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Chapter 1: The Letter

The letter arrived on a Tuesday, which felt appropriate. Tuesdays had always been our night — all of us together — and something about the return address on the heavy cream envelope felt like it belonged to a Tuesday energy. Change. Gathering. Something new walking through the door.

Vivian held it between two fingers, reading glasses perched on her nose, her four-month-old son latched to her left breast with the casual efficiency of a woman who’d mastered the art of nursing while running a medical empire. Her silk blouse was unbuttoned to the waist, dark mahogany skin glowing under the morning light, the gold Sankofa pendant nestled in the deep cleavage between breasts that had swollen to almost absurd proportions since delivery. Milk stained the edge of her bra where it hung open. She didn’t care. Nobody in this house cared about that kind of thing anymore.

“St. Catherine’s Hospital,” she read aloud. “Hartfield, Vermont. Mother Augustina Ferreira, Administrator.”

I looked up from the bottle I was warming. My son — our son — had decided he wanted both breast and bottle this morning, because apparently four-month-olds are allowed to be indecisive.

“The Catholic hospital? From the Beckett community?”

“The same.” Vivian turned the page. Her dark eyes moved rapidly, the sharp assessment I’d learned to recognize over months of watching her process information. “She’s proposing a formal partnership between St. Catherine’s and the clinic. For the WHO satellite facility.”

“A Catholic hospital partnering with a breeding clinic.” I tested the bottle temperature on my wrist. “That’s going to go over well in Rome.”

“Read the rest.” Vivian handed me the letter, and her fingers brushed mine in a way that still sent heat through my chest despite everything — the sleepless nights, the chaos, the fact that I was standing in a kitchen that smelled like breast milk and formula and expensive coffee.

I scanned the letter while my son made angry noises at the delayed bottle. The handwriting was precise, almost architectural — each letter formed with the deliberate control of someone who’d spent decades writing administrative documents.

Dear Dr. Okafor,

I write to you not as a representative of the Church, but as a woman who has spent two years watching her community die slowly. The contamination from GreenVale Agricultural has rendered thirty-seven couples in our parish unable to conceive. I have sat with these women in my office, held their hands, and had nothing to offer them but prayer.

Prayer is not enough.

Your clinic’s work with the Beckett family has given Hartfield its first real hope in three years. The satellite facility that Dr. Calloway is constructing on Beckett land could transform our community — but it needs institutional support, medical infrastructure, and someone who knows how to fight insurance companies. I have spent thirty years doing exactly that.

I am proposing a formal partnership. St. Catherine’s provides nursing staff, administrative support, and community trust. Your clinic provides the medical protocols that have achieved what no other facility in the world has managed.

I understand this is unconventional. A Catholic hospital endorsing a fertility program that operates outside traditional bounds. But I have long believed that the greatest sin is not unorthodoxy — it is watching people suffer when you have the means to help.

I would like to visit your facility. To see the work firsthand. To understand what we would be partnering with.

If you are amenable, I will bring Sister Grace Morrigan, our head nurse, who has been treating the affected families since the contamination was identified. Her clinical expertise would be valuable in assessing the partnership’s viability.

Respectfully, Mother Augustina Ferreira

“She framed it,” Vivian said.

“What?”

“The letter from the Vatican. When they criticized her for publicly supporting the Beckett sisters’ treatment. She framed the letter and hung it in her office.” Vivian’s full lips curved. “Sage told me.”

As if summoned, Sage Calloway appeared in the kitchen doorway — twelve weeks pregnant, her lean frame just beginning to show the earliest curve beneath her flannel shirt. She’d driven down from Vermont that morning for her monthly check-up, and she still smelled like clean air and horses and the olive oil soap that was her signature.

“You got Augustina’s letter.” Sage poured herself coffee with the efficiency of someone who’d been up since four AM tending to construction crews. “I told her you’d be cautious.”

“I am cautious.” Vivian shifted her son to the other breast. He latched with the aggressive certainty of a baby who’d inherited his mother’s determination. “A Catholic partnership brings oversight we haven’t dealt with before. Diocesan review boards. Ethics committees.”

“Augustina doesn’t answer to diocesan review boards. She answers to the community. And the community needs this.”

“How bad is it?” I asked.

Sage’s expression tightened. She leaned against the counter, crossing her arms over a chest that was starting to swell with early pregnancy changes. “Thirty-seven couples was last month’s count. It’s forty-one now. Two more families found out this week. The contamination hit the aquifer deeper than the initial testing showed. GreenVale’s chemicals are in everything — the well water, the irrigation systems, the livestock drinking supply.”

“And the men?”

“Every single one tests sub-fertile. Motility below twenty percent across the board. Some are at zero.” Her jaw set. “These aren’t statistics, Caleb. These are families I’ve known for years. Women who’ve been trying for three, four years with nothing. The Beckett community is aging out.”

The kitchen door swung open and Harper shuffled in, her three-month-old daughter on her shoulder, auburn hair in a messy bun that she hadn’t bothered to fix since approximately forever. Her reading glasses were crooked. Her cardigan was buttoned wrong. A wet spot darkened the front of her shirt where she’d been leaking.

She looked gorgeous. Exhausted, soft, freckled, and gorgeous.

“Morning.” She kissed my cheek, then stole my coffee. “What are we discussing?”

“Nuns,” I said.

“Fascinating.” She took a long sip. “Continue.”

The chaos of the morning unfolded around us like it always did now — controlled pandemonium that would have been unthinkable a year ago. Aiste appeared with her three-month-old daughter in a carrier strapped to her chest, platinum ponytail swinging as she moved through the kitchen with military precision, checking the feeding schedule posted on the refrigerator. Her ice-blue eyes swept the room, cataloguing everything — who was fed, who was sleeping, who needed attention.

“Celeste’s son is fussy again,” she reported, pouring formula with one hand while her daughter slept against her chest. “She’s been up since three.”

“I’ll take him.” Harper handed me back the coffee — half-empty — and headed for the nursery.

Vivian’s phone buzzed. She answered without looking up from the letter. “Okafor. Yes. How dilated? Tell her to breathe — I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” She stood, rebuttoning her blouse one-handed while settling her son into the waiting bassinet with the other. “Aaliyah’s contractions are four minutes apart. She’s been in early labor since midnight.”

“Aaliyah’s here?” Sage asked.

“Arrived yesterday from Riyadh. Forty weeks and two days. Her security detail is camped in the east wing.” Vivian pulled on her lab coat — the same pristine white that had always been her armor, though now it strained across breasts three sizes larger than they’d been a year ago. “She insisted on delivering here. I believe her exact words were ‘I did not fly seven thousand miles to have my son delivered by a stranger.’”

“Her son?” I followed Vivian toward the door.

“She found out last week. The heir she needs for legal autonomy.” Vivian paused in the doorway, her dark eyes meeting mine with that look — the one that still made my pulse jump even after everything. The look that said: I built this. We built this. And it’s not done yet. “Caleb. The nuns.”

“What about them?”

“I want to meet them. Arrange it.”

She disappeared down the hall toward the delivery suite, her heels clicking with the authority that had always been hers — amplified now by the impossible multitasking of postpartum command.

I looked at Sage. “She always like this?”

“Since the day I met her.” Sage finished her coffee and pulled out her phone. “I’ll call Augustina. Tell her to come. Two days?”

“Works for me.”

“Fair warning.” Sage’s expression softened into something rare — almost tender. “Augustina is… intense. She built that hospital from a struggling clinic into the community’s lifeline. Fought insurance companies, politicians, and the Vatican with equal ferocity. She’s the reason half of Hartfield hasn’t given up.”

“And the nun she’s bringing? Sister Grace?”

“Grace is different.” Sage chose her words carefully. “Young. Thirty. Entered the order at twenty-two after losing her mother to ovarian cancer. She’s been treating the contamination families for two years. Watches couples struggle with fertility every day while…” She trailed off.

“While what?”

“While pretending she doesn’t want the same thing.”

I processed that. A young nun who’d traded her own desires for a habit and a hospital. A fifty-year-old administrator who’d fought everyone except her own loneliness.

The clinic’s front door opened and a burst of noise flooded in — Tiffany’s Texas drawl carrying through the foyer as she directed the delivery of what appeared to be a new crib. At twenty-six weeks, her belly preceded her into every room, stretching a maternity dress that her surgeon-enhanced breasts were doing their best to escape from. The spray tan was gone. Her platinum extensions were pulled into a simple ponytail. She looked younger without the armor — and happier than I’d ever seen her.

“Y’all, this crib was supposed to arrive YESTERDAY. I had it overnighted from Pottery Barn because Aaliyah’s baby is not sleeping in a borrowed bassinet —” She spotted me. Her face lit up. “Morning, daddy. Aaliyah’s in labor?”

“Four minutes apart.”

“Tell her I’m coming. Madi’s already in there — she’s been timing contractions since midnight.” Tiffany waddled past with determination, her pregnant belly and enhanced curves creating a silhouette that still turned heads, even in a house full of women who’d seen everything. “Also, we’re out of the good ice chips. The pebble kind. I’m sending someone.”

The crib delivery men stared as she passed. I couldn’t blame them.

My phone buzzed. Margot von Habsburg, texting from the royal suite: The baby appears imminent. I have opinions about the delivery suite’s thread count. Also, my legal team filed the third GreenVale suit this morning. You’re welcome.

I texted back: Thread count is fine. Thank you for the lawsuit.

Margot, at forty weeks herself, had arrived from Vienna three days ago with an entourage that included two lawyers, a personal physician she no longer listened to, and enough designer maternity wear to outfit a fashion week runway. She was due any day. So was Yuki, who’d flown in from Stanford with a research paper she wanted Vivian to review before her contractions made academic writing impossible.

Three women at forty weeks. Four infants in the nursery. Half the harem nursing or postpartum. The other half at various stages of pregnancy.

And now nuns were coming.

I leaned against the kitchen counter and laughed. Not because it was funny — because it was absurd. Because a year ago I’d been a broke grad student whose biggest concern was making rent, and now I was standing in a Victorian mansion surrounded by women who carried my children, watching the world’s most exclusive fertility clinic operate out of what used to be somebody’s dining room.

The mansion had changed in the past year — hell, since last month. The nursery occupied the entire ground floor east wing now, four cribs in a row with a window viewable from the hallway where I sometimes stood at three AM watching my children sleep. The maternity ward had expanded into the renovated west wing. Aiste had color-coded the scheduling board so aggressively that it looked like abstract art. The great room — Celeste’s pride, hung with her art selections — served as the communal gathering space where pregnant women, nursing mothers, and one very overwhelmed man tried to eat dinner together without someone going into labor mid-course.

It hadn’t worked last week. It probably wouldn’t work tonight either.

The delivery suite door opened and Vivian’s voice carried down the hall — calm, commanding, in complete control. “Deep breath, Your Highness. I can see the head.”

Aaliyah’s response was in Arabic, but the tone translated universally: hurry up.

I headed down the hall. My fifth child was about to arrive — with more on the way, the numbers were starting to blur. That felt like something I should be concerned about but mostly just made me smile.

Sage fell into step beside me. “I’ll call Augustina. They can be here in two days.”

“Good.”

“Caleb.” She caught my arm. Her brown eyes were serious, her scent — clean skin and earth — centering in the chaos. “These women aren’t like the others. They haven’t been touched. Grace barely, and Augustina… never. Not once, in thirty years.”

“I understand.”

“Do you? Because the bonding effect on someone with zero prior exposure could be —”

“I’ll be careful.”

She studied me for a moment. Then nodded. “You always are. That’s why it works.”

Down the hall, Aaliyah screamed. Then a baby cried — thin, furious, brand new.

Sage smiled. “One more.”

“One more,” I agreed.

We walked toward the sound of new life, and I didn’t think about the nuns again until two days later, when a modest gray sedan pulled into the circular drive where Bentleys and armored SUVs usually parked.

Two women in habits stepped out.

The younger one — Sister Grace, I assumed — stood frozen on the gravel, staring up at the Victorian mansion with wide eyes. She was small, maybe five-five, and the shapeless black habit hid everything about her body. But her face was visible: fair Irish skin, freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks, blue-gray eyes that held the kind of open vulnerability you rarely saw in anyone over twenty-five. Her fingers gripped the crucifix at her chest like a lifeline. Auburn hair peeked from beneath her white wimple.

She looked terrified.

The older one moved differently. Mother Augustina Ferreira was tall — five-nine at least — and she walked with the deliberate stride of someone who’d spent decades entering rooms and commanding them. Her modified habit was more modern: knee-length dark dress, simpler head covering that didn’t quite hide the thick dark hair shot through with dramatic silver streaks. Her face was striking — warm olive skin, sharp amber-brown eyes, full lips pressed into a line of determination. A crucifix on a long chain disappeared between generous breasts that her habit failed to completely conceal.

She looked at the mansion. Her chin was up. Her stride was certain.

But her hand trembled once at her side before she steadied it.

I came out to meet them, still in scrubs from Aaliyah’s delivery, probably looking like someone who hadn’t slept in thirty-six hours — because I hadn’t.

“Mother Augustina. Sister Grace. Welcome to Okafor Reproductive Sciences.”

Grace’s blue-gray eyes traveled over me — the height, the scrubs stretched across my shoulders, the easy smile I’d learned to deploy when everything was chaos — and her freckled cheeks flushed pink. She looked away quickly.

Augustina’s assessment was more deliberate. Her dark gaze moved from my face to my hands to the baby spit-up on my collar that I hadn’t noticed. Something shifted behind those eyes — not attraction exactly, but recognition. The look of someone who’d spent a lifetime reading people before they spoke.

“Mr. Wright.” Her voice was precise, accented — Portuguese vowels softening the English consonants. “You look tired.”

“We just had a delivery. Aaliyah Al-Rashid — she’s one of our —”

“I know who Princess Aaliyah is.” Augustina’s eyebrow rose. “One does read the news.”

“Right.” I gestured toward the door. “Dr. Okafor is waiting. She’s —”

The front door opened and Madi walked out, twenty-six weeks pregnant, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders, wearing a maternity sundress that showed off her tattoo sleeve and the obvious outline of pierced nipples through thin fabric. Her pregnant belly was tanned and round, her thick thighs visible where the dress ended mid-thigh.

“Hey!” She waved with the hand not holding her phone — then paused, registering the habits. “Oh. Hi. You must be the nuns. I’m Madi. I’m pregnant, obviously.” She gestured at her belly. “There’s coffee inside. And like six babies. It’s basically a daycare that also does —” She caught my expression. “Medical stuff. It does medical stuff. Welcome.”

Grace stared at Madi’s belly. At the tattoos. At the piercings visible through the dress. At the casual, unashamed display of pregnant femininity.

Augustina’s expression didn’t change. But I caught the way her eyes lingered on Madi’s belly — the visible proof of what this clinic did. What it could do.

“Shall we?” I held the door.

The tour took an hour. Vivian conducted it from a nursing chair in her office, her son cradled at her breast, a tablet in her free hand displaying the clinic’s statistics. She wore the lab coat like a queen’s robe, unbuttoned over a maternity blouse that had given up trying to contain breasts swollen with milk. The gold pendant caught light between them.

Grace watched Vivian nurse while discussing molecular biology and couldn’t seem to look away.

Augustina watched Vivian too — but differently. With the analytical intensity of an administrator recognizing another administrator. Institutional builders, both of them. Accustomed to command.

“The success rate is one hundred percent,” Vivian said, not boasting — stating fact. “Every woman who has undergone the full protocol has conceived. The serum enhances Mr. Wright’s existing biology to a degree that makes failure effectively impossible.”

“And the side effects?” Augustina asked. Her voice was steady, but her fingers were pressed together in her lap.

“The bonding compound is permanent. Women who participate develop a lasting physiological and emotional connection to Mr. Wright and, through secondary pheromone exposure, to each other.” Vivian met Augustina’s eyes. “I won’t pretend this is a standard medical program, Mother Augustina. What we do here has no precedent. The WHO is studying us precisely because they don’t fully understand the mechanism yet.”

“And the women? The ones who’ve already…”

“Are in the next room. If you’d like to meet them.”

Augustina nodded. Her hand steadied. “I would.”

The great room was beautiful bedlam. Harper sat in an armchair nursing her daughter while grading papers on a tablet with one hand. Celeste’s three-month-old son slept in a bassinet nearby while she arranged flowers — fresh jasmine and roses, because Celeste believed every room deserved beauty. Aiste moved between bassinets with a checklist, her gaze tracking everything.

Tiffany was demonstrating breathing exercises to Margot, whose forty-week belly made the simple act of sitting upright an engineering challenge. The Austrian duchess wore designer maternity silk and an expression that suggested she was humoring Tiffany only because the Texan’s techniques actually worked.

Yuki was on a video call in the corner, forty weeks pregnant and apparently arguing with a Stanford colleague about pheromone receptor pathways, her small frame dominated by her enormous belly.

And Aaliyah — newly delivered, radiant, exhausted — reclined on the sofa in a silk robe, her newborn son sleeping on her chest. Her Saudi security detail stood at discreet attention near the door.

Grace walked into the room and stopped.

Every woman looked up. Babies fussed. Someone’s breast pump hummed in the background. The room smelled like milk and jasmine and expensive coffee.

“Sisters,” Vivian said. “Our guests from St. Catherine’s.”

Harper stood first. Shifted her daughter to one arm and extended the other hand. “Professor Harper Quinn. Comparative literature. And nursing mother, which apparently takes priority over everything else I’ve ever accomplished.” She smiled — warm, freckled, her green eyes crinkled behind her glasses. “I understand you’re a nurse, Sister Grace?”

“I am.” Grace’s voice was soft, Irish-American lilt surfacing. “Eight years. Mostly community health.”

“Then we need you.” Harper’s voice carried quiet certainty. “The maternity ward is overwhelming Aiste, and she won’t admit it.”

“I can hear you,” Aiste called from across the room, not looking up from her checklist.

“The satellite clinic in Vermont will need experienced nursing staff,” Vivian added. “Your background treating the contamination families is precisely what we require.”

Grace nodded, but her eyes kept drifting — to the babies, to the pregnant bellies, to the evidence of fertility everywhere she looked.

Augustina stood in the doorway, taking it all in. Her dark gaze moved systematically: the bassinets, the women, the casual intimacy of a household where everyone shared the same man and didn’t seem to mind. Her expression was unreadable.

“This is not what I expected,” she said finally.

Vivian looked up from her nursing son. “What did you expect?”

Augustina didn’t answer immediately. Her gaze had found me — standing near the window, holding Aiste’s daughter because she’d started fussing and Aiste was busy with the schedule. The baby had settled against my chest, tiny fist wrapped around my finger, making the small satisfied sounds that babies make when they’re warm and safe.

Augustina watched me hold that baby. My large hands cradling something that weighed barely eight pounds. The easy tenderness of a man who’d learned to be gentle because a dozen women trusted him to be.

Her hand trembled again.

“Not that,” she said quietly. “I did not expect that.”


Chapter 2: Examination of Conscience

Grace’s medical intake was scheduled for nine the next morning. Vivian insisted on conducting it personally — she always handled the initial assessments, even now, even postpartum, even while her son dozed in a bassinet three feet from her desk.

“Medical history first.” Vivian opened a fresh file, pen poised. Her reading glasses reflected the overhead light. “Your records from St. Catherine’s show standard bloodwork through 2023. Nothing since?”

“No.” Grace sat on the exam table in a paper gown that she’d put on over her habit, which defeated the purpose entirely. She gripped the table’s edge with both hands, knuckles white. “We — the sisters — we don’t typically seek regular exams. Mother Augustina arranges annual check-ups, but mine was… I missed the last two.”

“Why?”

“I was busy. The contamination families needed —”

“Sister Grace.” Vivian’s voice was gentle but inescapable. “I’ve treated women who put everyone else’s health before their own for thirty years. The excuse is always the same. The reason underneath is rarely about being busy.”

Grace’s blue-gray eyes dropped to her lap. Her freckled cheeks colored.

“I didn’t want anyone to look at me,” she admitted. “I didn’t want to — the gowns, the examinations. It felt —” She swallowed. “Exposing. I know that sounds absurd for a medical professional.”

“It doesn’t sound absurd at all.”

Vivian moved closer. Her presence was its own gravitational force — the rich dark mahogany of her skin, the authority that flowed from her like warmth from a hearth, the way her silk blouse strained across breasts heavy with milk. She took Grace’s hand.

“You entered the order at twenty-two?”

“Three months after my mother died. Ovarian cancer. She was forty-seven.” Grace’s voice steadied, the way it probably did when she discussed other people’s tragedies. Clinical distance. “I’d been pre-med at Boston College. After she died, I couldn’t — I didn’t see the point of finishing. The convent offered structure. Nursing school offered purpose.”

“And the vows offered invisibility.”

Grace looked up sharply.

“I don’t —”

“The habit hides your body. The wimple hides your hair. The schedule fills every hour so you don’t have to sit with what you actually want.” Vivian’s dark eyes were soft but unblinking. “I recognize the strategy, Sister. I used research papers instead of a habit, but the mechanism was identical.”

The room was quiet except for the infant’s sleeping breaths from the bassinet.

“I need to examine you,” Vivian continued. “A proper physical. Caleb will assist with the serum-specific protocols. Can you remove the habit, or do you need the gown?”

“The gown.” Grace’s voice was barely a whisper. “Please.”

“Of course.”

I waited outside while Grace changed. The hallway smelled like baby powder and the expensive coffee Celeste had started importing from Paris once she’d gained access to the clinic’s budget. Through the wall, I could hear Vivian’s calm instructions, the rustle of fabric.

Then the door opened.

“Mr. Wright.”

Grace stood by the exam table in the standard clinic gown — pale blue, open at the back, the kind that made every person who wore one feel vulnerable. But where most patients simply looked uncomfortable, Grace looked stripped. The wimple was gone. Auburn hair — thick, wavy, catching the warm light — fell just past her shoulders. Without the habit framing her face, she looked younger and older simultaneously: younger because of the freckles, the wide eyes, the faint pink at the tips of her ears. Older because the vulnerability in her expression belonged to a woman who’d been hiding for a very long time.

Her habit lay folded on the chair beside the table. Not tossed — folded. Carefully. The way you fold something you’re not sure you’ll pick up again.

“Good morning, Sister Grace.” I kept my voice easy, the same tone I used with every patient. Professional. Warm.

“Grace is fine.” She sat back on the table. Her bare feet dangled. Her toenails were unpainted, her calves pale from years under long skirts. “The ‘Sister’ part feels strange in a medical gown.”

“Grace, then.”

The examination was standard. Blood pressure, pulse, temperature, reflexes. Vivian narrated each step so Grace could follow along — nurse to nurse. The clinical language helped. Grace relaxed marginally when we discussed platelets and hormone levels and the technical aspects of the serum protocol.

“I’ll need to draw blood.” I opened the kit. “Left arm or right?”

“Left.” She extended it. The gown sleeve fell back, revealing a forearm dusted with more freckles — pale gold against creamy skin. Her veins were good, visible through the thin skin of her inner elbow.

I tied the tourniquet. Swabbed the site. My fingers touched her skin — just the standard positioning, thumb on the vein to steady it — and she flinched.

Not a medical flinch. Not a needle flinch.

A touch flinch. The involuntary jerk of a body that hadn’t felt male hands in years.

“Sorry.” Her voice was tight. “I’m sorry, I just —”

“You’re fine.” I drew the blood smoothly, professionally. But I’d noticed. And across the room, Vivian had noticed too.

When I finished, I pressed the cotton ball to the draw site. My thumb held it there — standard practice — and Grace stared at my hand on her arm. Large. Tanned. Gentle. She stared at it like she was memorizing the sensation.

“Thank you,” she said. Too formally for a blood draw.

The pelvic exam required more clinical distance. Vivian conducted it while Grace fixed her gaze on the ceiling, answering questions about her cycle with the precise language of a nurse describing someone else’s anatomy.

“Regular cycles?”

“Twenty-eight days. Like clockwork.”

“Any history of gynecological issues?”

“None. I’m — my mother’s cancer was ovarian, but my screenings through college were all clear.”

“Last Pap smear?”

“Three years ago.”

“Last sexual encounter?”

Silence. Grace’s jaw tightened.

“College,” she said. “Before I entered the order. Two — two encounters. With a boyfriend.” She paused. “They were brief. I didn’t — I never —”

“You never orgasmed with a partner,” Vivian finished, not as a question.

“No.”

Vivian made a note. Then looked up with an expression I’d seen her wear exactly twice before — when she’d first realized what the serum could do, and when she’d decided to experience it herself.

“Sister Grace. Your reproductive health is excellent. Your hormone levels suggest peak fertility for a woman your age. Your body is, from a medical standpoint, ideally suited for conception.”

“That’s… good to know.”

“It’s more than good.” Vivian removed her gloves. “The body you’ve hidden under that habit for eight years is in perfect condition. Whatever else the order gave you, it gave you time.”

Grace looked at the folded habit on the chair. At her bare feet hanging off the exam table. At my hands, still resting at my sides.

“I chose the order because I was afraid,” she said quietly. “After my mother died, everything felt dangerous. Wanting things felt dangerous. The habit was — it was armor. Against wanting.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m sitting in a fertility clinic in my underwear and a paper gown, talking to a man who’s apparently fathered half a dozen children, and I’m —” She pressed her hands to her flushed cheeks. “I’m terrified, Dr. Okafor. But not of the same things.”

The exam room door was still open when the commotion started.

A sound I’d heard five times now — a sound that still snapped every head in the building toward its source. A woman’s cry, guttural and primal, cutting through walls and closed doors.

Aaliyah.

No — not Aaliyah. She’d delivered yesterday. This was —

“Margot.” Aiste appeared in the doorway, blonde ponytail swinging, ice-blue eyes alight. “Water broke. She’s in the delivery suite. Vivian —”

“Coming.” Vivian was already moving, pulling on gloves, her postpartum body shifting into the practiced urgency of a doctor who’d delivered hundreds of babies. “Caleb, stay with —”

“Go.” I was already at Grace’s side, one hand on her shoulder to steady her. She’d gone pale at the sound. “We’re fine.”

Vivian swept out, lab coat billowing. Aiste followed, already relaying vitals into her phone.

Grace sat very still. The sounds from down the hall were unmistakable — Margot’s aristocratic composure dissolving into the raw urgency of active labor. Someone was speaking rapid German. Margot’s legal team, probably, trying to manage a situation that had nothing to do with lawsuits.

“Is she —”

“She’ll be fine. Vivian’s delivered all of them.” I kept my voice calm. “Margot von Habsburg. She’s been at forty weeks for a few days. Her body was ready.”

Grace listened to the sounds of labor. Her blue-gray eyes were enormous.

“How many?” she asked. “How many children do you have?”

“After today? Six.” I paused. “With more on the way.”

“Six.” She said the number like she was testing its weight. “And the women — they all chose this? All of them?”

“Every single one.”

“And they share you. They — all of them — with each other —”

“It’s complicated.” I sat on the stool beside the exam table, giving her space. “The bonding compound creates a connection. Not just to me — to each other. They’re not jealous because the pheromone effect makes the group feel like… family.”

“Like a convent,” Grace said softly.

I blinked. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Women living together, sharing purpose, supporting each other through the most intimate experiences of their lives.” A ghost of a smile crossed her freckled face. “We just don’t have the sex.”

“Or the babies.”

The smile faded. And in its absence was something raw — a hunger that had been pressed flat under years of habit and schedule and prayer.

“No,” she whispered. “We don’t have the babies.”

Down the hall, Margot screamed. Then a different sound — a baby’s first indignant cry, thin and fierce.

Grace’s hand moved to her belly. Involuntary. The gesture of a woman imagining something she’d denied herself since entering the order.

Her eyes found mine. Blue-gray, wide, terrified, wanting.

“I need to help,” she said, and slid off the exam table.

She didn’t put the habit back on. She pulled on scrubs from the supply closet — moving with the practiced speed of a nurse who’d dressed for emergencies a thousand times — and jogged toward the delivery suite.

I followed. Found her already gloved and gowned, working alongside Aiste with seamless efficiency. Two nurses from completely different worlds — one ice-blonde Lithuanian in fitted scrubs, one freckled Irish nun in borrowed ones — communicating through glances and handed instruments.

Margot lay on the delivery bed, her carefully maintained composure shattered by the indignity and glory of birth. Her dark hair was plastered to her forehead. She gripped the bed rails with Habsburg determination while Vivian guided the final push.

“One more, Margot. One more and you’re done.”

Margot’s response was in German, untranslatable but clear in sentiment.

The baby came. A girl. Vivian caught her, cleared the airways, placed her on Margot’s chest. The duchess — a woman whose ancestors had ruled half of Europe — looked down at her daughter and made a sound that transcended every language.

Grace stood at the foot of the bed, hands still gloved, watching the way Margot held her baby. The way the infant curled against her mother’s skin. The way Vivian stepped back with quiet professional satisfaction.

Tears ran down Grace’s freckled cheeks. She didn’t wipe them.

Aiste noticed. Touched her elbow gently. “First time seeing a birth?”

“No.” Grace’s voice cracked. “I’ve seen dozens. But I’ve never watched one and thought —” She stopped. Pressed her hand to her mouth.

“Thought what?” Aiste’s ice-blue eyes were knowing.

“That I could have that too.”

Aiste said nothing. Just squeezed her arm. The Lithuanian sun tattoo on her inner wrist caught the fluorescent light.

The nursery, when we passed it later, held five bassinets. Soon to be six, once Margot’s daughter was weighed and measured and settled. Through the glass, I could see Harper rocking her own daughter, singing something soft — probably Yeats, knowing Harper. Celeste’s son slept in the bassinet nearest the window, where afternoon light fell in warm gold patches.

Grace stood at the nursery window for a long time. Augustina found her there.

The Mother Superior had spent the morning in Vivian’s office, reviewing partnership documents with the administrative precision Sage had warned me about. She’d reorganized Grace’s medical intake forms before the nurse could file them and questioned Aiste about scheduling protocols until the Lithuanian nurse had given her a look cold enough to freeze the Charles River.

But now Augustina stood beside Grace at the nursery glass, and all the administrative armor fell away.

“They’re beautiful,” Grace said.

“Yes.”

“I want that.” Grace’s voice was small. “I want that so badly it scares me. God forgive me, I want that.”

Augustina was quiet for a long time. Her watchful eyes moved from baby to baby. Her hand rested on the glass, palm flat, as if she could touch them through the barrier.

“God forgive us both,” she said.

That night, after the clinic had settled into its nocturnal rhythm — infants crying in shifts, nursing mothers rising in practiced rotation, the hum of breast pumps providing a steady mechanical lullaby — I found myself in the walled garden.

The old stone walls predated the Victorian mansion. They were high enough for privacy, open enough for sky, covered in climbing ivy that had been there longer than any of us. The air was cool and smelled like damp earth and the lavender that Daisy Beckett had planted during her visit.

I wasn’t alone for long. Sage appeared at the garden gate, still awake at midnight because Vermont women kept farm hours even in Boston.

“She’ll do it,” Sage said without preamble. “Grace. She’ll volunteer for the full protocol.”

“She said that?”

“She didn’t have to. I saw her face at the nursery window.” Sage sat beside me on the stone bench. The flannel she’d never stopped wearing hung loose enough to hide most of the pregnancy, but sitting down gave it away. “I looked like that, you know. Before my first time. Like a woman standing on the edge of a cliff, trying to convince herself the water’s warm.”

“Was it?”

Sage smiled — slow, rare, the kind that transformed her serious face. “Warmer than I expected. And deeper.”

I leaned back against the wall. Stars were visible past the ivy, faint and persistent against the city light pollution.

“What about Augustina?”

Sage’s smile faded. “That’s harder. She’s built her entire identity around celibacy. She’s the administrator, the authority, the pillar. People need her to be unshakeable.”

“Everyone’s unshakeable until they shake.”

“Poetic.”

“Harper’s rubbing off on me.”

Sage laughed — short, genuine. “Augustina is… she’s a woman who decided at twenty that desire was too dangerous to indulge. And she’s spent three decades proving she was right by helping everyone else with their problems instead of facing her own.”

“Sounds familiar.”

“Sounds like half the women in this building.” Sage stood, brushed off her jeans. “I’ll be back next week for my twelve-week scan. Construction on the satellite clinic should be ready for inspections by month’s end.” She paused at the gate. “Be gentle with her. Grace, I mean.”

“I’m always gentle.”

“I know.” Her eyes held mine. “That’s what makes the difference. You actually mean it.”

She disappeared into the house.

I sat in the walled garden alone, listening to the distant sound of a baby crying and a mother singing.

Somewhere in the guest wing, Grace knelt beside her bed, hands clasped, and whispered into the dark.

“I want that. All of it.”


Chapter 3: The Veil Lifts

Breakfast at the clinic had evolved into something between a United Nations summit and a feeding frenzy. Celeste had installed a long farmhouse table in the conservatory — her gift, naturally, because Celeste believed communal meals were sacred — and every morning, women at every stage of motherhood gathered around it like some kind of fertility painting.

Harper was already there when Grace appeared, reading glasses perched on her nose, her daughter nursing at one freckled breast while she spooned oatmeal with her free hand. Auburn hair in a messy bun. Cardigan buttoned wrong again. She looked up and smiled.

“Grace. Sit. There’s tea — proper Irish breakfast tea, not the herbal nonsense Celeste keeps trying to convert us to.”

Grace hesitated in the doorway. She was still in her full habit — black dress, white wimple, crucifix at her chest — and the contrast between her and every other woman in the room was stark. To her left, Tiffany poured orange juice in a maternity dress that her pregnant belly and enhanced breasts were clearly winning a war against. Her platinum ponytail swung as she passed the sugar, and the spray tan was completely gone now, revealing porcelain skin underneath. To her right, Madi scrolled something on her phone — not Instagram, she’d deleted the app months ago, but a nursing school course catalog — her auburn hair loose, her tattoo sleeve visible, her twenty-six-week belly stretching a crop top that showed off her pierced belly button.

“Come sit.” Harper pulled out the chair beside her. “I don’t bite. Though my daughter apparently does.” She winced as the baby chomped down. “Teething at three months. Overachiever.”

Grace sat. Accepted the tea with both hands. And slowly, the table absorbed her.

“You’re the nurse,” Tiffany said, leaning in with the warm Texas directness that had replaced her breathy bimbo affect months ago. “From Vermont?”

“From St. Catherine’s. Yes.”

“Honey, I spent twelve years with a man who couldn’t get me pregnant and blamed me for it.” Tiffany’s eyes — contact-free now, her natural brown visible for the first time — held Grace’s with startling sincerity. The divorce papers had gone through two months ago, and the freedom looked good on her. “Don’t waste your time feeling guilty about wanting something good.”

“I don’t —” Grace began.

“You do. I can see it. You’ve got that look.” Tiffany pointed her fork. “The ‘I don’t deserve this’ look. I wore it for a decade. It doesn’t suit anyone.”

Celeste drifted in carrying her son — three months old now, wrapped in cashmere, because of course Celeste’s baby was swaddled in cashmere. She moved with the graceful energy of a woman settling into motherhood, her honey-brown waves loose around her shoulders, her body still carrying the fullness of late pregnancy in her hips and breasts. She’d gone from willowy B-cups to swollen Cs that strained her silk robe, and she wore the transformation with the elegant acceptance of a woman who’d always found beauty in change.

“The new guests.” Celeste kissed Grace on both cheeks — French habit that no amount of Boston living could break. “You are the nurse. Good. We need competence. Aiste is threatening to quit if one more person misfiles a feeding chart.”

“I am not threatening to quit.” Aiste appeared from the kitchen, her blonde hair pulled tight in its usual severe ponytail, carrying a tray of bottles with one hand and a scheduling tablet with the other. Her baby slept in a carrier on her chest — the girl had inherited Aiste’s ability to sleep through anything. “I am simply stating that if the chart system is not respected, I will implement consequences.”

“She means it,” Harper whispered to Grace. “Last week she alphabetized the spice rack at two AM as a stress response.”

Grace laughed. The sound surprised her — genuine, bubbling up past whatever constraints she’d placed on joy. Several women turned to look, and she covered her eyes with both hands as if the laughter itself was too bright to face.

“Don’t.” Harper’s voice was quiet. Firm. “Don’t hide it.”

Grace lowered her hand. “I’m sorry. I just — it’s been a while since I —”

“Since you let yourself be part of something that wasn’t structured and scheduled and sanctioned.” Harper set down her spoon. Her green eyes held Grace’s with an intensity that said: I know this road. “I was you. Not literally — I wasn’t in a convent. But I was in my own kind of cloister. Tenure track. Research papers. Office hours. Every minute accounted for, every impulse filed under ‘later.’ I was forty-four and hadn’t been touched in three years.”

“What changed?”

Harper looked at me. I was at the far end of the table, feeding Vivian’s son because Vivian was in a video conference with the WHO and the baby had decided he wanted breakfast NOW.

“He did,” Harper said simply. “Not because he’s magical — though the serum helps — but because he actually saw me. Not the professor. Not the publications. Me. The woman underneath all those blazers and reading glasses who was starving for someone to notice she was there.”

“I don’t know if I’m starving,” Grace said.

“You do know.” Harper’s hand covered hers. “You just haven’t given yourself permission to admit it.”

Madi had been listening. She looked up from her course catalog, green eyes sharp behind the lash extensions she still wore because some habits died harder than convent ones.

“Can I just say something?” She didn’t wait for permission. “I had eight million followers. Eight million. And not one of them actually knew me. They knew what I looked like in a bikini, they knew my engagement rate, they knew my stepmom’s dress size because it was a running joke in the comments. Nobody knew what I actually felt about anything.” She rubbed her pregnant belly. “Coming here was the first time someone looked at me and said ‘I don’t care about your followers. What do YOU want?’”

“What did you want?” Grace asked.

“This.” Madi gestured broadly — at the table, the women, the babies, the messy beautiful chaos. “I wanted to be somewhere I didn’t have to perform. Turns out the performance was the prison.”

Grace stared at the tea in her hands. Steam curled up past the crucifix on her chest.

“The habit is a performance,” she said, so quietly the words almost dissolved into the breakfast noise. “I’ve been performing devotion for eight years. Not because I don’t believe — I do believe. But because the belief became… easier than the wanting.”

The table had gone quiet. Even the babies seemed to hold their breath.

“Then stop performing,” Tiffany said. “Honey, I wore a mask so thick it took a man who actually wanted me to crack it open. And when it cracked —” She smiled, and it was the realest expression in a room full of real expressions. “It was the best day of my life.”



Grace’s first session was scheduled for two in the afternoon.

I spent the morning in the nursery — six bassinets now, Margot’s daughter having been added overnight, a pink-cheeked aristocratic baby who’d already been assigned a staff of two by her mother’s Viennese entourage. Aaliyah’s son slept beside her, dark-haired and perfect, wearing a onesie that probably cost more than a month’s rent in most countries.

Six children. Mine. The thought still felt surreal, a year in.

Grace arrived at the exam room in her habit.

The door closed. The fluorescent lights hummed. She stood three feet from the exam table, gripping the hem of her black dress with both hands.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she said.

“We can go as slow as you need.”

“I keep thinking — I’m a nurse. I understand anatomy. I know the mechanics. But the gap between knowing and —” She gestured at the space between us. “This. Being here. With you.”

“You don’t have to change into a gown. You don’t have to take anything off. We can just talk.”

“If we just talk, I’ll talk myself out of it.” She met my eyes. Hers were blue-gray, shimmering with something between terror and determination. “I’ve been talking myself out of things since I took the veil. Please don’t give me another exit.”

I stayed where I was. Let her decide.

She reached for the wimple first. Her fingers fumbled the pins — three of them, keeping the white fabric secured to the headband beneath. One pin dropped, clinked on the tile floor. She didn’t pick it up.

The wimple came away. Auburn hair spilled out — thick, wavy, copper-red in the exam room light. It fell past her shoulders, catching every photon like it had been waiting eight years for freedom. She shook her head slightly, and the hair moved with the kind of natural beauty that couldn’t be styled into.

I didn’t plan my reaction. It was genuine — a sharp inhale, an involuntary “Jesus” that I regretted immediately because of the context, but Grace’s mouth twitched.

“Probably not the time for that name.”

“Sorry. Your hair is —”

“It’s just hair.”

“It’s not just hair.”

She blushed. The color spread from her cheeks down her neck, past the collar of her habit, disappearing into the black fabric. I wondered how far the blush went. How many freckles it passed on the way down.

The outer garment was next. She reached behind her back for the zipper — a modernized habit, not the pull-over-the-head kind — and hesitated.

“I haven’t — no man has seen me without this since I entered the order.”

“I know.”

“I’m not — my body isn’t — I haven’t been working out or maintaining anything. I just —”

“Grace.” I kept my voice steady. “Whatever is under there has been hidden since you were twenty-two. That doesn’t make it less. That makes it more.”

She pulled the zipper down. The black fabric loosened around her frame, and the shape that the habit had been hiding became suddenly, stunningly apparent. She wasn’t slight. She wasn’t angular. Beneath the shapeless garment, Grace Morrigan had full D-cup breasts compressed under a plain white cotton bra that had never been properly fitted, a soft waist that curved into wide hips, and the kind of body that would have stopped traffic in any other context.

The habit pooled at her feet. She stood in white cotton underwear — bra and simple briefs — and the crucifix that hung between her breasts on its long chain.

Freckles. Everywhere.

Across her shoulders, scattered like stars. Down her chest, dusting the pale Irish skin above the bra line. Across her belly, her arms, the tops of her thighs. A constellation hidden by fabric since she was twenty-two.

“God,” I said, and this time I meant it as reverence.

Her arms crossed over her chest. Instinct. Defense.

“Don’t.” I stepped closer. Not touching — close enough that she could feel the warmth between us. “Don’t hide.”

“I’m — I know I’m not like the other women here. I’m not — Tiffany is —”

“Tiffany is Tiffany. You’re you.” I took her wrist, gently uncrossed her arms. Her pulse hammered under my thumb. “And you’re beautiful.”

“You can’t —”

“Freckles on your collarbone.” I traced a line without touching, my finger a centimeter from her skin. “More on your shoulders. I can see them disappearing under the bra. I want to know where they end.”

She shivered. Full-body, head to toe, her eyes closing involuntarily.

“Can I touch you?”

“Yes.” The word was a rush, like she’d been holding it underwater. “Please. It’s been — please.”

I started with her shoulders. Just my palms, flat, on the warm freckled skin. She gasped at the contact — not pain, not shock, but the overwhelming sensation of human touch on skin that hadn’t felt it in years. Her hands gripped my forearms, and I could feel her shaking. Her whole body trembling against my palms, eight years of untouched nerve endings firing at once.

“Easy.” I moved my hands down her arms. Slowly. Mapping the freckles, learning the texture of her skin. Warm. Soft. Impossibly soft — years of cotton and habit had preserved something silk couldn’t match. My thumbs traced circles on her inner wrists, where her pulse hammered so hard I could see the blue veins jumping. “Just breathe.”

“I can’t — it’s too —” Her eyes flew open. Wet. Her nipples were already hard beneath the white cotton bra, pressing visibly against the thin fabric, and her thighs pressed together involuntarily — the unconscious response of a body that had been denied so long it didn’t know what to do with sensation. “Everything is so much. I forgot what it felt like to have someone —”

“I’ve got you.”

She pressed her face against my chest. Just stood there, held, her breath hitching, her crucifix pressing into my sternum. I wrapped my arms around her — all the way, because I was tall enough that she fit completely inside the circle of them — and held her while she cried. Her breasts pressed against me through the cotton, warm and full, her hard nipples two distinct points of heat I could feel through my scrubs.

Not sadness. Not grief. The release of eight years of untouched skin finally feeling something other than fabric and air.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered against my scrubs. “I’m a nurse. I’m supposed to be clinical about —”

“Forget clinical.” I tilted her chin up. Her blue-gray eyes were red-rimmed and gorgeous, her full pink lips parted and trembling. “You’re not a nurse right now. You’re not a nun. You’re a woman who hasn’t been held in years. That’s all.”

“That’s everything.”

I kissed her.

Her first kiss in eight years. I kept it gentle — soft pressure, no tongue, giving her time to remember what mouths did when they weren’t praying. She stood rigid for one second, two — then something broke loose and she kissed me back with a desperation that tasted like tears and tea and denial. Her lips were soft, unchapped from habitual lip balm, and they opened against mine with a hunger that sent heat straight to my cock.

“Oh.” She pulled back, breathless. Her lips were swollen from just that one kiss, flushed darker pink. “Oh, that’s — I forgot. I forgot what that —”

I kissed her again. Deeper this time. My tongue found hers and she whimpered into my mouth — a small, helpless sound that made my cock strain against my scrubs. Her hands moved from my arms to my chest, tentative, exploring the landscape of a man’s body through thin fabric. Her fingers traced the definition of my pecs, drifted lower, found the V-line at my hip where the drawstring sat, and she made a sound — low, involuntary — that went straight through me.

“You’re —” She breathed against my mouth. Her fingers traced the V-line again, dipping just below the waistband. “I didn’t know men felt like this.”

“Bed,” I said. “Not the exam table. The overnight suite.”

“I — yes. The bed.”

I led her through the connecting door into the suite. The sheets were clean, the light soft and warm — amber, not fluorescent. She stood beside the bed, still in her white cotton, and I reached behind her to unhook the bra.

“Wait.” Her hand caught mine. “I want to — can I do it?”

“It’s yours to do.”

She reached back. Unhooked the clasp. Held the bra in place for a moment — one last barrier — then let it fall.

Her breasts were full, heavy, pale and gorgeous in the amber light. Pink nipples already stiff, puckered tight from arousal, the areolas a shade darker than the surrounding freckled skin. D-cups that had been compressed and hidden and never, not once, touched by a man who appreciated them. They were natural and real — the kind of tits that moved with her breathing, that swayed when she shifted, heavy enough to fill my hands and then some. Freckles dusted the tops, darker ones disappearing into the deep valley between them where her crucifix still hung, silver against warm flesh.

“They’re —”

“Don’t tell me they’re beautiful. I’ll cry again.”

“They’re beautiful. And they’re perfect.”

She cried again. But she was laughing too, her hands pressed to her face, the absurdity and the wonder of it crashing together. Her tits bounced with the laughing, the nipples tight and flushed, begging to be touched.

I cupped them. Gentle at first. My palms against the softness — God, the weight of them, warm and heavy, filling my hands completely. My thumbs brushed across the peaked nipples and she gasped, her back arching, her whole body electrifying. The stiff pink buds rolled under my thumbs and she shuddered so hard I felt it through my entire body.

“Oh God — I didn’t — they’re so —”

“Sensitive?”

“Everything. Everything is sensitive. Eight years of nothing and now your hands are — I didn’t know it could feel like —”

I bent and took one nipple in my mouth. Soft suction first, then firmer, my tongue circling the stiff pink peak, flicking across the tip. The taste of her skin was clean, faintly sweet — the skin of a woman preserved by years of modest living, untouched by perfume or lotion.

Grace made a sound I’d never heard from any woman — not a moan, not a cry, but something between a prayer and a scream, ripped from somewhere deep inside her that eight years of celibacy had been compressing like a spring. Her back bowed so hard her hips pressed against mine, and I felt the heat of her through the thin cotton briefs — damp already, her body screaming what her mouth kept trying to qualify.

“More.” Her hands fisted in my hair, pulling my mouth harder against her breast. “Please — more — don’t stop —”

I worshipped her tits the way they deserved — the way years of neglect demanded. Kissing every freckle across the top of each one. Sucking the nipples until she writhed — drawing the stiff peaks between my lips, tugging gently with my teeth until she whimpered, then soothing the sting with my tongue. I moved between them, my mouth on one while my hand squeezed the other, rolling the wet nipple between my fingers. Cupping the heavy fullness and telling her what no one had told her since she was twenty-two: that her body was perfect, that the softness and the freckles and the way she shook when I touched her were the most beautiful things I’d seen.

“You’re — I can’t — this is —” Words failed her. Her breath came in sharp bursts, her jaw clenching against the overload. Her hips were moving against me now — grinding, involuntary, her cotton-covered pussy rubbing against my thigh, seeking friction her conscious mind hadn’t authorized.

I laid her on the bed. Her auburn hair spread across the white pillow like fire. Her pale body was a map of freckles against the sheets — across her shoulders, between her breasts, down her belly, across her hip bones, scattered over the tops of her thighs. I kissed each one I could find. A slow, deliberate pilgrimage down her body.

She apologized. Constantly.

“I’m sorry — I don’t know what to do with my hands —”

“Put them wherever feels natural.”

“I’m sorry I keep saying sorry —”

I kissed the freckle at the center of her sternum. “Don’t apologize for existing. Not here. Not with me.”

She went quiet. Not silent — she couldn’t be silent, not with the small helpless sounds escaping her every time my mouth found new skin — but she stopped apologizing. Started feeling instead.

Her cotton briefs were the last barrier. Plain white. Functional. Underwear chosen for God’s eyes, not a man’s. But the fabric at the crotch was dark with wetness — soaked through, her arousal visible even through the cotton.

I looked up at her, fingers hooked in the waistband. “Yes?”

“Yes.” No hesitation. “Yes, please, yes.”

I drew them down. She lifted her hips to help — an instinct, her body knowing what to do even if her mind was still catching up. The cotton peeled away from her slick skin, a thin strand of wetness connecting the fabric to her pussy for a moment before it broke. Bare now. Completely. A woman no man had seen naked since college, spread on white sheets with her crucifix between her breasts and her eyes wide with wanting.

She was beautiful. Not the curated beauty of Tiffany’s surgical enhancements or Celeste’s designer elegance. The beauty of reality — soft belly, a neat patch of auburn hair between her thighs that matched the waves on the pillow, her pussy glistening with arousal that had been building since I’d first touched her shoulders. A body invisible to men for nearly a decade, now suddenly, overwhelmingly visible.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she whispered.

“Like what?”

“Like I’m something you want.”

“You are something I want.”

She pressed both hands to her cheeks. Tears slipped sideways into her hair.

I kissed the inside of her thigh. She jerked — the skin there impossibly soft, untouched, every nerve ending screaming. Her hip. The soft plane of her belly with its constellation of freckles. And then lower, to where her inner thighs were slick, her scent rising warm and musky — the scent of a woman’s arousal that no amount of prayer could suppress.

“Oh — oh, that’s — you’re going to —”

My tongue touched her clit and she nearly came off the bed. The taste of her flooded my mouth — warm, clean, salt-sweet, drenched. Her thighs clamped around my head, then released, then clamped again — she didn’t know what to do, how to manage the sensation, years of nothing exploding into overwhelming everything. Her clit was swollen, throbbing under my tongue, hypersensitive from decades of neglect.

“I can’t — it’s too — please —”

“Let it happen.”

“I don’t know how to —”

“You don’t have to know. Just feel.”

I worked her slowly. Tongue flat against her clit, then circling, then soft suction that made her thighs shake. Her hands found my hair and gripped. Her hips moved involuntarily, rocking against my mouth with a rhythm her body understood even if she didn’t. I slid one finger inside her — tight, God, she was tight, her unused pussy clenching around the single digit — and curled it forward against the rough patch of her G-spot. Her whole body jolted.

“Oh God — oh God — I’m going to — I think I’m —”

She came.

The first orgasm Grace Morrigan had ever experienced with another person hit her like a revelation. Her whole body locked — spine arched, fingers knotted in my hair, thighs trembling against my ears — and the sound she made was beyond language. A cry that started in her throat and ended somewhere transcendent, raw and shaking and utterly undone. Her pussy pulsed against my mouth, clenching rhythmically around my finger, her clit throbbing with each wave. I could feel the orgasm moving through her in contractions — her belly tightening, her thighs quaking, her toes curling against the sheets.

She sobbed through it. Not sad tears — the tears of a woman feeling something she’d convinced herself she didn’t need, discovering she’d been lying to herself for eight years. The wetness from her orgasm coated my chin, my lips, ran in slick trails down my fingers.

“Oh my God. Oh my God.” She covered her face with both hands. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know it could —”

I kissed my way back up her body. Let her recover. Her chest heaved, her freckled skin flushed pink from cheeks to belly, her nipples still hard and swollen from the attention I’d given them.

“We can stop here,” I said. “If you want.”

“No.” Her hands came down from her face. Her blue-gray eyes were dark, the pupils blown wide. “No, I don’t want to stop. I want — I need you inside me. I need to feel —” She swallowed. “I need to know what it’s like. All of it.”

I positioned myself between her thighs. Missionary — face to face, because she needed to see my eyes. To know this was real, that I was real, that the person inside her was a man who actually wanted to be there. I pulled my scrubs off — she watched with wide eyes as my cock sprang free, hard and straining, and her gaze fixed on it with an expression caught between clinical fascination and raw hunger.

“You’re —” She swallowed. “The boys in college weren’t —”

“Look at me,” I said.

She did. Those blue-gray eyes locked on mine, wide and terrified and blazing with something that looked like faith in a new direction. I notched the head of my cock against her entrance — slick, hot, her pussy practically pulling me in — and paused.

“Ready?”

“If you ask me one more time I’ll scream before you even — oh —”

I entered her slowly. Inch by careful inch. She was tight — God, she was tight — nervous tension and years of disuse making every centimeter a careful negotiation, her walls gripping my shaft like a fist. But she was also wet, desperately wet, her slick arousal easing the way as I pressed deeper, her body having decided long before her mind caught up.

She gasped when I was halfway in. Not pain — the expression on her face was too complex for pain. Surprise. Fullness. The overwhelming sensation of being stretched and filled by a cock after years of emptiness. Her mouth hung open, her breath stuttering, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

“Are you —”

“Don’t stop.” Her hands found my shoulders, gripped hard enough to leave bruises. “Please don’t stop.”

I pushed deeper. Her eyes widened as I bottomed out, filling her completely — the head of my cock pressed against something deep inside her that made her whole body shudder. A long, shuddering exhale escaped her, dissolving into a whispered “oh” that was the most vulnerable thing I’d ever heard. I could feel her pussy stretching to accommodate me, her walls rippling, adjusting, then clamping down with a tightness that sent sparks up my spine.

“You okay?”

“I’m —” Tears rolled from the corners of her eyes into her auburn hair. “I’m everything. I’m everything right now. I can feel every inch of you. Please move.”

I did. Slow, deep strokes that let her feel the drag of my cock against her inner walls, the ridge of the head catching her G-spot on each withdrawal, the satisfying fullness of each return stroke. Her hips rose to meet me with increasing confidence — her body learning what her mind had never been taught. The crucifix between her breasts swung with each thrust, silver catching the light. Her tits bounced with the rhythm — heavy, pale, the pink nipples still swollen and wet from my mouth.

“You feel incredible,” I told her. “So tight. So wet. You were made for this.”

“I was made — oh — I was made for —” She couldn’t finish sentences. Her eyes kept losing focus, rolling back as sensation overwhelmed cognition. Her pussy gripped me with every stroke, slick and hot and impossibly snug. The wet sounds of our bodies joining filled the quiet room — obscene and beautiful. “More. Please, more.”

I built the rhythm. Deeper. Faster. Each thrust landing with a satisfying impact that made her tits bounce and her breath punch out in sharp little cries. Her nails dug into my back — she’d apologize for the marks later, and I’d tell her not to. Her legs wrapped around me, pulling me closer, her heels digging into my ass to hold me inside her with an urgency that came from somewhere deeper than desire. I could feel her pussy getting wetter with every stroke, her arousal coating my cock, dripping between us onto the sheets.

“Caleb — I’m going to — again — I can’t believe I’m going to —”

“Come for me, Grace.”

“Oh God — oh — yes —”

She came again, harder this time, her inner walls clenching around my cock in rhythmic waves so powerful they nearly pushed me out. Each contraction milked my shaft, squeezed me, pulled me deeper. Her back arched so hard her crucifix pressed against my chest, and she screamed — actually screamed, a sound that probably carried through the exam room wall and into the hallway beyond. Her pussy flooded with fresh wetness, soaking us both, her body releasing everything it had been holding for eight years.

I bred her while her body still pulsed with aftershocks. Pressed deep — as deep as I could go, the head of my cock kissing her cervix — and let myself finish inside her. The orgasm ripped through me, my balls tightening, my cock swelling and then pulsing with thick spurts of cum that I could feel flooding her. One spurt. Two. Three. Four — emptying everything I had directly against her womb, and her pussy clenched around me with each one like it was trying to milk every last drop from my shaft.

“Fill me.” Her voice was a ragged whisper against my throat. “Put a baby in me. I want — I want to carry your baby. I want everyone to see.”

I pulsed inside her, the final spurts weaker but still warm, still deep, and she held me there with her legs locked around my waist and her arms around my neck and her face pressed against my shoulder, crying and gasping and whispering thank you, thank you, thank you like a woman who’d finally received something she’d been praying for all along. I could feel my cum inside her — the slick warmth of it where we were joined, her pussy still contracting in slow aftershocks, keeping me sealed.



Afterward, she lay in my arms. Her hair was a wild auburn tangle on the pillow. Her habit lay crumpled on the floor — the dress, the wimple, the pins. The crucifix still hung between her breasts, catching light with each breath.

“Is it always like that?” she asked.

“It gets better.”

“That’s terrifying.”

I traced a freckle on her shoulder. Then another. Then a line of them that disappeared down her arm.

“How do you feel?”

“I feel —” She thought about it. Seriously, the way she weighed everything — words, prayers, choices. “I feel like I’ve been sitting in a dark room for a very long time, and someone just opened the curtains.”

“That’s poetic.”

“Harper’s rubbing off on everyone.” She smiled against my chest. Then grew quiet. “I don’t know what this means. For the order. For my vows. For —”

“You don’t have to know right now.”

“But I should —”

“Grace. You just had your first orgasm with another person. Maybe let yourself have that before you start analyzing it.”

She laughed — wet, shaky, real. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.”

My cum was inside her — I could feel the warmth of it between her pressed-together thighs, the slick evidence of what we’d done seeping against her skin. She clenched deliberately, keeping every drop sealed deep, the way every woman in the program learned to do. Her hand moved to her belly — flat, freckled — and rested there with quiet hope.

“Is it true what they say? That it works every time?”

“One hundred percent success rate.”

“Then I might already be —”

“Might be.”

She closed her eyes. Her hand stayed on her belly. Her lips moved silently — not a prayer exactly, but something close. Something between a prayer and a wish.

Through the observation window — a window Grace didn’t know existed, set into the wall behind a painting that slid aside for those who knew — a shadow shifted.

I learned about it later, from Jolene, who’d heard it from Augustina herself in the walled garden.

Augustina had been standing at the glass. She’d come to check on Grace — protective instinct, the responsibility of a Mother Superior for her charge. She’d intended to ensure Grace was safe, was treated well, was not being exploited.

She’d watched everything.

And her body had responded. Under her habit, her nipples aching. Between her thighs, a dampness she hadn’t felt in years. Thirty years of celibacy, thirty years of channeling every desire into work — and one observation window had undone all of it.

Jolene found her in the walled garden afterward, sitting on the stone bench with her crucifix pressed to her forehead, her knuckles white around the silver.


Chapter 4: Bearing Witness

The walled garden was where people came to fall apart.

I’d noticed the pattern over months of living in this place — the old stone walls acted like a confessional, enclosing secrets and breaking points with equal indifference. Celeste had cried here when her son’s first smile reminded her of Henri. Tiffany had sat here the night she finalized her divorce papers, drinking Celeste’s wine and laughing too hard at nothing. Sage had stood here after her first session, staring at the ivy and trying to reconcile what she’d just experienced with everything she thought she knew about reproductive biology.

Jolene Beckett found Augustina there.

The eldest Beckett sister had driven down from Vermont for her twelve-week check-up, arriving that morning in the same mud-spattered pickup truck that smelled like hay and engine grease. At thirty-six, Jolene was lean and work-sculpted, her golden-brown arms showing dramatic tan lines where sleeve met skin, years of sun on her shoulders fading to pale softness hidden under flannel. She moved with the efficient physicality of a woman who’d been carrying heavy things since before she could drive.

She found Augustina on the stone bench, habit still on, hair still covered, hands clasped in her lap with a rigidity that wasn’t prayer. It was containment.

“You look like hell,” Jolene said.

Augustina looked up. Her eyes were red-rimmed but dry — she hadn’t let herself cry. A woman who ran a hospital didn’t cry. A Mother Superior didn’t fall apart on garden benches because she’d watched something through glass that she couldn’t stop replaying.

“Thank you,” Augustina said. “That’s accurate.”

Jolene sat beside her without asking permission. She smelled like the farm — not unpleasant, but unmistakable. Clean sweat, earth, the faint trace of horse that never quite washed out of her skin.

The two women sat in silence for a while. Wind moved through the ivy. Somewhere inside, a baby cried and was quickly soothed.

“I watched Celeste and Tiffany through the observation glass before my first time,” Jolene said eventually. Not looking at Augustina. Looking at the sky past the wall. “Vivian arranged it. She calls it ‘clinical orientation.’ Shows women what the process looks like. What the serum does.”

Augustina’s spine stiffened. “I wasn’t —”

“The glass behind the painting in the exam room. Everyone knows about it.” Jolene’s voice was even. Farmer’s pragmatism. No judgment. “I stood there for forty minutes watching. Told myself I needed to understand the procedure before I consented. Wanted to make sure it was safe. Professional evaluation.”

“Was it?”

“Professional? No.” Jolene turned to look at her. Green eyes steady under sun-bleached brows. “It was the most overwhelmed I’d been since my husband died. I watched another woman experience pleasure and my whole body lit up like a brushfire. Three years since anyone had touched me and I was standing there in the dark, wet through my jeans, shaking.”

Augustina’s jaw tightened. Her hands pressed harder together in her lap.

“That’s not what I’m feeling,” she said.

“Isn’t it?”

The silence stretched. Inside the mansion, voices carried — Madi laughing at something, Tiffany calling for extra towels, the mechanical hum of breast pumps that served as the clinic’s unofficial soundtrack.

“I came to supervise,” Augustina said. Her voice was controlled, precise, each word measured the way she measured hospital budgets. “Grace is my responsibility. I needed to ensure she was treated —”

“With respect?”

“With care.”

“And was she?”

Another silence. Longer this time.

“Yes,” Augustina whispered. “He was — the way he touched her. The way he made her feel —” She stopped. Her hands came apart, pressed against her thighs. “I’ve been a nurse, a hospital administrator, a Mother Superior for my entire adult life. I’ve held women’s hands through difficult deliveries and terrible diagnoses and impossible choices. I thought I understood touch.”

“But you didn’t.”

“I understood it as comfort. As clinical necessity. As the thing you do when someone needs human contact.” Her gaze was bright with something she was fighting to contain. “I did not understand it as — as what I saw today. As something that transforms. That breaks a woman open and makes her — the sound Grace made —”

She stopped again. Her hand went to her crucifix.

“I can’t stop hearing it,” she said. “Her voice when she — when he made her —” The words wouldn’t come. A lifetime of sexual vocabulary atrophied into nothing.

Jolene waited. Didn’t push. Didn’t fill the space. Just sat, the way farm women sit with spooked horses — present, calm, unthreatening.

“I’m fifty years old,” Augustina said. “I entered the convent at twenty. I have never been kissed. I have never been held by a man. I have never —” She raised her chin. “I have been celibate for thirty years. That was my choice, and I have not regretted it.”

“Until today.”

“Until today, I had never seen what I was choosing not to have.” Her voice cracked on the last word. Just slightly. Just enough. “I built an entire life around the absence of something I’d never experienced. And today I watched Grace experience it for the first time, and my body —”

She pressed the heel of her hand against her sternum, as if trying to push the feeling back inside.

“My body wants what she had. Every cell. Every nerve. I am sitting in a garden in my full habit and I am — I can feel —”

“You’re aroused,” Jolene said simply. No inflection. No scandal. The same tone she’d use to say the weather was changing.

“Yes.” The word came out like she was expelling something toxic. “Violently. For the first time in — I don’t know how long. Years. Since I was twenty and ran to the convent because a man looked at me and I felt something that terrified me.”

“Why did it terrify you?”

“Because it was my best friend’s fiance. And the desire I felt was so overwhelming that I thought — if I don’t remove myself from the world that contains this feeling, it will destroy me.” She laughed, short and bitter. “So I removed myself. For three decades.”

Jolene let that sit.

“It didn’t destroy you,” she said eventually.

“No. It waited.” Augustina’s laugh turned to something dangerously close to a sob. “All that time, and it waited. And now I’m sitting in a fertility clinic watching women half my age experience what I denied myself, and the desire is exactly as strong as it was when I was twenty. Stronger. Because now I know what it looks like. I know the sounds. I know —”

She broke off. Pressed both hands to her face.

Jolene put an arm around her. Didn’t speak. Just held her — the administrator, the Mother Superior, the fighter who’d taken on insurance companies with bare fists — held her while the armor cracked.

“I have served faithfully,” Augustina said into her hands. Her accent thickened — Portuguese vowels bleeding through the English. “Since I was twenty. I have served faithfully.”

“Nobody’s questioning that.”

“I’m questioning it.” She dropped her hands. Her face was composed again — not calm, but controlled. The administrator reassembling herself by force of will. “If I can be undone by one observation window, what was I building all that time? If the desire is this strong after decades of suppression, was the suppression ever real? Was the devotion?”

“Jolene Beckett is not the person to answer theological questions for you,” Jolene said dryly.

Despite everything, Augustina’s mouth twitched. “Who is?”

“Nobody. That’s the point. This isn’t a theological question. It’s a human one.” Jolene stood, brushed dirt from her jeans. “Come inside. Grace is having breakfast. She looks like someone opened a window in a room that’s been sealed for years.”

“That’s precisely what happened.”

“Yeah.” Jolene extended a hand. “It is.”



Grace was glowing.

There was no other word for it. She sat at the conservatory table eating scrambled eggs with an appetite she probably hadn’t shown in months, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders because she hadn’t put the wimple back on after the session. The habit was there — she’d dressed in it again, the black dress and the crucifix — but the hair was free. Wavy and copper in the morning light. A compromise between who she was and who she was becoming.

Madi sat beside her, twenty-six weeks pregnant in leggings and an oversized t-shirt, her tattoo sleeve visible as she gestured with a fork.

“So here’s the thing about the bonding compound.” Madi spoke with casual authority — she’d been through it herself. “At first you think it’s just the sex. Like, okay, that was incredible, but I’m still me. I can walk away.”

“Can you?” Grace asked.

“Nope.” Madi grinned. “Not even close. By day two I was thinking about him every twenty minutes. By day four I was making excuses to be in whatever room he was in. And by the end of the week I was sitting in a video call with my stepmom watching the man we’re both pregnant by and thinking ‘this is the most normal thing in the world.’”

“That doesn’t sound normal.”

“It doesn’t feel normal at first. But then you meet the others — all these women who went through exactly the same thing — and you realize it IS normal. For us. The bonding effect doesn’t create something fake. It just makes it impossible to pretend you don’t want what you want.”

Grace was quiet. She touched her hair — the free, uncovered hair — the way someone touches something newly permitted.

“I thought about him all night,” she said softly. “I couldn’t sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I felt his hands on my —” She flushed crimson. “I’ve never — not even when I was in college, not with anyone, have I ever spent an entire night thinking about —”

“About sex?”

“About being touched.” Grace’s blue-gray eyes were luminous. “Not just the — the act. The way he held my hand first. The way he said my hair was beautiful. The way he looked at me like —”

“Like you mattered.”

“Like I was worth looking at.”

Madi’s green eyes softened. The Instagram-era sarcasm melted away, leaving something raw and recognizing underneath.

“I spent years performing for eight million people,” she said. “Content. Photos. Videos. Eight million followers who watched everything I did and knew nothing about me. And then I came here and someone looked at me — ME, not my brand, not my body count, not my dad’s money — and said ‘What do you actually want?’” She rubbed her pregnant belly. The belly button ring was gone now — removed months ago, the piercing hole still visible but closing. “That question changed everything.”

“What did you want?”

“This.” Madi gestured at the table, the women, the clinic. “Connection. Real, messy, uncomfortable connection. Not the kind you curate for a feed.”

Grace looked down at her plate. “I think that’s what the convent was supposed to be. Connection. Sisterhood. Purpose.”

“Was it?”

“It was purpose. But the connection was — structured. Regulated. We shared meals and chores and prayers, but we didn’t share — we couldn’t share what was actually happening inside us. The wanting. The loneliness. We just endured it separately and called it devotion.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It was the loneliest experience of my life.” Grace said it matter-of-factly, the way you describe something you’ve only just understood. “Surrounded by women who all felt the same thing and none of us could say it.”

From across the conservatory, Augustina watched. She’d entered silently, Jolene behind her, and stood near the door with a cup of tea she wasn’t drinking. She heard every word.

She watched Grace’s uncovered hair catch the light. Watched the young nun — her charge, her responsibility, the woman she’d guided spiritually for eight years — describe the loneliness of a life Augustina had designed for them both.

Her tea trembled in the cup.



The afternoon brought a different kind of chaos. Yuki Nakamura — forty weeks and two days, Stanford’s youngest tenured researcher in reproductive biology, and a woman who approached labor the way she approached everything: with spreadsheets — began having contractions.

“I’ve been timing them for three hours,” Yuki reported from the monitoring room, her small frame enormous with pregnancy, her dark eyes sharp behind her glasses. “Seven minutes apart. Decreasing by approximately forty seconds per contraction. Based on my projections, active labor should begin in —”

“Yuki.” Vivian pressed a stethoscope to her belly. “Stop calculating and start breathing.”

“Breathing is inefficient as a labor management strategy. The data clearly shows that —”

“Breathe.”

Yuki breathed. Then immediately returned to her tablet to log the contraction’s duration.

The clinic mobilized with the practiced efficiency of a facility that had delivered six babies in four months. Aiste prepped the delivery suite with military precision — sterile instruments, fresh linens, monitoring equipment, a seventh bassinet standing ready in the nursery. Harper took over baby duty for the existing six infants, aided by Celeste and a gratefully competent Grace who’d found her nursing instincts kicking in the moment she heard the word “contractions.”

I found Grace in the nursery, rocking Vivian’s son with practiced ease while simultaneously soothing Aaliyah’s newborn with her free hand. Two babies. Two arms. Perfect synchronization.

“You’ve done this before,” I said.

“Newborn ward at St. Catherine’s.” She adjusted the baby against her shoulder with expert ease — hundreds of infants had taught her that particular hold. “We had a NICU scare last year — three premies in one week. I didn’t sleep for forty-eight hours.”

“You’re good at this.”

She looked up. Without the wimple, her face was open, her expressions readable in a way they hadn’t been before. And what I read there was simple: this is what I was meant to do.

“I love this,” she said. “The babies. Being needed. Being —” She glanced at the bassinet row. Six. Soon seven. “This is what I entered the order for. Not the celibacy. Not the prayers. This. Caring for people.”

“You can do both.”

“Can I? Be a nun and be —” She lowered her voice. “What I was with you today?”

“That’s a question for you. Not for me.”

She kissed the baby’s forehead. Her crucifix swung forward, catching the nursery light.

“Augustina’s been watching me,” she said. “Since I came out of the session. She won’t look at me directly, but I can feel her — assessing. Processing.”

“She watched the session.”

Grace went very still. “Through the glass?”

“Yes.”

“All of it?”

“I think so.”

The baby fussed. Grace soothed him automatically, patting his back in a rhythm that came from years of practice. But her eyes were distant, processing this information.

“She’s been celibate since she was twenty,” Grace said. “Her entire adult life, Caleb. And she watched me —” Her flush returned, creeping up her neck to her freckled cheeks. “She watched me come for the first time.”

“Yes.”

“That must have been —”

“Difficult.”

“Devastating.” Grace’s voice dropped. “For a woman who’s never been touched. Who’s spent her whole life managing desire by never seeing what desire looks like. And then she watches through a window and —”

“And she felt it.”

“Of course she felt it. She’s human.” Grace looked at me with an expression that was part nurse, part woman, part something new she was still growing into. “She’s been the strongest person I’ve ever known. The most controlled. The most disciplined. But she’s still human.”

Down the hall, Yuki screamed. Then cursed in Japanese. Then — with admirable academic precision — called out her own contraction duration to Aiste, who logged it while holding a stopwatch.

“Seven minutes, thirty-two seconds. The contractions are — OW — intensifying at a rate consistent with — VIVIAN —”

Grace handed the baby to Celeste and jogged toward the delivery suite. I watched her go — auburn hair flying, habit billowing, comfortable shoes pounding the floor the way they’d pounded hospital corridors for a decade.

In the corridor, she passed Augustina. The two women locked eyes for a fraction of a second. Something passed between them — acknowledgment, confession, a question neither of them was ready to ask aloud.

Then Grace disappeared into the delivery suite, and Augustina stood in the hallway alone.

She pressed her back against the wall. Her eyes closed. Her fingers found the crucifix and pressed it flat against her sternum.

“Thirty years,” she whispered. “Thirty years of prayer, and it did nothing.”



Yuki’s son was born at 6:47 PM.

Caleb Wright. Seven babies. The number was becoming a running joke — Aiste had started a whiteboard in the nursery labeled “CURRENT POPULATION” with a number she updated after each delivery. Harper had suggested adding a “PROJECTED” column. Vivian had vetoed both as unprofessional, then been caught updating the board herself at two AM.

The new baby was perfect. Small and fierce, with Yuki’s determined expression and a cry that sounded like a research complaint. Grace assisted with the delivery — her clinical competence impressing Aiste, which was no small feat — and afterward stood in the nursery watching the seventh bassinet being rolled into line.

Seven bassinets. Seven children. His children.

Aaliyah had departed that afternoon — her security detail escorting her and her newborn son to the airport for the flight back to Riyadh. She’d kissed every baby in the nursery before leaving and promised to return for monthly visits. “My son will know his siblings,” she’d said, with the quiet certainty of a princess who’d learned that family was larger than any royal house.

Sage arrived that evening from Vermont with construction updates on the satellite clinic. She found me in the walled garden again — apparently it was becoming my spot.

“Daisy and Ruby are doing well,” Sage said first, before I could ask about construction. “Both at twelve weeks now. Daisy’s already showing — she says it’s the farm cooking. Ruby’s grandmother Mae keeps knitting tiny things and leaving them on the kitchen table.”

Then she pulled up the construction photos. “The shed’s fully framed,” she said. “Three treatment rooms, waiting area, lab space, observation suite. Solar panels arrive next week. The well water system tested clean — independent from the contaminated aquifer.”

I looked at the photos. The converted equipment shed on Beckett land was becoming something real — a clinic, small but functional, connected to the main facility by telemedicine and the growing network of women who’d been through the program.

“Two local nurses signed on,” Sage continued. “Both from families affected by the contamination. They want to help. And the WHO inspection is scheduled for the end of the month.”

“We’ll need someone to run it.”

“I know.” Sage pocketed her phone. The pregnancy had barely changed her silhouette — she carried it the way she carried everything, close and quiet, her flannel doing the rest of the hiding. Her dark hair was pulled back, her expression serious. “Augustina could do it.”

“She’s a Mother Superior.”

“She’s a hospital administrator with decades of experience running a medical facility in a rural community. That’s exactly what we need.” Sage sat beside me. “And she’s struggling.”

“I know.”

“She watched Grace’s session.”

“I know that too.”

“The bonding compound exposure — even secondary exposure through the observation glass — it’s enough to trigger the initial response in someone who’s been primed by proximity.” Sage’s voice shifted into scientist mode. “She’s been in this building for three days. She’s been breathing the same air as you, the same pheromone-saturated atmosphere that every woman in this clinic lives in. For someone with zero prior exposure and decades of suppressed desire…”

“It’s hitting her hard.”

“It’s hitting her like a freight train.” Sage’s brown eyes held mine. “Yuki and I have been modeling the pheromone curves. First exposure in women over forty with no sexual experience shows a threefold amplification compared to women with regular sexual histories. Her body has been waiting for this stimulus her entire adult life. The compound is just unlocking what was already there.”

“So what do I do?”

“Nothing. Yet.” Sage stood. “She’ll come to you. They always do. The compound doesn’t create desire — it makes denial impossible. And Augustina has been denying herself longer than any woman who’s ever walked through that door.”

She left me in the garden. The stars were out again, faint past the city light, persistent.

I thought about a fifty-year-old woman who’d never been kissed. Who’d built a hospital and fought insurance companies and defied the Vatican, but couldn’t fight the response of her own body to something she’d seen through glass.

The nursery monitor on my phone chirped — one of the babies stirring — and I headed inside.

Augustina was in the hallway. Standing in front of the nursery window, palm pressed flat against the glass. Watching the sleeping babies. Six of them now — one bassinet emptied that afternoon when Aaliyah departed with her son. Little fists and tiny faces and the slow breathing of brand-new lives.

She didn’t turn when I approached. Didn’t flinch when I stood beside her.

“I came here to evaluate a partnership,” she said. Her voice was steady. Her reflection in the glass showed eyes that were not.

“How’s the evaluation going?”

“Poorly.” A breath that was almost a laugh. “My objectivity is compromised. My body is in open rebellion against a lifetime of training. And I can’t stop —”

She pressed her fingers harder against the glass.

“I’ve prayed every night since I was twenty. For discipline. For peace. For the desire to stop.” She turned to look at me. In the dim hallway light, her amber eyes were liquid gold. “It never stopped, Mr. Wright. Not once. I just got better at pretending.”

“And now?”

“Now I’ve seen what I’ve been pretending about. And I can’t go back to pretending.”

She held my gaze for three long seconds. Then dropped her eyes, straightened her spine, and walked toward her guest room — every step deliberate, held together by sheer administrative willpower.

I found out the next morning that she’d spent the rest of the night drafting a three-page memo on nursery efficiency improvements — bassinet rotation protocols, feeding schedule optimization, noise reduction measures nobody had asked for. Aiste read it at breakfast and couldn’t find a single flaw, which seemed to irritate her more than any error would have.

At her door, she paused. Didn’t turn around.

“I have served Him faithfully for thirty years,” she said to the empty corridor. “But He made me a woman before He called me to serve.” Her hand gripped the doorframe. “And the woman is screaming.”

The door closed behind her.


Chapter 5: Second Coming

Grace arrived at the overnight suite wearing the habit. But this time, she didn’t hesitate at the door.

She walked in, closed it behind her, and reached for the wimple pins before I could say a word. Three pins out in two seconds — she’d practiced, I realized. In her room, in front of the mirror, she’d rehearsed this moment. The white fabric came away and her auburn hair cascaded out, wavy and copper and already familiar.

“I thought about this all night,” she said, setting the wimple on the desk. “Every time I closed my eyes, I felt your hands. I haven’t slept. I tried to pray and all I could think about was —” She stopped. Her cheeks were already pink. “This.”

“That’s the bonding effect. The serum creates a —”

“No.” She met my eyes. Blue-gray, steady, clearer than yesterday’s tearful uncertainty. “I thought about you before the serum. When I watched you hold your baby in the kitchen, the morning I arrived. When you touched my arm for the blood draw and I flinched — not because it hurt, but because it felt good. The serum just made it impossible to pretend I didn’t want this.”

She started on the habit dress. The zipper was faster today — decisive. The black fabric parted and she shrugged it off her shoulders, letting it fall. Same white cotton bra, same simple briefs, same crucifix hanging between breasts that strained the cotton.

But today she didn’t cross her arms.

“I want your hands on me,” she said. The words were quiet but firm — a woman learning to ask for what she needed. “I thought about the — the thing you did with your mouth. On my —” The blush deepened to scarlet. “I can’t say it. I know I should be able to say it, but I —”

“You don’t have to say it.”

“I want to say it.” She closed her eyes. Took a breath. “I want you to put your mouth on my pussy.” The word came out strangled, almost laughably awkward, and she pressed both hands to her burning face. “Oh God, I’ve never said that word out loud in my LIFE.”

I crossed to her. Pulled her hands down from her face. Her eyes were bright with embarrassment and desire in equal measure.

“You just said it. The world didn’t end.”

“The world feels like it’s ending every time you look at me.”

“That’s a good thing.”

“Is it?”

I answered by unhooking her bra. I’d learned the clasp yesterday — cheap, cotton, functional — and it came apart easily. Her breasts spilled free, heavy and pale, pink nipples already tightening in the air. The crucifix fell between them, silver against freckled skin.

She watched me look at her. Watched my eyes travel from her breasts to the freckles on her collarbone to the ones scattered across her belly. Yesterday she’d apologized. Today she stood still and let herself be seen.

“You’re beautiful.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“I’ll say it every day.”

“I might start believing you.”

I started with what she’d asked for.

Laid her on the bed — her hair spreading across the pillow in an auburn fan — kissed down her body, retracing the path I’d learned yesterday. Her shoulders, the warm skin between her breasts where I lingered to suck each nipple until she whimpered, the soft plane of her belly. Her breath came faster with each kiss, her body anticipating where I was headed. I could smell her arousal already — warm, musky, the unmistakable scent of a woman who’d been wet for hours.

When I reached the waistband of her briefs, she lifted her hips without being asked. I pulled them down, and she was already slick — drenched, actually, her inner thighs glistening, the cotton of her underwear soaked through with a wet patch that spread from front to back.

“You’ve been thinking about this.”

“Since approximately three AM.” She bit her lip. “I may have — in my room — I tried to —” Another furious blush. “It wasn’t the same.”

“Show me what you tried.”

“I can’t —”

“You can. Touch yourself.”

She stared at me. Then, slowly, her hand moved between her legs. Two fingers, uncertain, circling her clit with the tentative pressure of a woman who’d done this fewer times than she could count on one hand. Her swollen clit peeked from its hood — pink, glistening, engorged with the blood flow that a night of fantasizing had driven there. Guilt and pleasure warred on her face.

“Now watch what I do.”

I replaced her fingers with my mouth. The taste of her hit my tongue — richer than yesterday, tangier, her body having marinated in arousal all night. She cried out — not the shocked gasp of yesterday, but a fuller sound, a moan that started low and climbed. Her hips rocked against my tongue immediately, her body remembering what her mind had spent all night replaying, grinding her wet pussy against my face.

“Oh — oh, that’s — yes — right there —”

I worked her clit with slow, firm strokes. Sucked gently, drawing the sensitive nub between my lips. Slid two fingers inside her — she was tight, but wet enough that they entered with a slick, obscene sound, and the cry that escaped her when I curled them against her G-spot was somewhere between a prayer and a profanity. Her walls gripped my fingers, hot and slippery, pulsing around them as I stroked that rough patch of tissue.

“God — Caleb — I’m already — I can’t believe I’m already —”

“Don’t hold back.”

She came screaming into the pillow. Her thighs clamped around my head, her back arched off the bed, and her hands fisted in the sheets hard enough to pull them from the corners. Her pussy clamped around my fingers in hard, rhythmic contractions — I could feel each wave, feel the flood of wetness that gushed against my palm. The orgasm rolled through her in waves — longer than yesterday’s, deeper, her body learning how to hold pleasure instead of bracing against it.

“More.” She was panting when the tremors eased, her thighs still trembling. “I want more. I want to feel you inside me. I need your cock.”

The word came out naturally this time. No blush.

I crawled up her body. She pulled me down for a kiss — hungry, sloppy, nothing like the tentative first kiss of yesterday. She could taste herself on my mouth — her own wetness, her own cum — and didn’t flinch. Licked it from my lips deliberately. Her tongue found mine and she made a small desperate sound that vibrated between us.

“Can I be on top?” she asked against my lips. “I want to try — yesterday I was on my back the whole time and I want to —”

“Whatever you want.”

I rolled us. She straddled me, her freckled thighs bracketing my hips, her breasts swaying with the shift — heavy, pale, the pink nipples still wet and swollen. She reached for my scrubs — pulled the drawstring, shoved them down with the efficient hands of a nurse who’d undressed patients a thousand times. My cock sprang free, hard and ready, slapping against my stomach, and her eyes widened the way they had yesterday — but today she reached for it. Wrapped her fingers around the shaft. Stroked once, tentatively, feeling the hardness, the heat, the vein that pulsed against her palm.

“It’s even — in this light I can see —” She stroked again. Firmer. Her nurse’s grip was confident even if the context was new. “You’re so hard.”

“That’s what you do to me.”

“I don’t know how to —”

“Sit up. Take as much as you want.”

She positioned herself. Gripped the base of my cock and guided me to her entrance — the slick heat of her pussy kissing the head, her wetness coating me before I was even inside. She sank down slowly. Her eyes fluttered shut as she took me inch by inch, her jaw dropping, her breathing going shallow and fast. The sensation was devastating — her tight cunt stretching around my shaft, each inch a new depth of wet heat, her walls gripping me like they’d been waiting.

“Oh — oh, you’re so deep like this — it’s completely different — I can feel every —”

She was right. The angle had her gasping, the head of my cock pressing against her front wall, hitting the spot that made her thighs tremble. She braced her hands on my chest and started to move — awkward at first, unsure of the rhythm, but her body found it fast. Hips rocking, then circling, then a slow bounce that made her tits sway and the crucifix swing in wide pendulum arcs. Each drop drove me deep, and I could see where we were joined — my cock disappearing into her pussy, her arousal coating the shaft in a slick shine that caught the light.

“That’s it.” I gripped her hips, guided her rhythm. “You feel incredible. So tight around me.”

“I feel — God — I can’t believe I’m —” She opened her eyes. Looked down at me. Auburn hair wild around her face, freckles vivid against her flushed skin, her full tits bouncing with each roll of her hips, nipples hard and dark pink. “I’m riding you. I’m actually — a nun is riding your cock —”

“You’re not a nun right now.”

“No.” She increased her pace, her confidence building with each thrust. Her wet pussy made obscene sounds as she worked herself up and down my shaft — slick, rhythmic, the soundtrack of a woman discovering what her body could do. “Right now I’m just — oh — just a woman who wants —”

“Wants what?”

“Everything.” She planted her hands on my chest and rode me harder, her soft belly pressing against mine, her thighs working with increasing power. Her tits bounced wildly now — heavy, flushed, mesmerizing. “I want everything you gave me yesterday and more. I want to feel you so deep I can’t think. I want your cock to ruin me for prayer —”

She came mid-sentence. The orgasm took her by surprise — a sharp cry, her inner walls clenching around my cock in rhythmic pulses so strong I could feel each contraction like a fist squeezing, her whole body seizing. She ground down hard, taking me as deep as she could, her clit pressed against my pelvis, and the sensation of her cumming pussy milking my cock nearly ended me right there.

“Don’t stop,” I said. “Keep going.”

“I can’t — I’m still — my pussy is still —”

“Keep. Going.”

She did. Through the aftershocks, through the oversensitivity that made her whimper every time she bottomed out, through the tears that started again because every orgasm opened something in her that years of celibacy had sealed shut. Her rhythm became desperate — less coordinated, more primal — and the sounds she made shifted from surprised moans to full-throated cries. Her wetness dripped down my shaft, pooling at the base, soaking into the sheets beneath us.

“I want you from behind,” she gasped. “I want — I don’t know why I want that but I —”

I didn’t question it. Lifted her off me, turned her around, positioned her on hands and knees. She gripped the headboard — white-knuckled, her crucifix swinging forward to clank against the wood — and looked back at me over her freckled shoulder.

“Please.”

I entered her from behind. One stroke, deep and complete, burying myself to the hilt in her soaked pussy, and the noise that tore from her throat was somewhere between a scream and a sob. This angle was deeper than anything before — I could feel the head of my cock pressing against her deepest walls, and she could feel it too. Her auburn hair fell in a curtain around her face. Her back arched, pushing her pale, freckled ass against me, and I grabbed her hips and started to thrust.

“Fill me up.” Her voice was muffled against the pillow. “Put a baby in me.” The words came out like liturgy — practiced, sacred, desperate. “I want your cum so deep inside me — I want to carry your baby — I want everyone to see. I want them to look at me and know I chose this — that I chose your cock over my vows — that I chose —”

“You chose life.”

“Yes — God, yes — harder —”

I gave her harder. Deep, driving thrusts that rocked the headboard against the wall, each one landing with a slap of flesh against flesh that echoed off the suite’s walls. Her crucifix swung and clattered with each impact. Her auburn hair bounced. Her ass — soft, pale, freckled even there — rippled with each collision, and I watched my cock slide in and out of her, slick with her wetness, the visual of her tight pussy stretched around my shaft almost enough to finish me.

“I’m close — please — I need you to cum inside me —”

“Come with me.”

“Yes — yes — oh GOD —”

She came when I did. Her pussy clamped down in a vise grip as I buried myself deep and emptied inside her — my cock swelling, then pulsing hard, thick ropes of cum flooding her pussy, filling her, each spurt landing deep against her cervix. She screamed into the pillow, her whole body convulsing, her walls milking my cock through every contraction, and when she felt me finish inside her — felt the warmth of it spreading deep, felt each individual pulse of cum being deposited where it was meant to go — she sobbed with a sound that was pure gratitude.

“Put a baby in me,” she whispered again, even though we were already past the point. Her hips pressed back against mine, keeping me locked inside her, her pussy still squeezing in rhythmic aftershocks that coaxed the last drops from my shaft. “Every drop. I want every drop. Don’t pull out — stay — I want to feel you go soft inside me.”

I stayed buried in her until we were both still. Then gathered her against my chest, her back to my front, my softening cock still plugging her, our combined fluids sealed inside. The wet heat between us was intimate in a way that went beyond sex — biological, purposeful. She clenched around me one more time, deliberately, and sighed.

“Does it feel like that for everyone?” she asked.

“Different every time.”

“I want different every time. I want a hundred different every times.” She turned her head. Kissed my jaw. Her blue-gray eyes were luminous, tear-streaked, blazing. “I thought about you before the serum. I know the difference. The serum makes it louder, but the wanting was always mine.”



Afterward, she dressed in the habit again — but slowly, like putting on a costume she wasn’t sure fit anymore. The wimple went on last, and she stood in the suite’s mirror looking at her reflection.

“I look the same,” she said.

“You’re not the same.”

“No.” She touched her own face. Then her hand found the crucifix at her throat and she lifted it to her lips — a quick, instinctive kiss. Not prayer. Gratitude. “I’m not.”

In the nursery, Celeste’s son was fussy. The three-month-old had inherited his father’s lungs and his mother’s determination to make his displeasure known to everyone in the building. Celeste stood at the bassinet looking beautiful and exhausted — honey-brown waves loose around her shoulders, her silk robe barely containing breasts swollen with milk, dark circles under her gray-green eyes.

Grace appeared beside her. Didn’t ask permission. Just reached into the bassinet and lifted the baby with practiced ease. She settled him against her shoulder, one hand supporting his head, the other patting his back in the specific rhythm she’d learned at St. Catherine’s NICU. He quieted within thirty seconds.

Celeste stared.

“You have a gift,” she said softly. Her French accent made the word sound like a benediction.

“It’s not a gift. It’s practice.” Grace rocked the baby gently. He nuzzled against the black fabric of her habit, seeking warmth. “Babies want to be held by someone calm. I’ve had eight years of practicing calm.”

“That’s not calm.” Celeste’s gray-green eyes were perceptive — she’d been an art dealer, trained to see what others missed. “That’s love. You hold him like he’s yours.”

Grace looked down at the baby in her arms. Small, dark-haired, perfect. His tiny hand had found the crucifix at her chest and wrapped his fingers around it.

“He’s not mine,” she said. But her voice cracked.

“Not yet.” Celeste placed her hand over Grace’s. “But yours will come. You were born for this, Grace.” She paused. Chose her words with the deliberate care she brought to everything — art, language, truth. “Not for the habit. For this.”

Grace held the baby until he slept. Then placed him in his bassinet with a tenderness that made my chest ache.

When she straightened, she noticed the observation window — the glass behind the painting. The painting had shifted slightly, revealing a thin line of light from the observation corridor.

Her eyes found mine.

“She’s watching again,” Grace said. Not a question.

I didn’t answer. Didn’t need to.



I found out later that Augustina had been watching through the glass again. She told Vivian during their late-night conversation — how she’d come back even after telling herself she wouldn’t, how she’d spent the morning burying herself in administrative tasks but her feet had brought her to the corridor behind the painting.

She’d watched Grace’s second session. All of it. And her body had responded worse than the first time — not mild arousal but flooding, her hands shaking, the decades of discipline crumbling faster than she could rebuild them.

She’d nearly touched herself, she admitted to Vivian. Hand between her thighs before she realized what she was doing. She’d pulled it away, terrified, and pressed her back against the corridor wall trying to breathe.

Thirty years of suppression, and it hadn’t listened for a single one of them.



Yuki left that afternoon. Two days postpartum and already restless, she’d arranged for a Stanford colleague to meet her at the airport with a car seat and a research brief. “I’ll be more productive with a newborn than most people are without one,” she’d told Vivian, her son tucked against her chest in a carrier, her tablet already open to a pheromone receptor paper. She planned to continue the research remotely with Sage — video calls, shared data models, the collaboration that distance couldn’t interrupt.

That evening, the clinic settled into its rhythms. Babies were fed, rotated, rocked. Breast pumps hummed. Aiste updated the scheduling board with the day’s notes, her platinum hair swaying in its tight ponytail as she moved between bassinets with a checklist that had grown to three pages.

Augustina stood in the hallway outside the nursery. Five bassinets now — the original four plus Margot’s daughter. Aaliyah and Yuki had both departed with their sons. Five children, breathing in synchronization, tiny fists and closed eyes and the devastating peace of brand-new life.

Her hands shook at her sides.

Pregnant women passed her in the corridor. Tiffany, twenty-six weeks, her belly leading the way, pausing to coo at the babies through the glass — twelve years of being told she couldn’t have this, and now she couldn’t stop celebrating that she could. Madi, equally pregnant, scrolling a nursing school website on her phone, pausing to show Tiffany a program listing. They moved together now — the former rivals sharing a bond that had nothing to do with pheromones and everything to do with shared survival.

Vivian appeared beside Augustina. Silent. Present. Her lab coat immaculate over a nursing bra that she no longer bothered to hide beneath a blouse — efficiency had replaced propriety months ago. Her Sankofa pendant caught the hallway light.

“Mother Augustina.” Vivian’s voice was low, private. “Would you like to discuss the partnership proposal? In private?”

Augustina didn’t turn. Her eyes stayed on the babies.

“The partnership,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

A long pause. The babies slept. The corridor hummed with distant lullabies and the soft sounds of a sleeping household.

“We both know this conversation isn’t about paperwork,” Augustina said.

“No.” Vivian’s dark eyes met hers. Authority recognizing authority. The cost of control — and the feeling when it began to crack — visible in both their faces. “It’s not about paperwork at all.”

Augustina looked at the babies one more time. Then straightened her spine — the same practiced motion she’d been performing since she was twenty, armor rebuilt by muscle memory.

“Your office,” she said. “Tonight. After the last feeding.”

“I’ll have tea ready.”

“I don’t need tea, Dr. Okafor.” Augustina’s dark gaze burned. “I need someone who understands what it’s like to watch through glass until you can’t watch anymore.”

“Then you’ve come to the right person,” Vivian said. “I watched for weeks.”

“I know.” Augustina’s voice dropped. “Grace told me. She told me everything.”

They stood together in the hallway. Commanders, empire-builders, women who answered to no one — except the wanting that neither institution nor faith could silence.

“Tonight,” Augustina said again.

“Tonight.”


Chapter 6: Confession

Vivian’s office at eleven PM was a different place than Vivian’s office at nine AM.

During the day, it was the nerve center — tablet screens showing patient vitals, the WHO partnership documents stacked in precise piles, the scheduling board that Aiste updated hourly visible through the open door. Professional. Clinical. A place where decisions were made and protocols were followed.

At night, with the desk lamp casting warm amber light and the door closed against the nursery’s nocturnal symphony, it became something else. The mahogany furniture glowed. The bookshelves — medical texts on one side, art books Celeste had donated on the other — created walls of knowledge and beauty. Vivian’s nursing chair sat in the corner, a cashmere throw draped over the arm, the imprint of her body worn into the cushion from months of feeding her son while managing a medical empire.

Vivian was already there when Augustina arrived. She’d changed out of the lab coat into a silk wrap dress — deep burgundy, the color she wore when she’d stopped performing and started being herself. It strained across breasts that had doubled in size since delivery, the fabric pulling at the wrap-around tie, one edge of a nursing bra visible at the neckline. Her dark hair was down — natural coils cascading past her shoulders in the full glory she’d reclaimed after decades of professional restraint. The Sankofa pendant sat in the deep V of her cleavage.

She poured tea without asking. Set the cup on the desk in front of the visitor’s chair.

Augustina entered and closed the door behind her. Her habit was pristine — pressed, perfect, the armor of three decades firmly in place. But her wimple was already off. She’d removed it in the hallway, and her silver-streaked dark hair hung past her shoulders, thick and wavy, the kind of hair that didn’t belong under a wimple and never had.

The contrast hit me, watching from the chair in the corner where Vivian had asked me to wait. Two women of command — one in burgundy silk, breasts heavy with milk, dark skin luminous in the lamplight. The other in a nun’s habit, silver hair catching amber light, olive skin flushed at the throat.

Queens of different realms, meeting in the middle.

“The satellite clinic logistics,” Vivian began, settling behind her desk. She opened a folder. “Patient referral protocols need to account for —”

“Dr. Okafor.”

Vivian looked up.

“Please don’t.” Augustina’s voice was steady. Her hands were not. They rested in her lap, fingers interlocked, knuckles white. “I appreciate the professional framing. It’s what I would do — it’s what I’ve done my entire career. Lead with logistics. Bury the personal in the administrative. Control the conversation by controlling the agenda.”

Vivian set down her pen.

“But I didn’t come to your office at eleven o’clock at night to discuss supply chains.” Augustina’s warm gaze held Vivian’s dark one across the desk. “And you didn’t invite me here to discuss supply chains either.”

Silence. The desk lamp hummed. Somewhere in the building, a baby stirred and was soothed.

Vivian folded her hands. The gesture was identical to Augustina’s — the same default composure, the same professional armor so well-fitted it had become indistinguishable from skin.

“I watched him through glass for weeks before I broke,” Vivian said.

The words landed in the quiet room like stones dropped into still water.

“I told myself it was scientific observation. Professional interest. Due diligence.” She paused. Her full lips curved with the self-awareness of a woman who’d long since stopped lying to herself. “I was lying. I was watching Caleb with other women — my patients, women I’d recruited and prepared — and I was dying. Every session I observed, every orgasm I watched through that glass, my body responded. My nipples would ache. I’d be wet through my lab coat. And I’d go back to my office and write clinical notes about physiological responses while my hands trembled.”

“How long?” Augustina asked.

“Weeks. I lost count. I catalogued everything — his technique, their responses, the bonding progression. I filled three notebooks with observations that I told myself were research.” Vivian’s laugh was quiet, rueful. “They were love letters. Written in clinical notation.”

“How did you know?” Augustina whispered. “That it was time to stop watching?”

“I didn’t. My body decided for me. I walked into his room one night in an emerald dress with my hair down. No lab coat. No clipboard. Just a woman who’d spent her entire career controlling everything and couldn’t control this anymore.” She leaned forward. “You’re me, Mother Augustina. Thirty years ago, I channeled everything into science. You channeled everything into faith. Same avoidance. Different altar.”

Augustina’s composure cracked.

Not dramatically — she didn’t cry, didn’t break down, didn’t throw anything. She simply… stopped holding. The rigid posture softened. The interlocked fingers came apart. Her shoulders dropped an inch, and the woman beneath the administrator surfaced.

“How did you know?” she asked again. “About me?”

“Because I recognize the look.” Vivian stood, came around the desk, and sat in the chair beside Augustina. Their knees almost touched. “The look of a woman who’s been staring through glass at something she wants so badly it’s eating her alive, and telling herself it’s observation.”

“It was supervision. Grace is my responsibility —”

“Grace came twice yesterday and screamed loud enough for the entire wing to hear.” Vivian’s voice was kind but unflinching. “Was that the part you were supervising?”

Augustina’s flush darkened, spreading from her throat down toward her chest. Under the habit, her body was responding the way it had been responding for days — nipples tightening, skin heating, the persistent ache between her thighs that no amount of prayer had quieted.

“I’m fifty years old, Dr. Okafor.”

“Vivian.”

“Vivian.” The name sounded different without the professional title — more intimate, more vulnerable. “I’m fifty years old. I’ve never been kissed. I’ve never been held by a man. I’ve never —” She closed her eyes. “I entered the convent at twenty because a man looked at me and I felt something so overwhelming that I believed it would destroy me if I didn’t run. He was my best friend’s fiance. The desire I felt was — I had no framework for it. No experience. No language. So I ran to the only place that made running look like devotion.”

“And you’ve been running ever since.”

“Running and building. The hospital, the administration, the advocacy — it was all magnificent running.” Her eyes opened. Amber and bright and raw. “And last night, watching your specialist with Sister Grace, I discovered that thirty years of prayer did nothing to diminish what I feel. Nothing. It’s exactly as strong as it was when I was twenty. Stronger, because now I know what I’ve been missing.”

Vivian took her hand. The gesture was simple — one woman holding another’s hand — but Augustina flinched as if she’d been burned. Then held on tighter.

“Tell me,” Vivian said.

“I watched Grace come for the first time. Her cry — I can still hear it. And my body —” She pressed her free hand against her sternum, the gesture I’d seen in the garden. “My body responded in ways I haven’t felt in decades. My nipples — under this habit — I’m ashamed to admit —”

“Don’t be ashamed.”

“I’m a Mother Superior who stood in the dark and watched a woman have sex and became so aroused that my hand —” She stopped. Her jaw clenched. “My hand ended up between my thighs before I realized what I was doing.”

“That’s not shame. That’s humanity.”

“I pulled it away.” Augustina’s voice was thick. “Terrified. I was so close to — and I pulled it away because the guilt was louder than the pleasure. It’s always been louder than the pleasure. Since I was twenty, the guilt has been louder.”

Vivian squeezed her hand. Then looked at me.

I hadn’t spoken. Hadn’t moved from the corner chair. This was their conversation — authority recognizing authority, loneliness recognizing loneliness. My role was to be present, not to lead.

“Caleb,” Vivian said.

I leaned forward.

“Tell Mother Augustina what you told me. The night I came to your room in the emerald dress.”

I looked at Augustina. At the silver-streaked hair and the dark watchful eyes and the habit that couldn’t quite hide the figure beneath — the broad shoulders, the generous bust, the long chain of the crucifix disappearing between breasts she’d never allowed anyone to see.

“I told Vivian that she’d spent her whole life observing what other people felt,” I said. “And that she deserved to feel it herself. Not as research. Not as data. As a woman.”

“And did she?”

“Ask her.”

Augustina turned to Vivian. Vivian didn’t answer with words. She just smiled — slow, satisfied, luminous. She’d crossed over from observation to experience and never looked back.

“Then stop praying for it to go away,” Vivian said, her dark eyes holding Augustina’s with the weight of shared understanding. “And start praying for the courage to let it happen.”

Augustina sat very still. The clock on Vivian’s desk ticked. Outside the office, the distant sounds of the clinic’s nocturnal life continued — breast pumps, lullabies, the quiet footsteps of Aiste doing her midnight rounds.

“I need time,” Augustina said.

“Of course.”

“Not much time.” Her laugh was ragged. “My body isn’t willing to wait much longer. It’s been waiting my whole adult life and it’s — I can feel it, Vivian. Every minute in this building, every breath of the air in this place, every time I see him —” Her eyes found mine. “Every time I see him hold a baby or touch Grace’s arm or just stand there being tall and gentle and — I’m losing the war.”

“It was never a war you were supposed to win,” Vivian said. “That’s what I learned. The control, the discipline, the watching — it felt like strength. It was avoidance.”

“Your altar. My altar. Same hiding.”

“Exactly.”

Augustina released Vivian’s hand. Stood. Straightened her spine — assembling herself one more time the way she had a thousand times before hospital board meetings, but this time the seams showed. The armor was cracking and she knew it and she wasn’t sure she wanted to repair it anymore.

“I’ll do it,” she said. “Not for the partnership. Not for St. Catherine’s. For me.” Her amber eyes were blazing. “Before I’m too old. Before I lose my nerve. Before another decade passes and I’m eighty and I’ve never once known what it feels like to be —”

“You won’t lose your nerve.” Vivian’s voice was certain. “The serum won’t let you.”

“It’s not the serum I’m afraid of.” Augustina looked at me — really looked, for the first time since she’d arrived at the clinic. Not the assessing glance of an administrator. Not the careful avoidance of a woman afraid of her own response. A full, unguarded look that traveled from my face to my shoulders to my hands and back.

“It’s finding out what I’ve been missing,” she said. “And having to live with knowing.”

She left the office. Her footsteps echoed down the corridor — steady, deliberate. A decision made. The fear of it already settling in.



Grace’s third session happened that afternoon.

She arrived without the habit for the first time — wearing borrowed clothes from Madi, a fitted t-shirt and denim shorts that showed her freckled legs and the curves that the black dress had been hiding. Her auburn hair was loose, her crucifix still at her throat, her face bare of everything except the new confidence she was growing into day by day.

She looked like a completely different woman.

“I’ve been gentle my whole life,” she said, closing the suite door. Her blue-gray eyes held something I hadn’t seen before — not nervousness, not gratitude, but hunger with an edge. “I don’t want gentle right now.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to feel it. I want — last night I lay in bed and thought about what it would be like if you didn’t hold back. If you pulled my hair. If you —” She flushed, but she didn’t look away. “I’m tired of being the fragile nun who needs careful handling.”

“You’re sure?”

“Caleb.” She pulled the t-shirt over her head. No bra — she’d stopped wearing one under casual clothes because Madi had told her it was optional and the freedom had been revelatory. Her breasts were already tightening in the air, the nipples stiffening as the cool hit her skin. “I have spent my whole life being handled carefully. By the church, by the order, by everyone who thought I needed protection. I don’t need protection. I need you to fuck me like you mean it.”

The word sounded different now than it had a week ago — not strangled and awkward but deliberate, chosen, wielded.

I crossed to her. Fisted a hand in her auburn hair — gently at first, testing, and she pushed back against the grip.

“Harder.”

I pulled. Her head tilted back, exposing her throat, and what came out of her was nothing like the shy gasps of her first time. A growl. Low, primal. Desire had teeth, and she wanted to use them.

I kissed her throat. Bit the tendon lightly. She gasped and gripped my scrubs, yanking the shirt over my head with practiced hands that stripped scrubs away with clinical efficiency. Her nails raked down my chest — not gentle, not tentative. Marking.

“On the bed,” I said.

“Make me.”

I picked her up. She wrapped her legs around my waist, kissing me hard — biting my lip, her tongue aggressive, her body pressing against mine with none of the trembling uncertainty of four days ago. I dropped her on the bed and she bounced, her breasts swaying, her eyes dark with want.

I pulled the shorts and underwear off in one motion. She was already wet — soaked, actually — and when I spread her thighs she arched up, presenting herself without a shred of the apology that had defined her first session.

“Don’t be slow,” she said. “I’m done with slow.”

I wasn’t slow. I entered her in one deep stroke — slamming home to the hilt, my hips crashing against hers — and the air punched from her lungs in a guttural cry. She screamed — not the shocked cry of discovery but the satisfied scream of a woman getting exactly what she’d asked for. Her pussy was drenched, absolutely soaked, her wetness making the entry smooth despite the force.

“Yes — God, yes — harder — fuck me like that —”

I drove into her with the force she’d demanded. Her hair spread across the pillow, her freckled body rocking with each impact, her tits bouncing hard enough to slap together. I fisted her hair again, pulling her head to the side, exposing the pale line of her throat, and she moaned into the mattress — a deep, raw sound nothing like the delicate gasps of five days ago.

“Tell me what you want,” I said, driving into her with measured brutality.

“Pull harder. Talk to me. Tell me I’m yours.”

“You’re mine.”

“Louder.”

“You’re mine, Grace. This pussy is mine.” I punctuated each word with a thrust that drove her into the mattress. “This body that you hid for eight years — these tits, this ass, this tight wet cunt — mine.”

She came with a scream that rattled the headboard. Her body clenched around me so hard it almost hurt — her pussy in spasm, gripping and releasing my cock in frantic pulses. Her back arched, her nails tearing at the sheets. I didn’t stop — didn’t give her time to recover. Flipped her onto her hands and knees, gripped her hip with one hand and wound her auburn hair around the other, and took her from behind with deep, commanding thrusts that drove the air from her in sharp yelps. The sound of flesh against flesh — wet, rhythmic, obscene — filled the suite.

“Fill me up.” Her voice was fierce, her face pressed sideways against the pillow, her blue-gray eyes glazed with pleasure. Nothing like the whispered prayers of her first time. “Breed me. I’m done asking — I’m TAKING this. The habit doesn’t get to own my body anymore. This pussy is YOURS. Fill it. Flood it. Every fucking drop.”

I drove deep and came inside her with a groan that tore from my chest. My cock pulsed hard — thick spurts of cum that I could feel emptying into her, one after another, each one drawing a gasping cry from Grace as she felt the warmth spreading deep. She pressed back against me, keeping me buried, her pussy milking every drop with powerful contractions that squeezed my shaft from root to tip, wringing me dry.

Afterward, she lay on her stomach, her hair wild, her freckled back marked with the red lines of my grip on her hips. My cum was seeping from between her thighs — she reached back and pressed her fingers against her pussy, keeping it inside, a gesture that had become instinct. She turned her head on the pillow and smiled — fierce, satisfied, transformed.

“Same time tomorrow?”

“Whatever you want.”

“I want everything.” She kissed my knuckles — the same hands that had pulled her hair. “I spent eight years wanting nothing. I’m making up for it.”



Vivian and I sat in the silence of her office later that evening.

“She’ll be ready in two days,” Vivian said. “Maybe less.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I see myself.” Vivian stood, crossed to where I sat, and settled into my lap — this seat was hers, claimed long ago. Her weight was warm, her body soft and heavy with the postpartum fullness that made her even more magnetic than she’d been before — wider hips, heavier breasts, the rich dark mahogany of her skin glowing in the lamplight. “I see a woman who’s already fallen. She just hasn’t hit the ground yet.”

She kissed me. Slow and deep, tasting of the tea she’d been drinking, her tongue finding mine with practiced intimacy — hesitation was months behind her. Her hands cupped my face, her thumbs tracing my jawline, and when she pulled back her dark eyes were molten.

“Now.” She stood, took my hand. “Grace is asleep. Augustina is processing. The babies are fed. And I haven’t had you in four days because this clinic is running on breast milk and miracles and I am TIRED and HORNY and if one more person asks me about WHO paperwork before I get an orgasm, I will burn this building to the ground.”

I let her pull me from the chair. “Where?”

“The private lab. My lab. Where I had you the first time.” She smiled — the sharp, hungry smile that still made my pulse jump even now, even after everything. “None of this exists without me. You owe me twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes?”

“To start.”



The private lab hadn’t changed much since Vivian’s first surrender. Same leather chair. Same dim lighting. Same observation window — now dark, the exam room beyond it empty and silent. But the lab had acquired new touches: a cashmere throw on the chair, a framed photo of her son, a nursing pump discreetly positioned on the counter.

Vivian locked the door. Turned to face me. Began untying the wrap dress with deliberate hands. Done waiting.

The burgundy silk fell open. Under it, the nursing bra — functional, unsexy, the daily uniform of a breastfeeding mother — and a pair of cotton underwear that matched nothing. She looked nothing like the pristine, lab-coat-armored Dr. Okafor who’d first watched me through glass. She looked like a woman. A mother. A lover who knew exactly what she wanted and had zero patience for anything that wasn’t it.

Her breasts were enormous. The nursing bra worked overtime to contain them, the cups straining against dark nipples that were already hard, already leaking. Two small spots of wetness bloomed through the fabric as her milk let down.

“Get those off,” she said, nodding at my scrubs.

I pulled the shirt over my head. Her eyes dropped immediately to my abdomen — the V-lines she’d always fixated on, the hip bones that appeared as I pushed the drawstring pants down. Her tongue moved across her full lips.

“Four days,” she muttered. “I have been running this clinic, nursing a baby, coordinating with the WHO, and managing a media crisis for four days without you inside me, and I am —” She unhooked the nursing bra. It fell away and her breasts spilled free — heavy, dark, the nipples swollen and already dripping milk. “I am not a patient woman, Caleb.”

“You were patient for weeks.”

“And I’ve been making up for it ever since.”

She pushed me into the leather chair. Climbed onto my lap. The position was familiar — our first time had been in this chair, her surrendering to what she’d been watching for weeks. The memory lived in both of us.

She sank down onto my cock with a groan that started low and ended in Igbo — “Chineke mu o” — God in the language of her ancestors, the language that only surfaced when she lost control. Her pussy swallowed me inch by inch, hot and slick and tight despite four months postpartum — the serum kept everything in peak condition — and when she bottomed out, the wet heat of her surrounding my entire shaft, I gripped the chair’s arms.

“You feel —” She rolled her hips, taking me deep, grinding her clit against my pelvis. “Four days is too long. I don’t care about scheduling — I don’t care about protocols — this cock is mine before it’s anyone else’s, and I need —”

She rode me with commanding authority — the same force she used to run her empire, redirected through her hips. Her dark thighs worked in deep, grinding circles, the muscles flexing beneath mahogany skin glistening with sweat. Her enormous tits bounced with each thrust — heavy, dark, the swollen nipples spraying thin jets of milk that arced with each impact. The white streaks ran down the curve of each breast, pooling at the dark aureolas before dripping onto my chest in warm rivulets.

“Drink.” She grabbed the back of my head and pulled my face to her breast. Not a request. An order from the woman who’d built everything.

I latched onto her swollen nipple and sucked. Her milk flooded my mouth — warm, rich, faintly sweet with the floral notes that were uniquely Vivian’s. I sucked harder and a jet of it hit the back of my throat, thick and nourishing. She cried out, her head falling back, her hips snapping harder, the combination of nursing and fucking sending her into overdrive.

“O di nnoo mma — yes — drink from me — suck my tits while I ride your cock — that’s mine — that milk is YOURS — no one else gets to taste me —”

The sensation was overwhelming from both directions — her warm milk flowing into my mouth with each suck, her wet pussy clenching and releasing around my cock with each roll of her hips, the obscene sounds of her riding me filling the lab. She’d created this entire world. Every part of it. She rode me harder, faster, her hands gripping the chair’s arms, her dark eyes burning. Her pussy was soaked — I could hear it, the slick rhythmic sound of her arousal coating my shaft, and I could feel her wetness running down my balls.

“Give it to me.” She was close — I could feel it in the way her walls tightened around me, squeezing with increasing urgency, the way her breathing shattered into staccato gasps. “I built this clinic for you — I created the serum — I made all of this possible — now give me your cum — GIVE IT TO ME —”

“Come first.”

“Biko — please — I need you to fill me —”

“Come first, Vivian.”

She came. Her whole body seized, her back arching, her tits spraying twin jets of milk as the orgasm ripped through her with the force that four days of abstinence had built up. Her pussy clamped down on my cock in violent contractions — milking me, squeezing, the walls rippling along my entire length. She keened in Igbo — words I’d learned to recognize: “o di mma,” it’s good, “biko,” please, “Chineke,” God — her voice rising and breaking and reforming. Milk sprayed across my chest, my face, the leather of the chair.

I came inside her while aftershocks still rippled through her clenching pussy. Gripped her hips and buried myself as deep as the position allowed, my cock swelling and then pulsing — thick, heavy spurts of cum pumping into the woman who’d invented everything that had brought us here. She felt each pulse and clenched deliberately around me, milking my shaft, her pussy working to draw every drop deeper. She sobbed — not from emotion this time but from pure physical satisfaction, the release of someone who needed to be fucked and filled the way she needed air.

“Four days,” she panted against my shoulder. “Never again.”

“The schedule —”

“I’ll rewrite the schedule. I wrote the original. I am not going four days again.”

I held her while we both caught our breath. Her milk was on my chest, my chin, the leather chair. Our combined fluids were running down her thighs. The photo of her son smiled at us from the counter, oblivious.

“The Portuguese nun,” Vivian said eventually, still in my lap, still joined. “She’ll break soon.”

“Two days, you said.”

“Maybe less. The pheromone exposure in this building is cumulative. Every hour she spends here makes her body more responsive. And she’s been here five days.” Vivian lifted her head. Her dark eyes were sharp again — the scientist reassembling through the lover’s haze. “When she comes to you — and she will — go slow. Slower than Grace. Slower than anyone.”

“Why?”

“Because decades of celibacy create a specific neural pattern. The first stimulus won’t just be new — it will be the most intense physical experience she’s ever had. Her nervous system has no context for sexual sensation. Everything will feel multiplied. The first orgasm could be —”

“Overwhelming.”

“Seismic.” Vivian kissed me. Soft, tender, the authority momentarily set aside. “Be gentle with her, mielasis. She’s been waiting longer than anyone.”

“Did you just use Aiste’s Lithuanian?”

“We’re a family. Languages bleed.” She climbed off my lap with a grace that defied physics, given the circumstances. “Now. I believe you owe me the remaining twelve minutes.”

“Of the twenty?”

“I rounded up.” She lay back on the leather chair, spreading her legs, her dark skin against the dark leather, her breasts heavy and milk-stained, her pussy glistening with our combined fluids. “Round two. Doctor’s orders.”



Later — much later — I found the postpartum women gathered in the great room.

It was after midnight, but nobody in this house kept normal hours. Harper sat in the armchair, her daughter asleep on her chest, reading Yeats by lamplight. Aiste was curled on the sofa with her daughter, both sleeping, the platinum ponytail draped over the armrest. Tiffany sat cross-legged on the Persian rug with Madi, the two Carmichael women reviewing nursing school course requirements by phone light, their pregnant bellies nearly touching as they leaned toward the same screen.

Harper caught my eye from the armchair. Her daughter had been transferred to the bassinet, sleeping soundly, and Harper herself was leaning back with the specific expression I’d learned to recognize — flushed cheeks, heavy-lidded green eyes, one hand pressed against a breast that was visibly leaking through her cardigan.

“Come here,” she whispered.

I knelt beside the armchair. She unbuttoned the cardigan — slowly, with the literary sensuality she brought to everything — and unhooked the nursing bra. Her breasts were full and heavy with milk, the pink nipples swollen, freckles scattered across the pale skin. A thin stream of milk leaked from the left one, running down the curve.

“She’s sleeping,” Harper said, meaning the baby. “But my body doesn’t care. It’s been three hours and I’m — I need —”

I pulled her down for a kiss. She melted into it, her hands finding my face, her breasts pressing against my chest — warm, full, the milk dampening my scrubs. She made a soft, desperate sound against my mouth.

“The baby’s right there,” I murmured.

“The baby is asleep. And I am a forty-four-year-old woman who hasn’t had an orgasm in three days because someone has been very busy with nuns.” Her green eyes sparkled behind her glasses. “Priorities, Caleb.”

She pulled me into the narrow space between the armchair and the wall, out of the sleeping room’s sightlines. Intimate, hidden, the stolen-moment quality that Harper had always preferred — the literature professor who approached sex the way she approached a particularly beautiful passage of Yeats. Slowly, with reverence, savoring every word.

I took her breast in my mouth. Her milk flooded across my tongue — warm, sweet, richer than Vivian’s, with a honey note that was uniquely Harper’s. The nipple was fat and swollen, engorged with milk, and when I sucked harder, a thick jet sprayed against the roof of my mouth. She gasped, her hand fisting in my hair, her hips pressing forward, grinding the heat between her legs against my thigh.

“Oh God — the let-down — when you suck it makes me — everything down there just —”

I worked her nipple with slow, pulling sucks while my hand slid beneath her skirt. No tights — she’d stopped wearing them months ago. My fingers found her underwear soaked through, the cotton drenched with arousal that the nursing letdown had triggered. I pushed the fabric aside and touched her bare — slick, hot, her clit swollen and throbbing under my fingertip. She was already dripping, her body unable to separate feeding from desire, the dual stimulation of nursing and being touched turning her into a trembling mess against my shoulder.

“Quiet,” I murmured against her breast, still suckling. Milk leaked from the other nipple, running down the curve of her freckled breast in a thin white line. “The baby.”

“I’m trying — oh — your fingers — I’m so sensitive since the baby — everything is —”

I circled her clit with two fingers, keeping the pressure steady, working her while I drank from her. Her pussy clenched around nothing, her hips bucking against my hand, desperate for something to fill her. I slid two fingers inside — she was tight and soaking, her walls gripping me immediately — and curled them forward while my thumb pressed her clit.

She came with a muffled sob, biting my shoulder to keep quiet, her body clenching around my fingers in hard, rhythmic pulses. Her breast released a fresh rush of milk that flooded my mouth — I swallowed, and she whimpered at the sensation of the letdown and the orgasm hitting simultaneously. Her hand gripped my wrist, holding my fingers buried inside her through the aftershocks, her thighs trembling, her freckled chest flushed pink, milk still dripping from both nipples.

“I needed that,” she panted. “I really, desperately needed that.”

“I know.”

“The nuns are wonderful. Truly. But if you forget about me for three days again, I will write a scathing academic critique of your performance and publish it in a peer-reviewed journal.”

I kissed her forehead. She buttoned her cardigan back up, checked her daughter — still sleeping — and smoothed her hair with the flustered dignity of a professor who’d just had an orgasm behind a chair.

“Tomorrow?” she whispered. “Don’t forget about me.”

“Every day.”

“Good. Now go. I believe you have other women to attend to.”



Grace sat among them. She’d changed out of her habit into borrowed clothes — a soft sweater from Harper, loose pants from Celeste — and her auburn hair was down, catching lamplight. She had a baby on her lap — Celeste’s son, who’d decided that Grace was the preferred sleep surface for the evening.

She looked up when I entered. The room was warm and quiet and smelled like milk and baby powder and the jasmine Celeste kept in a vase on every surface.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.” Grace smiled. The smile was different from the one she’d worn in her habit — wider, less guarded. Happiness without justification.

Harper looked up from Yeats. “Vivian kept you.”

“Vivian keeps everyone.”

“She earned it.” Harper’s green eyes crinkled behind her glasses. “She built all of this. The least you can do is show up when summoned.”

“I always show up.”

“That’s why we trust you.” Harper closed her book. Her daughter stirred against her chest, made a small sound, and settled. “Grace was telling us about the hospital in Vermont.”

“The contamination is getting worse,” Grace said, her voice shifting to the steady cadence of a nurse delivering a report. “Forty-one couples now. The latest testing shows the chemicals have reached the secondary aquifer. It’s not just the Beckett community anymore — three neighboring towns are showing early indicators.”

“The satellite clinic can’t come soon enough,” Tiffany said. She rubbed her belly — twenty-six weeks, the baby kicking visibly through her maternity dress. “Those women need what we have.”

“What we have,” Madi murmured, “is a man with magic sperm and a doctor who figured out how to make it work.” She caught my expression. “What? It’s accurate.”

“She’s not wrong,” Aiste said from the sofa, eyes still closed, daughter still sleeping on her chest. “I’ve been writing the clinical summary for WHO. The simplified version is: magic sperm.”

“The WHO will love that.”

“The WHO loves results. We have results.” Aiste opened one ice-blue eye. “Seven results, currently sleeping in the nursery.”

Grace stroked the baby’s head in her lap. The gesture was automatic — years of caring for other people’s children embedded in her hands. Only now was she beginning to imagine having her own.

“Augustina could run the satellite clinic,” she said quietly. “She has decades of healthcare administration experience. She knows the community. She knows the insurance systems. And she —”

“She needs a reason to stay,” Harper finished.

Grace nodded. The lamplight caught the crucifix at her throat, still there, still worn, the one constant between who she’d been and who she was becoming.

“She needs a reason to stay,” Grace repeated. “And she needs something she’s never had the courage to ask for.”

Augustina’s voice echoed in my memory: I’ll do it. Not for the partnership. For me. Before I’m too old. Before I lose my nerve.

Two days, Vivian had said.

I looked at Grace’s face — freckled, open, transformed. Five days ago she’d walked into this house gripping a crucifix. Now she sat here holding a baby instead.

“She’ll be ready,” Grace said, reading my expression. “I know her better than anyone. She’ll be ready.”

“And you?”

“I’m already there.” Her eyes were luminous. “I was there the moment you touched my arm for the blood draw and my whole body remembered what it was for.”

She kissed the baby’s forehead. Celeste’s son. A child that wasn’t hers. Yet.

Grace told me the next morning what she’d heard through the wall. Augustina’s room was adjacent to hers in the guest wing, and the old mansion’s walls were thinner than anyone realized.

She’d heard Augustina trying to pray. Heard the murmured Portuguese shift from liturgy to something rawer. Then silence. Then one word, spoken with fierce determination.

“Tomorrow.”

And then again, quieter: “Tomorrow.”


Chapter 7: The Longest Night

Sleep didn’t come for Augustina Ferreira.

I knew because I couldn’t sleep either, and when you’re awake in a house full of nursing mothers and crying babies at two AM, you notice things. The corridor outside the guest wing had a particular quality at night — warm amber light from sconces that Celeste insisted stay on because “no woman should walk in darkness to feed her child” — and the floorboards creaked in patterns I’d memorized. Harper’s shuffle toward the nursery. Aiste’s crisp stride for the midnight feeding rotation. Tiffany’s pregnancy waddle to the bathroom, which happened approximately every forty-five minutes.

Augustina’s footsteps were different. Slow. Deliberate. Not walking toward anything — walking because lying still had become intolerable.

I tracked the sound from my room. Down the guest wing hallway. Past the bathroom where Madi’s pregnancy vitamins lined the counter in color-coded rows she’d organized during what she called “my nesting phase.” Past the great room where the lamplight had been left on over Celeste’s flowers. Through the connecting corridor where the art Celeste had selected — tasteful abstracts, nothing that would scandalize a nun, though at this point I wondered what could — led to the nursery wing.

The nursery door was open. It was always open. Five bassinets stood in a row, soft nightlights casting the room in warm gold. The babies slept the way newborns do — chaotically peaceful, fists clenched, mouths working in dreams about milk and warmth.

Augustina stood at the glass.

Not the exterior glass — the window from the hallway that let you watch the babies without going in. She pressed her palm flat against it, fingers spread, and the gesture was so similar to how she’d pressed her hand against the observation window during Grace’s session that my throat tightened.

Different glass. Same wanting.

I gave her a minute before I approached. She didn’t startle when my reflection appeared beside hers in the glass. She’d heard my footsteps. Of course she had — decades of listening to corridor sounds in a hospital had given her the same awareness of movement that the clinic had given me.

“They all sleep differently,” she said.

I stood beside her. Close enough for conversation, far enough for comfort. The babies were visible through the glass — a row of tiny lives, mine, though the possessiveness still sometimes surprised me.

“Vivian’s son is a stomach sleeper. Aiste’s daughter sleeps on her side — just like her mother. Celeste’s boy likes to be swaddled so tight he looks like a tiny French burrito.” I pointed to each one. “Harper’s daughter kicks in her sleep. And the newest — Margot’s daughter sleeps like a Habsburg. Flat on her back, arms at her sides, looking like she’s about to issue a royal decree.”

Augustina almost smiled. Almost.

“Five here,” she said. “But seven born.”

“Aaliyah took her son back to Riyadh. Yuki took hers to Stanford. But yes — seven children. With more on the way.”

“More.” She repeated the word like she was tasting it. “You say that so easily. As if the magnitude of it doesn’t —”

“It hits me at three AM. When I’m standing here and they’re all breathing at the same time and I think — a year ago I couldn’t afford groceries.” I leaned against the window frame. “Now I’m responsible for seven lives, even if only five are under this roof. With Tiffany and Madi and the Beckett women and Sage still pregnant —”

“Thirteen,” she said quietly. “At minimum. Thirteen children.”

“Probably more.”

“Probably.” Her hand slid down the glass. “You hold them so easily. I’ve watched you — the way you pick them up, the way they settle against your chest. Big hands being gentle.”

“Practice.”

“No. It’s instinct. Some people carry babies like fragile objects. You carry them like they belong there.”

She was quiet for a moment. Through the glass, Aiste’s daughter stirred, made a small sound, and settled.

“I’ve held hundreds of babies,” Augustina said. “In the hospital. Newborns, premies, baptisms. I’ve placed my hands on infants’ heads and blessed them and handed them back to their mothers and walked to my office and sat behind my desk and tried very hard not to think about what it would feel like to hold one that was mine.”

Her voice was steady. Her eyes were not.

“I’m fifty years old, Grace is thirty. We entered the convent for different reasons but the result was the same — we gave away the possibility of this.” She touched the glass where a baby’s fist was visible. “She gave away eight years. I gave away thirty.”

“Grace is getting hers back.”

“Yes.” The word carried weight. “I watched her. I watched her discover what her body could do. I watched her come apart in your hands and I —”

She stopped. Breathed. The hospital director steadying herself.

“I wanted it so badly I couldn’t breathe,” she finished. “And I’ve wanted it for so long that I don’t know what to do with the wanting.”

Footsteps in the corridor. Light, quiet, the practiced walk of a nurse.

Grace appeared in her borrowed sleepwear — one of Harper’s old cardigans over a t-shirt, her auburn hair loose, her crucifix visible at her throat. She saw us at the nursery window and stopped.

“You’re going to do it,” Grace said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“Are you scared?”

“I’m terrified.” Augustina’s voice didn’t waver, but her eyes went bright. “I’m fifty years old, Grace. I’ve never been naked with another person. I don’t know what my body does. I don’t know what sounds I make. I don’t know if I can —” She stopped.

“You can.” Grace came to stand on her other side, and the three of us faced the nursery glass — two women who’d chosen God and the man who was teaching them both that the choice didn’t have to be permanent. “I was you, four days ago. Shaking in an exam room, unable to unpin my own wimple.”

“And now?”

“And now I’ve had more orgasms in four days than I had in the first thirty years of my life, and every single one of them made me more certain that God doesn’t want me to be empty.” Grace took Augustina’s hand. The gesture was intimate — not sexual, but the closeness of two women who’d shared a convent, a calling, and now a secret that would reshape both their lives. “He’s patient. And kind. And he makes you feel like the only woman in the world, even though you’re sharing him with a dozen others.”

“That should bother me more than it does.”

“The bonding effect.”

“No.” Augustina shook her head slowly. “I think it’s just that sharing something beautiful doesn’t diminish it. I’ve believed that about God my whole life. Turns out it applies to other things.”

Grace leaned her head against Augustina’s shoulder. Through the glass, the babies breathed in their synchronized newborn rhythm.

“He’ll be gentle,” Grace said.

“I know. I’ve watched.” The admission cost her something — not shame anymore, but the vulnerability of a woman who was done pretending. “Both times. I watched both your sessions, and I saw — the way he touches. Slowly. Like you matter.”

“Like you matter,” Grace repeated. “That’s what it feels like.”



Sage called at seven AM. The satellite clinic updates were the excuse, but I could hear the real question underneath the construction reports.

“Framing inspection passed yesterday. Solar panels installed. The well water system is fully independent — clean, tested, certified.” Her voice was brisk and efficient, the way it always was when she was delivering data. “Two treatment rooms operational, the third needs equipment we’re sourcing from a medical surplus dealer in Burlington. Telemedicine setup goes live next week.”

“Good.” I was in the kitchen, feeding Vivian’s son while Harper’s daughter protested being second in the rotation by screaming at a pitch that could have shattered crystal. “What about staffing?”

“Both local nurses start training next month. They’ll shadow Aiste remotely via the telemedicine link. But we need someone on-site. An administrator who knows rural healthcare, knows the community, knows how to fight insurance companies and state regulators.”

“Sage.”

“I’m saying what I’ve been saying. Augustina Ferreira built a hospital from nothing in that community. She’s exactly what the satellite clinic needs.”

“She’s also a Mother Superior.”

“She’s also a woman who’s been awake all night walking your hallways.” Sage’s pause was pointed. “The construction crew includes three men from Hartfield. They talk. The community knows she’s here, and they know about the partnership proposal. If she goes back as the woman who set up the satellite clinic, it changes the story. It’s not a fertility clinic being imposed from Boston — it’s their own hospital administrator running a local solution.”

I shifted the baby to my other arm. He’d inherited Vivian’s impatience and was attempting to eat my thumb.

“What about St. Catherine’s?”

“The hospital board called yesterday. They want to know when she’s coming back.” Sage’s voice softened. “She told them she was conducting a thorough assessment.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?”

“I think she’s assessing more than the clinic’s infrastructure.” Another pause. “How is she?”

“She’s breaking.”

“Good.” The word was gentle, not harsh. The way a veterinarian might say “good” when a foal finally stands. “Call me after. I want to know.”

“Why?”

“Because I stood at the edge of the same cliff. And I jumped. And I need to know she jumps too, because that satellite clinic needs her, and those forty-one families in Hartfield need her, and she deserves — after everything — she deserves to know what the rest of us found here.”

“How’s the pheromone research coming?”

“Yuki and I have been collaborating remotely. She’s postpartum with her son at Stanford but her brain hasn’t slowed down — if anything, she’s more productive. We’re mapping the secondary bonding markers, the ones that create the inter-woman connection. She thinks the compound is self-amplifying in enclosed populations. The more women in proximity, the stronger the effect.” Sage paused. “Which means the satellite clinic won’t just serve patients. It’ll create its own bonding environment. Same as what happened in Boston, but starting from scratch.”

“Yuki’s okay with remote collaboration?”

“She calls me three times a week. Last session was four hours — we ended up redesigning the pheromone curve model from scratch. She said it was the most productive collaboration she’s had since leaving Stanford’s lab.” A note of warmth crept into Sage’s scientist voice. “The bonding effect works through screens too, apparently. We finish each other’s sentences now.”

Sage hung up. I held the baby and watched the morning light fill the kitchen and thought about a woman who alphabetized spice racks at three AM because her hands needed something to do that wasn’t what they actually wanted to do.



Augustina had alphabetized the spice rack.

I discovered this at breakfast, when Aiste opened the cabinet to reach for cinnamon — she added it to her daughter’s formula, a Lithuanian tradition she insisted upon — and froze.

“Who reorganized my spice cabinet?”

The conservatory went quiet. Not silent — the babies were never silent — but conversation-quiet, the way a room goes still when Aiste’s ice-blue eyes narrow.

“It was disordered,” Augustina said from the end of the table, where she was eating toast with the precise motions of someone who chewed bureaucratic inefficiency for breakfast and found actual breakfast somewhat underwhelming. “The cumin was between the dill and the paprika. That’s not alphabetical.”

“It was organized by CUISINE TYPE. Mediterranean, Eastern European, Indian, Baking.”

“That’s idiosyncratic. Alphabetical is universal.”

Aiste’s jaw tightened. The Lithuanian sun tattoo on her inner wrist flexed as her hand clenched around the cinnamon jar.

“This is MY kitchen.”

“This is a communal facility. Communal facilities require standardized systems.”

They stared at each other. Organizational competence versus organizational competence, facing off over a spice rack at seven-thirty in the morning while five babies slept twenty feet away.

“She did the filing cabinet too,” Harper whispered to me, not looking up from her oatmeal. “And the linen closet. And the supply room inventory. I found her reorganizing the medical chart color system at four AM.”

“She’s coping.”

“She’s coping aggressively.” Harper’s green eyes were sympathetic behind her reading glasses. “When I was avoiding my own feelings, I graded three hundred essays in one weekend. Same energy.”

The morning unfolded. Clinic rhythms. The carefully orchestrated chaos that Aiste managed with the precision of a Lithuanian air traffic controller — feeding schedules, nursing rotations, postpartum checkups, prenatal monitoring for the pregnant women still in the house.

Tiffany and Madi had a joint appointment with Vivian at ten. At twenty-six weeks, both Carmichael women were deep into the comfortable middle trimester — Tiffany’s enhanced breasts swelling around her implants in a way that made the original surgical work look almost natural, her platinum ponytail bobbing as she walked with the wide-legged gait of a woman carrying low. Madi’s natural curves had blossomed into full pregnancy abundance, her thick thighs filling out maternity leggings, her C-cups straining a borrowed bra that she’d outgrown weeks ago.

“Tell Sage the satellite clinic needs a decent espresso machine,” Tiffany said, pausing at the kitchen counter to pour decaf. “These Vermont women are going to be growing humans. They need real coffee options.”

“They need medical equipment,” Aiste corrected, not looking up from her scheduling tablet.

“They need both. I’m donating an espresso machine. La Marzocca. It’s already ordered.”

“The Becketts drink drip coffee from a tin percolator,” I said.

“Not anymore they don’t.” Tiffany patted her belly. “This baby is going to be born into a world where rural healthcare includes decent coffee. I’m setting the standard.”

Madi appeared behind her, hair in a messy bun, still scrolling the nursing school website she’d been reviewing for weeks. “Can you donate textbooks too? The program in Burlington wants two hundred dollars for a fundamentals manual that’s available free online.”

“I’ll buy the whole bookstore.”

“You don’t have to —”

“Honey, I have Richard’s money until the divorce settles, and I intend to spend every cent of it on things that would make him furious. Nursing textbooks for my stepdaughter and espresso machines for pregnant farm wives are at the top of that list.”

They moved down the hallway together, and the easy affection between them — born from shared suffering, hardened in Richard’s cruelty, now blooming into something that looked genuinely like family — still amazed me. Six months ago, they’d been competing for appointment slots. Now Tiffany was bankrolling Madi’s education and Madi was holding Tiffany’s hand during ultrasounds.

Grace spent the morning in the nursery. She’d fallen into a pattern — early wake-up, breakfast with the women, then three hours of nursing rotation that Aiste had initially resisted allowing but had grudgingly admitted was efficient. Grace’s clinical skills were sharp. Her ability to calm a screaming infant was nearly supernatural. And she moved between bassinets with a tenderness that went beyond professional competence into something deeper.

I found her changing Margot’s daughter at the changing station, humming something soft and Irish under her breath.

“Augustina didn’t sleep last night,” Grace said without looking up.

“I know.”

“She came to the nursery at two. We talked.” Grace secured the diaper with practiced hands, lifted the baby to her shoulder. “She’s ready.”

“She said that?”

“She said she was terrified. Which means she’s ready.” Grace’s blue-gray eyes found mine. “When she was afraid of something at the hospital — a difficult board meeting, a lawsuit, a state inspection — she’d stay up all night preparing. Review every document, rehearse every argument, anticipate every question. She’d walk in exhausted and completely in control.”

“This isn’t a board meeting.”

“No. But the preparation is the same. She’s been preparing all night. Processing. Running through scenarios. By morning, she’ll have decided exactly how she wants this to happen.” Grace’s mouth quirked. “She’s an administrator. She administrates, even her own defloration.”

“That’s —”

“Accurate.” Grace kissed the baby’s head. “She’ll come to you today. Probably this afternoon. She’ll have removed the wimple but kept the habit because she needs one last layer to choose to shed. And she’ll tell you not to give her an exit because she knows she’ll take it.”

“You know her well.”

“Eight years.” Grace’s expression softened. “She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever known. She built a hospital from nothing. She fought the Vatican and won. She’s held dying children and delivered impossible news and stood in front of insurance executives and made them blink first.” She paused. “But she’s never let anyone hold her. Not once.”

The baby burped. Grace wiped his chin with a cloth, settled him into the bassinet with the efficiency of someone who’d done this ten thousand times.

“Be gentle,” she said. “Gentler than you were with me.”

“Vivian said the same thing.”

“Vivian’s right.” Grace met my eyes. “Augustina has been touching other people’s pain her whole life. She’s never let anyone touch hers.”



Augustina called St. Catherine’s at noon. I heard her voice through the guest room door — steady, professional. A thousand difficult conversations had taught her to separate content from emotion.

“The assessment is proceeding. The facility exceeds the standards I initially anticipated. The medical protocols are — yes, I’ve reviewed them extensively. Yes, including the experimental aspects.”

A pause. The board asking questions she’d anticipated, just as Grace had predicted.

“Tell them I need another week. The satellite clinic construction requires on-site evaluation, and I intend to visit the Beckett property before making a formal recommendation.”

Another pause. Longer.

“I understand the board’s concern. Tell them I am conducting a thorough assessment. As thorough as decades of professional experience demands.”

She hung up. Through the door, I heard her exhale — part relief, part something else. She’d bought herself time.

I didn’t knock. Gave her the space she was using to prepare. Grace had been right about the pattern — Augustina was rehearsing, processing, turning the decision over in her mind the way she’d turn a hospital budget, looking for the numbers that didn’t add up, the risks that needed mitigation, the outcomes that justified the investment.

But this wasn’t a budget. This was a body. Her body. Fifty years old and untouched and screaming for something that no spreadsheet could quantify.



The afternoon light was changing — that golden New England slant that made the mansion look like something from a painting — when Augustina appeared at the exam room door.

She’d removed the wimple. Her silver-streaked dark hair cascaded past her shoulders, thick and wavy, the kind of hair that belonged on a Renaissance painting. It caught the afternoon light in shades of espresso and iron, and the sight of it — freed, deliberate, chosen — made me stop in the hallway.

She was shaking.

Not visibly — she controlled it the way she controlled everything, through posture and breathing and the sheer force of a will that had held a hospital together for decades. But I could see the tremor in her fingers where they gripped the doorframe. Could see the rapid pulse at her throat, the flush climbing above her collar.

The habit was still on. The dark dress, the crucifix on its long chain disappearing between breasts that the fabric couldn’t entirely conceal. One last layer of armor. One last choice to make.

“Mother Augustina.”

“Just Augustina.” Her amber eyes met mine. They were blazing — fear and want in equal measure, compressed by thirty years of denial into something that looked like it could ignite. “For the next hour, I’m not anyone’s Mother.”

She stepped through the doorway.

“I’m just a woman,” she said. Her voice cracked on the last word. “For the first time in thirty years.”


Chapter 8: First Touch

The exam room door closed behind her, and the click of the latch sounded like a period at the end of a lifelong sentence.

Augustina stood six feet from me. Fifty years old. Six feet from the man who was about to become her first. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking — she’d given up trying to control them and let them hang at her sides, the tremor visible in her fingers, in the chain of the crucifix that swayed against her chest.

“We don’t have to do anything,” I said.

“If you give me an exit, I’ll take it.” Her amber eyes locked on mine. “So please don’t.”

I didn’t give her an exit.

“Tell me what you want.”

“I don’t know what I want. I’ve never — I have no frame of reference for what comes next.” She laughed, and it was raw, not bitter. “I run a hospital. I’ve read medical textbooks. I understand anatomy. But the gap between understanding and —” She gestured at the space between us. “This. Standing here. With you. Wanting something I can describe clinically but have never felt.”

“Then we start with something simple.”

I approached her the way I’d approach anything precious and frightened — slow, steady, broadcasting every movement. Extended my hand, palm up.

“Take my hand.”

She stared at it. My hand. Large, tanned, the hand that had held seven newborns and touched a dozen women and was now offering itself to someone who hadn’t held a man’s hand since she was twenty.

She reached out. Her fingers touched mine.

The sound she made — small, desperate, completely involuntary — was the sound of a dam developing its first crack.

I closed my hand around hers. Her fingers were long, elegant, the nails short and practical. They were cold despite the warmth of the room, and they trembled against my palm.

“When was the last time someone held your hand?”

“I don’t remember.” Her voice was a whisper. “Not — I hold patients’ hands. Dying patients. Frightened mothers. But someone holding mine? Like this? Where it means —”

“How does it feel?”

“Like electricity.” She stared at our joined hands. “Like my entire arm just woke up. How can something this simple —”

I brought her hand to my lips. Kissed her knuckles. One by one. Her index finger, her middle, her ring — the finger where no ring had ever sat.

A gasp tore from her — louder this time, sharpening into a whimper she tried to swallow and couldn’t.

“That’s —” She watched me kiss her hand with the wide eyes of a woman discovering color after decades of gray. “That’s just my hand. How can just my hand —”

“Your hand hasn’t been kissed in decades. Every nerve ending has been waiting.”

“They’re all screaming.” Tears formed in her eyes — golden-brown and overwhelming. She blinked them back with practiced control. She didn’t cry in front of people. “Everything is screaming.”

I turned her hand over. Kissed her palm. Her wrist, where the pulse hammered so hard I could see it jumping under the warm olive skin. The inside of her forearm, where the flesh was softer, hidden by decades of habit sleeves.

“Don’t stop.” Her whole body vibrated — not cold, not fear, but a nervous system firing without the governor of celibacy holding it in check. “Please don’t stop.”

I moved to her hair. Touched it — the silver-streaked dark waves that had been hidden under wimples and headcoverings for three decades. Ran my fingers through it. Thick, slightly coarse, the texture of hair that had been washed but never styled, never conditioned with expensive products, never seen by a man who appreciated it.

“Your hair is beautiful.”

“It’s gray.”

“It’s silver. There’s a difference.” I gathered a handful, gentle, feeling the weight of it. “Every woman in this house would kill for this hair.”

“They’d kill for the hair of a fifty-year-old nun?”

“They’d kill for hair this thick and gorgeous that catches light like it was made from starlight and dark chocolate. Yeah.”

She pressed her hand to her mouth. The tears she’d been fighting slipped past her control — not a flood, just two tracks sliding down her olive cheeks.

“The habit,” I said. “When you’re ready.”

She wasn’t ready. She was ready. She’d been ready her whole adult life and she’d never be ready and both things were true at the same time.

Her hands went to the zipper at the back of her dress. She fumbled — the angle was awkward, the zipper stiff from years of careful maintenance — and I stepped behind her.

“May I?”

“Yes.” The word was almost inaudible.

I found the zipper. Drew it down slowly. The sound of it — metal teeth parting, fabric loosening — filled the quiet room. The habit opened along her spine, revealing skin that hadn’t been seen by a man’s eyes since she was twenty years old.

Warm olive skin. Smooth — remarkably smooth for fifty. A beauty mark on her right shoulder blade that she probably didn’t know was there. The line of her spine, the width of her shoulders, the clasp of a bra that was clearly the wrong size.

She shrugged the habit forward. The black fabric slid down her arms, caught at her hips where the crucifix chain snagged, then fell to the floor with a weight that seemed heavier than cloth.

She stood in her underwear. Plain white cotton — bra and briefs, practical garments that had never been chosen with a man in mind. The bra was wrong in every way. Too small in the cups, where her breasts — generous, full, DD at minimum — overflowed the compressed cotton. Too loose in the band, which rode up her back. The straps dug into her shoulders, leaving red lines she’d probably never noticed because she’d worn the same ill-fitted bra for decades.

Her body was a revelation.

Not the artificial perfection of Tiffany’s surgical enhancements or the curated elegance of Celeste’s French willowness. This was a body that had been hidden from the world since she was twenty — preserved, in a way, by the absence of sun damage and cosmetic intervention. Warm olive skin stretched over generous curves she’d never been taught to appreciate. Broad shoulders. A waist that tapered and then swelled into wide hips built for a purpose she’d spent three decades denying. Strong legs from years of walking hospital corridors — not sculpted by gym workouts, but functional, powerful, the legs of a woman who’d spent her life standing while others sat.

The crucifix lay between her breasts on its long chain, the silver warm from her skin, settled in the compressed cleavage that the too-small bra created.

“I know I’m not —” she started.

“Don’t.”

“I’m fifty. My body isn’t —”

“Augustina.” I stepped in front of her. Met her eyes. They were wet and burning and terrified. “Nobody — not a single person — has had the privilege of seeing you. I’m the first. And what I see is stunning.”

“You can’t —”

“Shoulders that could carry the world. Hips that were designed for a purpose you’ve been denying. A body that is warm and real and alive and has been waiting for exactly this moment.” I touched her shoulder. Just my palm, flat, against the warm skin. She flinched, then pressed into the touch. “You’re beautiful.”

“That word means nothing when no one has ever said it about my body.”

“Then let me be the one who says it. And I’ll keep saying it until you believe me.”

I reached behind her. Unhooked the bra — the clasp was nearly rusted from years of the same hooks being latched and unlatched in the same positions. The cotton fell away, and her breasts — her breasts —

They were magnificent. Heavy, full, with dark brown nipples that had never been touched by anyone. DD-cups that had been compressed and hidden and ignored for three decades, now freed into the warm light of the exam room. They sat lower than a younger woman’s might — gravity and time and complete indifference to support had done their work — but the fullness was real, the weight substantial, the dark nipples already hardening in the air.

She didn’t cover herself. That surprised me, and I think it surprised her too. She looked down at her own breasts as if seeing them newly — which, in a way, she was. Seeing them through the eyes of someone who wanted them.

“They’re…” She touched one, tentatively. Like it belonged to someone else. “I didn’t know they were this —”

“This what?”

“Sensitive.” Her fingers brushed her own nipple and she gasped. “Oh. Everything is — since I got here, since the air in this building, they’ve been — I wake up at night and they ache. Under the habit, pressed against the cotton, every movement —”

“The pheromone exposure heightens sensitivity. Especially in women with no prior sexual context.”

“I don’t want context. I want —” She looked at me. Amber eyes blazing. “I want your hands on them. I want someone to touch them. I want someone to —”

I cupped her breasts. One in each hand. The weight of them — warm, full, the dark nipples pressing against my palms. Her breath left her in a rush — the same broken note as the hand-kiss, but louder, deeper, pulled from somewhere below her ribs and traveling upward through her whole body.

“Oh God.” Her eyes closed. Tears fell freely now, running down her olive cheeks. “Oh God, oh God —”

“Just feel.”

“I can’t not — it’s too much — a lifetime of nothing and now you’re —”

I brushed my thumbs across her nipples. She arched, her hands flying to my wrists, gripping hard enough to leave marks. Not pulling me away. Holding me there.

“More.” Portuguese crept into her voice — the accent thickening, vowels rounding. “Por favor — mais — please —”

I bent and took one nipple in my mouth. Soft suction. My tongue circling the dark peak, tasting skin that no one had tasted, feeling the nipple harden further against my tongue.

Augustina screamed.

Not a moan. Not a gasp. A scream — the compressed release of a lifetime of denied sensation firing through nerve pathways that had never been activated. Her hands fisted in my hair. Her back arched so hard her crucifix swung forward and hit me in the forehead, and I didn’t care.

Portuguese flooded out. Endearments, pleas, things she’d never said aloud — “Meu Deus, por favor, nao pare, nao pare” — her native tongue drowning the English as her conscious mind yielded to her body’s language.

I worshipped her breasts. Both of them. Sucking, kissing, tracing the dark areolas with my tongue, cupping the heavy fullness and telling her between each kiss that she was beautiful, that her body was perfect, that hiding this had been a crime against nature.

“I’m crying.” She was laughing and crying simultaneously, her hands still in my hair, her whole body shaking. “I’m standing in my underwear crying because a man is touching my breasts and I’m — Deus me ajude — I’m fifty years old and this is the best thing I’ve ever felt.”

“We’re just getting started.”

“That’s —” She choked on a laugh. “That’s terrifying and wonderful and I need you to not stop.”

I picked her up. She weighed less than I expected — or I was stronger than I remembered, which was possible given the physical demands of servicing a house full of women. She gasped when her feet left the floor, her arms wrapping around my neck automatically, her breasts pressing against my chest.

“You — I can walk —”

“I want to carry you.”

“Nobody has carried me since I was a child.”

“Then you’re overdue.”

I carried her through the connecting door to the overnight suite. Laid her on the bed — the same bed where Grace had discovered herself four days ago. Augustina’s silver-streaked hair fanned across the white pillow, and the contrast — dark and silver against white, olive skin against white sheets, the crucifix catching light between her breasts — was one of the most beautiful things I’d seen in a year of beautiful things.

“The underwear,” she said. “I want them off. I want — I don’t want any barriers. A lifetime of barriers. I’m done.”

She lifted her hips and I drew the plain white cotton down her legs. The last barrier. The last piece of armor.

Augustina Ferreira lay naked on white sheets for the first time in her adult life.

Her body was a study in the beauty of reality. The soft curve of her belly, not flat but full — decades of eating what she wanted and walking miles of hospital corridors. Dark hair between her thighs — untrimmed, natural, because she’d never had a reason to care about grooming for a man’s gaze. The warm olive tone of her skin was uniform — no tan lines, no sun damage, the preserved complexion of a body that had been covered in dark fabric for three decades.

The bed vibrated beneath her — every muscle in her body locked in a fine, relentless tension.

“I’m sorry — I can’t stop —”

“Don’t apologize. Your body’s processing decades of suppression. Just breathe. Your body knows what to do.”

“I feel like I’m vibrating. Like every cell in my body is —”

“Waking up.”

“Yes.” Her eyes were luminous, overflowing. “Waking up.”

I stripped off my scrubs. Her eyes tracked every movement — the shirt coming off, her gaze dropping to my chest, my abs, the V-lines at my hips that appeared as I pushed the drawstring pants down. Her lips parted. Her breathing changed — faster, shallower, the automatic physiological response of a body that recognized a mate even though the mind had no experience.

“You’re…” She stared at my cock — hard, already straining toward her. “I’ve seen anatomy textbooks. Clinical illustrations. But —”

“But?”

“But none of them prepared me for how it would feel to look at — to want —” She swallowed. “Come here. Please. I need you close.”

I lay beside her. Not on top of her — beside her, close enough to touch, giving her space to adjust. Her skin against mine was electric — she gasped at the full-body contact, the sensation of a man’s body against hers after decades of nothing.

“You’re warm,” she whispered. “I didn’t know men were this warm.”

“You’re vibrating.”

“I’ve been vibrating my whole adult life. You’re just the first person close enough to feel it.”

I kissed her.

Her first kiss since she was twenty and ran from a man whose touch had terrified her into a convent. I kept it gentle — soft pressure, unhurried, giving her time to learn what a mouth could do when it wasn’t speaking liturgy.

She was rigid for two seconds. Three. Then she broke open.

She kissed me back with a lifetime of compressed desire. Her hands found my face, my hair, my shoulders — touching everything she could reach with the frantic urgency of a woman who’d been starving in a room full of locked cupboards and someone had finally given her the key. She kissed me like she was trying to make up for three decades in three minutes, her tongue finding mine, her teeth catching my lower lip, her body pressing against me with a need that was beyond sexual. It was existential.

“I wasted thirty years,” she said against my mouth.

“No. You spent thirty years helping other people. Now someone’s helping you.”

“I want —” She gripped my shoulders. “I want everything. I don’t know what everything is but I want it.”

“Then let me show you.”

I kissed down her body. Her throat — she arched, exposing it with an instinct she didn’t know she had. The hollow between her collarbones, where her pulse hammered. Her breasts again — she cried out when my mouth found her nipple, her back bowing, her hands fisting in the sheets.

Lower. The soft plane of her belly. Her hip bone. The crease where her thigh met her body, tender and hidden. Her breathing had gone rapid and shallow — or deeper, depending on how you measured — and when I breathed against the dark curls between her thighs, a whimper escaped her — raw, involuntary, pure distilled need.

“Nobody has ever —”

“I know.”

“I don’t know what to —”

“You don’t have to do anything. Let your body lead.”

My tongue found her clit.

The sound Augustina Ferreira made when a man’s mouth touched her most sensitive skin for the first time in fifty years of life was not a human sound. It was something primal, something that came from the basement of her being — a cry that started as shock and became something transcendent, ripped from decades of compressed silence.

Her thighs clamped around my head. Her hands found my hair and gripped with a strength that spoke of decades of self-denial. Her hips lifted off the bed, pressing against my mouth with an urgency that had no performance in it — pure, desperate, involuntary.

“I can’t — oh Deus — I can’t — it’s too —”

I worked her slowly. Flat tongue against her clit — swollen, throbbing, more engorged than any I’d felt, thirty years of denied blood flow finally surging to the surface. Then circling, then gentle suction that drew the sensitive bud between my lips. She was soaked — flooding, actually, her arousal coating her thighs, running in slick trails toward the sheets, her body having prepared for this long before her mind caught up. The taste of her was warm and salt and rich — musky, concentrated, the arousal of a woman whose body had been producing desire for decades with nowhere to send it.

I slid a finger inside her. Tight — incredibly tight, her unused pussy gripping the single digit like a vise, the walls hot and slippery and clenching. She cried out at the intrusion, her hips bucking, and I curled the finger forward while my tongue kept working her clit.

“Caleb — oh — oh meu Deus — I’m going to — I think I’m —”

“Let it happen.”

“I’ve never — not with someone — I’ve barely even by myself — oh GOD —”

She came.

The first orgasm of Augustina Ferreira’s life with another person hit her at fifty years old, on white sheets in a fertility clinic in Boston, with a twenty-four-year-old man’s mouth between her thighs and a lifetime of celibacy shattering like glass.

It was seismic. Vivian’s word. And it was accurate.

Her entire body locked — spine arched so high her shoulder blades came off the mattress, thighs trembling against my ears, fingers ripping the fitted sheet from the corner of the bed. The sound she made was beyond language — Portuguese and English and pure animal cry layered together, rising and breaking and rising again. Her pussy clenched rhythmically around my finger in contractions so powerful I could feel them in my wrist — squeezing, releasing, squeezing again, her walls rippling with the orgasm that was tearing through every nerve pathway in her body. Her clit pulsed against my tongue, throbbing in time with her heartbeat. A gush of wetness flooded from her — her whole body convulsing in waves that seemed to start at her core and radiate outward to her extremities, her arousal soaking my chin, my hand, the sheets.

She sobbed through it. Deep, wracking sobs — not sadness, not grief, but the release of decades of pressure. The sound of a steam valve finally opening on a boiler that had been building since she was twenty.

“Oh God — oh God — oh God —” She was saying it like a litany, like the prayers she’d been reciting had always been pointing toward this moment. “I didn’t know — I didn’t — all those years — I WASTED all those years — this is what my body can DO —”

“Breathe.”

“I can’t breathe — I’m still — oh —”

A second wave hit her. The aftershock of the first orgasm rolled into a second peak — her body, having finally been shown what pleasure felt like, refusing to stop at one. She screamed again, louder, her hands leaving my hair to claw at the sheets, at the pillow, at anything she could grip while her nervous system processed sensations it had never encountered. Her pussy clamped down on my finger so hard I couldn’t move it, her clit twitching against my tongue in rapid-fire pulses.

I held her through it. Hands on her thighs, mouth gentling, letting the waves pass at their own pace. Her body stayed taut for a long time after the last peak faded — minutes, not seconds — her chest heaving, her olive skin flushed dark, her eyes fixed on the ceiling with a glazed, stunned expression. She’d just seen behind the curtain of her own capacity for feeling.

“I want you inside me.” Her voice was wrecked — hoarse from screaming, thick with tears. “I need — I need to feel —”

“We can rest —”

“No.” She pulled me up her body. Her hands found my face, held it, forced my eyes to hers. “I have waited fifty years to feel what it’s like to have a man inside me. I am not waiting one more minute. Please.”

I positioned myself between her thighs. Missionary — face to face, because she needed to see me, needed the connection of eye contact, needed to know that the man inside her was real and present and not something she’d conjured from decades of desperate imagination.

“Look at me,” I said.

She did. Those amber eyes — wet, blazing, raw — locked onto mine.

I entered her carefully. The head of my cock pressed against her entrance — slick, burning hot, her pussy so tight that the initial stretch made her gasp. Fifty years of disuse made every centimeter a careful negotiation, her walls clenching involuntarily around the intrusion even as her drenched arousal eased the way. I pushed in slowly, inch by inch, watching her face for pain. She was tighter than anyone I’d been with — impossibly tight, her unused pussy gripping my shaft like it was trying to memorize every ridge and vein.

There was no pain. There was wonder.

Her eyes went wide as I filled her. Her mouth opened, but no sound came — just a silent gasp, the expression of a woman discovering what fullness meant. What it meant to have a man’s cock stretching her open, filling the emptiness she’d been carrying for three decades. Her hands found my shoulders and gripped, her nails biting into my skin.

“Oh.” A whisper. Then louder: “Oh. You’re — you’re inside me — oh God I can feel every inch of you —”

“You okay?”

“Don’t you dare stop. Please. PLEASE don’t stop.”

I pushed deeper. Bottomed out — the head of my cock pressed against her deepest walls, my full length buried inside the tightest, wettest, most desperately clenching pussy I’d ever felt. Her eyes rolled back, then snapped to mine again — she was fighting to stay present, to see, to be here for every second of a moment she’d imagined since she was twenty.

“You feel incredible,” I told her. The truth of it was overwhelming — her walls gripped me like silk dipped in fire. “So tight. So wet. You were worth every year you waited.”

“Every year.” Tears rolled from her eyes. “Every single one. And this is what I was missing. This is what my body was made for and I — I kept it locked away —”

I began to move. Slow, deep strokes that let her feel every inch — the drag of my cock against her sensitive walls on the withdrawal, the satisfying fullness of each return. Her body responded with an instinct that transcended experience — her hips rising to meet mine, her legs wrapping around my waist, her hands pulling me closer. The wet sounds of her pussy accepting my cock filled the room — slick, rhythmic, obscene in the quiet. The rhythm was basic, primal, the oldest dance, and her body knew it even though she’d never danced before.

“More.” Her voice was changing — the breathless uncertainty replaced by something deeper, something commanding. The administrator surfacing through the overwhelmed virgin. “More. I need — harder — I want to feel you in my stomach — please —”

I gave her more. Deeper thrusts that drove the breath from her lungs, each one landing with a wet impact that made her cry out. Her tits bounced with each stroke — heavy, gorgeous, the dark nipples hard and pointing upward, the crucifix sliding across her chest in a pendulum arc. Her dark hair fanned across the pillow, wild, the silver threads catching light with every movement. Her pussy squelched around my cock, her arousal coating us both, dripping from where we were joined.

“Caleb — I’m — again — I can’t believe — your cock is making me —”

“Come for me, Augustina.”

“Oh Deus — oh — YES —”

She came with me inside her. The second conscious orgasm of her life, and this one was deeper, fuller, the sensation of being filled — of having a thick cock buried inside her while her pussy convulsed — adding dimensions that her first climax hadn’t reached. Her inner walls clenched around me in powerful rhythmic pulses that I felt from root to tip — her body knowing what to do, milking me, trying to pull me deeper, each contraction a deliberate squeeze that dragged sensation from every nerve ending. Her legs locked around my waist, her heels digging into my ass. Her hands clawed my back — she’d leave welts. She screamed against my throat, Portuguese flooding out in a torrent — “Nao pare, nao pare, por favor, meu Deus, enche-me, enche-me —” Don’t stop, don’t stop, please, my God, fill me, fill me.

I bred her while her body still pulsed with the orgasm’s aftershocks. Buried myself deep — as deep as her body could take, the head of my cock pressed firmly against her cervix — and let myself go. The orgasm hit me with a force that matched her intensity, my balls tightening, my cock swelling inside her impossibly tight channel and then pulsing — one thick spurt, then another, then another, each one flooding her with warm cum that I could feel pooling deep inside her. Filling a body that had been empty for fifty years. Her pussy clenched around each pulse, milking me, drawing the cum deeper, her walls rippling with the effort of taking everything I had.

She felt it too. Felt every individual spurt, felt the warmth spreading inside her, felt her womb being filled for the first time in her life, and what came out of her was something I had no category for — a sob, a prayer, a laugh, and a scream compressed into one breath.

“You’re filling me,” she whispered. “I can feel you — every pulse — oh God — I can feel your cum inside me — it’s warm — it’s so deep —”

“Stay.” I pressed against her, keeping myself buried, keeping her sealed. “Don’t move. Let it settle.”

“I’m full of you. For the first time in my life, I’m full.” She clenched around me deliberately — squeezing, holding. “I’m feeling everything. For the first time in my life, I’m feeling everything.”

We lay there. Joined. Her legs wrapped around me, her arms around my neck, her face pressed against my shoulder. Her body hummed for a long time — the aftershocks rolling through her in diminishing waves. My cum was inside her, deep, in a body that had never received anything like it.

“You weren’t wasting time,” I said against her hair. “You spent decades building a hospital. Saving lives. Fighting for people who couldn’t fight for themselves. That wasn’t waste.”

“It wasn’t this.”

“No. It wasn’t this. But it wasn’t nothing.”

She pulled back to look at me. Her face was a wreck — mascara she’d never worn couldn’t smear, but her eyes were swollen, her lips bitten, her olive skin flushed dark from her cheeks to her chest. She looked devastated. She looked luminous.

“I want to do it again,” she said.

“Rest first.”

“No.” The administrator. The woman who ran a hospital, who fought insurance companies, who defied the Vatican. The administrator. The fighter. The virgin-no-more who’d tasted freedom and refused to let it go. “NOW.”

I looked at her. At the wild dark hair shot through with silver, at those burning eyes, at the body that was fifty years old and gorgeous and had just experienced its first orgasm and was already demanding its next.

“How do you want it?”

“I want to be on top.” She’d been thinking about this. Grace was right — she’d rehearsed. “I watched Grace ride you through the glass and I — I need to control it. I’ve controlled everything in my life for decades. I need to control this.”

I rolled onto my back. She straddled me — awkward at first, uncertain of the mechanics, her generous thighs bracketing my hips, her heavy tits swaying as she positioned herself. My cum was still inside her from the first round — I could see it glistening on her inner thighs, and the sight of it only made me harder. She reached down, gripped my cock with a clinical firmness that came from decades of medical work — wrapping her fingers around the shaft still slick with her wetness and my cum — and guided me to her entrance.

“I have no idea what I’m doing,” she said.

“Your body does.”

She sank down. Took me inch by inch, the combined slickness of our first round making the entry smoother, her eyes fluttering, her jaw dropping, her whole body adjusting to the new angle that put her in control. When she was fully seated — my cock buried to the root, her weight pressing down, her swollen clit grinding against my pelvis — she made a sound. Low. Guttural. Possessive. Nothing resembling the nervous woman who’d walked through the exam room door.

“Oh.” She braced her hands on my chest. Rolled her hips experimentally, feeling how the angle changed the pressure inside her. “Oh, that’s — the angle is completely — I can feel you against my — oh GOD —”

She found her rhythm. Slow at first, then faster. Her hips discovered the circular grind that dragged my cock against her G-spot and made her gasp, then the up-and-down bounce that drove me deep and made her cry out. Her tits swung with each movement — heavy, dark-nippled, mesmerizing, the flesh rippling with each impact, her crucifix slapping between them.

“I have spent THIRTY YEARS watching other women experience this.” Portuguese accent thick now, vowels rounded with passion, the administrative English dissolving into something rawer. “TRINTA ANOS. I will NOT be polite about it.”

She fucked me.

There was no other word for it. She rode me with increasing ferocity, her hands planted on my chest, her loose dark waves wild around her face, her eyes blazing with a fire that decades of celibacy had been compressing into weapons-grade intensity. Her hips snapped, her thighs worked, her whole body engaged with physical power that impressed me — decades of hospital corridors had built the stamina, and she was using every last reserve. Her pussy gripped my cock on every upstroke, releasing with a wet sound on every drop, the pace increasing until the slap of her ass against my thighs was a constant rhythm.

“This is MINE.” She was commanding now — every boardroom battle, every Vatican confrontation, every decade of controlled authority funneled into the roll of her hips and the grip of her cunt around my shaft. “This cock — this feeling — this is MINE — I EARNED it — thirty years I EARNED this —”

I gripped her hips. Drove up into her as she came down. The collision of force punched the breath from both of us — her weight slamming down as my hips thrust up, burying me deeper than the position should have allowed. She threw her head back, her hair cascading, her crucifix swinging wildly between her bouncing tits, and she rode me with an urgency that was three decades of denied pleasure demanding to be paid in full. Our combined fluids leaked from where we joined, running down my shaft, coating my balls, soaking the sheets.

“Meu Deus — I can’t — I’m going to — AGAIN —”

She came on top of me. Came hard — her pussy clenching so tight around my cock that I saw stars, the contractions so powerful they were almost painful, her body milking me with thirty years of pent-up need. Her whole body convulsed, her nails scoring my chest deep enough to draw blood, her voice breaking through Portuguese into sounds that had no language at all. She ground down hard, her clit mashed against my pelvis, taking me as deep as the position allowed, and when the orgasm crested she was crying and laughing and saying something that sounded like a prayer and a curse and a love song all at once.

I finished inside her again. My cock pulsed — heavy, thick spurts that she felt individually, each one making her gasp and clench. She ground down on each pulse, milking me, her pussy squeezing rhythmically, drawing everything from my shaft into the deepest part of her. Then she collapsed against my chest, her breath ragged against my neck, her slick tits pressed against me, her whole body riding the aftershocks like waves. Our combined fluids dripped from where we were still joined, pooling beneath us on the ruined sheets.

We lay like that for a long time. Her weight on me, warm and real. Her dark hair covering us both like a blanket, the silver threads catching light. The crucifix pressed between our chests, warm from body heat.

“Worth the wait,” she said, and the words had a different weight than any she’d spoken before. Not regret. Acknowledgment. A woman taking inventory of what she’d traded and deciding the transaction was finally being corrected.

“You saved a lifetime of people who needed saving.”

“And now?” She lifted her head. Her eyes were clear — clearer than I’d seen them since she arrived. The fear was gone. The uncertainty was gone. In its place was something I’d seen before, in Vivian, in Aiste, in every woman who crossed from watching to experiencing.

Certainty.

“Now I’m going to need this. Every day. For as long as my body allows.” She kissed me — soft, tender, then deepening, her tongue finding mine with growing confidence. She’d learned something new. She intended to master it. “I’m fifty. The serum gives me a chance I thought I’d lost. I am not wasting another day.”

“The partnership —”

“I’ll run your satellite clinic. I’ll fight your insurance battles. I’ll manage your logistics and your media and your Vatican correspondence.” She sat up, straddling me, her breasts heavy and gorgeous, her hair wild, her skin glowing with the flush of sex and sweat and release. “But first thing in the morning and last thing at night, I am going to be in this bed. With you. Making up for lost time.”

“That’s a lot of time to make up.”

“All of it.” She smiled. The first real smile I’d seen from her — wide, unguarded, radiant. “Better get started.”



I found Grace in the hallway afterward. She was leaning against the wall near the observation corridor, arms wrapped around herself. Her blue-gray eyes were wet.

She’d watched. Through the observation window. Full circle — four days ago, Augustina had stood in the dark and watched Grace’s first time. Now Grace had done the same.

Not with jealousy. With something deeper.

“She’s free,” Grace whispered. Her hand gripped the crucifix at her throat — the same gesture she’d made during her own first time, but different now. Not bracing. Holding on to something familiar while everything else changed.

“Are you okay?”

“I watched her.” She pressed her hand to her heart. “The woman who taught me faith. Who held me when my mother died. Who stood between me and the world for eight years.” Her voice broke. “She screamed so loud I heard it through the glass, and it was the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard. Because she wasn’t Mother Augustina the administrator. She was just Augustina. Just a woman.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Then touched her own belly — flat, but carrying the possibility of something the serum might already have started.

“We’re both free,” she said. “Both of us. Finally.”

She pushed off the wall and walked toward the guest wing, her auburn hair swinging, her bare feet padding on the carpet. At the nursery window, she paused. Pressed her hand against the glass, palm flat, the same gesture Augustina had made the night before.

Five bassinets. Five sleeping babies.


Chapter 9: Communion

Augustina moved differently.

I noticed it the moment she entered the conservatory for breakfast, and so did everyone else. Decades of rigid posture — the locked shoulders, the ramrod spine, the chin-up-eyes-forward bearing of a woman who commanded hospital corridors — had softened overnight. Not dissolved. Shifted. She walked with the same authority, the same deliberate stride, but something underneath had been released, and the change was visible in the way her hips moved, the way her arms swung, the way her body occupied space without the constant muscular tension of holding itself together.

She was wearing the habit again. The dark dress, pressed and proper, the crucifix hanging from its chain. But the wimple was off. Her silver-streaked dark hair hung past her shoulders in thick waves, catching the morning light through the conservatory’s glass walls. It was the halfway point Grace had predicted — the old self negotiating with the new.

The conservatory went quiet when she appeared. Not silent — the babies were never truly silent, and neither were the breast pumps — but the conversational hum dropped to a lower register as every woman in the room processed what they were seeing.

Augustina ignored the attention with the practiced ease of someone who’d been commanding rooms for decades.

Harper was the first to respond. She rose from her chair, her daughter on one hip, and poured a second cup of tea — Irish breakfast, black, which she set at the empty place beside Grace without asking how Augustina took it.

“Good morning.” Harper’s freckled face was warm. The reading glasses on her chain swung as she sat back down. “How did you sleep?”

“I didn’t.” Augustina sat. Lifted the tea. “For the best possible reasons.”

Celeste drifted in from the kitchen carrying her son and a plate of pastries she’d had overnighted from a Parisian bakery because “the baby deserves to be surrounded by quality butter from the womb.” She paused at Augustina’s chair, kissed both her cheeks, and held her at arm’s length.

“Your hair,” Celeste said. “It is magnifique. Why did you ever hide it?”

“Institutional requirement.”

“Terrible institution.” Celeste set a croissant on Augustina’s plate. “Eat. You’ve earned carbohydrates.”

Tiffany appeared at the conservatory door, twenty-six weeks pregnant, her belly preceding her like the prow of a ship. She’d been up since six — pregnancy insomnia plus a natural Texas-morning-person constitution meant she was usually the first one awake. Her platinum ponytail swung as she assessed the room, and when her gaze landed on Augustina, she stopped.

“Honey.” Tiffany’s voice carried the warm directness that had replaced her breathy bimbo affect months ago. “You GLOW. That man gives good pregnancy. Trust me.”

“I’m not —”

“You will be.” Tiffany sat beside her, one hand on her own belly, the other reaching for a pastry. “It’s a hundred percent, remember? Every single woman. We’ve all been through it. And let me tell you — the glow just gets better.”

Augustina looked around the table. At the women who had all crossed the same threshold she’d crossed last night — from watching to experiencing, from denying to accepting. Harper with her reading glasses and nursing daughter. Celeste with her French pastries and infant son. Aiste with her scheduling tablet and sleeping infant. Tiffany and Madi, both pregnant, both free, both transformed.

And Grace. Sitting beside her, auburn hair down, crucifix at her throat, eating scrambled eggs with genuine appetite. Her body had needs beyond prayer and duty, and she’d stopped pretending otherwise.

“I didn’t know it would be like this,” Augustina said. She spoke to the table, to all of them, to the room full of women who understood. “I thought — I imagined the act. My whole adult life, I imagined the physical part. But I didn’t imagine this.” She gestured at the table, the babies, the casual intimacy. “The belonging.”

“That’s the bonding compound,” Aiste said from behind her scheduling tablet, not looking up. “Secondary pheromone exposure creates inter-woman connection. It’s well-documented.”

“It’s not just the compound.” Harper’s voice was gentle. “It’s choosing something together. We all chose something dangerous and beautiful and unprecedented, and we chose it alongside women who were just as scared as we were. That creates a bond that goes beyond chemistry.”

“Like a convent,” Grace said. She caught Augustina’s eye. “Like what a convent was supposed to be.”



After breakfast, they walked the walled garden.

The ivy was thickening with summer growth, the lavender Daisy had planted now blooming purple along the stone base. The morning air was cool, carrying the distant sounds of the clinic’s perpetual motion — a baby’s complaint, a lullaby half-sung, Aiste’s crisp voice issuing scheduling directives.

“Do we leave the order?” Grace asked.

The question had been waiting. Both women had been circling it since Grace’s first session — the enormous, life-restructuring question that sat behind every stolen moment of pleasure.

Augustina sat on the stone bench. Grace sat beside her. Two women in different configurations of the same crisis.

“There are orders where women raise families,” Augustina said. “Not many, not commonly, but they exist. The rules aren’t universal. They’re institutional. And institutions change.”

“The Vatican sent you a letter about supporting the Beckett women. You framed it.”

“I framed it because it was wrong. The letter told me to stop endorsing a medical facility that was helping women conceive. The Vatican — an institution that celebrates motherhood, that venerates the Virgin Mother, that teaches that bearing children is blessed — told me to stop supporting women who wanted children.” Her eyes hardened. “I framed it as a reminder that institutions are fallible.”

“And now you’re pregnant. Or going to be.”

“I’m fifty. The serum works, but biology is biology. It might take —”

“It works every time,” Grace said. “One hundred percent.”

Augustina was quiet. Her hand went to her belly — the same involuntary gesture Grace had made at the nursery window. The gesture of a woman imagining.

“If I’m pregnant,” Augustina said slowly, “I cannot remain Mother Superior. The order doesn’t accommodate —”

“Then don’t remain.” Grace’s voice was steady. Firmer than Augustina had ever heard it. “Become something else. Become the person who runs the satellite clinic in Hartfield. Become the administrator who fights insurance companies and state regulators and GreenVale Agricultural for the forty-one families who need help.”

“And my faith?”

“Your faith was never in the habit.” Grace took her hand. “Your faith was in the women you helped. In the hospital you built. In the conviction that suffering is wrong when you have the power to prevent it. That doesn’t require a wimple.”

Augustina looked at their joined hands. Her dark, olive skin against Grace’s pale freckled fingers. They’d entered the same order for different reasons — one to flee desire, one to flee grief — and were now leaving it for the same reason.

“I’ve been thinking about this for years,” Augustina admitted. “Quietly. In the small hours, when the hospital was still and I was alone in my office. I’d think — what if the calling isn’t to the order? What if the calling is to the work? And the order was just the container I chose because I didn’t know there were other ways to serve?”

“And now?”

“Now I know.” She squeezed Grace’s hand. “There are other ways.”



The afternoon brought Augustina’s second session. And she was not the trembling woman who’d walked through the exam room door twenty-four hours ago.

She entered wearing the habit — but she’d already removed the wimple and left it in her room. Her silver-streaked hair was pulled back loosely, a concession to style she’d never made before. Her eyes were clear and blazing.

“I’ve been imagining this since last night,” she said, closing the door. “Specifically imagining. I want to be clear about that.”

“What have you been imagining?”

She reached behind her for the zipper. Drew it down herself, smooth and fast, the fumbling of yesterday gone. The habit fell away. She stood in the white cotton underwear she’d worn for decades — but today she removed it herself, unhooked the bra with both hands and stepped out of the briefs with the efficient motion of a woman who’d decided barriers were no longer acceptable.

Naked. Silver hair loose. Crucifix between her breasts. Amber eyes on fire.

“I want to be on top,” she said. “Facing away from you. I watched — I’ve watched through the glass — and I saw a woman do that. I want to feel you deep while I control everything.”

“Augustina —”

“And after that, I want you behind me. I want to be taken. I’ve controlled everything in my life for as long as I can remember. I want to know what it feels like to surrender.”

She’d rehearsed this. Planned it with the precision of a hospital administrator scheduling a complex procedure. And the confidence in her voice — absolute certainty, pleasure tasted once and permission no longer required — was its own kind of foreplay.

I stripped. Her eyes tracked my body with open hunger — no more stolen glances, no more guilty avoidance. She looked at my cock and licked her lips. Her body was teaching her new vocabulary.

“Lie down,” she said. Commanding. The administrator surfacing.

I lay on the bed. She climbed on top — straddled me, her generous thighs bracketing my hips, her heavy breasts swaying. Then turned. Reverse cowgirl. Her back to me, her hair cascading down, the crucifix hanging forward between her breasts.

She reached between her legs, gripped my cock — already hard, slick with her wetness from the reverse position — and positioned it at her entrance. Sank down in one decisive motion.

“Oh —” Her head fell back. “Oh, the angle — it’s — you’re pushing against — you’re even deeper like this —”

She braced her hands on my thighs and began to move. The sight was staggering — her strong back flexing, the ridge of her spine visible, her dark hair swinging across olive skin, her ass working in a rhythmic bounce as she rode me with increasing intensity. I could see my cock appearing and disappearing between her thighs — slick, glistening with her arousal, her pussy stretched around the shaft. The sounds she made were different from yesterday — less shocked, more demanding. The whimpers replaced by full-throated moans that carried the Portuguese accent like music, each one punched out in time with the wet impact of her ass meeting my hips.

“This is how prayers get answered,” she gasped, grinding down hard, her pussy clenching around me. “A lifetime of kneeling in empty rooms — and THIS is the answer —”

She came fast. The new angle hit her G-spot on every stroke, and the orgasm ripped through her with almost no warning — a scream that would carry through walls, that would reach the nursery and the kitchen and every corner of a building full of women who’d heard the same sounds from each other. Her pussy convulsed around my cock, clenching hard, her wetness flooding down my shaft. She didn’t try to be quiet. She was done being quiet.

“More.” She didn’t stop moving. Through the orgasm, through the aftershocks, through the oversensitivity that made her whimper on every downstroke, riding me with the relentless energy of a woman making up for lost time. “Don’t you dare come yet. I’m not done with this cock.”

She rode me until her thighs burned and shook, her stamina finally finding its limit, and then she pulled off — my cock slipping from her with a wet sound, glistening — breathing hard, her olive skin flushed dark and slick with sweat. She lay back on the bed and pulled me over her, hooking her strong legs over my shoulders — the legs that had walked hospital corridors for thirty years, that had carried her through a thousand institutional battles.

“I want to see your face when you breed me,” she said. Her honey-dark gaze held zero hesitation. “I want to watch your face when you cum inside me.”

The position folded her nearly in half — her flexibility surprising us both, the long years of daily walking having kept her body capable of things she’d never tested. I pressed forward, sinking into her from the new angle — impossibly deep, deeper than any position before, my cock pressing against her cervix — and the depth made her gasp, her eyes going wide.

“Oh — that’s — you’re so DEEP like this — I can feel you in my stomach —”

I drove into her. The angle was devastating — her legs over my shoulders, her body pinned beneath me, her pussy completely open and exposed, the full weight of each thrust landing directly against her deepest walls. Her tits bounced with the impact, heavy and dark-nippled, jostling against each other, her crucifix sliding across her collarbone. The wet sounds were obscene — her soaked pussy accepting every thrust with a slick squelch that filled the room.

“I am FIFTY YEARS OLD and I have NEVER been fucked like this — nunca — every night I lay in my cell and WONDERED what a cock would feel like — minha vida inteira — and now I KNOW — and it’s better than anything I imagined —”

“Breed me,” she said. The words came out fierce, commanding, the Mother Superior issuing her final order. Her hands gripped my forearms, nails scoring the skin deep enough to leave marks she’d admire later. “Put a baby in me. I’ve prayed for a child since I was twenty. Fill my pussy — flood me — this is how prayers get answered.”

I buried myself deep and came inside her. The orgasm tore through me — my balls tightening, my cock swelling inside her impossibly tight channel, then pulsing hard — thick spurts of cum pumping directly against her cervix. One, two, three, four — I lost count, the intensity of her demand and the iron grip of her body milking me dry. She watched my face the entire time — watched my jaw clench, watched my eyes lose focus, watched the evidence that she’d been wanted — and each pulse of cum drew a sharp gasp from her lips.

“I can feel it,” she whispered, her eyes enormous. “Every spurt — oh God — you’re filling me — I can feel your cum hitting — oh —” Her pussy clenched around me, deliberately, rhythmically, milking the last drops from my shaft with the determined efficiency of a woman who intended to waste nothing.

“All of it,” she said, her legs tightening around me, pulling me impossibly deeper. “I want what those babies in the nursery got. What you gave Grace and Vivian and every woman in this building. I want your seed so deep inside me that my body has no choice. Give me MINE.”

I stayed inside her until we were both still — my cock softening inside her flooded pussy, our combined fluids seeping from around the seal where we were joined. Then gathered her against me, her back to my chest, her breathing ragged and satisfied.

“I created a color-coded scheduling spreadsheet for the nursing rotations,” she said, apropos of nothing.

“What?”

“This morning. Before breakfast. I redesigned Aiste’s scheduling system.” She was still panting. Still had cum inside her. Still flushed and wrecked and beautiful. “It’s more efficient. She’s going to be furious.”

“She’ll admit it’s better.”

“She’ll admit it’s better within forty-eight hours. I’ve dealt with territorial nurses my whole career. They resist, then they adopt.”

I laughed. She laughed. Two people lying in a bed that smelled like sex and sweat, discussing nursing rotation logistics, while five babies slept down the hall and a dozen pregnant women went about their business in a Victorian mansion that had become something no one could have predicted.



Vivian found me in the nursery hallway at four PM. I was leaning against the glass, watching the bassinets, when her hand closed around my wrist from behind and pulled.

“With me. Now.”

“Vivian, I just —”

She didn’t answer, didn’t slow down, just pulled me past the kitchen, past her office, through a door I hadn’t used in weeks — the supply closet off the maternity ward. Compact. A rolling cart, shelving stacked with linens, the faint clinical smell of antiseptic.

“Here?”

“Aiste’s doing rounds in fifteen minutes.” She locked the door behind us, turned, and pressed me back against the shelving unit. Bottles rattled. She didn’t care. Her lab coat was already off her shoulders, and underneath she wore a nursing bra and scrub pants — the stripped-down postpartum uniform she’d stopped caring about months ago. Her dark skin glowed even under the harsh overhead light, her breasts enormous, the nursing bra’s cups damp.

She didn’t climb on top. She turned around, braced her hands on the supply cart, and looked back at me over her shoulder.

“I don’t want to ride you today. I want you to take me. Hard. Fast.” Her dark eyes were molten. “I’ve been in command of everything in this building for eighteen hours and I need five minutes where someone else is in charge.”

I pulled her scrub pants down. No underwear beneath — she’d planned this, the deliberate absence of a barrier a declaration of intent. Her ass was full and round, dark mahogany skin against the white linens that had tumbled from the cart, and she was already slick — her pussy glistening, the scent of her arousal sharp and immediate in the small space.

“You’re going to breed a fifty-year-old virgin nun and not save anything for me?” She pressed her ass back against my cock, grinding. “The woman who INVENTED the serum? Who made you what you are?”

I entered her from behind in one stroke — her pussy swallowed me, hot and tight and dripping, and the groan she released echoed off the closet walls. She pushed back hard, her hands gripping the cart’s edge, sending a stack of receiving blankets tumbling to the floor. The angle was primal, urgent — no romance, no ceremony, just raw need.

“Yes — there — God, I needed this cock —” Her voice broke into Igbo: “Chineke — biko — harder — fuck me harder —”

I gave her harder. Gripped her hips — my fingers sinking into the generous flesh of her ass — and drove into her with the urgency she’d demanded, the supply cart rolling and bumping against the wall with each thrust, bottles rattling on the shelves. Her milk let down hard — I could see the dark spots spreading through the nursing bra, the fabric going translucent where her nipples pressed, milk dripping onto the floor — and the wet sounds of my cock slamming into her soaked pussy filled the small space. Slap, slap, slap — skin on skin, her ass rippling with each impact.

“I have seniority,” she gasped. “This pussy was your first. I will ALWAYS be first — o di mma — don’t you DARE slow down — every drop of that cum belongs to me before anyone —”

She came fast — the pent-up tension of a day spent managing crises releasing in a sharp, bitten-off cry that she muffled against her own forearm, her teeth leaving marks on her dark skin. Her walls clenched around me in hard, milking contractions — rhythmic and powerful, her pussy squeezing me from base to tip. When I came inside her — three hard pulses that I felt all the way to my spine — she released a low, satisfied “mm” that vibrated through her body and into mine. Ownership confirmed. She clenched once more, deliberately, wringing the last drop from my cock.

She pulled her scrub pants up before I’d caught my breath, my cum already seeping into the fabric. Rebuttoned the lab coat. Finger-combed her natural coils into professional order and checked her reflection in the chrome paper towel dispenser — every trace of the woman who’d been bent over a supply cart, getting fucked hard enough to rattle shelving, vanished into the pristine Dr. Okafor.

“Same time tomorrow. Non-negotiable.” She straightened her Sankofa pendant. “Now go feed your children. There are five of them and they’re all hungry.”



The evening settled into the clinic’s rhythms. Feeding rotations. Diaper changes. The familiar mechanical hum from the nursing stations. Grace worked the nursery shift with Aiste — two nurses, two worlds, the professional respect between them having solidified over the past week into something that looked like friendship, if you defined friendship as two competent women who communicated primarily through efficient nods and shared exasperation.

I was in the walled garden when Aiste found me. She stood at the gate, her platinum ponytail a pale streak in the twilight, her ice-blue eyes holding information she’d already processed before delivering.

“There’s a news van outside the gates,” she said.

I stood. “What?”

“Channel 7. A reporter and a cameraman. They’re parked on the street, which is public property, so security can’t move them.” Her voice was clinical. “They’ve been there for forty minutes.”

“Do they know what this place is?”

“They know it’s a medical facility. Whether they know what kind —” She paused. “A tabloid blog posted a piece this afternoon. ‘Boston Fertility Clinic: Breeding Cult or Medical Miracle?’ No names. No specifics. But enough details that someone who knew where to look could find us.”

The air left my lungs. “Who leaked?”

“Unknown. Could be a former staff member. Could be a delivery person who noticed the number of pregnant women. Could be anyone who’s seen the WHO vehicles parked here.” Her jaw tightened. “I’ve alerted Margot’s legal team. They’re issuing cease-and-desist letters. Clinic security has increased perimeter patrols.”

“Vivian?”

“Already in her office.” Aiste’s expression was the flat, controlled mask she wore when things went wrong — the same expression she’d worn during every emergency in the past year. “She said to tell you two words.”

“What two words?”

“‘Security. NOW.’”

I moved. Through the garden, through the corridor, past the nursery where five babies slept under Augustina’s watchful eye — she’d taken over the evening nursery shift from Grace with her usual quiet command.

She saw my face as I passed. “What’s wrong?”

“Media.”

Her warm eyes sharpened. The hospital director ignited. “How bad?”

“News van. Tabloid article. Unknown leak.”

“Go to Vivian.” She was already moving toward the front of the building, her habit swinging, her loose silver hair catching the hallway light. “I’ll handle the perimeter.”

“You’re a guest —”

“I’ve been managing institutional crises my entire career. Go to Vivian. I’ll handle the rest.”

She moved down the corridor with a stride built for exactly this — crisis management, reputation defense, the calm center of institutional storms. The fact that she’d been having earth-shattering sex three hours ago and was now deploying decades of administrative expertise to protect a fertility clinic’s security was the most Augustina thing I’d ever witnessed.

Vivian’s office. The door was open. She sat behind her desk, her son in the bassinet beside her, her face carved from obsidian.

“Close the door,” she said.

I closed it.

Her dark eyes met mine across the desk. The Sankofa pendant glinted in the lamplight.

“Someone knows,” she said. “Not everything. But enough.” She turned her tablet to face me. The tabloid headline glowed: BOSTON FERTILITY CLINIC: BREEDING CULT OR MEDICAL MIRACLE?

“We have a problem,” she said. “And we have approximately twenty-four hours to turn it into an opportunity.”

She picked up her phone. Then paused.

“Security. NOW.”


Chapter 10: Exposed

The tabloid article was worse than the headline suggested.

Vivian read it aloud in the emergency meeting, her voice clinical, her dark eyes scanning the words with the detached precision of a scientist analyzing contaminated data. The full harem was present — or as much of it as could fit in the great room at ten PM on a Tuesday night. Harper in the armchair with her daughter, Celeste on the sofa with her son, Aiste standing because Aiste always stood during crises. Tiffany and Madi on the Persian rug, both pregnant, both looking worried. Aaliyah on a video call from Riyadh, her newborn son visible against her silk-robed shoulder. Grace in the corner, her crucifix gripped in one hand.

And Augustina, standing beside Vivian’s chair with the posture of someone who’d navigated institutional storms that made tabloid articles look like light rain.

“‘Sources close to the facility describe a program in which a single male donor services multiple women under the guise of fertility treatment,’” Vivian read. “‘The clinic, which operates from a renovated Victorian mansion in Boston’s Back Bay, has attracted clients from around the world, including — allegedly — members of European royalty and Middle Eastern political families.’”

Margot’s legal team was already on the phone. I could hear the rapid German through the speaker — Rausch, Klein & Detwiler preparing cease-and-desist letters with Habsburg efficiency. Aaliyah’s security team in Riyadh sent an encrypted briefing within the hour — her detail might have left Boston when she departed, but their surveillance network hadn’t.

“No names,” Aiste noted. She’d read the article three times already and was now on her fourth pass, highlighting passages with the focus of a woman building a tactical assessment. “They reference ‘European royalty’ and ‘Middle Eastern families’ but no specific identifiers. They don’t have confirmation.”

“They don’t need confirmation.” Vivian set down the tablet. “Speculation drives traffic. The article has already been shared forty thousand times.”

“Then we control the narrative.” Augustina stepped forward. Her voice carried quiet authority. She’d faced down organizations that predated democracy. A tabloid blog was a parish newsletter by comparison.

“I’ve been managing institutional reputation my entire career,” she said. “Insurance companies. State health boards. The Catholic Church.” She paused to let the weight of that list land. “A gossip blog is not my most formidable opponent.”

Vivian’s dark eyes assessed her. Administrators both. Power lived not in the loudest voice but in the most strategic response — they’d both learned that lesson decades ago.

“What do you propose?”

“Don’t deny. Don’t hide. Reframe.” Augustina sat — not in a chair but on the edge of Vivian’s desk, a power move I’d seen corporate executives use. “The article calls you a ‘breeding cult.’ That’s their frame. We give them a new one: a WHO-partnered medical facility providing reproductive services to women affected by environmental contamination.”

“That’s not — that’s only part of what we do.”

“It’s the part that plays in the press. The GreenVale contamination is a documented public health crisis. The satellite clinic in Vermont is a humanitarian response. You have WHO partnership documents, state health board approvals, and forty-one families in Hartfield who will go on camera tomorrow to say this clinic saved their community.”

Vivian leaned back. Her nursing bra was visible through the open buttons of her blouse — she’d given up pretending she wasn’t feeding a baby every two hours during crisis meetings. The Sankofa pendant caught the light.

“And the religious angle?”

“I contact Catholic Charities. I have contacts in three dioceses who owe me favors from the hospital funding battles. I get endorsements from respected Catholic organizations that frame this as women’s health advocacy, not — whatever ‘breeding cult’ implies.” Augustina’s eyes burned. “I’ve been fighting the narrative that caring for women’s reproductive health is somehow unholy for three decades. This is the same fight on a different field.”

“You’d go public? As a nun endorsing a fertility clinic?”

“I’m not a nun anymore.” The words landed in the room with the weight of something that had been building for days. “I’m a hospital administrator who is evaluating a medical partnership. And if that evaluation includes — personal experience with the program’s efficacy —” A ghost of a smile crossed her face. “That only strengthens my credibility.”

Silence. Then Tiffany, from the floor: “I love this woman.”

“Seconded,” Madi said.

Vivian looked at me. Then back at Augustina. The assessment complete.

“You’re hired,” Vivian said.

“I’m not finished.” Augustina pulled her phone from the habit’s pocket — even in crisis, she was still wearing the habit, the armor she’d used for decades. “I need Margot’s legal team on speakerphone. I need the WHO liaison’s direct number. And I need whoever runs your social media to give me access.”

“We don’t have social media.”

“You do now.” Augustina was already typing. “A medical facility without a public communication strategy in 2026 is a liability. By tomorrow morning, you’ll have a statement, an authorized spokesperson — me — and a media response protocol that ensures no reporter gets within three sentences of the word ‘cult.’”

She worked through the night. By two AM, she’d drafted a press response, coordinated with Margot’s legal team, obtained preliminary endorsements from two Catholic charitable organizations, and created a communication timeline that Aiste studied with the reluctant admiration of one organizational perfectionist for another.

“You’re growing on me,” Aiste said.

“I’m growing on everyone.” Augustina’s mouth twitched. “Must be the pheromones.”



Morning brought clarity and Grace brought coffee.

The news van was still parked outside but hadn’t moved closer. Augustina’s press statement had been released at six AM through a hastily created clinic website that she’d somehow designed between midnight and dawn. The headline: “Okafor Reproductive Sciences: A WHO-Partnered Response to Environmental Reproductive Harm.” Beneath it, a statement from Mother Augustina Ferreira, Hospital Administrator, St. Catherine’s Hospital, Hartfield, Vermont, endorsing the clinic’s work and framing the partnership as a faith-based commitment to women’s health.

The tabloid blog’s traffic spiked, then stalled. Without names to confirm, without the “cult” frame sticking against a WHO partnership, the story lost its teeth. By noon, Margot’s legal team had issued formal cease-and-desist letters to six outlets. By evening, the news van had left.

“That’s not the end,” Vivian warned during the afternoon debrief. “They’ll be back. The profile is too high, the client list too notable. We need permanent media protocols.”

“Already drafted,” Augustina said. “Three-tier response system. Tier one: standard press inquiry, redirected to the communication office — which is me. Tier two: specific allegations, addressed through legal counsel. Tier three: confirmed identity exposure, requiring individual client response plans coordinated with each woman’s personal legal and security teams.”

“You did this in one night.”

“I’ve been doing this my entire career. The subject matter changed. The competence didn’t.”

Grace told me about the rest of it later, when we were alone.

She’d watched this exchange from the doorway. She’d spent the morning in the maternity ward with Aiste, the two nurses falling into a rhythm that felt natural — Grace handling patient comfort and emotional support, Aiste managing clinical protocols and logistics. They communicated with the efficiency of women who’d both spent careers in medical settings where clear communication meant the difference between outcomes.

“She’s terrified of leaving the only life she knows,” Grace confessed to Aiste during a quiet moment between feedings. They stood at the nursery window — the same glass that had witnessed so many private revelations. “I’m terrified. The convent was — it was everything. Our home. Our identity. Our community.”

Aiste’s ice-blue eyes were steady. Her platinum ponytail swayed as she checked the nearest bassinet — her daughter, sleeping with the aggressive tranquility she’d inherited from her mother.

“I watched through glass for weeks before I acted,” Aiste said. “Watched Caleb with every woman who came through the program. Memorized every detail. Told myself I was being professional. That the observation was clinical.” She paused. “I was lying. I was burning.”

“How did you know it was time to stop watching?”

“I didn’t. My body decided for me. I walked into the equipment room and told him exactly what I wanted because I’d been rehearsing it in my head for weeks.” Her accent thickened slightly — the Baltic cadence that surfaced when she spoke from somewhere deeper than professional detachment. “You watched through a habit for eight years. The watching is over, Grace.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because you’re still wearing the crucifix.”

Grace touched it. The silver cross at her throat, warm from her skin.

“I’m keeping the crucifix,” she said. “Not because I’m still a nun. Because it reminds me of who I was when I decided to become who I am.”

Aiste studied her for a moment. Then nodded — a single, sharp acknowledgment that carried more weight than most people’s speeches.

“Good answer.”



Grace’s fourth session was a revelation.

She arrived wearing a sundress — borrowed from the communal wardrobe, one of Daisy Beckett’s floral prints left behind during the Beckett sisters’ stay. Pale yellow cotton, sleeveless, cinched at the waist, the kind of dress that showed everything without trying. The farm-girl sweetness of the pattern was a different kind of armor than the habit, but no less deliberate.

Without the habit, Grace looked like a completely different woman. Her auburn hair was braided loosely over one shoulder, tied with a ribbon Celeste had given her. Her freckled shoulders were bare. The sundress showed the curves the habit had hidden — full breasts, soft waist, wide hips — and she moved with a confidence that hadn’t existed a week ago.

She walked into the overnight suite without hesitation. Closed the door. Smiled.

“I used to pray on my knees,” she said. “This is better.”

No trembling. No apologizing. The woman who’d flinched at a blood draw seven days ago kicked off her shoes and pulled the sundress over her head in one motion, standing in a bra and underwear that were not the plain white cotton of the convent — Madi had taken her shopping in the clinic’s wardrobe room, and the result was soft blue lace that did very little hiding and a great deal of suggesting.

“New underwear,” I said.

“Madi said the cotton ones were ‘depressing on a spiritual level.’ Her words.” Grace reached behind her, unhooked the bra. Her breasts spilled free — familiar now, the body I’d learned across four sessions, every curve and mark committed to memory. “I have to agree.”

She was confident. Hungry. The nervous virgin who’d flinched at a blood draw had evolved into a woman who knew what she wanted and was learning, with increasing fluency, how to ask for it.

“I want to ride you facing the window,” she said.

My pulse spiked. “The observation window?”

“I know she watches. Augustina. She watched me every time.” Grace’s blue-gray eyes held something new — not just desire, but the deliberate thrill of knowing she was seen. “I want her to see me now. Not the frightened girl she supervised through the glass. The woman I’ve become.”

She pushed me onto the bed. Straddled me. Sank down with a smooth, confident motion that made us both groan. Then turned her body — not all the way around, but angled, so she faced the observation window. The glass behind the painting that had hidden so many watchers.

She rode me facing the glass. Her auburn braid swung with each thrust, a copper pendulum marking time. Her freckled back flexed and released, the muscles of her shoulders and waist working with a confidence that hadn’t existed a week ago. Her ass bounced on my thighs with increasing force — the soft, pale cheeks rippling with each drop — and the sounds she made were uninhibited. Not the sobbing cries of her first time, but the full-throated moans of a woman who’d found her voice and intended to use it. Her pussy gripped my cock on every upstroke, releasing with a wet, obscene sound that she no longer tried to muffle.

“Harder,” she said. Not a plea. A directive. “I want her to hear me through the glass.”

I gripped her hips and thrust up into her — hard, the impact lifting her slightly before gravity slammed her back down. She screamed — not in surprise but in fierce satisfaction, in the specific pleasure of being filled to the limit by someone whose attention was entirely focused on her. Her wetness ran down my shaft, pooling at the base, coating my balls.

“I’m so glad,” she gasped. The words came in rhythm with the thrusts, punched out between moans. “So glad I walked through that door. So glad I let you see my body. So glad I stopped hiding — oh GOD — your cock feels so good inside me —”

She came with her eyes open, looking at the observation window. Looking at whoever might be standing in the dark on the other side, wanting them to see her face as pleasure tore through her. Her pussy clenched around me in powerful waves — rhythmic, milking contractions that gripped my shaft from root to tip. Her body arched, her braid falling down her back, the crucifix swinging between her bouncing tits. I could feel the flood of her orgasm coating me, her arousal gushing around my cock.

I turned her onto her back. Face to face. Her eyes locked on mine, wide and blazing, her lips swollen and parted, her freckled chest heaving.

“Fill me up,” she whispered. “I want to feel you cum inside me one more time. I want to carry your baby. I want to walk into that satellite clinic in Vermont pregnant and proud and done hiding from what I want.”

I drove deep and came inside her — my cock pulsing in thick, heavy spurts that I felt depositing directly against her cervix. She felt each one and clenched around me, her pussy squeezing in response, her back arching, a soft “yes” escaping with each pulse. The warmth of completion spread between us — biological and something more.

She held me inside her for a long time, her legs wrapped loosely around my waist, keeping me sealed. Her hand on her belly. Her crucifix pressed between our chests. My cum deep inside her, going nowhere.

She pressed her lips to my shoulder. Held them there. Not speaking. Not needing to. The gesture said everything the words had carried before — quieter now, deeper. Not gratitude for pleasure. Gratitude for permission.



The Carmichaels arrived for their evening session together, which had become a weekly event over the past few months — not a shared experience in the sexual sense, but a tandem session where both women took turns while the other provided moral support from the waiting area of the suite.

Tiffany entered first. At twenty-six weeks, she was deep into the specific beauty of mid-pregnancy — her belly round and taut, her skin having shed the spray tan months ago to reveal the porcelain underneath. Her implants had changed with pregnancy — natural breast tissue swelling around the surgical enhancements, making the previously hard and obviously fake F-cups look softer, more real, more responsive. Her nipples had darkened and grown, and they leaked thin clear fluid that spotted her maternity bra.

“Honey, your daughter kicked my bladder seventeen times today,” she said, pulling the maternity dress over her head. “I need endorphins.”

Her pregnant body was a study in the transformation the clinic had wrought. The spray tan gone. The platinum extensions replaced by a simple ponytail that she’d started wearing months ago. The blue contact lenses traded for her natural brown. Without Richard’s mandated beauty routine, Tiffany looked younger and more real — a forty-four-year-old woman whose surgical enhancements had become just one feature among many rather than the totality of her identity.

I positioned her on her side — the belly-accommodating angle that worked best in the second trimester, spooning against her back, my cock pressed against the warm cleft of her surgically enhanced ass. One hand cupped her swollen breast — the implant surrounded by pregnancy tissue, the nipple dark and engorged, already damp with the thin fluid she’d been leaking for weeks. I entered her from behind slowly, her pregnant pussy opening around me with slick, easy heat. She groaned, deep and grateful, her Texas drawl thickening to molasses.

“Lord, that’s good. That’s — twenty-six weeks and I’m hornier than I’ve ever been in my LIFE. Pregnancy hormones plus your serum is — oh honey —”

I rocked into her slowly. Her pregnant pussy was tight and drenched — the increased blood flow of pregnancy making everything swollen, plush, impossibly sensitive. Every thrust drew a gasp from her, her walls gripping me with hormone-fueled intensity. Her enhanced tits pressed against my forearm, the implants now softened by genuine breast tissue swelling around them, looking more natural than they ever had. Her darkened nipples leaked with each thrust — thin clear fluid that ran over my fingers, warm and slippery.

“I spent twelve years being told I was the problem,” she gasped, pushing her ass back against me, taking me deeper. “Twelve years of Richard telling me I was broken — that I couldn’t get pregnant because something was wrong with ME. And I’m not broken. I’m pregnant. I’m PREGNANT and I’m full of your cock and I’ve never been happier.”

She came with a long, shuddering moan, her body pressing back against mine, her pregnant belly tightening, her hand gripping the pillow. Her pussy rippled around my shaft in slow, powerful contractions that squeezed me rhythmically. The Texas drawl went fully Southern: “Oh God — oh sweet Lord — there it is — fill me up, baby — I know you already put one in me but my body wants MORE of your cum — give it to me —”

I came inside her, my cock pulsing deep, each spurt adding warmth to the wet heat between us. Adding to the pregnancy that was already well established — the act more bonding than breeding at this point, but her pussy clenched around every pulse like it didn’t know the difference, milking me with the same desperate efficiency as her first time.

“Madi’s turn,” Tiffany said, patting my thigh. “Give her the good stuff.”

Madi entered from the sitting area. Twenty-six weeks pregnant, her natural curves having blossomed into full maternal abundance. Her gym-built bubble butt had softened into rounder pregnancy curves. Her C-cups had swollen to full Ds, the nipple piercings — silver barbells — visible through a thin tank top she pulled off without ceremony.

“She always takes forever,” Madi said, climbing onto the bed.

“I heard that!” Tiffany called from the sitting area.

“You were meant to.”

Madi straddled me. At twenty-six weeks, the belly was prominent but not restrictive — she found her position with practiced ease, settling her thighs around my hips with the familiarity of regular sessions. Her auburn hair fell around her face, the tattoo sleeve visible as she braced her hands on my chest — the floral-and-snake design flexing with her grip. The faint mark where her belly button ring used to be was pale against her tanned skin, and her swollen D-cups hung heavy, the silver barbells through each nipple catching the light.

“Tiffany got missionary?”

“Side-lying.”

“I’m doing something different.” She rose up, wrapped her hand around my cock — still slick from Tiffany — and positioned me at her entrance. Sank down in one smooth drop. The sensation was extraordinary — pregnant pussy, tight and scorching, her body gripping me with hormone-fueled urgency, the swollen walls cushioning every inch. Six months of maximum arousal had made her permanently drenched — I could hear the wet sound as she bottomed out, feel her wetness coating the base of my shaft instantly.

“Holy shit,” she breathed, her eyes going half-lidded. “Pregnancy sex should be — oh God — this should be on every pregnancy website. Why does no one TALK about how good cock feels when you’re pregnant?”

She rode me with the enthusiasm of her generation — less practiced than the older women, more improvisational, willing to try angles and rhythms that didn’t always work but occasionally hit something transcendent. She bounced hard, her thighs slapping against mine, her pregnant belly swaying, her face shifting from concentration to bliss as she found the angle that ground her clit against my pelvis. Her pierced nipples bounced — the silver barbells glinting with each impact, the swollen tissue around them flushed and tender — and when I reached up to tug one gently, rolling the barbell between my fingers, she yelped and then moaned so loud it echoed.

“Those are so sensitive now — pregnancy plus piercings is — oh FUCK — do that again — pull it harder —”

I tugged both barbells simultaneously and she came hard — her green eyes flying open, her mouth dropping, her pussy clamping down on my cock in sharp, pulsing contractions that milked me aggressively. From the sitting area, Tiffany’s voice: “You okay in there?”

“I’m — God — yes — Tiffany, he did the piercing thing again — both of them —”

“Told you it gets better.”

I came inside her while she was still contracting — her orgasming pussy pulling the cum from me in heavy spurts, each one met by a squeeze of her walls that wrung me empty. She collapsed forward against my chest, her pregnant belly pressing warm and taut against my stomach, her auburn hair covering us both, the silver barbells of her nipple piercings cool points against my skin.

“Richard is so fucked,” she mumbled against my shoulder.

“Richard’s been fucked,” I said.

“I mean it every time.” She smiled against my skin. “Every. Single. Time.”



The evening wound down. Babies were fed, settled, monitored. The breast pump symphony faded into individual instruments — one here, one there, the quiet industry of women sustaining the next generation.

Grace found me in the kitchen, where I was doing the thing I did every night — warming bottles, checking the feeding schedule, trying to remember whose baby preferred which temperature and which formula brand and which specific holding position prevented gas.

“Test results tomorrow,” she said.

The chain of her crucifix pulled taut in her fist.

“Nervous?”

“Terrified.” She smiled. “In the best way.”

Augustina appeared in the doorway behind her. She’d changed out of the habit into — I blinked — jeans and a sweater. Someone had taken her shopping. The jeans fit her wide hips properly. The sweater was soft, dark blue, and showed the outline of breasts that finally had a bra that fit. Her dark hair hung loose. Without the habit, the sharp angles of her face softened into warmth, and the rigid posture she’d carried for decades had given way to something looser, more grounded. She looked like herself.

Her fingers drifted to her abdomen. The hoping gesture.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Tomorrow.”

My phone buzzed. Sage, texting from Vermont:

The satellite clinic is ready. WHO inspection passed. Twenty women pre-registered. We need you.

I looked at the text. At Grace, gripping her crucifix. At Augustina, her eyes bright with something between hope and determination.

“Sage says the satellite clinic is ready,” I said.

“I know.” Augustina’s golden-brown gaze held something new — purpose mixed with hope, administration mixed with anticipation. “She called me this afternoon. We discussed operational timelines.”

“You’ve been here a week.”

“I’ve been an administrator for thirty years. Operational timelines are my love language.” She paused. The humor faded. The real woman underneath surfaced. “She needs a nurse and an administrator for the Vermont facility. Grace is a nurse. I’m an administrator.”

“And if the tests are positive?”

“Then we’ll be a pregnant nurse and a pregnant administrator.” She smiled — the real smile, the one I’d first seen last night after she’d commanded me to breed her for the second time. “We’ll fit right in.”


Chapter 11: Annunciation

Vivian’s office at nine AM. Grace and Augustina sat in the two visitor chairs. Their hands were clasped between the seats — Grace’s pale freckled fingers wrapped around Augustina’s olive-skinned ones, holding tight enough to blanch both sets of knuckles.

Vivian sat behind her desk. The lab results folder lay in front of her, closed. Her reading glasses reflected the morning light. Her son slept in the bassinet beside her, oblivious to the weight of the moment.

The silence lasted three seconds. It felt like a lifetime.

“Sister Grace Morrigan.” Vivian opened the folder. Read the numbers. Her dark eyes lifted. “Positive.”

Grace’s hand flew to her mouth. What came out was muffled — a sob, a laugh, something that had no name because it encompassed too many feelings for any single word. Tears spilled instantly, running over her fingers, dripping off her jaw. Her other hand — the one not covering her mouth — found the crucifix at her throat and pulled it to her lips. She kissed the silver cross. Not in piety. In gratitude so deep it needed a physical object to anchor it.

“I’m —” She couldn’t finish. Her blue-gray eyes were flooded, luminous. Years of watching other women’s miracles — and now, at last, her own. “I’m going to be a —”

“A mother.” Vivian’s voice was warm. “Yes.”

Grace pressed the crucifix to her forehead. Her whole body seized — too much emotion trying to exit through too few channels.

Augustina didn’t speak. Her hand tightened on Grace’s. Her eyes were fixed on Vivian with an expression of such concentrated attention that the air between them seemed to compress.

“Mother Augustina Ferreira.” Vivian turned the page. She paused — and I watched Augustina stop breathing. The hospital director who’d faced down insurance executives and Vatican officials and the sustained loneliness of lifelong celibacy was holding her breath like a girl waiting for her exam results.

“Positive.”

Augustina sat perfectly still. For one heartbeat. Two. Three.

Then something escaped her — half laugh, half sob — a lifetime of waiting compressed into a single exhale. Not the Mother Superior. Not the hospital administrator. Not the woman of discipline and command. Just a woman. A fifty-year-old woman who’d been told something she’d spent her entire adult life being afraid to hope for.

“Fifty years old.” She whispered it. Her amber eyes were wet, but she didn’t wipe them. She let the tears fall. Let them trace paths down her olive cheeks, past her jaw, dripping onto the habit she still wore. “And He’s finally giving me what I asked for.”

“The serum, not He,” Vivian corrected gently.

Augustina’s smile was radiant. It transformed her entire face — the sharp administrative angles softening, her eyes warming to honey, the full lips curving into an expression of such pure joy that it made the room feel smaller, warmer, more sacred than any church she’d ever served in.

“Perhaps,” she said. “Perhaps both.”

Grace was on her feet. She pulled Augustina up and they embraced — the young nun and the older one, auburn hair against silver-streaked dark, freckled arms wrapped around olive shoulders. They’d entered the same order for different reasons. They were leaving it for the same miraculous one.

“We did it,” Grace whispered.

“We chose it.” Augustina’s voice was fierce, even through tears. “We chose this. Nobody commanded it. Nobody coerced it. We walked in and we chose.”

I stood in the corner, watching. The way I’d watched so many moments in this office — the same desk, the same warm light, the same extraordinary women discovering that the clinic had changed their lives in ways that no spreadsheet could capture.

Vivian caught my eye over the embracing women. Her expression was soft — the rare vulnerability she allowed herself in private moments, the scientist moved by her own results.

“One hundred percent,” she said. “Still.”



The celebration gathered like a storm.

Word spread through the clinic the way it always did — through nursing rotations and diaper changes and the specific frequency of joy that traveled through walls and down corridors and into rooms where women who’d all experienced the same revelation recognized its echo.

The great room filled. Not all at once, but in the organic accumulation of a household that had learned to celebrate together. Celeste appeared first — naturally, because Celeste believed celebrations deserved aesthetic coordination. Fresh flowers materialized on every surface: jasmine and white roses and the lavender from the garden. Crystal champagne flutes — sparkling water for the pregnant, actual champagne for the postpartum — lined the sideboard. She’d somehow arranged petit fours from the same Parisian bakery that supplied her croissants, and she set them on tiered trays with the casual elegance of a woman who’d hosted diplomatic receptions in galleries across Europe.

Harper came with her daughter on one hip and a notebook in her free hand. She’d been writing — she wrote constantly now, the tenure-track professor having rediscovered creativity in the chaos of new motherhood — and she tucked the notebook away with the flustered smile of a woman caught in a private act.

“I wrote something,” she said. “For tonight. If that’s — is that presumptuous? It’s a poem. About — never mind, it’s probably —”

“Read it,” Grace said. “Please.”

Aiste arrived with a scheduling update, because Aiste celebrated by ensuring that the logistics of joy didn’t compromise the logistics of infant care. She’d coordinated the nursing rotation to allow maximum attendance at the celebration, which meant she’d done more work to enable the party than most people did to plan one.

“Feeding schedule adjusted. Bassinets monitored remotely. Pump stations available in the east hallway for anyone who needs to express. Duration of celebration: maximum three hours before the midnight rotation.” She paused. Almost smiled. “Congratulations.”

Tiffany burst through the door with Madi behind her, both pregnant, both grinning.

“I KNEW it,” Tiffany said, pulling Augustina into a hug that pressed their bodies together — the pregnant forty-four-year-old trophy wife and the newly pregnant fifty-year-old former nun, an embrace that no one would have predicted six months ago. “I told you. That man gives good pregnancy.”

“He gives excellent pregnancy,” Augustina said, and the room erupted in laughter — real, messy, the laughter of women who’d all been through the fire and found each other on the other side.

The screens came alive. Aaliyah appeared from Riyadh, her newborn son visible in a gold-trimmed bassinet behind her. She wore a silk robe, her dark hair loose, a new gold ring on her right hand — self-purchased, the symbol of autonomy she’d chosen for herself.

“Congratulations to our newest sisters,” she said. Her accent was warm, the formal English of a Saudi princess who’d found freedom through a fertility clinic in Boston. “Grace. Augustina. You’ve joined a family that transcends borders.”

Yuki appeared on a split screen from Stanford, her own newborn sleeping against her chest while she simultaneously reviewed a research paper on a tablet propped against a pillow. “The serum’s efficacy in subjects over forty-five is — I have to publish this. A fifty-year-old primigravida conception is — the data is extraordinary.” She paused, pushed her glasses up. “Also, congratulations. That’s what I meant to say first.”

Margot texted from the royal suite upstairs, where she was nursing her daughter and refusing to attend in person because “I am not presentable and I will not subject these women to a Habsburg in a stained nursing gown.” The text: Tell them I am overjoyed. Also tell Caleb that my daughter smiled at him yesterday and it was clearly hereditary.

Jolene called from Vermont, her voice carrying the flat Vermont cadence that meant she was probably standing in a field: “The satellite clinic passed WHO inspection this morning. Twenty women pre-registered. And Sage hasn’t slept in three days, so somebody tell her congratulations before she passes out in the waiting room.” The sound of wind. A softer voice: “I’m proud of both of you.”

Vivian raised her glass. The room quieted — babies included, as if they understood the authority in that gesture, the same authority that had built this clinic and this family and this impossible, beautiful operation.

“To answers,” she said. “Whatever form they take.”

“To answers.”

The crystal rang.



Harper read her poem.

She stood in the center of the great room, her daughter asleep on her shoulder, her reading glasses perched on her nose, her auburn hair messy and beautiful. She unfolded the notebook page with trembling hands.

“This is called ‘Found,’” she said. “It’s — it’s about all of us.”

Fifteen years of teaching Yeats and Keats and Wordsworth to undergraduates. Now, for the first time, she was reading something she’d written about her own life:

We came alone — the doctor, the nurse, the widow, the scholar, the queen. We carried our hunger like contraband, hidden in habits, in lab coats, in silk.

We thought we were separate. We thought wanting was weakness. We thought the cure for loneliness was excellence, or God, or closing our eyes.

We were wrong.

The cure was a table long enough for all of us. A man gentle enough to hold what we couldn’t. And the discovery that the opposite of alone isn’t someone — it’s everyone.

We found each other in the wreckage of everything we thought we had to be. And what we built from the rubble turned out to be a family.

The room was silent. Then Grace was crying, and Tiffany was crying, and Madi was crying, and Celeste was crying in French, which somehow made it more elegant, and even Aiste’s ice-blue eyes were suspiciously bright.

“That was beautiful,” Augustina said.

“It was simple,” Harper corrected, flushing. “It’s not Yeats.”

“It’s better than Yeats.” Vivian’s voice was steady. “Yeats never wrote from this room.”



The celebration shifted. Celeste poured more champagne and arranged a second tier of petit fours with devoted focus — aesthetic beauty was her love language. She moved between the flower arrangements, adjusting stems, straightening crystal, her son sleeping in a sling against her chest with the oblivious peace of a baby surrounded by a dozen adoring women.

Babies were passed between mothers — the casual, communal childcare that had evolved in this household, where every child had a dozen caregivers and one very overwhelmed father. Harper’s daughter ended up in Tiffany’s arms, which prompted a discussion about baby carrier brands that lasted twenty minutes. Aiste’s daughter slept through everything, having inherited her mother’s ability to maintain composure in chaos.

Vivian directed the evening from her nursing chair — the throne from which she’d managed the clinic for months, one breast available for her son, one hand available for her tablet, her voice carrying the authority of a woman who’d built everything in this room and intended to enjoy watching it thrive. She coordinated nursing breaks, authorized champagne refills, and adjudicated a dispute between Celeste and Aiste about whether the celebration playlist should feature French jazz or Lithuanian folk music. (They compromised on silence, which the babies appreciated.)

Aiste had stationed herself near the scheduling board, monitoring the celebration’s impact on the feeding rotation with the tactical awareness of a general watching the flank during a ceremony. She’d positioned backup bottles at three strategic locations, ensured the breast pump stations were accessible, and created a “celebration contingency schedule” that accounted for the possibility that multiple women would be emotionally compromised simultaneously.

“You planned for emotional compromise?” Madi asked, reading over her shoulder.

“In this house, emotional compromise is a statistical certainty. I plan accordingly.”

Conversations overlapped and wove: Madi showed Grace photos from her nursing school research and explained the application process with the earnest enthusiasm of a woman who’d discovered purpose after years of performing. Tiffany discussed espresso machine specifications with Sage via text, each exchange becoming more elaborate as both women’s competitive instincts engaged. Aiste and Augustina compared scheduling methodologies with the intensity of two generals reviewing battlefield tactics, their mutual respect having evolved from Aiste’s initial territorial resistance into something that looked suspiciously like admiration.

“Your color-coding system is superior to mine,” Aiste admitted.

“I know,” Augustina said.

“Don’t gloat.”

“I’ve been humble my entire life. I’m trying something new.”

Margot appeared at the top of the staircase — she’d given in to the gravitational pull of celebration, dressed in a silk robe that probably cost more than most people’s monthly rent, her daughter in her arms, her dark hair in a bun that suggested she’d actually tried to look presentable and given up halfway through.

“I said I wasn’t coming,” she announced to the room.

“And yet,” Vivian said.

“My daughter insisted.” Margot descended the stairs with Habsburg dignity. “She heard the laughter and became inconsolable. She has her father’s sensitivity to social events.”

“She’s a week old,” Aiste said.

“Habsburg babies are precocious.”

And eventually, inevitably, the evening’s energy changed. The shift was subtle but unmistakable — a warmth that moved through the room like a current, the bonding compound’s ambient effect heightened by celebration and proximity and the specific electricity of a household where desire was not hidden but honored.

Grace stood. She’d changed into a silk robe — borrowed from Celeste, who had silk robes the way other women had sweatshirts. Pale gold, tied loosely at the waist, showing the freckled V of her chest and the tops of her breasts. The crucifix hung outside the robe, silver against gold silk.

“I spent eight years healing everyone else,” she said. Her blue-gray gaze found mine across the room. “Tonight I’m being selfish.”

She took my hand. The room watched — not with surprise, not with judgment, but with the warm recognition of women who understood that this celebration had more than one expression.

The overnight suite. Grace shed the robe in one motion — a woman who’d gone from unable to remove her wimple to nude-in-three-seconds in the space of a week. Her body was familiar now — the full breasts, the soft waist, the wide hips. A body I’d learned by touch and taste over ten days.

But she was different tonight. Confidence had replaced uncertainty. The apologetic woman who’d flinched at a blood draw was gone. In her place stood someone who knew exactly what she wanted and had stopped asking permission to want it.

“I spent eight years on my knees praying for the strength to want less,” she said, running her hands up my chest, pushing the scrub shirt over my head. “Tonight I’m praying for the strength to take more.”

Her fingers found the drawstring of my pants and pulled. My cock sprang free, hard and ready, and she wrapped her hand around it with the clinical confidence of a nurse and the hunger of a woman newly awakened. She stroked — firm, sure — and watched my face with eyes luminous with new knowledge.

“I want to taste you,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about it all week. What it would be like to have your cock in my mouth.”

She knelt. The crucifix swung forward, catching the light, silver against the freckled valley between her bare tits. Her auburn hair fell around her face as she wrapped her hand around my shaft — feeling the heat, the hardness — then leaned forward and licked the tip. A tentative, experimental pass of her tongue that collected the bead of pre-cum gathered there. She tasted it. Considered.

“Salty,” she said. Then took me in her mouth.

Tentative at first — just the head, her lips stretched around it, her tongue swirling — then deeper as she found her confidence, her cheeks hollowing with suction. She was a nurse. She understood anatomy. And she applied that understanding with devastating effectiveness — her tongue finding the sensitive ridge beneath the head, her hand working the shaft in rhythm with her mouth, her grip firm and sure.

“Grace — Christ —”

She pulled back. Licked her lips — glossy now, swollen, a string of saliva connecting her mouth to my cock. “Probably shouldn’t use that name right now.” Then took me deep again — deeper this time, her throat relaxing, her nose nearly touching my pelvis before she pulled back with a gasp and a grin. Her hand worked what her mouth couldn’t reach, slick with spit, and her eyes looked up at me with an expression that mixed innocence and carnality in a way that was uniquely, impossibly hers. A week ago she couldn’t say the word “pussy.” Now she had my cock down her throat and was looking at me like she wanted more.

I pulled her up before I finished — close, throbbing, her saliva cooling on my shaft. I wanted to be inside her for this — the celebration, the affirmation, the acknowledgment that the baby she carried was real and wanted and created from something that looked a lot like love.

“I want to be on my hands and knees,” she said, climbing onto the bed with fluid grace — her body had learned a new language. “I want you deep. I want to feel you breed me even though you already have.”

She positioned herself. Gripped the headboard — the same headboard she’d gripped during her second session, but this time her knuckles weren’t white from fear. They were white from anticipation. Her back arched, presenting herself, and I ran my palm down her spine, feeling each vertebra beneath warm skin.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

“You keep saying that.”

“I’ll keep saying it until you stop being surprised.”

“I might never stop being surprised.” She looked back at me over her freckled shoulder. “Now please fuck me before I lose my nerve and start apologizing again.”

I entered her from behind. One smooth stroke, deep, and the low moan she released was rich and full and unashamed. Ten days from shy gasps to this — full-throated pleasure without apology.

“Yes — God, yes — that’s perfect — every time is different and every time is —”

I built the rhythm. Deep, driving thrusts that rocked the headboard against the wall with each impact — a steady percussion beneath her cries. Her auburn braid swung like a pendulum. Her tits bounced beneath her — heavy, pale, the pink nipples hard enough to ache, swaying in wide arcs with each thrust. Her crucifix clattered against the headboard’s wooden frame with each impact, silver on oak, a syncopation that accompanied the wet, slapping sounds of my cock driving into her soaked pussy.

She pushed back against every stroke, meeting force with force, her freckled back flexing with surprising strength. The nurse’s body — years of lifting patients, carrying equipment, running hospital corridors — translated into stamina that matched mine. Her ass rippled with each collision, her pussy gripping me tightly on every backstroke, reluctant to let go.

“Harder,” she gasped. “I want to feel it tomorrow. I want to be sitting in a car driving to Vermont and feeling where your cock was. I want to ache with it.”

I gave her harder. Gripped her hips hard enough to dimple the freckled skin, pulled her back onto me with each forward thrust. The collision of our bodies was loud — wet, forceful, skin on skin — and it made her cry out with each impact. Not the muffled, pillow-buried sounds of her first days, but open, room-filling cries of a woman who’d shed every last thread of shame.

“Thank you.” The words came in rhythm with the thrusts, punched out between moans. “Thank you. For my first time. For my first orgasm. For the baby growing inside me. For showing me my pussy was worth — oh GOD — that I was worth wanting —”

“You were always worth wanting. You just didn’t let anyone close enough to tell you.”

“I’m close enough now — your cock is so deep — I’m — oh — I’m going to —”

She came screaming. The orgasm ripped through her — her body clenching so hard around my cock that I saw white at the edges of my vision. Her pussy convulsed in violent, rhythmic contractions — squeezing and releasing my shaft with an intensity that bordered on painful, each pulse drawing me deeper. Her voice broke, reformed, broke again. Her hands tore at the sheets, pulling them from the corners of the bed.

I came inside her at the same moment. The two of us cresting together — my cock swelling inside her clenching pussy, then erupting, thick pulses of cum pumping into her already-pregnant body. She felt every spurt — her eyes snapping wide, her mouth forming a perfect “O” — and laughed. Fierce. Breathless. Triumphant. The sound of a woman who’d gotten exactly what she wanted and refused to apologize for any of it.

“Every drop,” she whispered, pressing back against me, keeping me buried deep, her pussy squeezing deliberately around my softening cock. “I know I’m already pregnant but my body doesn’t care — it wants more of your cum — it wants all of you inside me — every last drop —”

I stayed inside her until we were both still. Then gathered her against my chest, her back to my front, my softening cock plugging her, our combined fluids warm between us.

She collapsed forward. Panting. Laughing. Breathless and glowing.

“That’s never going to get old,” she said into the pillow.

“No. It’s not.”



Augustina did not share.

She appeared in the suite doorway as Grace was dressing — surveying the room with a golden stare that brooked no argument, the same look she’d used on hospital board members her entire career.

“My turn,” she said. “Alone. In the private room.”

“Augustina, the celebration —”

“The celebration will continue without me for forty-five minutes.” She looked at Grace, who was tying her robe with kiss-swollen lips and sex-tangled hair. “Possibly longer.”

Grace smiled. Kissed my cheek. “Don’t be gentle,” she whispered. “She doesn’t want gentle tonight.”

Augustina led me to the second overnight suite — the one she’d claimed as hers, the one where she’d discovered herself twenty-four hours ago. She locked the door. Turned to face me.

She was still in the jeans and sweater she’d worn all day — the first non-habit outfit I’d seen her in. She pulled the sweater off. Underneath, the properly-fitted bra Madi had helped her select — dark blue, supportive, the right size for the first time in her adult life. Her DD breasts filled the cups without compression, without overflow, just — right.

“I’m pregnant,” she said. She unhooked the bra. Her breasts spilled free — heavy, dark-nippled, stunning. “I’m fifty years old and I’m pregnant and I’ve spent my ENTIRE LIFE being QUIET about what I want and I am DONE being quiet.”

She was not quiet.

She stripped the jeans off. Underneath — new underwear. Not white cotton. Black lace. Madi’s influence, again.

“Where did you —”

“Madi showed me a catalog. I ordered them this morning.” She stepped out of the underwear. Stood naked except for the crucifix. “While I was drafting the media response. Between paragraphs three and four.”

She pushed me onto the bed. Straddled me — her generous thighs spreading around my hips, her weight settling as she reached back and gripped my cock, already hard, stroking it twice before positioning herself. She sank down without ceremony, without hesitation, taking my entire length in one fluid drop, and the groan that escaped her was pure possession.

The position she’d mastered yesterday — hands on my chest, hips working — but tonight there was no tentativeness, no learning curve. Just a woman who’d discovered what she wanted and intended to take it until she was satisfied. Her heavy tits swung with each movement — gorgeous, dark-nippled, the flesh bouncing and jostling with each grind of her hips. Her dark waves cascaded around her face, silver catching the lamplight. Her honey-dark eyes burned down at me with a hunger that three decades of celibacy had concentrated into something nuclear.

“I am DONE being quiet,” she said, riding me with increasing force, her pussy gripping my shaft in a slick, tight embrace. Portuguese flooding her speech, the English dissolving under the pressure of pleasure. “From now on I take EVERYTHING — tudo que eu quero — every inch of this cock — every night, every morning, every hour you’ll give me —”

Her hips worked in deep, grinding circles, her full weight pressing me into the mattress, her clit mashing against my pelvis on every downstroke. The sounds were obscene — the wet squelch of her pussy on each drop, the slap of her ass against my thighs, her escalating moans. Her heavy tits swung hypnotically — dark nipples hard and pointed, the flesh responding to every jolt with a natural bounce that years of compression had denied them. The crucifix between them caught lamplight and threw it against the walls in golden arcs.

She leaned forward. Her hands planted on my chest, nails digging in. Her hair fell around her face like a curtain, silver catching the light, and her eyes that looked down at me were wild — feral in a way that the Mother Superior would have found unacceptable and the woman found exhilarating.

“I watched couples in my hospital for YEARS,” she gasped, riding harder. “Watched them hold hands. Watched men kiss their wives’ foreheads during labor. Watched the way a man looks at a woman when she’s carrying his child.” Her voice cracked. “I told myself I didn’t need it. That service was enough. That prayer filled the space where this was supposed to be.”

She slammed down. Hard. The impact punched a groan from both of us.

“Prayer doesn’t fill this space.”

She came. Hard. Loud. A scream that carried through walls and down corridors and into a room full of women who heard it and smiled because they knew exactly what it meant. Her pussy clenched around my cock in powerful rhythmic contractions — gripping, milking, squeezing my shaft with a ferocity that matched the sound tearing from her throat. Her body was milking me with urgency beyond conscious control — her walls rippling from root to tip, trying to draw the cum from me by force. Her nervous system had only recently learned what orgasms were, and it was compensating for lost time with compound interest.

She didn’t stop.

Through the first orgasm, through the aftershocks that made her thighs shake, her hips kept working. The second orgasm built on the first — stacked, compounding, her body discovering that pleasure didn’t have to stop at one, that the waves could build instead of recede. She rode me with relentless energy, her pussy flooding around my cock, her arousal dripping down my shaft and pooling on my stomach.

“More — give me more — I’ve EARNED this — thirty YEARS I earned this cock —”

I flipped us. Put her on her back. Her dark hair fanned across the pillow, silver threads tangled with sweat-damp waves. I hooked her legs over my shoulders — her strong legs, the legs that had walked hospital corridors for decades — and drove into her from a new angle that put me impossibly deep. She screamed before I’d completed the first stroke, her body jolting, her tits bouncing upward with the force of the thrust.

“Oh DEUS — that’s — you’re in my — from this angle your cock is hitting —”

“You’re going to learn a lot of new angles.”

“I’m going to learn EVERY angle — oh GOD — I can feel you in my womb —”

I fucked her with the intensity she demanded — deep, hard, each thrust bottoming out with a wet impact that made her cry out. The bed slammed against the wall in a rhythm that would leave marks in the plaster. Her tits bounced with each stroke — heavy and gorgeous, the dark nipples pointing skyward, the flesh rippling with each impact. Her hands gripped my forearms, her nails scoring the skin deep enough to draw thin lines of blood, and she watched me with honey-dark eyes that held zero restraint, zero shame, zero reservation.

“Yes — THERE — meu Deus — don’t stop — don’t you DARE stop — your cock is splitting me open and I want MORE —”

Her legs tightened around me like a vise. The position folded her nearly in half, my cock plunging to depths she’d never imagined — deeper than she’d experienced before, the head pressing against her cervix with every stroke. Every thrust drew sounds from her that escalated from moans to cries to full-throated screams that would make the walls rattle. The Portuguese poured out freely now: “Mais forte — mais fundo — nao pare —” Harder, deeper, don’t stop. Her pussy was so wet the sounds were obscene — a rhythmic squelch with each thrust, her arousal coating my cock, my balls, dripping onto the sheets.

“I’m pregnant,” she gasped. “Say it. Tell me while you fuck me.”

“You’re pregnant.”

“Again.”

“You’re pregnant, Augustina.”

“I’m FIFTY and I’m PREGNANT and I’m NEVER going back to that cell — never going back to kneeling beside a bed PRAYING when I could be IN the bed with your cock inside me — nao mais — no more — NEVER AGAIN —”

She came a third time. This one was different — deeper, quieter, past the explosive release of pent-up energy and into something more profound. Her whole body went taut — not the violent convulsions of the earlier peaks but a sustained wave that seemed to emanate from her core and radiate outward through every limb, every muscle, every nerve. Her pussy clenched around me in a long, continuous squeeze — not the rhythmic pulses of her earlier orgasms but a single, sustained contraction that held me in place. She held still. She wept. Tears streaming from golden-brown eyes that stayed locked on mine because she needed to see me — needed a witness to the fact that she was finally, at last, alive in her own body.

She held me inside her with arms and legs and a desperate grip that said she would never let go. A whole life of emptiness — and now full. Of cock, of pleasure, of seed, of a child she’d prayed for since she was twenty.

I came inside her with a groan that matched the weight of the moment. Pushed deep — as deep as her body could take, the head of my cock pressed against her cervix — and felt myself pulse. Thick, heavy spurts, each one flooding her with warmth. She gasped at each one — felt them individually, felt the cum hitting deep inside her, spreading. She clenched around me deliberately with each spurt, her pussy squeezing, milking, wanting to feel every contraction, every release, every drop being deposited exactly where it belonged. The warmth spread between us — the physical evidence of completion, of breeding, of a biological promise that the serum would keep.

“Meu amor,” she whispered. Portuguese. My love. Words she’d never said to anyone. “Meu amor.”

We lay tangled. Breathing. Her hair spread across the pillow, dark and silver tangled together. Her crucifix between her breasts, warm from shared body heat.

“I need to make a phone call,” she said.

“Now?”

“Now.”

She sat up. Reached for her phone on the nightstand. Still naked, still flushed, still with my cum inside her. She dialed.

The phone rang three times.

“This is Mother Augustina Ferreira.” Her voice was steady. Professional. The administrator assembled from the lover without missing a beat. “I need to speak with the board of directors.”

A pause. Transfer music. Then voices.

“I’m resigning my position as Mother Superior,” she said. “Effective immediately.”

Silence on the other end. Then questions — I could hear them, tinny and incredulous, through the speaker she didn’t bother holding away from me.

“Because I’m pregnant.” She said it clearly. Without apology. Without the trembling or the tears or any of the emotions that had accompanied the discovery. Her voice was pure boardroom — steady, professional, irrefutable. “Because I’m in love. And because I’ve discovered that God’s plan for me included a fertility clinic in Boston, a man named Caleb, and the realization that I am, at my core, not a nun.” She paused. Let the silence fill with three decades of accumulated authority. “I’m a woman.”

More questions. She listened. Nodded.

“I’ll submit the formal paperwork by Friday. You can reach me at the clinic.” She paused again. Then smiled — a smile I could feel even though she wasn’t looking at me. “God bless you too. And yes — I’ve never been happier.”

She hung up. Set the phone down. Exhaled — a long, releasing breath that seemed to empty her lungs of air she’d been holding since she was twenty years old.

“That felt wonderful,” she said.

I pulled her back down onto the bed. She came willingly — no resistance, no administrative posture, no armor left to wear. She’d made the biggest decision of her life and was lying naked in the arms of the man who’d helped her make it.

“What now?” I asked.

“Now I run your satellite clinic. And fight your insurance battles. And manage your media exposure. And have your baby.” She turned her head. Her eyes were soft — softer than I’d ever seen them. “And come back to this bed every single day. For as long as you’ll have me.”

“That might be a long time.”

“Every day I missed.” She smiled. “I’m making up for all of them.”


Chapter 12: New Covenant

Grace packed her habit carefully.

I watched from the doorway of the guest room as she folded the black dress with the precise, practiced motions she’d used a thousand times before — smooth the fabric, fold at the waist, fold again, align the sleeves. The wimple she wrapped in tissue paper, the way you wrap something fragile you don’t intend to use but can’t bring yourself to discard. The pins — three of them, the ones that had clinked on the exam room tile a week ago — she dropped into a small velvet pouch.

She placed the folded habit into her suitcase. Not on top, where she’d reach it easily. At the bottom, beneath the new clothes that had accumulated over the past ten days — Harper’s cardigans, Celeste’s silk robes, Madi’s sundresses, Tiffany’s donated maternity wear that wouldn’t fit Grace for months yet but that the Texan had insisted on providing because “honey, you’re going to need elastic waistbands before you know it.”

“You’re keeping it,” I said.

“Not to wear.” Grace smoothed the suitcase’s interior, pressing the habit flat beneath the layers of her new life. “To remember who I was when I decided to become who I am.”

The crucifix was the last thing she packed. She unclasped it from her throat — the silver chain she’d worn since the day she’d taken her vows at twenty-two, the cross that had pressed against my chest during sex, that had swung between her breasts while she rode me, that she’d kissed when the test came back positive.

She held it for a moment. The silver caught morning light from the guest room window.

“I’ll keep this too,” she said. “But I won’t wear it.”

She placed it on top of the habit. Silver on black. Then closed the suitcase with a soft click that sounded nothing like a door closing and everything like one opening.



Augustina had already changed.

I found her in Vivian’s office at seven AM, and for three full seconds I didn’t recognize her.

Gone was the habit. Gone was the wimple, already absent for days. In their place: dark jeans that fit her wide hips properly — not the loose, shapeless concealment she’d worn for decades, but actual fitted denim that showed the generous curve of her figure. A white blouse that buttoned over her DD breasts without straining, without hiding, without the compression of a habit that had treated her body like something to be disguised. The sleeves were rolled to her elbows, showing forearms she’d hidden for thirty years — warm olive skin, the wrists where her pulse had hammered when I’d kissed them.

Her dark hair was styled for the first time. Not elaborately — a simple part, the thick waves falling past her shoulders, but someone had shown her what to do with it, and the result was a woman who looked not just different but younger. The administrative sharpness of her face was the same, her eyes still burned with intelligence and command, but the overall effect was of a butterfly that had emerged from a particularly austere chrysalis and was startled by its own wingspan.

“Who IS this woman?” Madi stood in the office doorway, her pregnant belly leading the way, her green eyes wide. “Seriously, somebody tell me — who swapped out the nun for a hot Portuguese academic?”

“It’s the same person,” Augustina said, not looking up from the operational plan she was reviewing. A five-year projection for the Vermont satellite clinic — she’d written it between midnight and dawn, because apparently sexual liberation hadn’t diminished her administrative output. If anything, it had increased it. “I simply changed the exterior. The competence was always present.”

“The CHEEKBONES were always present,” Madi said. “Why were you hiding cheekbones like that under a wimple?”

“Institutional requirement.”

“Okay, that’s genuinely criminal.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Vivian entered, her son on one arm, a tablet in the other, the lab coat thrown over a nursing bra because the pretense of full clothing had been abandoned approximately three babies ago. She stopped when she saw Augustina. Blinked.

“Well,” she said.

“Well,” Augustina echoed.

“The blouse fits.”

“Madi measured me. Apparently I’ve been wearing the wrong bra size my entire adult life.”

“Most women do. Very few have the excuse of a religious order.” Vivian settled into her chair, shifted her son to nurse, and opened her tablet one-handed with the multitasking fluency she’d perfected over four months of simultaneous motherhood and medical directorship. “The operational plan.”

“Complete. Five-year projection, staffing requirements, equipment budget, patient capacity estimates, insurance navigation protocols, and a contingency plan for the media exposure we managed last week.” Augustina slid the document across the desk. “I also drafted a proposal for the WHO regarding the second satellite location.”

“The second — we haven’t discussed —”

“Rural Portugal.” Augustina’s eyes held a light I hadn’t seen before — not the burning desperation of want, but the steady flame of purpose. “My hometown. The same contamination patterns GreenVale created in Vermont exist in agricultural communities throughout Southern Europe. My contacts in the Portuguese health ministry have been tracking declining fertility rates in the Alentejo region for five years.”

Vivian read the proposal. Her dark eyes moved rapidly, the same analytical processing that had built this clinic from a theory in a lab notebook. She turned pages. Turned more.

“This is excellent,” she said.

“It’s thorough. I don’t do excellent — I do thorough, and excellence follows.”

“Humble.”

“Accurate.” Augustina leaned forward. “Vivian. The satellite clinic in Hartfield is ready. The WHO inspection passed. Twenty women are pre-registered — families from the contaminated watershed who’ve been waiting months. Sage has the facility operational. The local nurses start training next week. But they need an administrator to run the day-to-day, and they need a clinical nurse to handle patient care.”

“Grace.”

“Grace and me.” Augustina’s voice carried the weight of a decision she’d been building toward since her first night in the nursery hallway. “The partnership between St. Catherine’s and this clinic takes a different form than anyone expected. Not institutional. Personal.”

Vivian closed the proposal. Set it on her desk beside the scheduling board, the WHO correspondence, and the photo of her son that smiled at them from the corner.

“When do you leave?”

“This afternoon. Sage is expecting us.”

“Then we’d better make this morning count.”



The overnight suite. Late morning. Sunlight through the windows turning everything gold.

Grace and Augustina. Together in the same room with me. Not touching each other — that line remained — but present, witnessing. Their parallel journeys through the clinic had mirrored each other the way their journeys through the convent had.

Grace went first.

She wore the sundress she’d arrived in that first time — the pale yellow cotton that showed her freckled shoulders and the curves the habit had hidden. She pulled it over her head slowly, not in hesitation but in savoring. This was the last time in this room, and she wanted to feel every second of it.

“I came here gripping a crucifix,” she said, standing in the blue lace underwear that had replaced the white cotton. “Shaking so hard I couldn’t unpin my own wimple. I apologized for breathing wrong.”

She unhooked the bra. Let it fall. Her breasts, her pale skin, the body that had been invisible for so long and was now the most visible thing in the room.

“I’m not apologizing anymore.”

I laid her on the bed. Kissed her the way I’d kissed her the first time — gently, deeply, giving her time to be present. But she didn’t need time anymore. She kissed back with hungry confidence — she’d learned exactly what her mouth was for when it wasn’t praying.

“Inside me,” she whispered. “Face to face. I want to see you.”

Missionary. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her blue-gray eyes on mine, her auburn hair spread across the pillow. I entered her slowly — not because she needed slow, but because the tenderness of this moment deserved it. Her pussy welcomed me with familiar heat, the slick grip of a body that had gone from terrified virgin to confident lover in ten days. She gasped, then smiled, then made the sound I’d learned was uniquely Grace’s — something between a sigh and a sob, the sound of a woman still startled by pleasure even after a week of discovering it.

“I’m going to miss this room,” she said as I moved inside her, her voice catching on each deep stroke. “I’m going to miss — oh — the way you look at me when your cock is inside me — the way you watch my face —”

“I’ll look at you the same way in Vermont.”

“You’d better.” She pulled me closer. Deeper. Her hips met mine with each thrust, her body knowing the rhythm now — the roll of her pelvis, the way she tilted to let me hit her G-spot, the clench she’d learned to do on the withdrawal that made us both groan. Her hands on my back, her nails tracing the lines of welts she’d left during previous sessions. “I’m going to be your nurse in the satellite clinic. I’m going to run your patient care and manage your exam rooms and I’m going to be very, very professional.”

“Professional.”

“Extremely professional.” She gasped as I hit deep, her eyes fluttering. “And then, after hours, I’m going to lock the door and ride your cock until neither of us can walk.”

She came softly. Not the screaming explosions of her first times, but a deep, rolling orgasm that moved through her body like a warm tide — her pussy squeezing me in slow, rhythmic waves, her back arching gently, her breath catching in a quiet moan against my throat. Her body had learned pleasure and could access it now without the earthquake of initial discovery. She held me inside her while I came — felt each pulse of my cock, felt my cum adding to what was already deep inside her, and closed her eyes with quiet satisfaction. The warmth spread between us. She carried one child already. This was affirmation of a bond that would last.

“Thank you,” she said. The words she’d said every time. But quieter now. More certain. Not gratitude for a gift received. Gratitude for a life chosen.

She dressed. Kissed me once more. Then stepped aside.

Augustina stood at the foot of the bed.

She’d been watching. The same way she’d watched from behind glass, from hallway shadows, from garden benches — Augustina observed before she acted. But this time the observation was open, unhidden. No more pretending she wasn’t looking.

She’d already stripped off the jeans and blouse. Stood in the black lace underwear — her second day of non-cotton, the transformation still so new that she kept looking down at her own body with an expression of mild disbelief.

“My turn,” she said.

The contrast with Grace was everything. Where Grace was tender, Augustina was commanding. Where Grace asked with shy hope, Augustina demanded with executive authority.

She pushed me down. Climbed on top. The jeans and blouse had shown her body in outline — now, in the full exposure of the suite’s warm light, she was overwhelming. The broad shoulders. The generous tits, dark-nippled, heavy and swaying as she positioned herself over my cock. The wide hips straddling mine, the strong thighs from decades of corridor walking flexing as she settled her weight. The olive skin flushed with the warmth that spread up her chest when she was aroused — and she was visibly, thoroughly aroused, her nipples hard, her pussy already glistening.

“I spent my whole life watching other women live,” she said, gripping my cock and sinking down onto it — decisive, unhesitating, taking the full length in one drop that made her groan through gritted teeth. “Watching them love. Watching them hold babies and kiss husbands and feel things I told myself I didn’t need.”

She rode me. Hard. Her dark hair swinging, her tits bouncing with each impact — heavy, gorgeous, the dark nipples tracing arcs in the air. Her warm eyes blazed down at me with the fire that a lifetime of celibacy had compressed into something nuclear. Her pussy gripped my shaft in a vise, slick and scorching, each roll of her hips grinding her swollen clit against my pelvis.

“I’m building a LIFE — meu Deus — a clinic and a family and a future — and I want ALL of it — every piece — every morning waking up with your cock inside me — every night falling asleep full of your cum — tudo, tudo, tudo —”

“You’ll have it.”

“I KNOW I will.” She slammed down. The impact punched the breath from both of us, her full weight driving my cock to the deepest point inside her. “Because I’m done asking permission.”

She came with a scream that carried through walls — her pussy convulsing around me, clenching in hard pulses that milked my shaft. Then came again before the first had finished — the orgasms stacking, her body discovering it could hold multiple peaks simultaneously. Her wetness flooded between us, dripping down my cock, soaking my balls. Then she pulled off me — my cock slipping free with a wet, obscene sound — and got on her hands and knees.

“Behind me. Now.”

I entered her from behind in one hard thrust that drove her forward into the pillow. She pressed her face into the fabric — part Portuguese curse (“porra”), part prayer, entirely a fifty-year-old woman having the best sex of her extremely short sexual career. The angle was deep and raw, my cock driving into her from behind with nothing held back.

“Harder — por favor — HARDER — I want it to hurt tomorrow —”

I gave her everything. Every thrust drove the headboard against the wall with a crack that would leave dents. The wet slap of my hips against her ass echoed through the room. Her olive-skinned ass pressed back against me, meeting every stroke, her body taking everything I had and demanding more. I could see my cock slamming into her — slick, glistening, her pussy stretched around the shaft, her arousal coating the length in a visible sheen. Her hands gripped the sheets, the pillow, the headboard — she was strong, this woman who’d walked miles of hospital corridors, and she used that strength to push back against every stroke with enough force to jar my spine.

“Give me everything,” she gasped. “I’m leaving this afternoon and I want to feel your cum dripping out of me for the entire drive to Vermont.”

I came inside her with a force that matched her demand — my cock pulsing hard, heavy spurts flooding her pussy, each one landing deep. She felt me finish and clenched — hard, deliberately, her pussy squeezing around my pulsing shaft in rhythmic contractions, wringing every drop from me with the determined efficiency of a woman who’d learned what her body could do and intended to use every capability.

“Meu amor,” she whispered again. The Portuguese endearment that had become hers alone. “Meu amor.”

She collapsed beside me. Grace appeared from the chair where she’d been watching and lay on my other side. Three bodies cooling in the morning light of a room that had witnessed more transformations than any church.

“Vermont,” Grace said.

“Vermont,” Augustina agreed.

“How far is it?”

“Three hours. If I drive.” Augustina stretched — full-body, languid, the kind of loose-limbed satisfaction that no amount of administrative triumph had ever produced. “Four if Grace drives.”

“I drive fine.”

“You drive like a nun. Which is to say, cautiously and with excessive prayer.”

Grace laughed. Augustina laughed. I lay between them and listened. They’d walked into this clinic in habits. They were leaving it pregnant, employed, and laughing.



The goodbye dinner gathered the full household.

The great room — Celeste’s pride, hung with art she’d selected from her own collection, the crystal chandelier casting warm light over the farmhouse table that had hosted so many meals, so many revelations, so many moments of connection. The flowers were fresh — jasmine and roses, Celeste’s standard, plus the lavender from the garden that Daisy Beckett had planted. Five bassinets lined the far wall, babies sleeping or not sleeping with the chaotic indifference of infants who didn’t understand that adults were having a meaningful moment.

Women at every stage filled the room. Vivian at the head of the table, nursing her son, managing the conversation with the same authority she managed the clinic. Harper beside her, her daughter in a carrier, her reading glasses on her nose, the poem she’d read earlier tucked into her cardigan pocket. Celeste holding her son and a champagne flute with equal elegance. Aiste standing — always standing — with her daughter in a chest carrier, her scheduling tablet in one hand.

Tiffany and Madi, twenty-six weeks pregnant and sitting together — the former rivals now genuine family, Tiffany’s hand occasionally resting on Madi’s belly and Madi’s hand occasionally resting on Tiffany’s, the casual intimacy of women who’d been through a war together and come out the other side.

Margot descended from the royal suite for the occasion — her daughter in her arms, her dark hair swept up, wearing a designer nursing dress that probably cost more than the satellite clinic’s monthly equipment budget. Her expression was imperial. Her eyes were warm.

Jolene had driven down from Vermont that morning — twelve weeks along, lean and sun-browned, her golden-brown arms showing the same dramatic tan lines as always. She’d brought wildflowers from the farm, a jar of honey from the Beckett hives, and a handwritten card from the Hartfield community center signed by forty-seven women who’d registered for the satellite clinic.

Screens connected the diaspora. Aaliyah from Riyadh, her son sleeping, her gold ring catching light. Yuki from Stanford, her son visible, a research paper propped beside her because Yuki could not exist in proximity to data without analyzing it. Daisy from Vermont, twelve weeks along, sun-freckled and beaming in a floral sundress, waving at the screen from the satellite clinic’s newly installed waiting room. Ruby’s voice came from off-camera: “Tell Augustina we need her filing system. Our paperwork is a disaster.” Daisy rolled her eyes. “My sister, everyone.”

“The espresso machine arrived,” Jolene reported. “Tiffany, you’re insane.”

“You’re welcome.”

Grace and Augustina sat together at the center of the table. Grace in the sundress, her auburn hair braided, her throat bare where the crucifix used to hang. Augustina in jeans and the white blouse, her silver-streaked hair styled, her eyes bright. They’d entered this house in habits. They were leaving it transformed.

Vivian raised her glass. “To departures that are also beginnings.”

“To answers,” Harper said.

“To answered prayers,” Grace said, and the room smiled at the intentional echo.

The toasts circled the table. Each woman spoke — brief, from the heart, the way people speak when they’re among family and don’t need to perform.

Jolene stood, her glass raised. “We started with poisoned water and desperate women. Now we’ve got a clinic, three pregnant Becketts, and two pregnant nuns.” She grinned. “If that’s not proof that something works, I don’t know what is.”

Augustina stood. She was not a woman who spoke sitting down — decades of hospital board meetings had trained her to command from her feet.

“I came here to evaluate a partnership,” she said. Her voice was steady, warm, the Portuguese accent rounding her vowels the way it always did when she spoke from somewhere genuine. “I found my purpose. Not a new purpose — the same one I’ve had for thirty years, in a new form. To help women. To fight for their right to choose. To build something that serves the community. The container changed.” She touched her belly — the subtle, involuntary gesture that was becoming habit. “The mission didn’t.”

Grace stood beside her. Smaller, softer, her blue-gray eyes luminous.

“I came to be brave,” she said. Her voice was quiet but carried. “I’d spent eight years being competent, and professional, and devoted, and invisible. I came here because a man held his baby with gentle hands and something inside me — something I’d been suffocating for eight years — screamed.” She paused. “I found a family. Not the kind the convent offered, where connection was structured and emotion was regulated. The kind where women cry and laugh and fight and nurse each other’s babies and argue about scheduling spreadsheets at three AM.”

“That was ONE TIME,” Aiste said.

“It was three times,” Augustina corrected.

Laughter. Real, warm, the laughter of women who knew each other’s quirks and loved them anyway.

Harper lifted her daughter. The baby stirred, opened brown eyes that matched mine, and yawned.

“I came because I was lonely,” Harper said. “I stayed because I was loved.”

On the screens, Aaliyah raised a glass of sparkling water from Riyadh. “To the man who saw us,” she said, her voice carrying across the distance with the quiet authority that had always been hers. “Every single one of us.”

Yuki’s feed flickered beside hers — Stanford’s lab lighting harsh against the warmth of the dinner table. “To statistically improbable outcomes,” Yuki said. Then, softer: “To family.”

The crystal rang again. The babies slept. The women drank — sparkling water, champagne, the tea that Harper kept brewing because she believed no moment was complete without a proper cup.



I stood at the nursery window.

Late evening. The dinner dishes cleared, the women dispersing to their rooms and feeding stations and the complex nocturnal logistics of a household that ran on breast milk and devotion. Five bassinets visible through the glass — my children, the ones still under this roof, sleeping the deep sleep of infants who didn’t know how improbable their existence was.

Vivian’s son. Four months old, dark-skinned, with the determined jaw he’d inherited from his mother and the large hands he’d inherited from me. Harper’s daughter. Three months, auburn fuzz, brown eyes, already reaching for books when they came within range. Aiste’s daughter. Three months, her hair settling into a shade between her mother’s platinum and her father’s brown, sleeping on her side the way her mother did. Celeste’s son. Three months old, swaddled in cashmere, the future heir to the Fontaine collection. Margot’s daughter, the newest, pink-cheeked and imperial even in sleep. And somewhere far from here — Aaliyah’s son in Riyadh, Yuki’s son at Stanford.

Seven born. With Tiffany, Madi, Jolene, Daisy, Ruby, and Sage pregnant. Grace and Augustina now confirmed. Five children breathing in the nursery, two more with their mothers across the world, eight on the way.

My phone buzzed. Sage.

The satellite clinic opens next week. Twenty women registered. WHO approved a second location. Rural Portugal. Augustina’s hometown.

I stared at the text. Rural Portugal. Augustina’s hometown. The expansion she’d been planning between paragraphs of media response and bouts of earth-shattering sex.

The waiting list number appeared in my head, the running count Aiste maintained on the whiteboard: 900.

Nine hundred women. Waiting.

Through the glass of the great room, visible from the nursery hallway, the women of my household were visible — laughing, nursing, arguing, planning. Celeste arranging flowers. Tiffany texting about espresso machines. Madi reviewing nursing school applications. Harper reading. Aiste updating the schedule with the determination of a woman who believed chaos could be defeated by spreadsheets. Augustina already on a call with Portuguese health ministry contacts, her eyes sharp, her dark hair catching the light.

And Grace, sitting among them, holding Celeste’s baby with practiced ease, her free hand resting lightly on her own abdomen where a new life was beginning.

“Admiring the view?”

Vivian. She appeared beside me in the hallway, her lab coat open, her son asleep in the bassinet she kept on wheels for exactly this kind of mobile parenting. She held a file.

“I’ve been running numbers on the children,” she said. Her voice was different — the particular tone she used when the scientist in her had found something that the woman in her wasn’t sure about.

“What kind of numbers?”

“Blood work. The quarterly screening we do on all the clinic babies.” She opened the file. “Your oldest son. Four months old.”

“I know. I was there.”

“His blood work came back this morning.” She turned the page. Data. Charts. Numbers I couldn’t read but she could — the language she’d spoken longer than English or Igbo or the language of desire. “Caleb.”

“What?”

“He’s producing the compound.” Her dark eyes met mine. The Sankofa pendant caught the hallway light — the symbol of going back to reclaim what you’ve left behind. “Your son is producing the same pheromone markers you produce. At four months old.”

The corridor went silent. The babies breathed. The breast pumps hummed. Somewhere in the great room, a woman laughed.

“That’s not —” I started.

“Possible? It shouldn’t be. The serum was designed to enhance an existing biological system, not to create a heritable trait. But your son’s blood work shows compound production at approximately thirty percent of your adult levels.” She closed the file. Her hands were steady. Her voice was not. “It’s hereditary. Whatever the serum did to you — your children carry it.”

The implications unfolded in my mind like a map being unrolled — vast, complicated, territory that hadn’t existed an hour ago.

“Does anyone else know?”

“Not yet.” She held the file against her chest. “I wanted to tell you first. Before the implications become — before everyone starts asking questions I don’t have answers to.”

I looked through the nursery glass. Five bassinets. Seven children total — five here, two across the world. All mine.

All of them potentially carrying the same compound. The same pheromone markers. The same biological gift — or burden — that had made their father indispensable to every woman in the building.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Vivian’s voice was the voice of a scientist standing at the edge of her own understanding. “But it changes everything.”


Thank you for reading!
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