 6: Authority

The argument had been building for three days.

It started with cribs. Margarethe wanted the Eichenwald-standard bassinet covers — organic Egyptian cotton, 800 thread count minimum, imported from a supplier in Munich who’d been outfitting aristocratic nurseries since 1847. Linda wanted the hospital-recommended breathable mesh covers that actually prevented suffocation and were available from Amazon in two days.

Then it escalated to postpartum care. Margarethe had researched European doula practices — specifically, the Austrian tradition of a forty-day lying-in period where the mother rested in bed while household staff managed everything. Linda had built a spreadsheet of pediatrician-recommended protocols that prioritized early mobility, structured feeding schedules, and measurable developmental milestones.

The passive-aggressive memos had been flying. Linda’s were typed on inn stationery. Margarethe’s were handwritten on cream paper in Austrian finishing-school cursive. They landed on each other’s pillows, on the kitchen counter, inside the leather-bound waitlist binder that sat on Priya’s shelf.

When Astrid tried to mediate, she made it worse. “You’re both wrong,” she announced at breakfast with Scandinavian directness that cut through diplomacy like a scalpel through silk. “The data supports a hybrid approach incorporating elements of both the European rest protocol and the American early-mobilization model. I’ve prepared a comparison chart.”

Nobody wanted a comparison chart. Sofia told them all to shut up and eat their eggs. Dani, from the end of the table, suggested they “arm wrestle for it.” Victoria cried because pregnant women were arguing and stress was bad for the babies. Isabelle told Victoria to stop crying and told everyone else to stop making Victoria cry.

I found all three of them in the study that evening.

The same study where Linda had first surrendered — bent over the desk, years of control cracking under my hands. The same study where I’d had Linda and Margarethe side by side months ago, reduced to begging while I reminded them who ran this household. The room where every important decision, every real conversation, every shift in the inn’s power dynamics had been conducted.

Linda stood at the desk, her precise handwriting visible on the papers spread before her. Her silver-streaked hair was in its bun — always, the control marker she wore like armor. At twenty-two weeks her bump was pressing against the pencil skirt she still insisted on wearing, despite Catherine’s gentle suggestions about maternity options. Her breasts — fuller now, still wet with the colostrum that had joined the milk club that morning — strained against her white blouse.

Margarethe stood at the bookshelf, holding a leather-bound volume on Austrian postpartum traditions. Her silver-blonde chignon was immaculate, held by antique pins that had survived two centuries of von Eichenwald breeding. Twenty-two weeks of heir pressed against a designer maternity dress. Her ice-blue eyes were imperial. Her jaw was set. She was, in this moment, every inch the countess who’d once sent back tea twice for being the wrong temperature.

Astrid sat on the reading lounge, thirty-one weeks of bump resting on a pillow she’d positioned with geometric care. Her yoga pants and sports bra showcased an athletic body that had adapted to pregnancy without surrendering its fundamental athleticism. She held her comparison chart. She was ready to present data.

They all turned to me when I entered.

“Nathan,” Linda said. “We need your decision on—”

“The postpartum protocol clearly requires—” Margarethe began.

“If I may present the comparative analysis—” Astrid started.

I closed the study door.

The sound was louder than it needed to be. The old wood against the frame. The latch clicking. The room suddenly smaller, warmer, the air thicker.

“You’ve all forgotten something,” I said.

Three pairs of eyes. Linda’s dark and assessing. Margarethe’s ice-blue and imperious. Astrid’s light blue and analytical.

Three pregnant women. Three authority figures. Three women who’d been so busy arguing about who controlled the nursery that they’d forgotten who controlled them.

“This isn’t a boardroom,” I said. “It’s not a European estate. It’s not a data analysis.” I walked to the center of the room. Rolled my sleeves up — slowly, deliberately, letting the forearm veins stand out the way they always did when I was about to work. “This is my house. My nursery. My children.”

Linda’s breath caught. Margarethe’s chin lifted. Astrid’s pen froze.

“And the three of you are going to remember who makes the decisions.”



I went for Linda first.

She knew it was coming. She always did. The moment my hand reached for her bun, her whole body went rigid with the anticipation that was three parts dread and seven parts desperate want. I fisted the silver-streaked hair and pulled.

The pins scattered. The cascade — black threaded with silver, falling to mid-back — was the same surrender marker it had been since the first time I’d touched her. Fifteen years of control dissolving in my grip. She gasped. The sound she always made. Involuntary. Hungry. One crack in her armor and I’d found it years ago.

I bent her over the desk. Her twenty-two-week bump pressed against the wood — the same desk she’d been bent over a dozen times. The surface that had felt her surrender more than any other furniture in this house. Her pencil skirt rode up her thighs. Her hands found the desk edge and gripped.

“Make it count,” she whispered. The words she used when she wanted me to remind her that control was an illusion she maintained for everyone but me.

I pulled her skirt up. Her lace underwear — always lace, the secret she wore under professional armor — slid aside. I entered her from behind in a single thrust — my cock splitting her open, sinking into the soaking wet heat of her pussy until my hips pressed flush against her ass. She made a sound that wasn’t a word. A sound that came from somewhere below language, below control, below the clipboards and careful handwriting. Her pussy was tight, blazing hot, the desperate grip of three days’ worth of passive-aggressive memos and needed the physical outlet more than she’d ever admit.

I fucked her hard against the desk. Her hair in my fist, pulling her head back with each thrust. Her pregnant belly pressed to the wood, her twenty-two-week bump braced against the same surface that held her memos and schedules and carefully organized life. Her colostrum-wet breasts strained against the blouse she hadn’t unbuttoned — I’d taken her before she could prepare, and the mix of professional clothing and raw sex was quintessentially Linda. Controlled from the waist up. Destroyed from the waist down. The wet slap of my hips against her ass echoed off the study walls. Her lace underwear bunched to the side, her pussy dripping around my cock, her arousal coating my shaft and running down her thighs.

“You don’t manage this,” I told her. My voice low, the octave drop that made her shiver. “You don’t schedule it. You don’t spreadsheet it.” I thrust deeper — harder — and she whimpered, her knuckles white on the desk edge. “You submit. The way you always do. Say it.”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes — I submit — I — fuck —”

I yanked her hair harder. Drove into her with the authority she craved — not gentle, not careful, the brutal claiming that unwound her control in under a minute. Her pussy gripped my cock like a fist, the walls clenching and releasing with each punishing stroke, her arousal audible — wet, obscene sounds that filled the study and mixed with her ragged gasps.

Her orgasm hit hard — harder than the milk room that morning, harder than the gentle exploration of her new lactation. This was the rough claiming she needed. Her body shook — convulsed — her pussy clamping down in fierce, rhythmic pulses that squeezed my cock from root to tip. Her colostrum let down from the intensity — thin drops soaking through her blouse, darkening the white fabric over her swollen nipples. Her forehead pressed against the desk and a sound tore from her that was neither controlled nor professional — raw, guttural, almost a scream, the sound of Linda Huang when every wall was down and every spreadsheet was forgotten and she was nothing but a woman being fucked to pieces by the only man who’d ever earned the right.

I came inside her. Hard. My cock buried to the hilt, pulsing, thick ropes of cum flooding deep inside her pregnant body while I held her hair and her body trembled against the desk. She made a sound when she felt the first spurt — a quiet, devastated moan that carried everything she couldn’t say in daylight. Her pussy milked me through it, each contraction pulling my cum deeper, her body greedy for every drop.

I pulled out. My cum immediately began leaking from her swollen, flushed pussy — trailing down her inner thigh, thick and white against her porcelain skin. Linda stayed bent over the desk, breathing hard, hair destroyed, skirt around her hips. Her lace underwear was soaked through, pushed aside, useless. She didn’t move to clean up. Didn’t reach for the hairpins. Just lay there, wrecked, with my cum running down her leg and her colostrum soaking her blouse.

Margarethe watched from the bookshelf. Her poise was intact — barely. The Austrian finishing-school training held, but her pupils were blown wide and the book in her hands had been forgotten. Her chest rose and fell faster than her usual measured breathing.

“Your turn,” I said.

The book dropped.

I crossed the room. Margarethe stood her ground — the countess didn’t retreat. I reached behind her head and pulled the first antique pin from her chignon. It fell to the carpet with a soft clink. Then the second. The third. Silver-blonde hair cascading down her shoulders with each pin removed — centuries of von Eichenwald control falling in slow motion.

“Nathan, I must insist—” she started.

I kissed her. Hard. Swallowed the words. Her mouth tasted like expensive tea and aristocratic restraint and underneath both, the warmth of wanting to be devoured. Her hands found my chest — pushing, then gripping, then pulling closer, her manicured nails digging into my shirt. The transformation took four seconds. Imperial to hungry. Formal English to a gasp that had no language.

I bent her over the bookshelf. Her twenty-two-week belly pressed against leather-bound spines that cost more than most people’s monthly rent. Her designer maternity dress bunched at her waist, exposing the long, aristocratic legs that were her primary asset — endless, slim, trembling. She wore silk underneath — always silk, the material of countesses — and I pulled it aside with zero aristocratic ceremony. Her pussy was wet. Soaking, actually. She’d been watching Linda get fucked for the last several minutes and her body had responded in ways no finishing school had prepared her for.

“The heir—” she started as I entered her. My cock stretched her open and the sentence dissolved into German. “Der Erbe erfordert— bitte— oh Gott—” Her hands gripped the bookshelf, her knuckles white against leather spines, as I sank deeper. She was tight — tighter than Linda, her pussy gripping me with the desperate clench of a woman who’d held control for decades and was feeling it stripped away one inch at a time.

The formal vocabulary crumbled the way it always did. Precise English to stammered German to wordless moaning. I held her hip with one hand, her ruined hair with the other, the silver-blonde waves fisted in my grip. I fucked her with steady, commanding strokes — not the brutal pace I’d used with Linda but something more devastating. Deliberate. Each thrust pushing her against the bookshelf, her swollen belly pressing against the spines, her breasts bouncing beneath the bunched designer fabric. The pearl necklace at her throat swung with each impact.

“The Eichenwald standard,” I said against her ear, “is what I say it is.”

“Ja,” she gasped. “Ja — bitte — breed me — fill me —” The German and English mixed, her linguistic architecture collapsing, the two-hundred-year dignity of her bloodline dissolving into the wet sounds of her pussy taking my cock and the desperate little moans she made when I bottomed out inside her.

She came with a sound that was neither German nor English — something older, more fundamental, torn from the deepest part of her. Her pussy gripped me with desperate, convulsive force — the aristocratic body squeezing my cock in waves that felt like begging. Her whole frame shuddered against the bookshelf, knocking a volume of Austrian poetry to the floor. I came inside her — cum flooding deep, pulsing against her cervix while she clutched the bookshelf and her antique hairpins glinted on the carpet and her composure lay in magnificent ruins around her. I pumped into her through the aftershocks, each spurt making her gasp, her pussy milking me with greedy, fluttering contractions until she’d taken every drop.

I pulled out slowly. My cum immediately began trailing down her inner thigh — thick, white against her porcelain skin, dripping onto the carpet beside the scattered hairpins. Her designer dress was bunched. Her silk underwear ruined. Her silver-blonde hair cascading in wrecked waves. She turned, leaned against the bookshelf on unsteady legs, and tried to speak. What came out was: “Das war…” A pause. German, English, neither. Her pussy still clenching around nothing, my cum leaking visibly between her thighs. “That.”

I looked at Astrid.

She was on the reading lounge, comparison chart in her lap, watching everything with those ice-blue Swedish eyes. Unsurprised — Astrid was never surprised. Analytically intrigued, if anything. Her thirty-one-week bump rose and fell with breathing that had quickened despite her best Nordic detachment.

“Your turn,” I said.

“I anticipated that,” she said. And set the chart aside.

Astrid didn’t wait for me to come to her.

She stood from the lounge. Pulled her sports bra over her head with the speed of an athlete clearing equipment. Her lactating D-cups, still damp from the milk club session, bounced free. She pushed me backward until my legs hit the lounge, and I sat.

“My turn,” she said. Pragmatic. Direct. No hair to pull, no facade to destroy — Astrid’s armor wasn’t emotional. It was analytical. And the only way to break it was to let her think she was in control until her body overruled her brain.

She climbed on top. Thirty-one weeks of bump between us, her athletic thighs straddling my hips with modified flexibility that was still remarkable. She guided my cock inside her with one hand — methodical, purposeful — and sank down.

“That angle provides optimal—” she started.

Then gravity did the rest and she stopped talking. My cock slid into her in one smooth stroke — she was already dripping, her pussy slick from watching me fuck both Linda and Margarethe. The analytical commentary that had survived everything I’d done to her finally, completely shut down. Her eyes closed. Her lip — the lower one she always bit when aroused — caught between her teeth. Her athletic body accepted me with trained efficiency, her muscles responding to physical input with practiced fluidity — but this wasn’t a massage or a yoga pose. This was the one physical act Astrid couldn’t approach with Scandinavian pragmatism, no matter how hard she tried.

“Yes,” she said. Simple. Direct. Her pussy already gripping me, her trained pelvic floor engaging around my cock with a muscular control that made my head spin.

I fucked her with exactness. The way she appreciated exactness. Each thrust calculated, angled, targeted. Tailored to her — different from the roughness I’d given Linda or the conquest of Margarethe. Exact. My hands on her athletic hips — narrower than Sofia’s, more muscular than Victoria’s, athletic hips that ran and stretched and carried pregnancy like another physical discipline to master. My cock found the depth that made her eyes fly open and her Scandinavian pragmatism buckle — the angle her own positioning had created, deep enough that I could feel the front wall of her pussy against the head of my cock with each stroke.

“Yes,” she said again. Her lactating D-cups released against the lounge cushion — the milk letting down in response to the building orgasm, the warm liquid soaking through fabric beneath her. Milk beaded on her darkened nipples and dripped in thin streams as her breasts swayed with each thrust. Her belly pressed against the support pillow, the baby inside her shifting as her body tensed. She gripped the lounge arm with one hand, her knuckles white, her athletic forearm corded with effort.

I increased the pace. Not rough — calculated. Each stroke hitting the angle she’d inadvertently calculated for herself when she positioned us. Faster now, driving into her with enough force to push her body forward against the cushions with each thrust. The wet sounds of her pussy — soaked, yielding, impossibly hot — mixed with the steady drip of her milk and the rhythmic creak of the lounge. Her clit dragged against the cushion with each stroke, the stimulation doubling what my cock was delivering inside her.

“Yes,” she said. Again. Again. Until it wasn’t a word but a rhythm, matching my thrusts, building to a peak that her analytical mind couldn’t predict or control. “Yes. Yes. Yes—”

She came with her teeth clenched and her eyes wide and her milk streaming onto the cushion beneath her — spraying now, the letdown triggered into overdrive by the orgasm cascading through her. Her pussy gripped me with the strong, rhythmic contractions of an athlete’s body — powerful, sustained, each contraction squeezing my cock with trained pelvic floor strength that bordered on painful. Her toned thighs trembled. Her abs engaged involuntarily around her pregnant belly. Her ice-blue eyes went glassy and unseeing as her body overrode her mind completely.

I came inside her. My cock swelling, pulsing, each spurt of cum driven deep by measured, deliberate thrusts that matched the rhythm of her own contractions. Her athletic body arched with the last of her modified flexibility, her pregnant belly between us, her milk still flowing, and her pussy milked me with kegel-trained strength — pulling, squeezing, drawing every drop of cum deeper into her body as though her muscles had calculated the optimal extraction rate.

“Optimal,” she whispered as the aftershocks faded. Her hand found her belly. The baby kicked against her palm. A small smile. “Very optimal.”

She paused. Considered. “For the record, the comparison chart was sound. The hybrid approach—”

“Astrid.”

“Right. Not now.” But she was smiling. The genuine Astrid smile — rare, warm, usually reserved for the moments after her defenses had been disassembled and she hadn’t yet figured out how to rebuild it.



Three pregnant women. Three authority figures reduced to varying stages of disassembly on the study furniture.

Linda reassembled first. She always did. Stood up from the desk. Pulled her skirt down. Began the process of twisting her wrecked hair back toward a bun. Her hands trembled — the tell she could never suppress — and the flush on her neck was vivid against porcelain skin. But her spine was straight. Her jaw was set. And when she caught my eye, the smile she gave me was wider than any I’d seen from Linda Huang in three days of nursery warfare.

Margarethe took longer. She sat in the study chair, silver-blonde hair in absolute ruin, her German still glitching through attempted English. “We should perhaps… schedule… the nursery—” She gave up on the sentence. Leaned back. Looked at the ceiling. A hairpin fell from somewhere in the wreckage and pinged off the chair arm.

Astrid stood. Stretched — her flexibility still impressive, even post-orgasm, even at thirty-one weeks. She retrieved her comparison chart from where it had fallen. Studied it for a moment. Set it down.

“We should disagree about postpartum protocols more often,” she said.

Linda’s almost-smile became an actual smile. Margarethe made a sound that might have been laughter in any of her functioning languages.

I stood in the center of the study. My house. My nursery. My women.

“The nursery protocol,” I said, “will use Linda’s safety standards for equipment, Margarethe’s comfort specifications for bedding, and Astrid’s hybrid model for postpartum care scheduling. Any objections?”

Silence. Three women looking at me with the expression of three thoroughly reminded subordinates.

“Good.” I rolled my sleeves down. “Dinner’s in an hour. Sofia’s cooking.”

I opened the study door and walked out.

Behind me, I heard Linda’s voice, quiet and satisfied: “Well. That’s settled.”

Margarethe’s response, in carefully reconstructed English: “The Eichenwald standard remains high.”

Astrid: “I’ll update the chart.”

I smiled. The study door closed behind me. In the hallway, Dani leaned against the wall, arms crossed over her twenty-week bump, smirk firmly in place.

“You know the whole house heard that, right?”

“Good.”

“Sofia’s been timing you. She says forty-three minutes. Her personal record is twelve.”

“Sofia keeps records?”

“Linda keeps records. Sofia keeps score.” Dani’s smirk widened. “Those three sounded like they had a good time.”

“We settled the nursery dispute.”

“Sure you did.” She pushed off the wall. Boots quiet on the hardwood — a small concession to the household that nobody had asked for but everyone noticed. “Dinner in an hour?”

“Dinner in an hour.”

She paused at the kitchen doorway. Turned back. “For what it’s worth, the postpartum thing? European rest protocol is stupid. Let the women walk around. We’re not made of glass.” She looked down at her bump. “Even the knocked-up ones.”

She disappeared into Sofia’s kitchen. I heard Sofia’s voice rise immediately: “Dani, if you touch that pot I will hit you with the spoon.”

“I’m just stirring!”

“You stir like you tattoo — too much pressure!”

I leaned against the hallway wall. The study still smelled like sex. Three women were reassembling inside. The house was full of hormones and belly kicks and the relentless chaos of ten pregnant women sharing one roof.

From the kitchen, Sofia’s voice: “Nathan! Dinner in twenty minutes and if those three aren’t presentable by then, I’m eating their portions!”

I rolled my sleeves down. Went to wash up.


Chapter 7: Home

Priya called the household meeting on a Tuesday morning.

She’d been building to it for weeks. I’d seen the spreadsheets multiplying on her whiteboard, the color-coded tabs reorganizing themselves from “client pipeline” to “family logistics.” The woman who’d once run a Silicon Valley company with thirty-year projections was now running projections on diaper consumption rates and nursery rotation schedules.

The long mahogany table — the one piece of original furniture I’d never needed to repair — seated everyone. Every chair occupied, every belly accounted for, the table groaning under the weight of pregnant women and Sofia’s relentless food production.

The household gathered. Sofia at her stool, thirty-six weeks of belly touching the table edge, a plate of eggs and toast in front of her because she ate every two hours now. Catherine to my right, thirty-five weeks now, lactating through her nursing top, the permanent dark circles of late pregnancy offset by the freckled glow of looking more alive than she ever had. Linda to my left, twenty-two weeks, clipboard present but sitting untouched beside her plate. Astrid across from me, thirty-one weeks, eating Greek yogurt with methodical focus. Margarethe at the far end, twenty-two weeks, sitting with the posture of a spine that had never met a slouch. Tanaka beside her, twenty-two weeks, journal open, pen paused. Victoria beside Catherine, thirty-four weeks, already crying before anyone had spoken because the morning light was beautiful and the baby was kicking and emotions were a full-time occupation. Isabelle beside Victoria, twenty-two weeks, arms crossed, ponytail tight, evaluating the meeting like a corporate review she hadn’t been briefed on. Dani at the corner, twenty weeks, picking at food with the selective appetite of someone whose morning sickness had faded but whose pride prevented enthusiasm.

Priya stood at the head of the table. Sixteen weeks of bump visible in a fitted dress. Tablet in hand.

“I have data,” she said.

“Of course you do,” Dani muttered.

Priya ignored her. “The waitlist stands at one hundred and fifty-three names. New inquiries arrive weekly. Based on current pricing and demand elasticity, the inn could operate profitably for decades with Nathan as sole consultant.”

She paused. Swiped her tablet.

“But. Seven pregnant women live here permanently. Three more are visiting, and another three are connected off-site. Babies are arriving in weeks, not months. The nursery has five cribs — more are needed. The inn has twelve bedrooms. All are occupied or repurposed. The milk room serves four women and will serve six within months. There are no guest rooms left for clients.”

She set the tablet down.

“My recommendation: close the waitlist. Permanently. This isn’t a business anymore. It’s a home.”

Silence.

Catherine spoke first. Of course she did — Catherine Whitmore didn’t let proposals hang in the air. She evaluated and acted. “I was your first client. I’ll be the last one to say this — you don’t need clients. You have a family.”

Sofia put her hand on her belly. “My kitchen feeds this family. Not strangers.”

Astrid nodded. “The operational capacity for maintaining both clinical services and residential family infrastructure exceeds available resources. The data supports closure.”

Margarethe straightened — if that was possible when her posture was already architectural. “The Eichenwald estate will ensure financial stability. This house will never need client revenue again.”

Tanaka made a note in her journal. “From a medical perspective, the household requires a dedicated prenatal and postpartum infrastructure that is incompatible with ongoing guest intake. I concur.”

Dani looked up from her plate. “You’re asking if a house full of pregnant women should stop inviting strangers to have sex with their man?” She shrugged. “Yeah. Close it.”

Everyone looked at Linda.

She was quiet. Still. Her hands rested on the table — not on the clipboard, not organizing anything. Just resting. The woman who’d managed the waitlist, scheduled every consultation, handled every intake form, managed every booking for fifteen years. The woman whose careful handwriting filled every tab of the leather-bound binder that had been the inn’s operating manual since before I’d arrived.

She looked at the binder. It sat on the shelf behind Priya’s workstation — leather-bound, alphabetized, 153 names in Linda’s careful hand. Each name a woman who’d found the inn through whisper networks and attorney referrals and elite wellness forums. Each name a potential client who’d pay $30,000 or more for the service Nathan Brooks provided.

Linda stood. Walked to the shelf. Picked up the binder. Held it for a moment — the weight of it, the years of it, the routine that had defined her professional identity since before I existed in this house.

She closed it. Set it on the shelf. Spine facing out. Done.

“The waitlist is closed.”

Five words. Fifteen years compressed into a sentence. The study was silent.

Then Sofia started crying. “Hormones,” she announced through tears, one hand on her massive belly, the other reaching for Catherine’s arm. Catherine squeezed back, her own eyes bright. Astrid noted the time in her notebook. Margarethe bowed her head — she understood legacy, and the closing of one era to begin another. Tanaka wrote in her journal. Victoria reached across the table and put her hand on Linda’s — the soft twin offering comfort with the instinct she’d always carried, and for the first time, Linda didn’t flinch.

Priya closed her tablet. Set it face-down on the table. “For the record,” she said, her voice thick, “the projected ROI on the waitlist was extraordinary. The projected ROI on this family is unmeasurable.” She paused. “I’ve never said that about an unmeasurable metric and meant it as a compliment.”

“She’s crying,” Dani said, pointing at Priya.

“I’m not crying. I’m experiencing a non-standard moisture event.”

“That’s crying.”

“It’s allergies.”

“To feelings?”

“Shut up, Dani.”

Dani smirked. But she raised her glass of cider. “To closing things.” She looked around the table. “And opening whatever this is.”

“That was almost poetic,” Astrid observed.

“Don’t ever say that to me again.”



After the meeting, I went to the porch. The hand-painted sign had hung by the front door since before Aunt Margot died: Willow Creek Inn: Wellness Retreat. Cream paint on weathered wood, the letters slightly faded from Vermont sun and rain and the slow erosion that turns everything temporary if you wait long enough.

I unhooked it. Carried it to the workshop. Set it on the bench beside my grandfather’s old hand plane and wood-handled chisels. Beside Mina Kwon’s sketch of my hands that I’d pinned to the wall. Beside the original sketch Margarethe had drawn for the family crest — the one she’d used before commissioning the final version that hung in the nursery.

I didn’t put up a new sign. The house didn’t need a name. It had a family.



Joy Okafor-Reid arrived that afternoon.

A taxi from Burlington. Single bag. Gold hoop earrings that caught the August sun. Close-cropped natural hair. Rich dark brown skin glowing with a radiance that came from Caribbean genetics, shea butter, and seventeen weeks of pregnancy.

The bump was visible. Not enormous — she was built for this, wide-hipped and strong-thighed, the kind of body that midwives themselves described as “designed for delivery” when they were being honest over drinks. But at seventeen weeks, the swell between her hips was definitive. She carried low, the way practical women carried — no nonsense, no drama, just biology doing what biology did.

She stood in the driveway, bag over her shoulder, and looked at the inn the way a contractor looks at a job site. Professional assessment first. Emotional second.

“I brought my hands,” she said, palms up. Strong hands, steady hands — the kind that delivered babies and calmed mothers and read bodies through touch alone. “And my experience. And a bag of shea butter that should last until Christmas.”

Tanaka emerged from the study with her journal, reading glasses pushed up. The two women looked at each other — colleagues who’d bonded over monthly phone calls since the Dominican Republic, two medical professionals pregnant simultaneously, preparing to deliver each other’s peer group’s babies.

“Joy.” Tanaka’s clinical mask softened into genuine warmth. “Your blood pressure?”

“One-eighteen over seventy-two. Checked this morning.”

“Iron levels?”

“Supplementing. Ferritin at forty-two.”

“Adequate.” Tanaka made a note. Then closed the journal. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Joy smiled — the genuine, eyes-crinkling smile that reached every part of her face. “I’m glad too. How many cribs do you have?”

“Five. More on order.”

“You’ll need more than that.”

They walked inside together, two pregnant professionals discussing triage protocols and nursery logistics, and I watched them go with the deep satisfaction of a man whose household now included two medical experts who could deliver the babies that were coming in weeks.



That evening. The garden.

Joy found me by Margot’s roses. Late summer — the David Austin variety in their final bloom, heavy-headed and fragrant. Three generations of care layered in the soil. Margot planted them. Helena pruned them. Catherine watered them now, kneeling at the beds with her thirty-five-week belly between her knees, talking to the roses the way she talked to the baby — gentle, directive, with the expectation that they would perform to standard.

Joy sat beside me on the bench. The shea butter scent followed her — earthy, grounding, the olfactory equivalent of her handshake. She wore a simple cotton dress, sandals, the gold hoops. No pretense. No performance. Just Joy.

“Four hundred and thirteen,” she said.

“I remember.”

“I said it at the villa. When you filled me.” She put her hand on her belly. “And this one I’m delivering myself. Metaphorically.” Her brown eyes with their gold flecks held mine. “The conference in London ended a month ago. I rearranged my entire caseload. Referred out twelve patients. Cancelled a speaking engagement at Edinburgh. And when your women start delivering, they’ll need the best hands in the room.”

“You cancelled Edinburgh for us?”

“I cancelled Edinburgh for them.” She nodded toward the house, where pregnant women moved past lit windows. “Sofia’s due in weeks. Catherine right behind her. They’ll need someone who knows what she’s doing. Tanaka is brilliant but she’s a fertility specialist, not a delivery specialist. I’ve caught more babies than anyone in this zip code.”

Her hand found mine. Hot. Almost feverishly hot. Joy Okafor-Reid’s hands operated at a temperature that defied physiology — like she ran a degree above the rest of the world at all times. She pressed my palm between both of hers and I felt the strength in her grip, the steadiness, the lived confidence of hands that had guided hundreds of lives into the world.

“Your body knows what to do,” she said. A callback to the villa. “It always did.”

She stood. Drew me up with her. The garden was dark now, the roses just shapes in the August evening, their scent heavy in the still air.

She kissed me. Her lips were full, practical, no lipstick — just the lip balm she used for her chapped-from-work mouth. The kiss radiated heat. Everything about Joy ran hot — her mouth, her hands, her skin, the furnace-like presence she carried that made pregnant women trust her and men want to be held by her.

I carried her to the garden bench — not carried exactly, but guided, her hands already on my belt, her dress pulling aside. She was seventeen weeks pregnant and her body had changed from the villa — wider hips, which had already been wide. Fuller breasts becoming D-cups, the sensitivity heightened by pregnancy hormones. The bump that sat naturally between the “birthing hips” she’d joked about professionally for years.

Her hands guided everything. Professional expertise and personal tenderness simultaneously. She positioned us on the bench with the practiced knowledge of a career spent understanding how bodies fit together. Her strong legs wrapped around my hips. Her palms pressed against my lower back, reading my body the way she read laboring women — by touch, by breath, by the rhythm she could feel through her fingertips.

I entered her and she sighed — deep, satisfied, the sound of waiting finally ending. Different from Priya’s desperate storm, different from the surprise of the villa. This was settled. Certain. A midwife who’d decided this was her time, her turn, her family. Her pussy was scorching — blood-hot, impossibly slick, her body’s temperature running higher than anyone I’d been with. The heat of her surrounded my cock as I sank in, inch by inch, feeling her walls stretch and accommodate me with the practiced ease of wide hips built for exactly this.

“There,” she murmured when I was fully inside her, my cock pressed deep against her cervix. Her hands adjusted my hips — a tiny shift, a fraction of an inch, the kind of adjustment that only someone who’d guided thousands of partners through labor could apply in reverse. The angle changed. The head of my cock pressed against a spot that made my breath catch. She exhaled against my neck, satisfied with her adjustment. “Your body knows.”

I began to move. Slow. She set the rhythm through her hands — pressure on my lower back when she wanted deeper, a palm flat against my hip when she wanted me to hold still and let her feel every inch of my cock stretching her. Her pussy gripped me with slick, yielding heat — impossibly hot, the arousal of a pregnant woman at peak hormonal sensitivity coating my shaft, each stroke sinking into something alive and welcoming.

The garden bench creaked with each thrust. Her wide hips cradled me — the fit was different from every other woman. Broader. More grounded. Her pelvic cradle was wider than any of theirs, the sensation of being held by a body that was architecturally designed to receive. Her thick thighs gripped my waist, strong from years of twelve-hour standing shifts, pulling me into her with each slow thrust. Her heated palms mapped my back, my shoulders, reading my rhythm through touch the way she read contractions through her fingertips. She found a knot between my shoulder blades — tension from the pipe repair, from the nursery work, from the stress of holding eleven women’s lives together — and pressed it with professional certainty. I groaned into her neck. She smiled against mine.

“Let me take care of you,” she murmured. “You take care of everyone. Let someone take care of you.”

Her hands moved down my spine. Each vertebra pressed, each muscle released, even as my cock drove deep inside her with each stroke. She was fucking me and healing me simultaneously — dual expertise — she understood bodies so deeply that pleasure and medicine were the same language. My cock buried deep inside her, feeling every pulse of her heartbeat through the walls of her pussy, while her fingers dissolved the knots in my back and her hips rolled to meet me in a rhythm that felt ancient and instinctive. Something beyond sex or touch. Restoration.

She coached her own breathing. Not clinical — primal, deliberate. Measured exhales. She understood the mechanics of what her body was doing and chose to surrender to them rather than analyze them. Each exhale timed to the bottom of my stroke, her body opening to take me deepest at the moment her breath released.

“Deeper,” she whispered. Her hands pressed my lower back, tilting my hips. “Stay deep. Let me feel you. Every inch.”

I held inside her. Deep. Pressed against her cervix, my cock throbbing with my heartbeat. Her internal muscles pulsed around me — not the deliberate kegel technique of Mina, but an organic, rhythmic grip that matched the beating of her own heart. A slow, milking pulse. Her pussy squeezing me, releasing, squeezing again — the rhythm she coached laboring women through. Her body knew how to draw a man in. How to hold him. How to take everything he had.

Her eyes closed. Her dark skin gleamed in the faint light from the house windows, the shea butter making her glow like she’d been sculpted from oiled bronze. The gold hoops caught a glimmer.

She came with coached breathing that dissolved into genuine release — the measured exhales becoming ragged, her wide hips grinding against mine, her composure breaking not into chaos but into a deeper kind of order. A midwife managing her own delivery of pleasure. Her whole body gripped me — legs locked around my waist, arms wrapped around my shoulders, her hands pressed flat against my back, pulling me closer, deeper, holding me in place while her pussy pulsed in deep, rolling waves and her belly pressed firm between us and her breath came in broken gasps that had nothing to do with counting.

I came inside her. Deep. Slow. My cum pulsing in thick, heavy spurts that I could feel filling her, each one making her gasp and her pussy tighten around me. She held me with those strong legs and those healing hands, her body milking me with an organic rhythm that had never once been anything but natural, and whispered against my neck: “And counting.”

She held me. Long. Patient. Her hands on my back. The garden quiet around us.

“You did well tonight,” she said. Half midwife debrief, half something she meant with her whole chest. The voice she used with exhausted new fathers. The voice that said it’s over, you can breathe now.

“Joy.”

“Mm.”

“Stay.”

“I’m staying.” She pressed her lips to my shoulder. “Until every baby in that house is safely here. And then probably longer, because I seem to have developed the habit of falling for carpenters who fix things.”



Later. The primary bedroom. Catherine waiting.

The decision to close the waitlist had unlocked something in her. I’d watched it happen across the afternoon — the last vestiges of CEO energy shifting, recalibrating, finding a new frequency. She wasn’t managing a business anymore. She wasn’t the first client turned first wife of a fertility enterprise. She was just… his wife. My wife. A pregnant woman in a house full of pregnant women, wearing a ring from a two-hundred-year-old collection, with freckles permanently on display and milk beading on nipples that had learned to let down at the sound of my footsteps.

She was already undressed when I walked in.

No flannel shirt. No robe. Catherine Whitmore stood beside the four-poster bed I’d restored, thirty-five weeks of pregnancy on full display — belly enormous, B-cups heavy and beading milk, freckles everywhere. She’d left her clothes folded on the chair with CEO efficiency, but the woman standing there wasn’t a CEO. She looked like she’d been pacing.

“There are no more consultations,” she said. “No more guests. No more waitlist.” She crossed the room and took my belt in both hands. Unbuckled it. “Just this.”

She kissed me first. Hard. Her hands already pushing my shirt off my shoulders, her pregnant belly pressing firm against my stomach, her mouth urgent in a way Catherine rarely permitted herself to be. The control she’d carried since the day she arrived — the measured, boardroom discipline that she applied to everything from household logistics to riding my cock — was gone. In its place: hunger. Raw, freed, unlocked by the closing of a waitlist that had been the last tether to her former life.

She pushed me onto the bed. Climbed on top before I could position her. Each button revealing more of what Catherine Whitmore had become since she’d traded Louboutins for bare feet and quarterly earnings for lactation schedules. Her belly was enormous — round, taut, the baby shifting visibly when the fabric moved. Her B-cups, now fuller than they’d ever been, leaked thin milk that traced the curve of her breast and pooled in the hollow of her collarbone. Her freckles — the hidden ones, the ones I’d been the first to see that night she arrived — were everywhere. Across her nose, her cheeks, her shoulders, her chest. No makeup. No armor. No pretense.

I kissed the freckles on her nose. She smiled.

“I was your first client,” she said as I laid her back against the pillows, careful of the belly, one hand supporting her lower back. “Your first real connection. Everything that came after started with me.”

“Everything.”

She pulled me down. My mouth found her breast — the milk let down immediately, thin and sharp, Catherine’s particular flavor. She gasped. Her hand found my hair, guiding me the way she’d guided boardrooms — with quiet authority that expected compliance.

I nursed from her while positioning myself between her thighs. The flannel fell completely open. Her pregnant body spread across the bed like a landscape I’d mapped a hundred times and never stopped discovering — the belly that dominated everything, the hips that had widened to carry, the legs that still had the muscle memory of Louboutin-wearing confidence even when they were bare and spread for me. Her pussy glistened in the lamplight — wet, flushed, arousal that had been simmering since the waitlist closed and the last chain linking her to her old life dissolved.

I entered her slowly. She exhaled — long, controlled, the sound of receiving instead of commanding. Her pussy opened around me, slick and scorching, her walls gripping my shaft as I sank deeper. Her thirty-five-week belly pressed between us as I settled deep — as deep as I could go, feeling the heat of her surrounding every inch.

“Just us,” she whispered. “No sharing tonight.”

She climbed on top. Cowgirl — her preferred position when she wanted control, the pregnant belly between us, her hands on my chest. She rode me slowly, her hips rolling in deliberate circles that dragged the length of my cock through her at exactly the angle that made them both shudder. Milk dripped from both breasts onto my skin — thin, steady streams tracing paths down my chest and pooling at my stomach. Her freckled face flushed in the lamplight. The platinum band on her finger glinted as she gripped my chest.

She was wetter than I’d felt her in weeks — the emotional release of the day translating into physical arousal that coated my cock and dripped between us. Each roll of her hips made a soft, slick sound. She tightened her pussy around me deliberately at the top of each stroke — not Mina’s technique, but Catherine’s own version: Catherine’s own version — deliberate, possessive, her body applying the same discipline to this that she’d once brought to hostile takeovers.

Then she leaned forward and I sat up, wrapping around her, my face buried in her neck. Close. Connected. Our bellies pressed together — her pregnant, mine flat — and the baby kicked against the closeness. My cock deep inside her, barely moving, just held there while she rocked in tiny movements that ground her clit against me and kept me pressed against the spot that made her breathing fracture.

“I was your first,” she said into my ear. Her pussy clenching. Her milk dripping down my back. “And now there are no more clients.” She rocked harder, grinding down, taking me as deep as her thirty-five-week body would allow. “Just us. Fill me, Nathan. Fill me like you always do.”

I came inside her. Slow. Deep. My cock pulsing as I emptied into her, each spurt making her gasp and grip my shoulders tighter. She stayed on top, holding me inside her, refusing to separate — her pussy milking the last drops from me with gentle, possessive contractions. Her hand found her belly where the baby kicked against the heat of my cum pooling deep inside her. Milk drying on both our chests. My cock softening inside her. Neither of us moving to separate.

“Just us,” I confirmed.

She laid her head on my shoulder. Her hair smelled like the inn — sawdust and roses and fresh milk. The particular scent of home.

We lay tangled in the four-poster bed. Through the window, I could see the garden where Joy and I had been an hour ago. The roses, dark shapes in the evening. The house sounds: Sofia’s distant laughter. Dani’s boots on the stairs. Linda closing her study door. The creak of a house that held too many people and somehow still found room.

Catherine was already drifting off when I remembered the mail. I’d passed the mailbox on the way in from the garden — the flag was up, the box open. I slipped out of bed, padded downstairs, and found it: a single envelope. Cream stationery. Careful handwriting I recognized from a letter I’d read a lifetime ago on a pillow in an empty room.

Helena Crawford.

I set it on the nightstand and climbed back in beside Catherine. I’d get to it tomorrow. Tonight was Catherine’s.

She was already drifting off, her pregnant body heavy against mine, her milk-wet breast against my chest, her ring-fingered hand resting on the belly that held our child.

“Every night,” she murmured. Her breathing deepened. Her hand went still on her belly.

“Every night.”


Chapter 8: The Scare

3:47 AM.

Sofia woke me with a grip on my forearm that left fingernail marks in the skin.

“Something’s happening.”

Two words. No volume. The whisper of thirty-five weeks and every contraction description she’d read because she’d been reading about them for months, and what she was feeling right now matched every description.

I was awake in a heartbeat. Adrenaline first, consciousness second — the system that fires when a pipe bursts at six AM or a porch board gives under someone’s foot. Emergency awake. Fix-it awake.

Except I couldn’t fix this.

Sofia lay beside me in the primary bedroom. The moonlight through the window showed her face — pale, sheened with sweat, her dark curls plastered to her forehead. Her massive belly rose and fell with rapid breathing. Her G-cups were leaking — letdown triggered by the adrenaline surge, milk soaking the front of her nightgown in spreading dark patches.

“How long?” I asked.

“Ten minutes. Maybe fifteen.” Her voice was tight. Controlled. Sofia Vega did not panic. Sofia Vega cooked through crises and argued through emergencies and managed through fear. But her hand on my forearm was shaking. “They’re thirty seconds apart. Lower back. Radiating around.”

Thirty seconds apart at thirty-five weeks. Too fast. Too early. The baby wasn’t due for five more weeks. Three at minimum for safe delivery.

My terror was real and immediate. I’d built furniture. Fixed pipes. Soldered copper in crawl spaces. Repaired a failing inn with my bare hands and turned it into something that housed eleven pregnant women.

I’d never held a woman through preterm labor.

“I’m getting Tanaka,” I said.

“And Joy.” Sofia’s grip tightened. “Get Joy.”

I was in the hallway before I finished standing. The house was dark — 3:47 AM in a Vermont farmhouse, and every creaking floorboard I’d failed to fix over the years announced my barefoot sprint toward the east wing.

Tanaka’s door opened before I knocked. She stood there barefoot, journal abandoned, reading glasses pushed up into her hair, her twenty-two-week belly visible in a cotton nightgown. She’d heard Sofia through the wall. Or she’d felt it — Dr. Yuki Tanaka’s clinical instincts had been sharpened by months of monitoring this household, and her body had woken itself the way it woke for hospital pages: immediately, completely, without confusion.

“How far apart?” she asked.

“Thirty seconds.”

Her expression didn’t change. But her pace did. She was past me in two strides, barefoot, medical professional mode fully engaged. “Get Joy. Now.”

Joy was in the guest cottage. I crossed the courtyard in the dark, the gravel sharp under my bare feet, the August night air cool against skin that was soaked with panic sweat. I pounded on her door.

She opened it in four seconds. Gold hoop earrings on the nightstand — the first thing she’d removed before bed, the last thing she’d put on in the morning. Close-cropped hair. Rich dark brown skin. Seventeen weeks of bump beneath a sleep shirt. And those hands. Already steady. Already reaching for the bag she’d packed on her first day at the inn — towels, sterile gloves, medical supplies.

“How far?” she asked.

“Thirty seconds.”

“Station?”

“Primary bedroom.”

She was dressed and moving in under a minute. She passed me in the courtyard with the focused calm of hundreds of deliveries behind her. “Stay close,” she said. “But stay out of the way until I tell you otherwise.”



The household woke in stages.

Catherine appeared first — robe over her nightgown, thirty-five-week belly pressing through silk, bare feet on hardwood. She assessed the situation the way she assessed everything: rapidly, efficiently, with the CEO instinct that prioritized action over emotion. She went to the hallway linen closet and started pulling clean towels.

Linda materialized from nowhere, which was her particular talent. Hair in a hasty braid, twenty-two-week belly visible under a cotton sleep shirt, clipboard abandoned for the first time in recorded history. “I’ll call the hospital,” she said. “Alert them. In case.” She was on the phone within thirty seconds, her precise voice carrying the kind of authority that made medical professionals pay attention.

Astrid stood in the doorway of the primary bedroom, thirty-one weeks of bump visible in a sports bra and yoga pants (she slept in them — of course she did). Her ice-blue eyes tracked Tanaka’s movements with the calm of processing emergencies through data rather than emotion. “Contractions timing?” she asked.

“I’m counting,” Linda called from the hallway.

Margarethe emerged from her room in a silk robe, twenty-two-week belly barely visible in the dim light. She said nothing. She went directly to the nursery wing and began preparing the crib — fresh sheets, checking the temperature, organizing supplies. The Countess preparing for an heir’s potential early arrival with the methodical thoroughness she’d applied to everything since the Eichenwald name entered this household.

Priya sat on the stairs with her phone, seventeen-week bump just visible. Victoria appeared from the guest cottage — thirty-four weeks, terrified by the implications of what she was hearing, because if Sofia’s baby was coming early at thirty-five weeks, hers could too. Isabelle was right behind her, arm around Victoria’s shoulder, twenty-two weeks of bump visible under a hasty robe. The alpha twin steering the soft twin toward a hallway chair with quiet, fierce protectiveness.

And in the hallway, sitting with her back against the wall, her knees drawn up as far as her twenty-week belly would allow: Dani. Combat boots on — she’d put them on before anything else. Arms crossed. Knuckles white against her tattooed sleeves. Her face was composed. Her smirk was absent.

She said nothing. She just sat there. Present.



Inside the primary bedroom, Tanaka and Joy worked with the coordinated precision of two medical professionals who’d been preparing for this moment since Joy walked through the door.

Tanaka’s hands were on Sofia’s belly, palpating, timing. Her clinical vocabulary had returned fully — the journal-writer, the love-letter scribbler, the woman who’d traded her clipboard for emotion was gone. In her place: Dr. Yuki Tanaka, fertility specialist, trained physician, the steady intelligence that had been this household’s medical safety net since she arrived.

“Cervical position is closed,” she announced after twenty minutes. “Membranes intact. Fetal heart rate is one-forty-two, within normal parameters.”

Joy’s hands found Sofia’s lower belly. Steady. Sure. She was reading the contractions through touch, the way she read laboring women — by the quality of the tension, the pattern, the rhythm beneath the surface.

“Braxton Hicks,” Joy said. Her voice was calm. Certain. She’d seen enough labor to know the difference between practice and performance. “Not true labor. The cervix is closed. The contractions will subside.”

Sofia’s grip on my arm loosened. Just barely. Her eyes — brown, usually crinkled with laughter — were wide with a fear I’d never seen from her. Not during her competitive battles with Catherine. Not during her territorial standoffs over the milk room. Not during any of the heated, passionate, fearless encounters that had defined Sofia Vega since the day she’d blown me in the walk-in cooler and announced I’d passed her audition.

She was afraid. Sofia was genuinely, completely afraid.

“He’s okay?” she whispered. Her hand on her massive belly. The baby who she’d decided was a boy since the first kick.

“He’s perfect,” Joy said. She moved her hands in a slow circle on Sofia’s belly. “Good strong heartbeat. Good position. He’s just practicing.” A gentle smile. “Babies practice. It’s what they do.”

The contractions subsided over the next hour. Slowly. Each one weaker than the last. Sofia’s breathing evened. The terror ebbed into relief. The relief transformed into hormonal crying. The crying became furious gratitude directed at her own belly.

“Don’t you EVER scare me like that again,” she told the bump. She poked it gently. The baby kicked back. “I mean it. You wait until you’re ready. Your father built you a nursery and you will use it on SCHEDULE.”

The baby kicked again. Defiant.



The household dispersed. Slowly. The way a family disperses after a crisis — not all at once but in stages, each person needing their own way of processing.

Catherine brought tea. Proper tea, with the practiced calm of a woman who’d managed corporate crises and applied the same steadiness to a teapot. She stood at the bedroom door, her own belly pressing against her robe, and held the cup out to Sofia with the steadiest hands in the house.

“Chamomile,” she said. “Tanaka approved it.”

Sofia took the cup. Their eyes met. Two women at nearly identical stages, nearly identical due dates. If Sofia’s baby was trying to come early, Catherine’s could too. The shared fear was visible in the half-second of eye contact before Catherine’s composure — harder, older, forged in boardrooms — settled over whatever she was feeling.

“Thank you,” Sofia said. She almost never said thank you to Catherine. They competed. They compared. They circled each other with the territorial grace of two queens who’d learned to share a throne. But at four in the morning, with the fear still wet on both their faces, competition was meaningless. Catherine squeezed her hand and left.

Linda reported the hospital was on standby and could be reached in twenty-two minutes. She’d already mapped the fastest route, identified the on-call OB, and confirmed insurance coverage — at 3:52 AM, without a clipboard, from memory. Astrid noted the contraction data for future reference in the notebook she kept beside her bed. “Braxton Hicks patterns at thirty-five weeks: onset duration four to eight minutes, subsidence over sixty to ninety minutes. Consistent with literature.” Margarethe reported the nursery was ready “for whenever the heir chooses to arrive. Which should ideally be during business hours, at a scheduled time, with appropriate notice.”

Victoria had been crying silently in the hallway chair since she arrived, one hand on her own belly, Isabelle beside her with an arm draped across her sister’s shoulders and a jaw set tight enough to crack teeth. When Tanaka’s “Braxton Hicks” assessment came through the door, Isabelle exhaled. Victoria cried harder — relief tears, the happy-terrified kind.

Dani still sat in the hallway. She hadn’t moved. When Sofia’s voice came through the door — “I’m fine. We’re fine. Everyone go back to bed.” — Dani stood. Brushed off her jeans. Walked past the bedroom without looking in.

“Glad the kid’s okay,” she said to the door. Then went downstairs.

I heard the kitchen faucet run. A glass filled. Then silence. Dani Kovacs processing fear the way she processed everything: alone, in the dark, with something to drink and no one to see her hands shake.



After. The house quiet. Dawn starting to gray the windows.

Sofia and me. Alone.

She was propped on pillows — the only position that worked at thirty-five weeks. Her massive belly rose and fell with normal breathing. Her G-cups had stopped leaking, the adrenaline-triggered letdown finally subsiding, her nightgown dark with dried milk. Her eyes were swollen from crying. Her hair was a wreck of dark curls against white pillowcase.

She looked beautiful. Terrified and beautiful and exhausted and the most vulnerable I’d ever seen her.

“I’m not ready,” she said. Her voice was small. Sofia Vega’s voice was never small. “I thought I was ready. I’ve been ready since the day the test came positive. Since I told you in the kitchen, ‘I’m going to be a mama.’ I was ready.” She put both hands on her belly. “I’m not ready.”

“We have two more weeks,” I said. “Maybe four.”

“Not enough.”

“Enough.”

She looked at me. The competitive fire that drove her — first pregnant, first lactating, first at everything that mattered — was banked. What remained was simpler. A woman about to become a mother who needed the man who’d made her one to tell her it would be okay.

I kissed her. Slowly. The kiss tasted like tears and the faint sweetness of dried milk and the taste of fear that had turned to relief. Her hands found my face, holding me there, not letting me pull away.

“Be gentle,” she whispered. “Please.”

I was gentle.

The most careful sex we’d ever had. Nothing like the rough kitchen encounters or the primal, breeding-talk-fueled sessions that had defined us since that first walk-in cooler blowjob.

This was something else.

I laid her on her side — the only comfortable position, the pillow beneath her belly, her massive bump supported. I settled behind her, my chest against her back, my arm curling around to rest on the belly that had just terrified us both. I could feel the baby shift beneath my palm — alive, moving, healthy.

I entered her from behind. Slowly. So slowly. Inch by inch, feeling her body accept me with the amplified heat of pregnancy — hotter inside, wetter, more sensitive. Every inch of her pussy was swollen and soft and welcoming, the blood-rich walls gripping me with a tenderness that was almost painful in its intimacy. She sighed — not the hungry moan of arousal but the deeper sound of comfort. Of being held by the man who’d put this life inside her while the life itself moved between them.

I didn’t thrust. Not yet. I stayed deep inside her and held her — my cock buried fully, feeling the pulse of her heartbeat through the tight heat surrounding me. My arm wrapped around her belly. My face against her neck. Her dark curls against my cheek, smelling like her — cooking spices and the sweetness of milk and the scent that was just Sofia, underneath everything.

“Don’t move yet,” she whispered. “Just stay. Just be inside me.”

I stayed. Inside her. Holding her. My cock thick and heavy inside her pregnant body, the connection not sexual but something older than sex. The baby moved under my palm — a slow roll, the kind of movement that meant the baby was settling, getting comfortable, responding to the closeness and the stillness the way babies did.

“Feel that?” she murmured. Her pussy squeezed around me once — not deliberate, just a reflex, her body responding to the fullness. “He knows. He knows you’re here.”

I began to move. Barely. A slow rocking, more like breathing than thrusting — a gentle withdrawal of an inch, then pressing back, filling her completely again. Her hips responded with the smallest counter-rhythm — not the demanding grind of their usual encounters, not the competitive “harder” that she barked during kitchen sex. A whisper of movement. A conversation between bodies that knew each other too well for urgency.

“You’re carrying my son,” I said against her ear. My cock sliding slowly through the slick heat of her, feeling every ridge and pulse of her inner walls. Sofia’s belief. Boy. She’d decided and Sofia’s decisions were final, the way all her decisions were final. “He’s perfect because you made him.”

She made a sound that wasn’t words — a broken exhale, half sob, half pleasure. I moved inside her, slow and steady, my hand on the belly that shifted with each gentle thrust. Her lactating breasts let down against the pillow — the adrenaline was fully gone now, replaced by the oxytocin flood that sex triggered, and her body responded to the tenderness with the opposite of panic. Milk soaked the pillow beneath her in spreading patches. The room smelled like her milk and the faint salt of her tears and the sex-warmed scent of two bodies moving together at the slowest, most careful rhythm of their lives.

“Feel him,” she whispered. “He’s moving.”

I pressed my palm flatter against her belly. The baby rolled — a full-body movement beneath the skin, visible and tangible, a child making room inside a body that was doing the most important thing a body could do. My cock pulsed inside her, responding to the sensation of my child moving against my palm while I was buried in the body of the woman carrying him.

Sofia came crying. Fear tears. Relief tears. The tears that come when the worst thing almost happens and then doesn’t, and the gratitude is so enormous it has no container except the body that carries it.

Her pussy clenched around me — gently, rhythmically, the contractions of orgasm so different from the contractions that had terrified her hours ago. Soft, pulling waves that massaged my cock rather than gripping it, her body expressing relief through pleasure, her walls rippling in slow, tender pulses. I felt the distinction. She felt the distinction. The relief that her body could still do this — could still feel pleasure instead of panic, could still come around the man who’d put the life inside her — broke something open in her.

I came inside her gently. Not the flooding, deep-pumping finish of their usual encounters. A slow pulse. Held. My cock throbbing inside her, each gentle spurt of cum flooding deep against her cervix, her pussy clenching softly around me to take every drop. Something quieter than breeding. An offering. My arm tightened around her belly as the baby moved under my palm and her tears soaked the pillow.

She kept my hand there until we both fell asleep.



I woke at dawn. Sofia was sleeping — deep, exhausted, peaceful. Her massive belly rose and fell with steady breathing. Her G-cups were full again, the leaking barely visible through the fresh nightgown someone had laid at the foot of the bed. Catherine, probably.

I grabbed Helena’s letter from the nightstand where I’d left it the night before. Carried it to the nursery.

I sat in the rocking chair I’d built. Helena’s letter in my hands.

Cream stationery. Careful handwriting. I recognized it from the letter she’d left on her pillow the morning she’d disappeared.

I opened it. I read.

I put the letter in the desk drawer, next to Margot’s original letter that I’d found the day I arrived.

Sofia’s voice from the bedroom, sleepy and demanding: “Nathan? The baby wants pancakes. And by ‘the baby’ I mean me.”

I stood. Left the nursery. Went to make pancakes.

The kitchen was quiet. Dawn light on the countertops. Sofia’s domain, empty for once. I found the flour, the eggs, the buttermilk she kept stocked. Turned the burner on. Started mixing.

My hands knew this, too. Not just pipes and cribs and porch boards. Pancakes. For the woman who’d survived a scare and the baby who was still waiting.

“Make them big,” Sofia called from the bedroom. “He’s hungry.”

I made them big.


Chapter 9: Everyone

The idea came from Joy.

“In the Caribbean,” she said over dinner, her hands wrapped around a glass of sparkling cider, “when a community has many expecting mothers, they gather. Everyone touches. Everyone blesses. The energy is poured into the women and the children they carry.” She looked around the table — eleven pregnant women, one man, candles flickering on rings and bellies. “You have a community. Maybe it’s time for a blessing.”

Sofia, who had been watching Joy with the territorial assessment she gave every woman who entered her orbit, said: “What kind of blessing?”

Joy smiled. “The kind where everyone is present. Where everyone gives and receives. Where the man at the center of this family”—her gold-flecked eyes found mine—“honors every woman who chose him.”

The table was quiet. Bellies pressed against the table’s edge. Eleven women considering what Joy was really proposing.

Dani broke the silence. “She means an orgy.”

“I mean a blessing,” Joy said serenely.

“Same thing, different doilies.” Dani’s smirk flickered. But she didn’t say no.

Nobody said no.



The primary bedroom wasn’t big enough. Not for eleven pregnant women at various stages and one man who’d need to move between them.

We pushed the four-poster bed against the wall and opened the adjoining sitting room. Sheets and cushions covered the floor — Sofia’s velvet ones from the milk room, Catherine’s linen pillowcases from the guest supply, regular bedding from every room that could spare it. The result was a landscape of fabric stretching from the bedroom through the wide doorway into the sitting room.

Candles. Dozens. Including Dani’s skull candles, which she contributed with a smirk and set on the windowsill where their macabre shadows danced with the flame-light from Catherine’s white tapers and Margarethe’s beeswax pillars.

Summer night. August heat. The windows open to garden air. Margot’s roses’ final blooms sent their scent up from the darkness below. The room smelled like wax, flowers, milk, and the charged electricity that filled a room when eleven women decided to share one man in a single night.

I stood in the center. Barefoot. The linen shirt I’d worn to dinner unbuttoned, sleeves rolled to the forearms because even now — even here — I didn’t know how to exist without my hands being ready to work.

Eleven women. The visual was the culmination of everything this family had been building. Everywhere I looked: bellies. Breasts. Rings. Skin in every shade from Sofia’s caramel bronze to Dani’s tattoo-covered porcelain. Pregnancy in every stage — massive and imminent on Sofia and Catherine and Victoria, established and growing on Astrid, visible and proud on Linda and Isabelle and Margarethe and Tanaka and Dani, early and subtle on Joy and Priya.

They arranged themselves in the organic configuration of women who knew their place in a hierarchy they’d built through pregnancy and trust — a formation that reflected who they were to each other and to me.

Sofia on the bed. Queen. First pregnant. First lactating. First.

I went to her.

At thirty-six weeks, Sofia Vega’s body was a monument to fertility. Her G-cups had swollen beyond any measurement — heavy, veined, the nipples dark and prominent, leaking before I touched them. Her belly was massive, round, the baby shifting visibly as she adjusted against the pillows. Her wide hips were wider. Her thick thighs were soft against my hands. Her caramel skin glowed in candlelight.

I settled between her thighs. Carefully — her size demanded care, the belly a magnificent obstacle that required accommodation. But Sofia at thirty-six weeks was still Sofia: wide-hipped, thick-thighed, her pussy already glistening with arousal visible in the candlelight. She propped herself on pillows, spread her thighs around the swell of her belly, and I entered her. The room held its breath.

“Gentle,” she whispered. Then, almost immediately: “No. I’m pregnant, not broken.” Her hips rolled, grinding up to take me deeper, her belly swaying with the movement. “Fuck me like you mean it.”

I meant it.

I drove into her — deep, steady strokes that made her whole body rock against the pillows. Her pussy was blazing hot, swollen with the increased blood flow of late pregnancy, gripping my cock with possessive intensity — she’d been doing this longer than anyone in the room and intended to prove it. Her G-cups sprayed when I sucked one heavy nipple into my mouth — the letdown triggered by arousal and the oxytocin cascade of having ten women watching. Warm sweet milk flooded my tongue in a rush, thick and rich, and I drank while my cock drove into her. Milk ran from the corner of my mouth, tracing down my chin, dripping onto her swollen belly.

“Mine,” she gasped. Her hands fisted in my hair, pressing my face deeper against her spraying breast while her hips worked beneath me. “First. Always first. Breed me — fuck — fill me up—”

I came inside her. The orgasm was swift, deliberate — not the main event but the opening statement. My cock pulsed, each spurt flooding deep against her cervix, my cum pooling in the heat of the most fertile woman in the room while her belly contracted with the aftershocks. Milk streamed from both breasts unchecked, spraying in arcs that caught candlelight. Her pussy milked me through it — greedy, territorial contractions that wrung every drop from my cock.

She fell back against the pillows. Satisfied. Territorial. My cum already leaking from her, thick against her thighs. The queen had been served first. Everything that followed was permitted.

Catherine moved next.

She’d been watching from beside the bed with the patient assessment of a woman accustomed to evaluating before acting. Thirty-five weeks of belly pressing against a silk robe that fell open as she approached — revealing the freckled landscape of her pregnant body. Every freckle I’d discovered that first night, when she’d arrived armored in Chanel and Louboutins, was visible now. Across her nose. Her cheeks. Her shoulders. Her chest. The constellation pattern that I’d been the first person in her life to see without makeup, without filters, without the CEO performance that had hidden the real Catherine Whitmore from every other man she’d known.

Her B-cups beaded with the sharp, thin milk that had become her signature — different from Sofia’s sweet richness, distinctive, the taste that meant Catherine — terrified and pregnant when she’d walked through the door, permanent and irreplaceable now. She climbed onto the bed, careful, deliberate, and straddled me.

“Mine,” she whispered. Her freckled face fierce. “Yours.”

She rode me with the quiet authority she’d carried since the beginning. Sank down until my cock was buried completely inside her, her pussy stretching around me with slick heat, her body primed by months of pregnancy hormones. Her belly enormous between us — nearly as large as Sofia’s now, thirty-five weeks of the baby she’d once thought she’d never have pressing against my stomach. Her milk dripped onto my chest — one breast flowing freely while the other beaded, her body’s supply triggered by arousal and the oxytocin of having Sofia’s sweetness still on my tongue. She leaned forward and I took her nipple, and the taste was Catherine: sharper, cleaner, the minerality that defined her. She gasped, her pussy tightening reflexively around my shaft.

“You were my first client,” she murmured, rocking her hips in a slow, grinding rhythm that dragged her clit against my pelvis and pulled my cock through the slick heat of her at exactly the angle she needed. Pure Catherine — measured, controlled, building deliberately. Not the wild grinding of Sofia or Isabelle’s aggressive force. A rhythm that said I know exactly what I’m doing and I will arrive at the destination on my schedule. “My first real connection.”

I held her freckled hips, feeling the new width of them, feeling them rise and fall with each deliberate roll. Her hair — loose, the natural waves she’d discovered she preferred — swayed with each rock. Her ring caught candlelight. The platinum band with its single small diamond from the Eichenwald collection — Countess Ilse’s ring, the woman who’d left her title to run a publishing house. Catherine had chosen it. It fit.

She came with a single, controlled shudder — the CEO’s orgasm, controlled and devastating. Her pussy clamped around my cock in measured, rhythmic pulses, each one squeezing me from base to tip like her body was extracting a quarterly return on investment. A tremor ran through her entire body and ended with her pressing my hand to her belly. The baby kicked against my palm. Catherine’s freckled face held an expression that combined satisfaction, possession, and unguarded tenderness she no longer needed to perform strength to hide.

I filled her. My cock pulsing inside her, my cum flooding the tight heat of her while she stayed on top, refusing to lift away. Held me inside with her thighs locked and her pussy milking every spurt deeper. Her milk dripping. Her belly pressing. Her freckled face fierce and satisfied and wet with tears she’d never admit to.

Astrid didn’t wait. She moved to me with the Scandinavian pragmatism that had defined her from the first massage-table session — efficient, direct, no preamble. At thirty-two weeks, her athletic body had adapted to pregnancy without surrendering its fundamental capabilities. Her C-to-D-cups were heavy with established milk. Her bump was round and proud between toned thighs.

She positioned us on the cushions with geometric care — a modified angle that accommodated her belly while maximizing depth. Her long athletic legs spread wide, her pussy visibly wet and swollen, the darkened pink of her arousal contrasting with her cream-pale skin. Even now, even pregnant, her flexibility was remarkable. Not the splits of before the pregnancy, but a widened stance that showcased her adapted body’s capabilities.

“Optimal angle,” she said. Then I entered her — my cock sliding into the slick, tight grip of her yoga-trained body — and the word “optimal” left her vocabulary entirely. Her pragmatic commentary reduced to a single syllable — “Yes” — repeated in the rhythm of my thrusts, her pussy clenching around me with the trained strength of pelvic floor muscles she’d been strengthening her entire adult life. Each stroke drew a squeeze from her that bordered on painful — rhythmic, deliberate, her body milking my cock even as her mind abandoned language. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”

She lactated as she came — her milk letting down against my chest in steady streams, measured the way everything about Astrid was steady and measured, even her orgasm. Her athletic thighs locked around my hips and her pussy contracted in long, sustained pulses that pulled every spurt of cum deeper as I filled her. She exhaled with satisfaction. “Adequate performance. Significant improvement in—” She stopped. Smiled. “Very yes.”

Linda watched the first three from the edge of the cushions. The voyeur instinct — bone deep, the pattern that had defined her since before I arrived. She watched with dark eyes that cataloged everything, the way she’d watched from doorways and cracked doors longer than any other habit she maintained.

I went to her.

Her silver-streaked hair was in its bun. I pulled it free. The cascade — the surrender marker — tumbled to mid-back and she gasped. The sound. The gasp that cracked her control every single time.

I bent her over the cushions. Her twenty-three-week belly pressed against the velvet. Her pencil skirt — she’d worn it to dinner, because Linda wore pencil skirts the way other women wore armor — hiked up past her thighs, revealing the lace underwear she always wore beneath the professional exterior. I pulled the lace aside and found her soaked — drenched from watching, from waiting, from the voyeur arousal that had been building since the first moan left Sofia’s lips. Her colostrum-wet breasts pressed forward, the first thin drops leaking onto the fabric beneath her.

“Make it count,” she whispered.

I took her rough. The way she needed it. My fist in her hair, yanking her head back, my cock driving deep into the tight, wet grip of her pussy. Her pregnant body rocked with each punishing thrust, the slap of my hips against her ass sharp in the candlelit room. Her colostrum leaked onto the cushions — the thin, precious drops she’d begun producing days ago — mixing with the sweat that had broken across her porcelain skin. I fucked her without restraint, the way Linda had always needed to be fucked, each stroke pulling a gasping moan from her that no amount of control could contain.

She came with her teeth clenched and her eyes squeezed shut, her pussy clamping around my cock in fierce, desperate pulses — the orgasm of fifteen years watching, finally being watched in return. A sound tore from her chest like something she’d been holding since before I was born.

My cum flooded her. Thick, hot, pulsing deep inside her pregnant body while she gripped the cushions and trembled. She didn’t reassemble. Didn’t smooth her hair. Didn’t straighten her skirt. Just lay there, wrecked, with my cum leaking from her swollen pussy and her eyes glistening and her new milk drying on silk.

Margarethe’s chignon came undone in my hands. I pulled the antique pins one by one — those pins, that silver, the centuries-old ritual of conquest that had defined every encounter since her first consultation. Each pin scattered on the cushions like a tiny silver surrender flag. Silver-blonde hair cascaded in stages — first past her shoulders, then her back, falling free of the architectural perfection that the von Eichenwald finishing school had spent decades constructing.

“Nathan, I require—” she started. Formal. English. The language of negotiation.

I bent her forward and the English disappeared. “Bitte—” German. The mother tongue that emerged when her conscious mind lost jurisdiction. I entered her and the German degraded further. “Ja— das ist— bitte— oh Gott—” Fragments. Half-words. The vocabulary of intellectual architecture being demolished by the simple, ancient act of being thoroughly fucked by a man who didn’t give a damn about her title.

I took her with the authority she craved — the authority that no one else in her life had ever applied to Countess Margarethe von Eichenwald. Her twenty-three-week belly pressed against a cushion Astrid had positioned with characteristic care. Her designer dress bunched at her waist, her silk underwear discarded somewhere in the cushions. My hands in her ruined hair, the silver-blonde waves soft and heavy in my grip. I fucked her with deep, commanding strokes that pushed her against the cushion with each impact, my cock stretching the tight heat of her aristocratic pussy while she gasped in broken German. Her pale skin flushed from her throat down across her chest, the Eichenwald bearing shattering into sounds that no finishing school had prepared her for — guttural, desperate moans punctuated by fragments of German that dissolved into wordless keening.

“Breed me,” she gasped — the words barely English, barely coherent, ripped from a woman whose linguistic architecture was in ruins. “Bitte — fill me — give me —”

She came with her face pressed against silk and her aristocratic bearing in complete, magnificent ruin. Her pussy gripped me with desperate, clutching force — forty-six years of commanding rooms, two centuries of imperial authority, and none of it compared to surrendering in candlelight with ten women watching. Her orgasm was violent, her whole body shaking, her pussy squeezing my cock in frantic, milking contractions. I came inside her — cum flooding deep, pulsing against her cervix, and the overflow began immediately. My cum tracing the inside of her thigh, white against porcelain skin. She whispered something in German that might have been “more” or might have been “please” or might have been the name of a God she’d only recently started believing in.

She didn’t try to reassemble. This time, Margarethe didn’t reach for her scattered hairpins. She lay on the cushion with her hair destroyed and her dignity in ruins and my cum leaking from between her thighs and her pregnant belly catching candlelight, and she looked… peaceful. The countess at rest.

Tanaka. Her journal was nowhere. The reading glasses that she claimed she needed for close work but really wore as a security blanket sat folded on the windowsill. Without them, her dark eyes were wider, more vulnerable — the analytical shield removed along with the lenses.

She approached with clinical detachment. “The physiological cascade of group sexual activity produces measurable increases in oxytocin, prolactin, and—”

I pulled her close. Kissed her. The technical vocabulary died against my mouth. Her surgeon’s hands — elegant, steady, the hands that had once measured me with a ruler during an examination, the hands that had dropped a clipboard mid-orgasm and never picked it up — found my chest and gripped.

I laid her on the cushions. Her belly was a firm swell between her hips, the skin smooth and taut, her body carrying the pregnancy with the precision she applied to everything. I kissed down her neck, across her small A-cup breasts — she’d never been busty, but pregnancy had darkened and sensitized her nipples to the point where my tongue on them made her back arch and her vocabulary collapse.

“The physiological response is—” I shifted angle, pressing my cock against the spot inside her that I’d learned months ago was the key to unlocking Dr. Yuki Tanaka. “Oh.” Deeper. “OH.” Her glasses — wait, they were already on the windowsill. She reached for them anyway. Force of habit. Grabbed air. Gave up.

I took her with the exactness she craved — each thrust measured, angled, targeting the exact depth that turned her clinical vocabulary into fragments. My cock found the spot that undid her — the one she could describe anatomically, could map to the millimeter, but couldn’t withstand without her composure collapsing. Her surgeon’s hands gripped the cushion fabric with the strength that had guided hundreds of fertility procedures. Her ordered world reduced to a single repeated phrase that got less clinical with every thrust: “There. There. There. Nathan there don’t stop there—”

She came with her hips lifted off the cushion, her elegant fingers clawing silk, her asymmetrical bob disheveled across her flushed face. Her pussy clenched around me with controlled rhythm — her body maintaining rhythm even when her mind couldn’t — measured contractions that squeezed my cock in rhythmic waves, her trained pelvic muscles milking me as though extracting data from a research study. I filled her — my cum pulsing deep, each spurt making her gasp and tighten, her body cataloging every sensation even as her vocabulary failed completely. She lay gasping, blinking at the ceiling, her belly trembling with aftershocks, my cum settling inside her.

“That was—” She swallowed. Tried again. “The hormonal—” Nope. “Very—” She gave up. Closed her eyes. “Nathan.”

One word. Worth more than every medical observation she’d ever recorded.

Priya came to me with the confident hunger she’d earned. No corporate armor left to strip. No hesitation. She wore her ring and nothing else. At seventeen weeks, her bump was a definitive swell between her hips, her D-cups fuller than they’d been in any previous encounter, dark brown nipples hard and waiting.

She rode me with dirty talk she now owned completely — no longer surprised by her own words, no longer the analytical woman discovering primal language. “Fill me up,” she breathed, sinking down until my cock was buried completely in the slick heat of her. “I left a corner office for this cock. Best decision I ever made.” She rolled her hips, grinding me deep, her D-cups bouncing above me with each movement, dark brown nipples hard and glistening. “Breed me again. I don’t care that it already worked. I want to feel you cum inside me.”

She used her internal muscles deliberately — the rhythmic clenching she’d learned during the Dominican Republic storm. Not Mina’s tattoo-artist control, but Priya’s own version — the former CEO’s controlled intensity applied to her pelvic floor. Each contraction squeezed my cock from base to tip, a milking grip that pulled me deeper with every stroke. I groaned as she rode me, her pussy working me with deliberate expertise, her dark skin gleaming with sweat and candlelight.

She came with her hands on my chest, her hips grinding down hard, her pussy clamping in rhythmic waves that pulled my orgasm out of me whether I was ready or not. The corner office was three thousand miles away. The spreadsheets were closed. I filled her — my cum pulsing deep while she milked me with those trained muscles, each contraction drawing another spurt from my cock — and she stayed on top, eyes closed, hand on her belly, my cum deep inside her.

Victoria needed pillows. She needed praise. She needed eye contact.

I gave her all three.

At thirty-five weeks she couldn’t be on her back or her stomach or anything that didn’t account for the enormous belly she carried. I settled beside her on cushions, propping her with care, facing her. Side-lying — the position that worked for her, the position that let me slide into her while her belly rested safely between us. Her auburn waves spread across silk. Her swollen D-cups glistened with the colostrum she’d begun producing — thin drops beading on darkened nipples. Her wider hips curved against the cushions, her thighs soft and inviting. Her green eyes were already wet.

“Am I—” she started.

“You’re beautiful. You’re chosen. You’re Victoria.”

I slid my cock along her slit — she was drenched, her pussy swollen and flushed with late-pregnancy sensitivity — and pressed into her. She came before I was fully inside her. The first inch and her body convulsed, her pussy clenching around the head of my cock in desperate, rippling waves. The tears started and didn’t stop. Happy tears. Always happy. Victoria needed to be told she was wanted, and she believed it every single time.

I moved inside her slowly. Gently. Deeper with each stroke, feeling her pregnant pussy grip me with soft, wet tenderness — different from every other woman in the room. Softer. More yielding. The walls swollen and sensitive, rippling around my shaft like they were trying to memorize the shape of me. Her belly between us. Her hand found mine and pressed both our palms against the belly where the baby kicked through her mother’s orgasm.

“She can feel you,” Victoria whispered. “She can always feel her father.”

I filled her — slowly, deeply, each pulse of cum making her gasp and fresh tears spill — and she sobbed and smiled and held me there with her legs locked around my hip and her tears soaking the pillow and my cum pooling deep inside her.

Isabelle watched her sister’s emotional display with the expression of a woman cataloging both weaknesses and beauty. Her hand was unconsciously on her own belly — the gesture she never acknowledged but never stopped. Then she turned to me. Green eyes blazing. Ponytail tight. Jaw set.

“My turn. Finally.”

I grabbed the ponytail. The gasp she made was predictable and devastating every single time — fierce, hungry, the involuntary sound that confirmed the ponytail was still her single point of vulnerability. I fisted the auburn ponytail and pulled, and Isabelle Crawford’s iron armor cracked the way it always cracked: all at once, with her eyes going glassy and her mouth falling open and her body arching toward me like a challenge that wanted to be answered.

Twenty-three weeks of athletic pregnant body — lean, freckled, the bump a compact statement between her hips. Her small firm breasts sat high on her chest, nipples hard, the A-cups that she’d never been self-conscious about because Isabelle Crawford was not self-conscious about anything, ever, on principle.

I took her the way she demanded: rough, hard. Pushed her onto all fours on the cushions and entered her from behind with her ponytail wrapped in my fist — one brutal thrust that buried my cock to the hilt in her soaking pussy and made her cry out. Controlling the angle of her head, controlling the arch of her back, controlling the woman who controlled everything else in her life.

“Harder,” she growled through clenched teeth. Her lean athletic body pushed back against me, aggressive even in submission, her tight ass slapping against my hips as she met each thrust. Her freckled shoulders flushed — the scarlet spreading down her back like a map of where the control was leaving. Her pussy was clenched around me like a vise, tight and blazing, an athletic grip, competition-trained from head to pelvic floor.

I gave her harder. My cock pounding into her, each stroke pulling a grunt from her that was more animal than human. Her small firm breasts jounced with each impact, nipples scraping the cushion. The ponytail came undone — the elastic snapping, the tension releasing, auburn waves cascading across her shoulders and over her face. The victory marker. The surrender she loved losing. She looked up at me through the curtain of her hair and her face was the opposite of everything she showed the world: open, unguarded, wanting. Desperate.

“Fuck — right there — don’t stop — breed me—”

She came with her teeth bared and her body arching and a sound that was half growl, half moan — a sound that her twin, lying on pillows five feet away, had never heard from anyone but Isabelle, and that Isabelle had never made for anyone but me. Her pussy clenched with athletic force, each contraction tight and fierce, squeezing my cock in rhythmic waves that milked me with the aggressive intensity she brought to everything. Her body demanding every drop the way she demanded everything: aggressively, completely, with the absolute conviction that she deserved it.

I filled her. Hard. Slammed deep and held while my cock pulsed, cum flooding into her pregnant body in thick surges. Her freckled chest was scarlet. Her wrists, which I’d pinned above her head for the final strokes, bore the faint redness of my grip. Her pussy clenched around me through every spurt, milking, taking, claiming my cum as her victory prize. She arched one final time and then collapsed forward, hair everywhere, breathing hard, my cum leaking from her swollen pussy, that relentless fire banking but not extinguishing.

“Not terrible,” she gasped. The highest compliment an alpha twin had ever given. Then, quieter, so only I heard: “Do that to me again before I leave.”

Dani. The smirk was in place. Arms crossed over her twenty-one-week bump. She surveyed the surrounding scene — candles, cushions, pregnant women in various states of blissed-out surrender, milk and cum and sweat on every surface — and rolled her eyes with practiced disdain that had never been comfortable with sincerity.

“Just get over here,” she said. “Before someone starts chanting or whatever.”

Her thick body was a landscape of ink and curves. I pulled her band tee over her head and her DD-cups fell free — heavy, natural, the barbell piercings glinting in the candlelight. Heavier than they’d been four months ago. Pregnancy had added weight to breasts that were already impressive, the dark nipples wider, the sensitivity amplified by the metal through them. Her prominent ass was rounder. Her soft belly had become the twenty-one-week bump that stretched the ouroboros on her hip and made the vines over her left side trace new geography.

I traced the tattoos with my mouth. The botanical skulls on her arms. The geometric mandala on her ribs that Mina had designed. The vines that had expanded across her growing belly, the lines slightly stretched, the ink settling into topography that hadn’t existed when she’d sat in this very house four months ago and said “thanks for the genetic material.”

She shivered under my mouth. Tried not to. Failed.

I took her from behind — her preferred position, the one that put her prominent ass on maximum display. My hands filled with it — round, thick, the kind of ass that made my cock twitch just looking at it. I spread her cheeks and sank into her in one deep stroke. She was soaking — drenched, her arousal running down her inner thighs, pregnancy hormones and the sight of ten other women getting fucked in candlelight having done what her mouth would never admit to wanting. Her pussy gripped me with fierce, wet heat, her thick thighs pressing back against me as I bottomed out. Her DD-cups swayed beneath her, the barbells catching candlelight with each punishing thrust, the heavy weight of them swinging in arcs that hypnotized.

I fucked her hard. The way Dani needed it. Each stroke making her thick body rock, the wet slap of my hips against her round ass echoing in the room. Her tattoo ink shifted across her back — the botanical skulls, the geometric patterns — as her muscles flexed and released. I gripped her wide hips and pulled her back onto my cock with each thrust, driving deep, filling her pregnant body until she stopped trying to maintain the smirk.

She tried to smirk through her orgasm. Failed. The expression that replaced it was the one she never showed anyone — genuine, open, raw. Unguarded in a way that was purely real. The sarcasm stripped away for the seconds it took her body to acknowledge what her mouth refused to — that she was in a room full of women who loved the man she did, and she was coming harder than she had in Portland, alone, pretending she didn’t miss any of this. Her pussy clamped around me in fierce, rolling waves, her thick thighs shaking, a guttural moan ripping from her throat.

“Shut up,” she said. I hadn’t said anything.

I filled her. My cock pulsing, thick ropes of cum flooding deep inside her while her pussy clenched with the fierce grip that was pure Dani — unapologetic, greedy, taking everything I had. The baby kicked and her hand flew to her belly and the raw expression held for a beat longer than she’d ever allowed. Three beats. Five. My cum dripping from her pussy, wet against her inked thigh. Long enough for her dark eyes to meet mine and something to pass between us that was neither sarcasm nor armor but the closest Dani Kovacs would ever come to saying I’m glad I’m here.

Joy was last. She sat at the edge of the arrangement, unhurried, patient — the way she sat beside laboring women through the long hours before the final push. Warm hands resting on her knees. Gold hoops catching the final flickers of candles that had burned to stubs. Eighteen weeks. Her rich dark brown skin gleamed in the low light, the shea butter she used catching candlelight like she’d been oiled for sculpture. Her cotton dress had fallen from one shoulder, revealing the smooth dark curve of it, the line of her collarbone, the natural C-cups that pregnancy was filling toward D-cups.

“You’re tired,” she said.

I was. Ten women. Hours. The physical reality of what I’d done settled in my muscles, my lungs, my everything. I felt hollowed out and filled up simultaneously — spent to the bone but buzzing with the afterglow of ten different women’s orgasms still resonating in my nerve endings.

“Come here,” she said. Not a request. An invitation from a woman who’d guided hundreds of exhausted partners through the final stretch.

Her hands found me. Hot. Radiantly hot. That impossible temperature. She pressed her palms flat against my chest and I felt the tension release like air from a valve — Joy’s professional touch, her healer’s instinct recognizing that the man who held everyone together had nothing left for himself.

She guided my hips down onto the cushions. Pulled her dress over her head in a single motion — nothing performative, nothing calculated. Just Joy. Her dark skin against the white cushions, her eighteen-week bump sitting naturally between wide hips that had been called “birthing hips” so often the phrase had become her professional signature. Her C-cups, fuller now, hung naturally — heavy, full, dark nipples already tightened.

She climbed on top. Her bump settled between us. She took my cock in her hand — her grip radiating that impossible heat, her palm like a compress against my exhausted, sensitive shaft — and guided me inside her. Slow. Deliberately slow. She sank down inch by inch, her pussy enveloping me in heat that ran hotter than any other woman in the room, her wide hips settling against mine with a grounded weight that felt like being anchored. Her thighs — strong from years of twelve-hour standing shifts — gripped with controlled strength, her dark skin gleaming against the white cushions.

She rode me slowly. Her hands on my chest. Not directing — healing. Each roll of her hips pressed exhaustion out of muscles that had spent hours giving, her slick pussy sliding up my shaft and sinking back down with a slick, deliberate rhythm that felt less like fucking and more like being put back together. Her palms mapped my shoulders, my collarbone, finding knots of tension and dissolving them with the pressure she used to comfort laboring women through transition. Her pussy gripped me with organic rhythm — the inner walls rippling in time with her own heartbeat, milking me slowly, steadily. She was fucking me and restoring me at the same time, and the combination made my eyes sting with gratitude so sharp it hurt.

“Let go,” she murmured. Her hips rolling. Her dark skin gleaming, every curve catching candlelight. “You held everyone tonight. Let someone hold you.”

She coached her breathing. Deliberate, measured exhales. She understood the mechanics of pleasure and chose to surrender to them. The rhythm built — slow, grounded, rooted in the deep intelligence that guided her hands during delivery. Her wide hips rocked, taking me deep with each descent, her pussy squeezing on the upstroke, the slick, gripping heat of her body working me toward a release I didn’t know I had left. Her gold hoops swung in tiny arcs. Her full C-cups swayed above me, the dark nipples tracing circles. Her belly pressed against mine.

She came with genuine, grounded release — not the screaming peak of other women but a deep, full-body shudder that shook her wide hips and rippled through her thighs and made her palms press flat against my chest as she rode through it. Her pussy pulsed around me with organic rhythm — not the deliberate kegel of Mina or the fierce clench of Isabelle, but the natural contraction of a body that was in complete harmony with itself. Deep, rolling waves that massaged my cock from root to tip, each one drawing me closer to an edge I thought I’d passed hours ago.

I came inside her. The last orgasm of the night. Not the powerful flood of the first but something quieter, deeper — a slow pulse that drained everything I had left into the woman on top of me. Each spurt weak but real, my cock throbbing inside her as her body drew out the final drops I had to give. She held me with strong legs and steady hands and stayed there, my cock softening inside her, her bump heavy against my stomach, her palms still pressing the last of the tension from my chest, my cum draining into the eleventh woman to take me that night.

“You did well tonight,” she whispered. Half debrief, half love letter. The voice she used with new fathers. The voice she used with exhausted mothers. The voice that said: you’re safe, you did the hard part, I’ve got you now.

“You’re the only man who ever made the midwife need her own breathing exercises,” she added softly. And kissed my forehead.

Joy.



Afterward.

Eleven pregnant women in various stages of afterglow draped across cushions and sheets in dying candlelight. Milk drying on skin. My cum inside every one of them. The room smelled like sex, milk, candle wax, and the last of Margot’s roses drifting through open windows.

Sofia, on the bed, hand on her belly: “The baby’s kicking.”

Catherine, beside her, hand on her own belly: “Mine too.”

A ripple. Hand after hand finding bellies. Kick after kick felt across the room. Victoria’s tears starting again. Isabelle’s hand drifting unconsciously. Astrid noting the time. Linda closing her eyes. Margarethe touching her bump through ruined silk. Tanaka reaching for a journal that wasn’t there. Priya smiling. Dani’s hand on her belly, silver rings glinting against tattooed fingers.

Joy, sitting up, her hands resting on her own eighteen-week bump. Counting heartbeats she could feel through her skin. The professional who’d spent a career catching other people’s children. The woman who’d finally started one of her own.

I lay in the center. Spent. Surrounded.

The candles guttered out. Dani’s skull candles lasted longest — of course they did.

In the darkness, Sofia’s voice: “Four more weeks.”

Catherine’s: “Three for me.”

A chorus of numbers rippled through the room. Weeks. Countdowns. Tomorrow they’d all be one day smaller.


Chapter 10: Circles

The morning after.

Eleven women sleeping in a room that smelled like candle wax, milk, and the dense scent of sex that had been layered so many times it would probably never fully leave the sheets. I extracted myself from the arrangement of bodies — Sofia’s massive belly on my left, Catherine’s freckled shoulder on my right, Joy’s hand still resting on my lower back even in sleep — and stood in the dawn light, surveying the landscape of what the night had created.

Pregnant women everywhere. Bellies rising and falling with sleep-breathing. Gold and platinum bands visible on sleeping hands. Milk dried on skin and fabric. Dani’s skull candles reduced to wax pools on the windowsill. My cum inside every one of them.

I pulled on pants and went to make coffee.



Priya found me. Or I found her. She was already in the operations office at 6 AM, which was late for Priya — she’d been sleeping until seven since the pregnancy started, a concession to biology that visibly irritated her optimization instincts.

She stood at her whiteboard. The waitlist columns had been erased. In their place: a new system. Color-coded. Precise. The work of Silicon Valley projections, now running projections on a different kind of portfolio.

Prenatal appointments — seven permanent residents, color-coded by trimester. Due dates in a timeline across the top, Sofia’s highlighted in urgent red, Catherine’s in orange. Nursery assignments — five cribs, three occupied (Sofia’s baby when he arrived, plus two reserved), two pending Margarethe’s next catalog order. Pediatrician interviews — three candidates, Tanaka’s notes in the margins. Supply schedules — diapers, formula backup, nursing pads, nipple cream.

The waitlist of 153 women who would never be called, archived in a folder on the shelf.

In its place: a family.

I stood behind her. Wrapped my arms around her waist — or what was left of her waist at seventeen weeks. My hands found her belly. The bump was definitive now, pressing against the fitted dress she wore even on mornings when no one was watching. Priya Sharma dressed like a CEO even in her sleep because presentation was armor and armor was identity.

“You’re up early,” I said.

“I’ve been restructuring.” She leaned back against me. Her hair — loose, wild, the severe ponytail of her corporate days a distant memory — brushed my chin. “The family schedule requires approximately forty percent more infrastructure than the client pipeline. The optimization opportunities are significant.”

“You’re making a spreadsheet for our children.”

“I’m making an integrated developmental milestone tracking system for our children. There’s a difference.” She turned in my arms. Dark eyes bright. Nose ring catching office light. The thin gold ring on her finger — the one Margarethe had sourced the morning after the ceremony, no provenance card, no ancestral history, just quiet acknowledgment that the witness chair had become a family seat.

“Priya.”

“Nathan.”

She kissed me. The kiss tasted like morning and the mint tea she drank instead of coffee (caffeine limits, Tanaka’s orders). Her hands found my chest, then my belt, then lower. Efficient. Purposeful. The way Priya Sharma did everything.

The office daybed. She’d insisted on it when she took over the operations office — “for naps between optimization cycles,” she’d said, and everyone had nodded and no one had believed the naps explanation. It was a single-width daybed with a firm mattress and exactly two throw pillows, positioned against the wall beneath the whiteboard where the waitlist used to live.

I laid her down. Her dress rode up over her seventeen-week bump — not enormous, not yet, but the definitive swell that said this is real, this is happening, this is mine. Her D-cups, fuller than they’d been in any previous encounter, pressed against the neckline. Dark brown nipples visible through thin fabric.

“This is my office,” she said. The faintest smile.

“I know.”

“I have a schedule.”

“I know.”

“I’m ovulating in—” She stopped. Laughed. “Old habit. I’m already pregnant.”

“Old habits die hard.”

“Some habits shouldn’t die at all.” She pulled me down.

The sex was unhurried. Domestic. Not the storm-fueled desperation of the Dominican Republic or their first time together or even the confident exhibition of the grand orgy. This was morning. This was Tuesday. This was a man and a woman who lived together and loved each other and made a baby during a thunderstorm and now shared an office that used to manage 153 strangers and now managed a family.

I peeled her dress up and over. Her body was different at seventeen weeks than it had been at the villa — the D-cups fuller, heavier, the dark brown nipples wider and more sensitive. Her belly was a firm swell that pressed against my stomach when I settled between her thighs. Her skin — rich deep brown, flawless, glowing with pregnancy’s particular radiance — was heated under my hands. The nose ring she’d reclaimed after leaving corporate life caught light when she tilted her head back.

I kissed down her neck. Her throat. The collarbone where her skin was darkest and warmest. Her back arched when I reached her breasts — she’d become more sensitive every week, the pregnancy hormones amplifying every touch. I took one dark nipple in my mouth and she moaned softly, her fingers finding my hair, pulling me closer with quiet assertiveness. She didn’t ask permission anymore.

“I used to have a corner office with a view of the Bay Bridge,” she murmured as I kissed down her belly, my lips tracing the curve of her bump. “Floor-to-ceiling windows. An assistant who scheduled my lunch.” My mouth reached her hip and she inhaled. “None of it felt like this.”

I entered her slowly. She was wet — soaking, actually. Pregnancy kept her in a state of near-constant arousal that she’d tried to quantify in the early weeks (“baseline lubrication has increased approximately 340%”) and eventually surrendered to measuring. Her pussy gripped me with the amplified heat of a pregnant body running at full capacity — slick, swollen, every nerve heightened, every sensation amplified. I sank into her inch by inch and watched her eyes flutter shut, her lips parting, the analytical mind shutting down one system at a time as her body took over.

She wrapped her legs around me. Not desperately — comfortably. The way you wrap yourself around someone you trust completely. Her heels pressed into my lower back, pulling me deeper. Her hands found my shoulders, then my chest, then the headboard behind her.

I moved inside her. Slow, deep strokes that let both of us feel everything — the heat, the tightness, the way her body adjusted and welcomed and held. Her D-cups bounced gently with each thrust, the dark nipples glistening from my mouth, the weight of them heavier on her petite frame than any other woman’s proportions. The gold band on her finger pressed against the daybed headboard as she gripped it — the ring Margarethe had sourced without ceremony, without provenance, because Priya Sharma didn’t need a dynasty to validate her place in this family. She’d validated it with a thunderstorm and a carry-on bag and the words “I resigned.”

“Fill me up,” she whispered. Quietly. The wanting plain on her face. Her pussy tightened around me, a slow squeeze, her eyes opening to hold mine. “I know it already worked. I still want to feel you cum inside me. Every time.”

I gave her deeper strokes. Longer. Pulling nearly all the way out — feeling the cool air against my slick shaft — then driving back in, filling her completely, my cock pressing deep against her cervix. Her breath quickened. Her dark skin gleamed with a fine sheen of sweat, catching the morning light from the office window. The analytical mind that had once planned every aspect of her life with thirty-year projections was completely offline — replaced by the primal, body-focused woman who’d emerged in a Dominican Republic thunderstorm and never gone back into hiding. She used her internal muscles deliberately, the rhythmic clenching she’d discovered during that storm — squeezing my cock on each instroke, releasing on the outstroke, a milking rhythm that pulled me deeper and made every nerve in my shaft light up.

Her orgasm built slowly and broke gently — not the screaming, storm-fueled peak of their first conception attempt but something gentler. She came with her eyes closed and her mouth open and a sound that had nothing to do with spreadsheets or analytics — a low, shaking moan that came from her belly, from her chest, from the part of her that had shed Silicon Valley like a skin and never looked back. Her pussy pulsed around me in deep, squeezing waves, her trained muscles rippling along the length of my cock, her belly pressing firm against mine, her ring-fingered hand white-knuckled on the headboard.

I filled her. Slow and deep. My cock swelling, pulsing, my cum flooding into her in thick, pulsing surges while she held me with her legs and her arms and used those internal muscles to milk every drop deeper inside her pregnant body. Quiet certainty. The highest-yield investment she’d ever made.

She held me inside. Her hand on her belly. The baby — their baby, the one conceived in a storm, confirmed with two pink lines, growing in the woman who’d left a billion-dollar career for a carpenter in Vermont — shifted between us.

“Best optimization I ever made,” she murmured. “Leaving that job.”



The Crawford twins left that afternoon.

Victoria spent the morning in the nursery. She touched every crib, running her fingers along the European oak Margarethe had imported and the shelving I’d built by hand. She stood at the window and looked at the garden — the baby paths between raised beds, the roses in their final bloom, the workshop where the retired inn sign leaned against the wall.

She cried. Victoria Crawford cried at everything — but a nursery built for babies that included hers was worth more tears than most things she’d cried about.

“I’ll be back for the birth,” she said. Her hand on her thirty-five-week belly. “My OB wants me close to home for the final weeks.” She looked at me with those green eyes. “But the second she says I can travel, I’m here.”

“Isabelle will drive,” I said.

“Isabelle always drives.”

“Because you can’t sit still in the passenger seat,” Isabelle called from the hallway.

Victoria laughed through tears. “Because I can’t sit comfortably in any seat at thirty-five weeks.”

Sofia packed them food. Two bags — one for each twin, because Sofia Vega could not allow a pregnant woman to leave her orbit without enough provisions for a small army. Roast chicken sandwiches on the bread she’d learned from the villa cook. Containers of golden potatoes. A separate bag of brownies — the real kind, not Dani’s “artisanal” store-bought variety. Notes written on the lids in Sofia’s slanted handwriting: “Eat every two hours. The babies need fuel. Don’t argue with me, Isabelle.”

“I will argue with you,” Isabelle said, taking the bags.

“And you’ll eat the sandwiches while you do.”

Victoria hugged everyone. Sofia required the careful choreography of two bellies making frontal contact a geometric challenge. Catherine held her for a beat longer than executive efficiency required. Joy turned the hug into a wellness check — “your back tension is elevated, stretch before bed tonight.” When she tried to hug Dani, Dani put out her hand. Victoria hugged her anyway. Dani stood there like a cat in a bathtub and didn’t push her away.

“I’ll be back soon,” Victoria promised, tears streaming. “For the births.”

They left the way they arrived — the green Range Rover crunching gravel, Victoria sideways in the passenger seat with her belly pressed against the seatbelt, Isabelle behind the wheel with her jaw set and her hand unconsciously drifting to her twenty-three-week bump when she thought no one was watching.

At the car, Isabelle turned back. Her ponytail was tight. Her green eyes were sharp. Her mouth was set in the competitive line that dared the world to challenge her.

“When Victoria goes into labor,” she said, “you better be on a plane. You’ve been there for everyone else’s firsts.” She looked at me — and for a moment, just a moment, the alpha softened. “You’ll be there for ours.”

Not a request. An order. From a woman wearing an Eichenwald ring she’d never admit she loved, carrying a baby she’d fought desperately to conceive, driving her sister home because that’s what firstborns did.

“I’ll be there,” I said.

She nodded. Got in the car. The gravel announced their departure the way it had announced every arrival and every leaving since the day I’d driven up this same drive in a truck with a grinding transmission.

Victoria waved through the window. Isabelle didn’t look back.

But her hand was on her belly. And the Eichenwald band glinted on her finger.



The satellite updates arrived throughout the day, layered between nursery repairs and household logistics like signals from a constellation of women connected to this house by pregnancy and purpose.

My phone buzzed at noon. A photo from Sao Paulo — an ultrasound, the gray-and-white blur that somehow contained a face and hands and a heartbeat. Camila Ferreira: “Dr. Almeida says the hostile uterine condition is fully resolved during natural pregnancy. Who knew.” Seventeen weeks. The woman who’d sold magazine covers on three continents was carrying my child, and the body that had rejected clinical intervention had accepted what happened when a man and a woman did what bodies were designed to do.

At two o’clock, a private photo from a number I recognized. Bree Rios. No filter. No caption. No brand hashtag. Her sculpted midriff — the same midriff that 2.4 million followers had watched do crunches — had a gentle swell at thirteen weeks. The belly button piercing was gone — OB recommendation, probably, or maybe she’d just stopped needing the decoration. She looked soft. Unperformed. Real. A person instead of a content strategy.

A second text: “The bump debut video will break the internet. But you saw it first.”

No filter. No audience. Just a woman sending a photo to the man who’d given her something she couldn’t post about. The most private content she’d ever created.

At four, Dani’s phone buzzed on the kitchen counter. She was helping Sofia — “helping” meant sitting on a stool, eating ingredients, and offering unsolicited commentary about seasoning. She read the text, smirked, and showed me the screen.

A sketch. Mina Kwon’s perfect linework — two tiny hands, fingers spread, the detail extraordinary for something that couldn’t have been drawn from life yet. Pure imagination rendered with tattoo-quality precision. No caption. No words. Just the hands.

Dani: “She’s fine. She won’t say it but she’s fine.”

Thirteen weeks. Mina’s steady hands — the ones that had shaken after both her consultations, the ones that had drawn my hands with impossible precision — were now drawing smaller hands. Imagined hands. The hands of a baby she’d conceived in a room full of skull candles at an inn she’d called “a sperm bank with doilies” through the intermediary of a friend she’d describe to anyone who asked as “a meddling bitch.”

I looked at the sketch. Looked at Dani, who was pretending not to watch my reaction. Looked at Sofia, who was pretending to stir soup but was actually crying (hormones, always hormones).

Fourteen children. Confirmed. Mine.



Helena’s letter had been read at dawn in the nursery. The cream stationery. The careful handwriting. Now, sitting in the study as the afternoon faded, I let the words settle the way good wood settles — slowly, into the grain.

She’d written from wherever she was. She never said where. That was Helena — present through absence, defined by the space she left rather than the space she occupied.

She knew the inn was closing. The twins had told her. She approved.

“Margot told me about Willow Creek twenty years ago. Not just as a business — as a vision. A house where life begins. Not a clinic. A home that grows. She always intended the consultations to be temporary. A means of building what mattered. The fertility services were the seed, Nathan. The family was the harvest.”

The harvest. I looked at the room. The study where Linda had first surrendered. Where Catherine had proposed the ceremony. Where Margarethe’s composure had been destroyed and rebuilt a dozen times. The room where the inn’s real business had always been conducted — not fertility consultations, but the building of a family that nobody would have believed possible.

“I came to see if the harvest was real. It was. It exceeded everything Margot described.”

“I don’t regret leaving. I was never meant to stay. I was meant to witness. To ensure my daughters were safe. And to give you something permanent before I left.”

That night in my room. The gift she’d given me that I’d never asked for. Recontextualized in a sentence that made my chest ache. She’d given me the one thing she’d kept from everyone, including the man she’d been married to for thirty years. Not to stay — to leave me something she couldn’t take back. A memory. A gift. A goodbye.

“I gave you the one thing I kept from everyone. I don’t regret it. I never will.”

“I will come for the births. Not to stay. To see my grandchildren. To hold them once. And then I’ll leave again, because that’s who I am — the woman who steps aside when her role is complete.”

“You built what Margot dreamed. You built what I could never have. I’m proud of you. I’m proud of all of you.”

And the last line. The one that would stay with me the way Margot’s “embrace what you’re capable of becoming” had stayed.

“Name one of them something beautiful.”

I put the letter in the desk drawer. Next to Margot’s original letter from my first day here. Two women. Two pieces of cream stationery. Two goodbyes that weren’t really goodbyes.

I closed the drawer. Went to join my family for dinner.


Chapter 11: What Margot Built

Family dinner.

The long mahogany table — the one piece of original furniture I’d never needed to repair. It had survived Margot, survived three years of vacancy, survived the transformation of a failing inn into whatever this was. The wood was dark and warm and carried the grain of a century. It was the one thing in this house that had been perfect from the start.

Nine women at the table tonight. Victoria and Isabelle had left the day before. But nine was still more than the table had ever been designed for, and Sofia had solved the overcrowding by the simple expedient of cooking enough food to require the entire surface for serving.

Roast chicken — herbs from the greenhouse, the same rosemary and thyme that had flavored every important meal since I’d inherited this place. Golden potatoes. Salad with Sofia’s signature vinaigrette. Fresh bread from the recipe the villa cook had traded Sofia in the Dominican Republic. Sparkling cider — the household’s ceremonial drink, kept in stock since Sofia’s first trimester.

Sofia cooked from her stool, barking orders at Catherine and Joy because a belly that size turned standing at the stove into a medical event. At nearly thirty-seven weeks — post-scare, post-orgy, post-everything — she was magnificent and impossible. Her G-cups leaked through her nursing top. Her belly brushed the island edge when she leaned forward. The baby kicked hard enough to rattle the cutting board.

Catherine moved through the kitchen with quiet competence she’d absorbed by proximity to Sofia. She’d never been a cook — CEOs ate meals prepared by someone else — but months at the inn had given her the basic vocabulary. She sliced bread. She dressed salad. She did what Sofia told her without question, because in Sofia’s kitchen, even Catherine Whitmore deferred.

Joy worked between them with the tactile, hands-on warmth that defined her. She touched both women constantly — a hand on Sofia’s lower back, fingers checking Catherine’s pulse while reaching for a serving spoon. Professional assessment disguised as casual contact. She’d been watching Sofia all day. Counting something. Not saying what.

Dani contributed dessert. Store-bought brownies arranged on a plate with the creative energy of a tattoo artist who’d decided that baking was beneath her but feeding the family wasn’t.

“Artisanal,” she announced, setting the plate on the table.

Sofia leaned over — a complicated maneuver at nearly thirty-seven weeks — and inspected the brownie surface. “These have a barcode sticker still on the bottom of the container.”

“Artisanal barcodes.”

“Dani.”

“They’re from the fancy grocery store. Not the regular one. That’s artisanal.”

“In what universe—”

“The universe where I’m twenty-two weeks pregnant and my feet are swollen and I went to a store voluntarily. That makes them artisanal. Accept the brownies, Sofia.”

Sofia accepted the brownies. She ate three.

We gathered. Nine pregnant women and me. The chairs creaked. Bellies pressed against the table’s edge. Rings caught the candlelight Catherine had insisted on because she’d learned that ring-light in candle-glow was the most beautiful thing in this house after the women who wore them.

Sofia at the head of the table — opposite me. Her domain. Her food. Her position as the woman who fed the family that fed from her. Her massive belly pressed against the table. The baby kicked and her plate shifted.

“He does that during dinner,” she said. “Every night. The main course is his favorite.”

Catherine to my right. Her nearly-thirty-six-week belly visible in a flowing top, milk staining the fabric at the nipples because she’d nursed an hour ago and her letdown had been triggered by the smell of food. Her freckles bare. Her hand found mine under the table.

Linda to my left. Twenty-four weeks, pencil skirt replaced by a softer maternity dress that she’d conceded to with visible reluctance. Her clipboard was absent. Her colostrum-sore breasts pressed against cotton. Her spine was straight and her eyes were the kind of bright that meant she was working hard not to cry.

Astrid across from Catherine. Thirty-three weeks, yoga pants, sports bra, the uniform she’d stopped pretending wasn’t her only wardrobe. Her bump was proud between her thighs. Her lactating D-cups were heavy.

Margarethe beside Astrid. Twenty-four weeks. Designer maternity dress. The family crest she’d designed — inn outline, carpenter’s tools, David Austin roses, ceremony date — hung on the nursery wall upstairs. She sat with the posture Austrian finishing school had trained into her spine and had never been given permission to relax.

Tanaka beside Margarethe. Twenty-four weeks. Wrap dress. Journal on the table beside her plate because the journal went everywhere now. Reading glasses pushed up because she only wore them when she wanted to see clearly and today she wanted to see everything.

Priya beside Linda. Eighteen weeks. Fitted dress. The Eichenwald ring that had been sourced without ceremony or provenance — just Margarethe’s quiet acknowledgment that the witness chair had become a family seat. Her tablet was in the other room. First time she’d left it there voluntarily.

Dani at the end of the table. Twenty-two weeks. Band tee. Silver rings on every finger. Boots under the table. Her bump pushing against the fabric in a way that said yeah, I’m pregnant, fight me about it. Skull candles would’ve been on the table if Margarethe hadn’t intervened.

Joy between Dani and Sofia. Nineteen weeks. Cotton dress. Gold hoops. Steady hands resting on the table beside her plate, fingers that had delivered more babies than most hospitals occasionally reaching toward her own belly where the next generation was growing.

I looked at them. The candlelight. The rings. The bellies. The food. The wine glasses filled with cider because nobody in this house drank alcohol anymore. The roses visible through the window in their final summer bloom.

I pulled Helena’s letter from my pocket.

“I want to read something,” I said.

The table quieted. Not silence — this table was never silent. Sofia’s baby kicked. Priya’s phone buzzed (she ignored it). Dani’s fork scraped her plate (she did not ignore the brownies). But the conversation stopped and nine women looked at me and waited.

“Helena wrote a letter,” I said. “Most of it is private. Between her and me. But there’s a part about Margot. About this place. About what it was always meant to be.”

I unfolded the cream stationery. The careful handwriting that I’d first seen on a pillow in an empty room, the morning Helena Crawford disappeared from a family she’d helped build.

I read:

“Margot told me about Willow Creek twenty years ago. Not just as a business — as a vision. ‘A house where life begins,’ she said. ‘Not a clinic. A home that grows.’ She always intended the consultations to be temporary. A means of building what mattered. The fertility services were the seed, Nathan. The family was the harvest.”

The table was quiet. I looked up. Bellies pressing against the table edge. Hands resting on bumps. Sofia’s belly visibly rippling as the baby moved inside her.

“I came to see if the harvest was real. It was. It exceeded everything Margot described.”

Catherine’s hand tightened on mine under the table. Her freckled face was wet and she wasn’t wiping it.

“You built what Margot dreamed. You built what I could never have. I’m proud of you. I’m proud of all of you.”

I folded the letter. Put it back in my pocket.

Linda’s eyes were wet. Her spine was straight. She would not cry. She would absolutely not cry. Her jaw was set and her hands were folded and the tear tracking down her cheek was purely physiological.

Margarethe bowed her head. Just for a moment. She understood legacy — the weight of receiving one you didn’t build, the responsibility of carrying it forward. She’d spent her life in a dynasty. This was a different kind, and she knew it.

Tanaka picked up her journal. Opened it. Read aloud — not the whole entry, but the one she’d written that morning:

“Day 268. The waitlist is closed. The inn is a home. Fourteen women carry his children. The data says this is statistically impossible.” She looked up. Her reading glasses caught the light. “The data is irrelevant. This is a family.”

She closed the journal. Her surgeon’s hands — the ones that had once measured Nathan with a ruler during a medical examination, the ones that had dropped a clipboard mid-orgasm and never picked it back up — rested on her twenty-four-week belly.

Dani, from the end of the table: “Can we eat now? The kid is hungry.”

She put a hand on her bump. Caught herself doing something tender — her palm flat against the fabric, fingers spread, the universal gesture of a mother protecting the life she carried. The smirk that should have followed the comment didn’t arrive. Belonging occupied her face. If you squinted. And she’d never admit it.

She didn’t pull her hand away.

Priya stood. Raised her glass of sparkling cider. The gold band on her finger — no provenance, no ancestral history, just Margarethe’s quiet morning-after addition — flashed in the candlelight.

“To Margot,” Priya said. “Who planted the seeds.”

Sofia raised her glass. Her massive belly pressed the table. Her G-cups leaked through her nursing top. Her brown eyes were wet with tears that were partly hormones and partly the overwhelming fact of being surrounded by people who’d chosen to stay.

“To Helena,” Sofia said. “Who saw them grow.”

Catherine raised her glass. Freckles wet. Milk beading through linen. The woman who’d come as a client and became the architect of everything that followed.

“To Nathan,” Catherine said. “Who built the house.”

Linda raised her glass. Hair in its bun. Spine straight. Eyes bright. She would blame the cider’s carbonation. She would blame it convincingly.

“To us,” Linda said. Quiet. Devastating. “Who chose to stay.”

Glasses clinked. Sparkling cider caught candlelight. Nine pregnant bellies around one table. One man at the head.

The cider was sweet. The food was Sofia’s. The company was impossible and real and mine.

Astrid raised her glass a beat late. “Also to adequate hydration. Drink water.” She sipped her cider, then added quietly: “And to being here. This is statistically improbable. And very good.”

Dani, mouth full of brownie: “This family is insane.”

Nine women looked at her. Pregnant. Ringed. Candlelit.

“In a good way,” Dani added. “Mostly.”

Joy, across the table, caught my eye. She’d been watching Sofia all evening — not obviously, not with Tanaka’s analytical scrutiny, but with the quiet, intuitive attention of a midwife who could read a body the way I could read a piece of wood.

She noted the way Sofia shifted in her seat. The way she pressed her lower back. The way her breathing had changed — slightly shallower, slightly faster, the rhythm of a body preparing for something it had been building toward for eight and a half months.

Joy didn’t say anything. Not yet.

But she started counting.



After dinner, the household dispersed into the familiar pattern of a late-summer evening at Willow Creek. Sofia in the kitchen, overseeing cleanup from her stool. Catherine in the study with a book and a glass of water. Linda in the operations office, reviewing something on Priya’s whiteboard with the expression of someone who’d conceded to digital systems but would never fully trust them. Astrid stretching on the back porch. Margarethe inspecting the nursery for the third time that day. Tanaka writing in her journal by lamplight.

Dani sat on the porch steps. The August night was warm. Margot’s roses perfumed the darkness. She had her phone out — texting Mina, probably, the ongoing conversation between two women who’d never admit to needing each other.

“Portland seems far away,” I said, sitting beside her.

“Portland is far away.” She looked at the garden. The moonlight caught the ouroboros tattoo on her hip where her shirt had ridden up over her bump — the snake eating its tail, stretched now across skin that was growing a human being. “My shop’s being managed by my second-best artist. She’s good. Not as good as me, but nobody is.”

“Modest.”

“Honest. You don’t get to be humble when you’re as good as I am. That’s just lying with extra steps.” She pulled a brownie from her pocket — she’d smuggled dessert, because of course she had — and ate it in two bites. “Mina texts me every day. She says the shop looks fine. The appointments are full. My regulars miss me, but they miss the art, not the attitude.”

“I’m sure they miss the attitude too.”

“Nobody misses the attitude. The attitude is a public service that most people don’t appreciate.” She licked brownie off her thumb. “But yeah. They’re fine. Everything’s fine.”

She put her phone away. Looked at her bump — the twenty-two weeks of life that had started as “genetic material” and was now a person who kicked when she ate spicy food and settled when she lay still. The person who’d made a face on an ultrasound and had tiny hands and was the reason a woman who believed in nothing had driven across the country to a place she’d once called “a sperm bank with doilies.”

“The kid’s been moving more,” she said. “Since I got here. Like he knows it’s different.”

“Maybe he does.”

“Don’t get mystical on me. He’s probably just responding to the improved diet. Sofia feeds me approximately four thousand calories a day. The kid is thriving.”

“Is that you saying you’re staying?”

She didn’t answer immediately. Dani Kovacs didn’t commit to things lightly. She’d committed to her shop. To Mina. To the decision to have a child alone. Each commitment was earned through evidence and time, not sentiment.

“I’m not staying forever,” she said. “I’m not Sofia. I’m not going to put on an apron and feed the village.” She paused. “But I’m staying until the kid comes. And maybe until your kids come. And maybe until Mina’s kid comes, because somebody’s going to have to hold her hand and she’d rather die than ask.”

“That sounds like staying.”

“That sounds like being practical.” The smirk finally arrived. Thin, reluctant, but real. “Don’t make it weird.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

She leaned against me. Dani Kovacs would die before calling it cuddling, but her shoulder was against my arm and she wasn’t pulling away. Her shoulder against my arm. Her bump firm against my hip. The August darkness around them like a blanket that didn’t ask for labels.

“Helena sounds like a smart woman,” Dani said. “The letter. The harvest thing.”

“She is.”

“Margot too.”

“Yeah.”

“So the whole thing — the inn, the clients, the waitlist — it was always supposed to end up here? A house full of pregnant women and one guy with a toolbox?”

I looked at the house. Lit windows. Pregnant silhouettes moving past curtains. The sound of Sofia’s laughter. The creak of the porch.

“Yeah,” I said. “I think it was.”

Dani was quiet for a moment. Her hand on her belly. The baby shifting.

“Not terrible,” she said.

High praise. The highest.

The porch board creaked under our combined weight.

I’d fix it tomorrow.


Chapter 12: The First Cry

4:12 AM.

Two weeks after the scare. Sofia was thirty-seven weeks — technically early term, safely viable, fully developed. The baby had passed every measurement Joy and Tanaka had thrown at him. Heart rate perfect. Position optimal. Weight estimated at seven pounds and change.

He was ready. Sofia wasn’t sure she was.

But the body doesn’t ask permission.

The contractions were different this time. She knew it the moment they started. Not the sharp, panicked Braxton Hicks of two weeks ago — those had been her body’s dress rehearsal, the false alarm that had woken the house and terrified everyone and left her crying into my shoulder at dawn. These were longer. Deeper. Regular as a metronome. Starting in her lower back and wrapping around her massive belly like hands squeezing from both sides.

She didn’t wake me with fingernails. She put her hand on my chest — warm, steady, Sofia’s hand — and said three words.

“It’s time.”

I was awake before the words finished. The same adrenaline from the scare, but different. Clearer. Focused. Because this time I could hear it in her voice — not fear but certainty. The certainty of a woman who’d been pregnant for eight and a half months and had talked to Tanaka and Joy every day and had read every book Catherine stacked by the bed and had felt her body prepare in ways that no book could describe.

“How far apart?” I asked.

“Five minutes.” She breathed through a contraction. “Started at three-thirty. They’re getting stronger.”

Five minutes apart. Regular. Strengthening. Not Braxton Hicks.

This was real.



Joy took charge.

She’d been preparing since the day she arrived. Towels staged in the bathroom. Sterile gloves in a sealed bag on the dresser. A medical kit organized down to the last sterile pad — because Joy had learned early in her career that preparedness separated calm deliveries from chaos. The primary bedroom — the four-poster bed I’d restored, the room where most of the important moments had happened — had been quietly converted into a birthing suite over the past week. Extra sheets. Waterproof pad beneath the regular bedding. Warm water in the en-suite bath, ready for filling.

Joy arrived in ninety seconds. She wore a cotton nightshirt and her gold hoops — even in the middle of the night, even at nineteen weeks pregnant, the hoops were on. Some things were non-negotiable.

Her hands found Sofia’s belly immediately. Warm. Capable. Reading the contractions through touch, the way she’d read hundreds of labors before this one. Her face was calm. Her fingers were steady.

“Good strong contractions,” she said. “Regular. The baby is in position.” She looked at me. “She’s doing exactly what she needs to do.”

Tanaka arrived behind her. Barefoot. Journal abandoned on the nightstand — she’d left it there and wouldn’t pick it up again until this was over. Reading glasses pushed into her hair. Clinical focus fully restored. The romantic, the journal-keeper, the woman who blushed when Nathan read her entries aloud — all of it vanished. What remained was Dr. Tanaka, checking cervical dilation with gloved hands, monitoring fetal heart rate with a portable doppler, calculating timing with the mathematical accuracy that had made her one of the best fertility specialists in the country.

“Four centimeters,” Tanaka reported. “Good effacement. Heart rate one-forty. Everything is textbook.” She looked at Joy. Their eyes met — the scientific rigor of a fertility specialist and the intuitive calm of a midwife synchronizing without words. They’d been preparing for this handoff since the Dominican Republic. Two professionals. Two pregnant women. One delivery.

“Active labor,” Joy confirmed. “We have time. Hours, probably. Let’s make her comfortable.”

They worked as a unit. Joy positioned Sofia on her side with pillows supporting her belly and lower back. Tanaka monitored vitals — blood pressure, fetal heart rate, contraction timing — with the focused precision of a physician whose heart had learned tenderness but whose hands had never forgotten their training. Joy’s hands rested on Sofia’s lower back, applying pressure during each contraction with pressure born from hundreds of deliveries — her palms reading Sofia’s labor the way she read every labor, through touch alone.

Between contractions, Sofia panted. “This is worse than the scare.”

“This is real labor,” Joy said. “The scare was practice. This is the show.”

“I don’t want a show. I want an epidural.”

“No epidural,” Tanaka said gently. “We discussed this. Your birth plan specifies—”

“Forget my birth plan. My birth plan was written by a woman who wasn’t currently being ripped apart.”

“Six centimeters,” Tanaka reported thirty minutes later. “Progressing well.”

“‘Well’ is a word for people who aren’t pushing a bowling ball through their—”

Joy caught Sofia’s hand. Squeezed. Warm. “You’re doing exactly what your body needs to do. He’s coming. And he’s going to be perfect.”

Sofia’s eyes met mine. Through the sweat, through the pain, through the fear she’d been carrying since the false alarm two weeks ago — those brown eyes that had assessed me over a plate of huevos rancheros during my first breakfast at this inn. The eyes that had decided, before anyone else, that I was worth keeping.

“Stay,” she said. Not a question.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Two medical professionals at the peak of their expertise. Both pregnant themselves. One a midwife who’d caught more babies than most hospitals saw in a year. One a fertility specialist whose expertise was the household’s safety net. Together, they were more qualified than most delivery rooms.

Sofia was in good hands. The best hands.



The household gathered without being called. The creaking floorboards that I’d never fully silenced announced each woman’s approach — pregnant footsteps converging from every direction on the primary bedroom.

Catherine appeared first. Robe over her nightgown, thirty-six-week belly pressing through silk. She stood at the doorframe — not entering, just present. Her hand on her own belly, where her baby kicked in response to the sounds of Sofia’s breathing. She’d been next to Sofia since the beginning. First wife. First competitor. First partner. She wasn’t going anywhere.

Linda materialized from the hallway with crisis-management efficiency honed since before I was born. Hair in a hasty braid, twenty-four-week belly visible under a cotton sleep shirt. She was on the phone within thirty seconds — the hospital alerted, ready, twenty-two minutes away if needed. Her voice carried the crisp authority that made medical professionals listen and logistics bend to her will.

Astrid stood in the hallway, timing contractions on her phone with the same focus she applied to fertility tracking and lactation output and every other biological function she’d ever measured. Thirty-three weeks of bump visible in the dim light. Her face was calm. Astrid was always calm.

Margarethe emerged from the nursery wing — because of course she’d gone to the nursery first. The Countess preparing for the heir’s arrival with the methodical care of an aristocrat who’d been furnishing this room for months. Fresh sheets on the designated crib. Temperature checked. The family crest on the wall straightened.

Priya sat on the stairs with her phone. Eighteen-week bump. Texts going out — Victoria, Isabelle, both of whom would be awake and anxious within minutes. “Sofia is in labor. Joy and Tanaka are with her. Updates coming.”

Victoria’s reply came in eight seconds: “Oh my God. Is she okay? Tell her I love her. Tell Nathan to hold her hand. Tell Joy to—” The message went on for three screens.

Isabelle’s reply: “Breathe. She’ll be fine. Update us.” Clipped. Controlled. Isabelle, who handled fear by stripping it to essentials.

And at the end of the hallway, sitting against the wall with her knees drawn up as far as her twenty-two-week belly would allow: Dani.

She was there again. The same position as the scare — combat boots on, arms crossed, knuckles white. Not contributing. Not asking questions. Just present. Because Dani Kovacs didn’t know how to comfort people and she didn’t know how to express fear and she absolutely didn’t know how to say I care about this woman and this baby and this family I accidentally joined. But she knew how to show up. She knew how to sit in a hallway at four in the morning with her boots on and her belly out and her knuckles white and wait.

She didn’t say anything. Neither did anyone.

But in the kitchen, the faucet ran. Dani had gone downstairs sometime after positioning herself in the hallway. She came back with a tray — glasses of water for everyone. Set them on the hallway table without a word. Boots quiet. Face composed. Went back to her position against the wall.

Astrid took a water. Drank half. Timed another contraction. “Transition phase,” she murmured. “Approximately forty minutes.”

“Astrid,” Catherine said softly, “nobody wants the math right now.”

“Everyone wants the math. They just don’t want to admit it.” But she lowered her voice for the next observation.

Margarethe stood at the nursery door, visible at the end of the hall. She’d positioned herself as a sentry — if the baby came, the nursery would be ready. She’d checked the crib four times. Adjusted the sheets twice. Straightened the family crest once. Now she stood with her hands folded over her twenty-four-week belly and waited the way Eichenwalds had always waited for heirs — upright, silent, and absolutely certain the dynasty would continue.

Priya’s phone buzzed continuously. Victoria: “Any update? Is she okay? The baby? Nathan? Should we drive? Isabelle wants to drive. I told her it’s a 6-hour drive. She says she doesn’t care. Please update.” Isabelle: “Update.” Priya typed back with corporate-crisis efficiency: “Active labor. Progressing well. Joy and Tanaka present. Nathan with her. Will update at delivery.”

At some point, Dani slipped downstairs. I didn’t see her leave the hallway, but Catherine noticed. Through the window at the end of the corridor, visible in the first gray light of dawn: Dani on the porch steps. Boots on the boards. Twenty-two-week belly between her knees. A cigarette — bummed from God knows where — between her fingers, the ember a tiny orange star in the predawn dark.

She smoked it slowly. One hand on her bump. Staring at the garden where Margot’s roses were dark shapes in the last of the August night. She knew Tanaka would kill her. She knew it was her only vice and she was carrying a baby and she shouldn’t. She smoked it anyway, because Dani Kovacs processed fear alone and in the dark and with something to burn.

She finished it. Ground it out under her boot heel. Came back inside without a word. Took her position against the wall like she’d never left.

They stood in the hallway of a house that was about to gain its first child. Seven pregnant women keeping vigil while two more brought life into the room beyond the door. Nobody sat. Nobody left. Nobody spoke above a whisper. They just stood there — bellied, ringed, barefoot on the hardwood floors that had been creaking under their weight for months — and waited for the sound that would change everything.



I was in the room. Holding Sofia’s hand.

She’d insisted on one thing. She didn’t care about Tanaka’s pain management protocols or Joy’s optimal positioning. She wanted my hand. In hers. Through every contraction.

She crushed my fingers. I didn’t flinch. These hands had held pipes during soldering, gripped wrenches in crawl spaces, built cribs and chairs and changing tables from raw wood. They could hold the hand of a woman in labor.

Her G-cups were leaking. Letdown triggered by labor hormones — an oxytocin cascade that told her body to prepare for the mouth that was about to need her. Milk soaked the sheets in spreading patches, sweet, the milk I’d been nursing from for months now flowing for its intended recipient.

Her face was beautiful and terrible and determined. Sweat tracked her temples. Her dark curls were plastered to her forehead. Between contractions she panted and looked at me with brown eyes that held no fear anymore — just focus. Pure, animal, maternal focus. The same intensity she brought to her kitchen, her competitive battles, her territorial claims on everything she loved. Directed now at the single most important thing she’d ever done.

“I told you he was a boy,” she gasped between pushes. Then the next contraction hit and the words dissolved into a sound that was beyond language — primal, guttural, the sound of a body doing the oldest work in the world.

Joy’s hands were ready. Gloved. Steady. Four hundred and thirteen lives caught in those palms, and every one of them had taught her something about this moment. She was positioned at the foot of the bed, focused, her nineteen-week belly pressing against the mattress as she leaned in.

“I can see him,” Joy said. Her voice was calm. Certain. The calm that every one of those deliveries had built into her bones. “Dark hair. Just like his father.”

Sofia made a sound. Not a word. Something between a laugh and a sob and a war cry. She bore down with a strength that came from somewhere beyond muscle — from the eight and a half months of carrying, from the competitive fire that had made her the first pregnant, first lactating, first at everything. She was going to be the first to deliver. She was going to be the first to hold her child. She was going to be first.

Tanaka monitored vitals from beside Joy, her focus total. Heart rate. Blood pressure. Cervical progression. The clinical vocabulary running silently in her mind while her hands did the careful, measured work of a woman who wrote love letters in the margins of her medical notes but kept the medicine flawless.

“Almost,” Joy said. “One more, Sofia. One more and he’s here.”

Sofia looked at me. My hand in her crushing grip. My face beside hers. The man who’d driven up this gravel drive with a grinding transmission and eighty thousand dollars of debt and a letter from a dead aunt who’d believed he was capable of becoming something he’d never imagined.

“Name him something beautiful,” Sofia said. Helena’s words. Sofia hadn’t heard the letter. But mothers know things.

She pushed.

5:58 AM. The first cry.

Quieter than I expected. Nothing like the wailing shriek of movie births. A sound. Small and enormous simultaneously. The sound of air entering lungs that had never breathed before. The sound of a person arriving in a world that had been built for him — a nursery his father made, a crib a countess furnished, a household of women who’d chosen to be here for this exact moment.

A boy. Seven pounds, four ounces. Dark hair — mine. Brown eyes — Sofia’s.

Joy placed him on Sofia’s chest. Skin to skin. She settled the baby against his mother’s body with practiced gentleness that had never stopped being awed by this part. Hundreds of deliveries and the awe was still there. It was never routine.

The baby rooted. Instinct older than language, older than architecture, older than the inn or the roses or any of the impossible things I’d built. He turned toward Sofia’s breast and latched within minutes. Her milk — the milk that had flowed for months, the milk I’d nursed from in kitchens and milk rooms and moonlit bedrooms — flowed for her son for the first time.

Sofia cried. Not hormones. Not competition. The raw, animal grief of a woman realizing the wanting was over — that the thing she’d built her identity around for eight and a half months was here, breathing, latched to her breast. She held her son and wept because she’d wanted this more than she’d wanted anything, and the wanting hadn’t prepared her for the having.

I held my son.

My hands. Carpenter’s hands that smelled like sawdust and wood stain. Hands that built cribs and fixed pipes and held women through contractions and orgasms and everything in between. The only way I knew how to love was by building things that held.

Seven pounds. Dark hair. Brown eyes. A face that was somehow both of us — Sofia’s features and my jaw and a nose that could’ve been either of ours and fingers so small they couldn’t close around my thumb but tried.

He tried. Already trying. Already reaching.



The household entered. One at a time.

Catherine first. She stood beside the bed, hand on her own thirty-six-week belly, and looked at the baby with an expression I’d seen once before — on her face in the garden gazebo months ago, when she’d watched Sofia’s milk flow and realized that this family had outgrown anything she could have purchased or planned.

“He’s perfect,” she said. Her freckles were wet with tears.

Linda. She crossed the room with measured steps — fifteen years of walking these halls and had finally arrived at the moment all that walking was for. She touched the baby’s hand with one finger — careful, deliberate, the finger that held her pen and managed her clipboard and organized the lives of everyone in this house.

His tiny grip closed around it.

She made a sound that wasn’t a word. Fifteen years of watching. Fifteen years of standing in doorways. Fifteen years of managing from the outside while life happened beyond her reach.

This was what she’d watched for.

Astrid, practical even now: “His APGAR score?”

Tanaka, who’d been running the assessment with quiet thoroughness while Joy handled the delivery: “Nine.”

Astrid nodded. “Acceptable.”

Margarethe entered with the bearing of a woman approaching a throne. She looked at the baby — at the dark hair, the brown eyes, the tiny fingers. At the crib in the nursery that bore the Eichenwald standard. At the family crest on the wall that she’d designed for a dynasty she hadn’t been born into but had chosen.

“The crest will need updating,” she said. Her voice was perfectly controlled. “Add one more.”

She was crying. She didn’t wipe the tears. The Countess von Eichenwald stood in a Vermont farmhouse at six in the morning and let her tears fall unchecked because some things were more important than Austrian composure.

Priya: “I’ve already started a developmental milestone spreadsheet.” She held up her phone. The screen showed a color-coded grid with columns for motor skills, language development, social milestones, and — in a column she’d clearly added in the last five minutes — “First Smile (est.).”

I looked at her. She shrugged. “It’s who I am.”

Her voice broke on the last word. She pressed her lips together. The woman who’d left Silicon Valley for a thunderstorm, who’d traded quarterly earnings for prenatal appointments, who’d optimized her entire life toward this family without knowing it — she stood there with her eighteen-week bump and her Eichenwald ring and the developmental milestone spreadsheet she’d built for a baby that wasn’t hers but was her family’s, and the control that had carried her through boardrooms and storm sex and a complete reinvention of her identity finally, gracefully, fell apart.

She cried. Priya Sharma cried. And she was exactly who she was.

Tanaka wrote in her journal. The pen moved with the surgeon’s steadiness that had survived love and pregnancy and the total demolition of every professional wall she’d ever built. The entry:

“First delivery at Willow Creek Inn. Patient: Sofia Vega. Outcome: healthy male, 3.3kg, excellent reflexes. Attending: Dr. Y. Tanaka and J. Okafor-Reid, CNM. Father present. Family present.”

She paused. Added:

“This is the most important data I’ve ever recorded.”

Joy stood by the window. Dawn light. Gold hoops. Her gloved hands — the ones that had just caught my son — resting at her sides.

“Four hundred and fourteen,” she said. She said it the way she always did. The count. The number.

But her hand was on her own nineteen-week belly. And her eyes were wet. And the professional calm that had guided her through hundreds of deliveries was cracking — just barely, just at the edges — because this time the count included a number that was hers.

Dani appeared in the doorway. Combat boots quiet for once. The smirk was gone. She looked at the baby. At Sofia, who held him against her leaking, magnificent breast. At me, standing beside the bed with my son’s tiny handprint still damp on my palm.

“Not bad,” she said. “For a stud farmer.”

She almost smiled. Almost.



My phone buzzed on the nightstand. A text from a number I knew by heart now.

Helena Crawford. A text this time — no cream stationery, no careful penmanship. Simple. Direct.

“I heard. Congratulations, Nathan. I told Margot’s roses to bloom early this year. I think they listened.”

Then a second text:

“When the time comes, bring him to visit. I’d like to hold my grandchildren’s brother.”

I showed Sofia the phone. She read it through tears, baby at her breast, milk flowing, her whole world compressed into the seven pounds of dark-haired boy against her skin.

She nodded. “Tell her we named him well.”

I looked at my son. At Sofia. At the women filling the doorway — pregnant, ringed, mine. At the nursery I’d built with my own hands, the crest Margarethe designed, the roses Margot planted that were visible through the window in their final summer bloom.

I thought about the day I drove up this gravel drive in a truck with a grinding transmission, inheriting a failing inn with eighty thousand dollars in debt and a secret I didn’t understand.

I understood now.

“Welcome home,” I said to my son.

He gripped my thumb. And he held on.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Cole Cross. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Cole Cross are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Cole Cross
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