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ABOUT LINKED LOVES


We’re in a rush for one last trip to the mystical spring in the Cascades.

I’m tucked into the passenger seat of Bea’s SUV as we twist down the highway back to Eugene. My mind is full of unspoken worries about my five new lovers. Everything’s happening so fast, but I have no regrets. I want to be there for each of them and knit our odd family into a cohesive unit.

I know I’ve overdone it since Ginny arrived—adding her to our circle, then quickly repeating the same with Bea the following day. As my eyes grow heavy, my mind flashes memories of each addition to my harem. I haven’t had a steady relationship since before I met Amy, and now I’m the leader of five dynamic and passionate women. Will I be able to keep up with their expectations?

I need to rest while we commute down the mountain, so I shut my eyes as the road ahead blurs.


To the magic, both unexplainable mysteries and unexpected physics. May you continue to fascinate us as we journey through life.


Accept the things to which fate binds you, and love the people with whom fate brings you together, but do so with all your heart.

MARCUS AURELIUS


LINKED LOVES


1
DREAMING




I smiled across the table at Stacy as we sat in the brand-new diner in the lake lodge. She’d traveled with my family and me to enjoy a weekend of camping, boating, and hiking around this tranquil lake.

“I want to take you on a hike to someplace special,” I said, swallowing my last fry. “Just the two of us.”

Stacy smiled, swiping her fry along the edge of her Styrofoam cup, collecting the remnants of the chocolate shake on its crispy edge. “That sounds a little ominous.” She grinned and popped the fry into her mouth, chewing as she smiled at me.

“Ominous? How?” I said as I began collecting our paper baskets, napkins, and empty cups.

“Sorry, wrong word.” Stacy grinned, then kissed my cheek. She wrapped her arm around my bicep while I walked to the trash can. “Exciting is what I meant. Alone with you on a hike through nature? It’s on my bucket list.”

“What’s a bucket list?” I asked, then dumped the trash before taking her hand and guiding her outside.

“Things I want to do before I kick the bucket.” She grinned as we entwined our fingers, heading toward the trailhead at the end of the parking lot.

“You’ve got your whole life before you, babe,” I said, looking at her.

“I hope you’re in it, too.” Her smile was genuine as we focused on the trail before us.

I was filled with a trembling feeling low in my gut as I let go of her hand and wrapped my arm around her shoulder. Her hand drifted around my hips as we walked closely together. I couldn’t shake the feeling that our relationship was what I wanted for the rest of my life.

“I love you, Stace,” I said, turning my head and kissing her temple.

She grinned at me, and we focused on the trail for a while. The silence after my admission didn’t help the swirling in my gut. I’d spoken too soon; she wasn’t ready to hear it. Dammit, I always moved too fast. I was going to scare her away.

“I love you, too, Kurt.” Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “But we’re both still in high school. We’re going to be seniors this year. I feel so close to you; it scares me, babe. But I think we need to…”

“Need to what?” I interrupted, sounding too loud and too angry. “Need to break up? Fine.”

I let go of her hand and twisted around to return to the parking lot.

“Kurt, stop,” she said, grabbing the back of my shirt. “Why are you so impatient?”

I stopped and swirled around to face her, knowing frustration and anger heated my cheeks.

Stacy’s eyes widened as she spoke. Her caring expression was calm despite my teeming emotions. “We have the rest of our lives to be together.”

Staring at her, my mind and heart warred with how to respond. I loved her; I knew it deep in my bones. She placed her hand on my chest, and my heart slowed as she pressed her cheek against my chest and wrapped her arms around me.

“Be patient with me,” she said so quietly that her words were almost lost to the loud birdsong around us. “Take me to this special place. I’m still here. I’m not going anywhere.”

I inhaled a long breath and blew it out slowly as I wrapped my arms around her. I kissed the top of her head and nodded against her blonde hair. We stood there hugging for a long time until my heart slowed and the tight coil in my gut relaxed.

“I’m sorry,” I said as we parted with a hug. “I’ll try to keep it cool, babe. It’s just… You mean so much to me.”

“You mean everything to me,” Stacy said as a tear slid down her cheek.

We kissed tenderly for a long moment, then turned and continued down the pine-needle-covered path.

[image: ]


“Why won’t you talk to me?” I screamed into the corded phone in my mother’s kitchen as Stacy’s line rang endlessly. Slamming the handset into the wall mount, I fell back against the avocado-colored refrigerator, hot, angry tears falling down my cheeks. “What did I do?” I cried at the ceiling as I slid down to the floor.

I start sobbing, holding my palms to my face. My body wracked with sobs as I cried into my hands. I’m confused by her distance and terrified I’ve said something wrong. We’ve only been back from the lake for a week, but Stacy was slowly calling me less and less. We’d stopped spending hours just listening to each other breathing.

It was my rash admission of love at the lake that spooked her. Typical me, leaping feet first without looking. How did I mess this up so badly?
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“Stacy!” My eyes snap open to reveal nothing but the winding, black-tar road and a sign proclaiming that we are entering Eugene.

“Who’s Stacy?” Bea asks, looking over at me.

“What?” I ask, disoriented by my disturbing dream. Or was it a memory? Shaking my head, I stretch my arms above me, then sit up and adjust my seatbelt.

“You yelled out ‘Stacy’ while dreaming.” Bea squeezes my hand before pulling it to rest on the console as she drives with one hand. “Wasn’t that the name of your old girlfriend? Donna’s daughter. I thought she was dead?”

I nod as I rub my face with my free hand. “Yeah, I must have been dreaming about her.”

I go silent because, for once, I remember a dream vividly. It could be because it’s a memory of Stacy and me camping with my family at the lake the summer before my senior year. Blinking to cycle through my memories as the tendrils from my dream start to fade, I smile at Bea.

“Just an old memory,” I say, shrugging. “Must have been triggered by lunch and Donna’s reaction to seeing Ginny eating her fries.”

“Could be,” Bea says, squeezing my hand, then letting go to signal for a lane change. “It’s good you woke up. We’re almost at my house.”

“Sorry, I slept the whole way down the mountain.” I yawn as the image of Stacy’s face lingers in my mind. Then, it fades away and becomes Ginny. I shake my head again; the shifting images of two different people are confusing.

“I didn’t mind,” Bea says as she drives through city streets. “It was nice to have some quiet time to think about what’s happened and what we’ll need to do to make this work.”

“I understand if you’re having second thoughts,” I say, the troubling dream echoing again. “It’s not a conventional relationship.”

“What?” Bea laughs, giving me a sideways glance as she grins. “I’m not having second thoughts. This is like a dream come true for me in many ways: a hot older guy and a group of females with a mutual attraction. I’m in this. Like, one hundred and ten percent.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, squeezing her hand when she reaches for mine. “That dream messed me up. I may need to talk to Leah. Her perspective may have some insight. She’s always talking about dreams and what they mean.”

“It’s okay.” She leans over, and we kiss at a stoplight. Her fingers run along my cheek as we part. “You’ve got a lot on your plate. I can’t imagine how you keep everyone’s needs and desires in your mind. I’m here if you need someone to listen.”

“Thanks.” I grin, and then we’re quiet as she drives into her neighborhood and up the steep driveway of a Craftsman-style bungalow.

“This is me.” She grins and starts to get out.

“I’m going to sit here for a second and call Leah. I’ll be right in to help you.”

“Okay. It’s not a lot. I may finish before your call ends. I understand—I got this.”

As she grins brightly before turning and climbing the steps to her porch, I pull my phone out and see I’ve missed a message.

Ginny:


I just had the strangest dream.





2
HAUNTING




I stare at Ginny’s text, and the odd synchronicity tightens my gut. I should call her first, but Leah may have more insight into strange dreams. I’m paralyzed by indecision, and my head is still a little woozy from my interrupted nap. Blinking, I close my eyes, feeling exhaustion flow over me. I’ve been overexerting myself, and my body feels tired.

My phone vibrates and I open my eyes, checking the screen and find another text waiting for me.

Paige:


We’re home. Text when you’re on your way from Bea’s.




My eyelids feel heavy, and the words blur as they slowly close. I struggle to stay awake before I succumb to my exhaustion. “Just a cat nap,” I think as blackness overcomes.
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Stacy smiles at me from across the table. We’re at the lakeside diner, having burgers again. She’s older than the last time we were here in high school. I swipe a fry in my shake and bite into the crisp outside. The salty-sweet cold cream is delicious.

“Are you happy with your new girlfriends?” Stacy asks, grinning mischievously.

“They’re incredible,” I say, recalling the faces of my five beautiful girlfriends. “We get along so well, both in and out of the bedroom.”

“Good,” Stacy says, focusing on the fry she stirs in her shake. “I’m glad. I tried to find girls who would love you like I did.”

I look back at her, confusion filling my mind. Taking another fry from my basket, I bite into it without dipping it in my shake. “What do you mean?”

“I can’t stay, Kurt. I’m sorry I left without telling you. I wanted to reconnect, but—” Her nose crinkles as she shrugs at me, taking another fry covered in her shake and chewing it slowly.

My forehead creases with more confusion as I focus on her. “Where are we?” I ask, looking around at the familiarity of the diner overlooking the lake as everything starts to shimmer and fade.

“Tell Mom I love her. I’ll be moving along soon, and she needs to know I’m okay.”

“What are you⁠—”
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The car shifts under me, and I awake with a start. Bea slams the driver’s side door and leans over, smiling at me. I feel like I’m pushed toward her, but as we kiss, I sink into the pleasure of her lips.

“Fell back asleep?” she asks, pulling on her seatbelt. “That’s good. You looked exhausted when we got here. I packed everything I needed for the next week. Clothes, my work stuff. Amy has good wi-fi, right?”

“Uhm, yeah.” I shake my head and check my seatbelt. I never unfastened it before falling asleep. I rub my forehead and close my eyes, Stacy’s image lingering before slowly fading as the apparition wanes. I struggle with what to say as my mind melds with the present. “Yeah, Amy’s got great internet for being in the mountains. She told me their bandwidth increased during the pandemic as more people started working remotely.”

“That makes sense.” Bea grins. “Are you navigating to their house?”

“Right.” I swipe on the phone and tap the Map app, bringing up Paige’s location. “Okay. Start by turning right and heading north.”

Focusing on navigating to Leah and Paige’s house, I let the lingering dream settle in my mind. It’s not long until we pull up behind Amy’s SUV, park, and climb out. The front door opens, and Paige appears as we walk up.

“Kurt.” She grins lopsidedly as she carries a box of quilts past me. “Thanks for texting me back. I wasn’t getting worried at all.”

I twist to say something as she walks behind the open back of the SUV, when a pair of arms wraps around me, and blonde hair covers my face. “I was getting worried,” Ginny says, kissing my cheek as she hugs me tight. “You need to reply to texts and not leave them on read.”

“I’m sorry⁠—”

“He was zonked out,” Bea says as Ginny releases me and turns to hug her. “He couldn’t keep his eyes open and slept in the car while I packed.”

Paige steps forward to hug and kiss me, her brow creasing with concern. “You alright, babe? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I may have,” I murmur into her cheek, tightening my arms around her. Her warmth grounds me to the present, but my dream of Stacy’s haunting goodbye still lingers. When I lean back, watching her eyes, her expression shifts to caring.

“Hey, gals?” she says, getting Bea and Ginny’s attention. “Can you handle loading the stuff on the kitchen counter? I’m going to help Kurt pack his stuff.”

“Sure thing.” Ginny takes Bea by the arm and steers her into the kitchen.

The pair giggle and chat happily as Paige pulls me to the stairs. She guides me up to the second floor, looking over her shoulder at me with concern. “What happened, babe? You look shook.”

“I don’t know,” I say, pushing my fingers through my hair and scratching my head. “I had some weird dreams, or maybe they were memories. I’m just exhausted. I feel disoriented after sleeping most of the way down the mountain.”

“Come on. Sit.” Paige pats the guest room mattress next to her. My bags are open on the other side of the bed. My backpack leans against the wall, reminding me why we’re here.

“We need to pack and get back up to Amy’s,” I say, reaching and grabbing my backpack.

“Kurt, sit,” Paige says sternly. “We’re ahead of schedule. Take a load off, for fucks sake.”

I glance at her, then carry my backpack to the bed, sit next to her, and place it at my feet. She leans into me and hugs me again, and I sink into her. Her body is warm from her movements, but she holds me close and rubs my back. I sigh, trying to figure out what to say.

“I had a dream about Stacy,” I admit as she pulls back. “Two, actually, but I don’t remember the first as clearly as the second.”

“I’m listening, but we should call Leah if it’s about a dream. Maybe?”

“That’s what I was thinking, but just listen. I feel like this sounds crazy.”

“Okay, babe.” She turns toward me, and her calm expression is a comfort. “I’m here for you. Whatever you need.”

“I dated Stacy in high school before I met Amy,” I begin, my eyes flicking to the ceiling as I recall the past alongside the remnants of my first dream. Refocusing on Paige, I continue, “She went camping with my family and me to the lake. I remember confessing I loved her on a hike to the spring.”

“Wow, I never knew that,” Paige says. “But you and I didn’t run with the same crowd in high school. I barely knew Stacy since she was a year ahead of me. She sticks in my mind because of her accident and the town’s reaction to her death.”

“I never heard what happened,” I say, reaching for Paige’s hand, needing her calming contact. “Do you mind telling me the whole story?”


3
TWISTS AND TURNS




“Wow, okay. Let me think. That was a long time ago,” Paige starts, squeezing my fingers as she looks up at the ceiling. “I heard she was driving back from the mountains alone, hit a patch of ice, and spun out of control. Her car tumbled down into a ravine, and when they got to her hours later, she’d already passed.”

“Coming down from where?”

“The lake. She was up in the cabins with her boyfriend,” Paige says, squinting and tilting her head. “At least, that’s how I remember the story. There was a lot of gossip that she’d been abused or something. I went to her memorial service, but that’s where my memory gets flaky. Why?”

“I dreamed of us on that camping trip. It feels like a memory I’ve repressed for many years. She broke up with me a few weeks later, and I was devastated. I loved her, but also felt spurned by her. Aside from Amy, I never dated anyone seriously after that.” I shrug. “I guess I decided it was easier to be alone than to deal with strong feelings for someone.”

“I think that describes a lot of us.” Paige half smiles. “Leah tells me about some of her clients to shed some emotions after a tough session. I keep her confidence, but sometimes we get stuck in the past, you know?”

“Yeah, that describes me.” I nod with a smirk. “Until last weekend. I feel like my heart is open again. But my memory of what happened with Stacy makes me feel unsure. But that’s not even the weird dream.”

“You had another?”

“Yeah.” I nod and glance up at her. “I dreamed of an older Stacy, eating with me at the lodge diner. She told me she tried to find girls who could love me like she did. Then she said to tell her mom that she loved her and that she’d be moving on soon.”

Paige’s mouth opens in surprise. She hugs me tightly and rubs my back when I don’t continue. We hold each other in shocked silence for a moment before she pulls back and watches my eyes.

“We need to tell Leah.” Paige nods at me, then looks at her watch. “But we should get back on the road first. Pack up. I’m going to go talk to Imogen and Beatrice.” She grins as she uses their full names. “Meet us downstairs.”

I nod as she leaves, pulling my backpack onto my lap. I sort through my things; my company laptop is still inside, and I keep my cable kit and stuff for my road trips. I zip it up and place it by the bed as I sort through my suitcase. Thanks to Ginny’s two-bag system, most of my belongings fit in one bag. I zip it up and scan the room. Spying the box I need to return my laptop, I grab it, my backpack, and my suitcase, and head downstairs.

The other three are at the foot of the stairs, watching as I walk down to join them. Paige reaches for my backpack and box and hands them to Bea and Ginny.

“Bea and Ginny will ride back together,” Paige says as the pair nods. “There is just enough room for your suitcase in the back of Amy’s SUV.”

“So I’m riding with you?”

“That’s right. We can talk to Leah together.”

Turning to the younger girls, I hug them and kiss each of them. “I’ll fill you in when we’re all back together. Drive safely. I want us all to get there in one piece,” I say as we walk out of Paige’s house; she pauses to lock her front door, then takes my free hand. I pull my roller to the back of Amy’s SUV, and Paige helps me fit it into the packed compartment.

The news about how Stacy died is still fresh in my mind. While we’ve driven this road many times, it’s a reminder that anything can happen at any time. As we pile into the vehicles, I’m struck by how easily Ginny and Bea get along. They are both millennials, while the rest of my girls are Gen X like me. I’m glad we all seem to fit together despite the age gap.

“I’m calling Leah,” Paige says as she steers toward the highway. “Tell her everything you told me.”

“What are you thinking?” I look at her as I pull out my phone to check messages. Since there are no notifications, I slide it into a depression on the console.

“I think we’re experiencing things I can’t explain,” Paige says, tapping on the CarPlay display in the center of Amy’s dashboard. With a couple of taps, we hear the phone ringing over the in-car speaker.

“Hey, babe,” Paige says when she hears Leah’s voice. “Kurt remembered some dreams he had on the ride down. We’d like to hear your thoughts.”

“Okay, no problem. Hi Kurt. Are you doing okay?”

“I think so,” I say, already feeling better just from hearing Leah’s comforting voice. “It’s strange because, like I told Paige, I rarely remember my dreams.”

“We’re experiencing a lot right now, which is likely why your subconscious is becoming more active. That’s my take on it. In a sense, your subconscious has remained dormant while you’ve been going through the motions by rote for a long time.”

I tell her about my dreams, and she listens as I spill everything. I also detail my relationship with Stacy in high school. In the background, I hear the sound of a chair scraping.

“Amy’s joining, and I have you on speaker,” Leah says.

“Hey, Kurt. I remember when you dated Stacy,” Amy says. “You guys dated for a long time when I was a junior. I remember asking you to that drive-in movie after I knew you’d broken up. I may have been a little jealous of how close the two of you were. You always treated her respectfully, even after you parted ways.”

“That was a long time ago,” I say, smirking at Paige. “I hardly remembered any details about Stacy until I had that dream this morning. Remembering how she ended it so abruptly messed with me. Then you and I hit it off, and that helped. But after you moved away, I returned to feeling completely alone.”

“You said you had two dreams,” Leah interrupts. “What was the second one?”

“Well, the first seems like a repressed memory. Like, I knew it happened, but the details were fuzzy when I woke up from the first dream. I was exhausted and stayed in the car, meaning to call you to discuss it. I remember seeing Paige’s text, but I couldn’t stay awake.”

“Okay, go on.” Leah’s voice is soft with an undercurrent of caring and comfort.

“Well, in the next dream, she was older. Maybe five years, while I felt the age I am now.” I tell her the details as I remember them. “Then it gets weird. She said she was sorry she left without saying goodbye. She said she’d tried to gather girls who would love me like she did. And to tell Donna she loves her, but she’s moving on.”

“Fuck,” Leah says, and I hear Amy gasp. “I just got another dose of goosebumps.”

“What does it mean? Stacy’s been dead for years. We haven’t been in contact since high school. She hadn’t been on my mind until we ate at the diner after⁠—”

“I know,” Leah interrupts. “Kurt, I want you to go through some calm breathing exercises, okay? Let me think about this and discuss it with Amy. I’ll call back.”

After the call disconnects, the car goes silent. Paige looks at me as she navigates toward the highway. The traffic is light, but there are many stoplights on this surface road. My emotions start to get the best of me, and I struggle to take a breath.

“Just breathe, babe. You’re hyperventilating. Slow inhales, slow exhales,” she coaches, reaching for my hand as she drives one-handed. “Leah will help untangle this, I’m sure. And regardless, I’m glad we’re together. I know I love you. It’s been fast, but… Kurt, I’ve never felt this way about a guy. Ever. I mean that.”

I squeeze her hand and smile. “I love you, too,” I say, filling the sudden quiet. “It’s a weird feeling this way about you, and about all of you. But I agree with what Leah said about my emotions being dormant. It’s like I became a robot with the constant travel. And then they awakened while the three of us were at the cabins. I haven’t felt this way about a woman, let alone five women, since… well… Stacy. ”

Paige squeezes my hand and then steers with both hands. “We’ll figure it out.” The cab fills with a more comfortable silence. “Are you hungry? I’m starved.”

“Yeah, I didn’t have much for breakfast. What are you thinking?”

“Taco Time?”

“Fuck, yeah. I haven’t had Taco Time in years. I loved their crispy meat burritos. Do they still have them?”

“Dipped in ranch?” Paige grins. “Of course, they still have the crispy meats!”

Diverting off the route, Paige halts the GPS while we detour for some Mexican fast food. The Taco Time chain is only in the Northwest, and the first crunch of the crispy, deep-fried flour tortilla rolled with seasoned taco meat sparks memories of my hometown. This triggers another dormant memory of Stacy and me eating there. Taco Time was close to the high school, so we’d make quick trips at lunchtime. As I’m chewing and mulling over the past, Paige’s phone rings. She taps the phone button on the screen to make the connection.

“Okay, Kurt.” Leah’s voice fills the silent void that had settled in the car, “This is what I think. I want you to try and listen and hold your questions. You’re bound to have some.”

“I’m listening,” I say, popping the last bite of the crispy meat burrito in my mouth.


4
THEORIES AND PLANS




“Let me start by saying my academic research doesn’t go into the metaphysical, so this isn’t my professional opinion,” Leah starts. “There is no scientific evidence of an afterlife. From an atheistic, purely scientific point of view, when someone dies, their brain remains active until the body runs out of oxygen. Then it’s just a body—flesh and bone. There is no tangible evidence, scientifically, for anything after that.”

“I understand,” I say, nodding. “I’m not religious, but this doesn’t seem connected to my beliefs. I’m a technical guy who believes in using evidence and facts.”

“It could feel like Stacy is calling out to you from beyond the grave,” Leah continues. “The concept is abundant in literature and entertainment. However, much of it is wishful thinking for dramatic effect. Honestly, that might also be what you’re experiencing, babe.”

“Just an overactive imagination?” I reply.

“Perhaps,” Leah states. “Now I’m going to shift into more speculative but also more grounded explanations for what’s happening while you’re dreaming. You’ve had a very active week, both physically and emotionally. Your new activities have stirred up synaptic pathways in your brain that haven’t been stimulated for years. Additionally, new synapses are forming, connecting to previously dormant portions of your memories. While you sleep, your mind tries to make sense of all the novel activity.”

When she pauses, I say, “Okay.” I nod, recalling how the human mind works while learning how artificial intelligence works. AI tries to mimic the seemingly random electrical impulses in the mind by using neural networks to simulate brain activity.

“When you dream, your whole brain is active—wildly, especially during REM sleep. That stands for Rapid Eye Movement. The only quiet parts of your brain are the regions responsible for motor control and physical movement, which are mostly shut down. When you’re in REM, your brain is more awake than the rest of your body. Humans are very visual animals, so while in REM, the visual processing parts of your brain are very active.”

“So that’s what’s responsible for dreams?” I ask, trying to piece it together.

“Not solely. Every part of your brain is active. When you’re asleep, the brain sorts through recent memories and tries to store both explicit and implicit memories in long-term memory. The process is called memory consolidation, and it’s well established in the study of the mind.”

She pauses, and I sort through her explanation. “I’m with you.”

“This is my hypothesis,” Leah explains. “In memory consolidation, our minds dig through long-term memories as they sort through the short-term memories, and sometimes those neural chains spill into our dreams.”

“So that explains the first dream, going back and reliving camping with Stacy.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” Leah replies. “But the next dream isn’t as straightforward. It’s connected, but I think it’s also wound up in our unexplainable experiences near the spring. Your mind might try to make sense of the new experiences in light of your past. But that merely explains what we think we understand from science.”

“Okay, that makes sense.”

“But remember, Kurt. Science can’t explain things that can’t be measured or quantified. I don’t think what we’re going through—what you’re going through—can only be explained by science. As a believer in fate, I want to place more importance on your second dream. But as a scientist, I can’t prove any connections.”

“I understand,” I say, then pause to see if she will pick up another thread. When Leah remains silent, I continue. “I was exhausted and had the first dream I consciously remember in a very long time. I get what you’re saying about new experiences activating dormant parts of my brain.”

“It’s complex and open to interpretation,” Leah says, and I can picture her nodding with her soft, caring smile. “It’s okay to keep thinking about it. Did Stacy reach out from beyond? I wish I could say she did, but I can’t use any real science to confirm that.”

“Okay, that helps me.” I exhale, releasing my remaining anxiety, then glance at Paige. “Moving on, what is the status for Operation Full Moon Midnight Fuck, or whatever we’re going to call it.”

“Ginny’s not with you, right?” Leah asks.

“She and Bea are driving together,” Paige says. “I gathered all the gear you asked me to, along with the old quilts from the den.”

“I should tell you, Kurt,” Amy says. “I called Donna earlier to ask her some questions. She might suspect what we’re doing, but won’t interfere. She said the park rangers don’t patrol after ten, and the park gates are locked at the highway.”

“I think we should plan to camp at the cove campground on the opposite end of the lake,” Leah says right after Amy finishes. “There is a section of the McKensie River Trail that runs along the eastern side of the lake from the campground to the spring. It’s slightly longer than hiking from Donna’s diner, but not by much because of how that side loops around the northern part of the lake. We can make it to the fallen tree an hour before midnight if we leave after ten. The path winds through the old-growth forest and the lava plains. Without as many trees, the full moon can light the way through the rocky section.”

I think back to my nature hike with Paige last week. We’d hiked that part of the trail in our loop around the lake, and I remember it wasn’t all deep forest like it was near the lodge. “We should take flashlights for safety, right?”

“We’ve got them all in the packs,” Leah says. “We need to be careful but not reckless. We have everything we need. Including tents to make it look like we’re camping, even if we end up not sleeping in them.”

“I reserved two tent camping spots at the cove with the park service,” Amy says. “We’re not breaking any laws going on a night hike. The park rangers don’t know about or patrol near the Winefelly altar. They only maintain the forest service trails that encircle the lake and spring.”

“What is your read on Ginny?” I ask Paige. “Did she talk about it during the drive down?”

“She’s excited and full of anticipation,” Paige says. “I recounted the trip we took for you and Leah. I still remember the location. The hike from Cold Water Cove will be easy if the moon is full.”

“The weather forecast says clear skies with no clouds or chance of rain,” Amy reports. “It won’t be too cold, but the quilts are a smart move. We’ll have to split the load between us.”

“Okay, I think we’re good.” I laugh aloud. “We’re not invading a foreign country. This is more like a high school kegger near the lake, only without the beer.”

“And a lot more sex.” Amy giggles.

“It’s a good thing I don’t wear condoms. We won’t have to police the area for stray foil wrappers.” I wink at Paige.

“That would be the biggest crime,” Leah says, and I picture her smirking. “This is to bring Ginny into the circle formally, but I don’t think anyone will complain if you knock her up tonight.”

“I think you should give it your best shot,” Amy says, busting into giggles.

When we say our goodbyes and disconnect the call, I relax in the passenger seat. “Are you okay driving?” I ask Paige.

“Yeah, babe. I’m fine. Try to get some sleep the rest of the way. I’ll wake you when we’re close.”
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SHUFFLING SPACES




My eyes flutter open as I feel pressure around my erection, and I glance to the side. Paige’s eyes gleam with mischief as she stares at her hand, cupping my length, running her fingers from the root to the tip through my shorts.

“Were you dreaming about one of us?” Paige asks after I moan at the stimulation. “Was it me?”

I shake my head. “I don’t remember.” I gasp as my hips twitch at her touch. I glance around, realizing we’re parked in the parking lot outside of Amy’s lodge. “Fuck, that feels good.”

“I love how responsive you are, Kurt.” Paige lowers her hand to grip the base of my shaft. “I’d like nothing more than to suck the cum out of your balls or ride this beast until I shatter.”

She starts stroking along my straining cock, her fingers wrapping the rough texture of my shorts and underwear around my rod. “Do you want to fuck me, Kurt?” she whispers, then presses her lips against mine, and I moan my affirmation into her mouth. Our tongues tangle as I rock my hips, grinding my stiffness through her grip.

She pulls back, her blue eyes dark with lust as she bites her lip. She drags her hand away as she twists back into her seat. “Not yet, stud.” Paige winks as she turns off the car and opens the door. “Your next load is meant for Ginny’s pussy.”

She steps out of Amy’s SUV and shuts the door behind her as I groan with frustration. I can hear her shouting up to the lodge entrance through the window. “Come on, we need to load up for camping.”

I close my eyes, catching my breath as my thoughts return to the present. Once again, the memory of my dreams is silent, but the conversation with Leah still echoes in my thoughts. My balls ache slightly as I manage to coax my erection to soften, adjusting it into a better position.

A horn honks as I open my door to step out. Glancing at the lodge’s entrance, I track Bea’s smaller SUV through the lot until she rolls toward the space beside us. I close the door without exiting the vehicle, allowing Bea to park as she waves at me with a bright grin. Ginny leans over from the passenger seat, smiling and waving.

I grin, thinking about how much I care for the younger women. Climbing out first, I shut the door to let Bea open hers. Ginny is already out and hurries around the back of the car as Bea slides out of her door and wraps herself around me. Ginny squeals as she presses into my side. I kiss them both as my cock thickens again at their delightful welcome. I groan when two hands cup my package and then grope up the stiffening length.

“Mmmm,” Ginny says before thrusting her tongue into my mouth. Bea’s hand strokes me through my shorts, eliciting another moan. I glance around as the three of us make out in the lodge parking lot.

“Break it up, lovebirds.” Paige grins, greeting the two girls with hugs and kissing their cheeks. “We don’t want to frighten the guests. Let’s unload and take things upstairs. We’ve got to repack some things for camping. Lots to do, so no more grab-ass.”

Ginny drops her hand and cups my aching balls, biting her lip and winking at me. “Dibs.”

“So I’ve been told,” I manage, adjusting my erection yet again.

Bea kisses my jaw, sighing into my ear. “I want some, too, so I claim seconds.”

Paige laughs and waves me to the back of Amy’s SUV. “Gonna be a long night, babe. Come on. Help me unpack your gear to make room for more quilts.”

I watch my two younger girlfriends unpack Bea’s SUV as I move to help Paige unload Amy’s. I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and wait for my erection to die down. Glancing toward the lodge, I see Amy on the top step, waving at me. When our eyes meet, she tips her chin and gestures for me to join her. I grab my suitcase out of the SUV. “Do you guys have everything?” I ask, carrying it to the steps that lead up to the wrap-around porch. “Amy wants me for something.”

“We got it, babe,” Paige says, then laughs. “But we all want you. Don’t forget that.”

I shake my head and hear her laughter grow louder. I love her teasing, but it’s a reminder that the rest of my family needs attention and makes me ponder how I’ll keep up. The five of them seem cool with sharing, but they’re also increasingly horny around me.

Amy greets me with a snug hug, and I wrap my arms around her as we kiss. Leah leans into my side and pats my back before continuing down the stairs carrying a backpack. “I’m packing all the quilts I can find.” She winks at me before turning and waving at Paige.

“You okay?” I ask Amy, running my hands along her sides. She nods, lightly kissing me as she leans into my chest.

“I’m awesome.” She grins and steps back. “Every time you come back, you find me first thing. It comforts me to know I’m on your mind.”

“Always.” I grin and push a strand of hair behind her ear. “My head and heart are full, though. I can’t handle any more additions to the circle. I never want you guys to feel I’m not thinking about you.”

“You’re doing a wonderful job, honey.” Amy grins and takes my hand, guiding me inside her lodge. “I love you and the family we’re building. Come with me to our loft. I want your opinion on something.”

She leads me to the stairs and starts climbing. I let go of her hand to grab the handrail while enjoying the sway of her hips and the curve of her bottom. She looks back at me, grinning. “I love that you can’t keep your eyes off me.”

A flash of memories from high school returns of her toned, tanned body spread across the carpet of her mother’s living room. The times we’d spent entirely naked, enjoying the sensations of fingers, lips, and tongue. We’d never taken it past heavy petting or oral sex in all those wild afternoons. The first time we’d enjoyed intercourse was last Friday. My cock throbs at the memory.

“You always turn me on, Amy,” I say as we make the turn and head up the final flight to her loft. “I’m so glad we reconnected. You and I belong together.”

“Honey, we all belong together,” Amy says, taking my hand at the top of the stairs. “I’m not saying I haven’t struggled with a bit of jealousy this past week. But it’s a reminder of what I need to work on inside myself. Sharing you with them feels so right, especially with Paige and Leah. Bea and Ginny fit right in.”

I take her in my arms, holding her close, and bend to kiss her. She kisses me back, a slow, languorous melding of our lips and tongues, and my cock thickens. I can’t help but grind my length against her impatiently. She rubs my chest, lowering her hands to my bulge and squeezing.

“We can’t.” Amy grins, stroking up and down. “Honey, you know I want to. But you need to close the circle with Ginny first.”

I sigh and look up at the log cabin rafters as she pulls her hand away. “I know, but fuck, babe. It’s hard.”

“I can tell.” She giggles, taking my hand and opening the door to her bedroom.

Her loft bedroom has changed. Her desk is gone, which had stretched down most of one wall opposite her enormous Alaskan king bed. In its place are two sofas. She’d moved one from under the window, leaving a space for a reading nook with two giant overstuffed chairs and a small table between them.

“We needed more space for sleeping and relaxing,” Amy explains, leaning against me with her arm around my waist. “What do you think?”

“I love it. It’s still cozy while having an open feel. We’ll have lots of places to choose from to relax and reconnect.” I look around, then back at her. “Where are you going to work?”

“I repurposed one of the guest rooms downstairs on the main floor. It was located in an unusual spot near the laundry and kitchen and was rarely occupied. So now it’s a combined office space.” Amy shrugs. “Leah helped me with the layout. We’ll all need a space to work.”

“Makes sense,” I say, nodding. “Bea says she wants to work remotely, too.”

“It has plenty of room for everyone, but I want to show you one more space.” Amy pulls me past the wood-burning stove and opens the door, exposing another expansive room stretching along the lodge’s top. It’s partitioned into six nooks, each the size of a small bedroom. There is a pass-through along the roof beams to a space behind them, but the ceiling is low and slanted from the roof’s pitch.

“For our clothes and belongings,” she explains, waving her hands at the separate nooks. “This was just a leftover space after we finished the second-floor ceilings. I’d never found a use for it. It’s just right to allow each of us some private space for clothes and personal items. There is enough room for a small bed or futon, too. There’s more storage along the edge where the ceiling gets too low.”

My chin drops as I take in the space, my imagination filling the empty spaces with our belongings. “This is amazing,” I say with a lopsided grin. “When you say you’re all in, you don’t mess around.”

“I helped her,” Leah says from outside the room. “When we looked at other properties, nothing fit. Paige and I want to be with you, so this is a way we can be under one roof—all of us together. We all need to share space and live as a family. Don’t you feel drawn to live together under the same roof?“
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COLD WATER CAMPING




“I hadn’t put much thought into it,” I admit, but I grin and nod. “Hearing you say it and seeing how you guys have arranged everything, I agree. It’ll be cozy sometimes.”

“Well, as Doug Stone sings, ‘Love grows best in little houses.’” Amy grins as the three of us hug each other.

“Thank you for thinking about the big picture. You’re both helping me see it more clearly.” I kiss the top of their heads. Leah tilts her head up and grins. We kiss as Amy wraps her arms around us, and we reconnect. I pull back to kiss Amy again. My cock is stiff, but my heart is whole with thoughts of how these two exceptional women have filled the emptiness.

“It doesn’t feel like it’s only been a week,” I say, glancing at them. “But I know we all belong together, and this feels like home.”

“That’s what we’re going to do—make this our home,” Amy says, then looks at her watch. “We don’t have much time if we’re going to make camp before dinner.”

“Why do we have to make camp again?” My frequent naps and fascinating dreams have disrupted my morning.

“We need to make it look like we’re camping at the cove so the park rangers don’t suspect anything,” Amy explains patiently as we walk down the stairs. “They always make one final tour of the campgrounds before 10 p.m. We should be quiet in our tents so they’ll think we’re asleep for the night.”

“Too bad we don’t have one of those huge Class-C RVs,” I mention, not looking forward to setting up tents. “We could have some awesome road trips to national parks together, maybe tour Idaho and Montana.”

“We’ll put that on the list,” Leah says, winking.

“It’s been years since I put up a tent,” I grumble, expecting the worst.

“It’s super easy now,” Amy says, squeezing my hand. “It won’t take long, and we’ve packed air mattresses so your old back won’t have to sleep on the rocky ground.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re only a year younger than me.”

“Seventeen months and fourteen days.” She giggles, then kisses me before I can respond. “I don’t mind you being a silver fox, honey.”

“Everything is loaded,” Paige reports, popping in from the landing. “Bea and Ginny are going to follow us to the campground. Let’s go. We’re burning daylight.”

I follow Leah and Paige down the steps while Amy checks with her assistant manager. As we put on our seatbelts, she hustles down the stairs and jumps into the driver’s seat.

“All set?” she asks as she starts the rig. The loud rumble of its powerful engine vibrates through the passenger space. She looks over her shoulder at Leah and Paige in the back seat, then reaches over and squeezes my hand before shifting into reverse.

“I don’t know why I’m so excited.” She looks out the back window. “The campground isn’t far, and I’ve been there hundreds of times.”

“There are camping spots down by the lodge, too, aren’t there? It seems like that would’ve been a shorter hike.” I stretch my arms and arch my back. My body aches slightly from my vigorous activity the last two days.

“It’s about the same, and besides, the lodge camping spots are always sold out through the summer,” Leah says. “The only time you can reserve one of the cabins is when this is all covered with snow. The campground near the lodge has a months-long waiting list during the spring and summer.”

“That’s encouraging,” I say, glancing at Leah. “Since we plan on making our livelihoods by offering access to hiking, kayaking, skiing, and everything this area offers.”

“It’s always been an active area. It’s close to Salem, Albany, and Eugene for a steady stream of local campers.” Paige waves her hands toward the west. “But we also draw from Portland and southern Washington. Bend and Mount Bachelor are a short drive east past the summit, and Sisters is a small town but a fun place for tourists.

“I’m looking forward to doing things in nature instead of office buildings.” I turn back to watch the road. “What things do you like to do for fun?”

“I want to summit each of the Three Sisters,” Paige says, grinning. “I’ve already climbed Mt. Bachelor and Mt. Hood. I love getting to the top and seeing the 360-degree view from ten thousand feet. Have you ever mountain climbed?”

“No.” I laugh. “I run to keep in shape, but not long distances. Just 5K and 10K routes. I want to keep working at it and getting better though.”

“I’ll whip you into shape,” Paige says, reaching and rubbing my shoulder.

“What about you?” I ask, turning to Amy.

“I love kayaking,” she says. “Hiking is fun, but the challenge of a good set of rapids makes my heart race. Cross-country skiing near Bachelor is fun in the winter.”

I glance over my shoulder at Leah. “I read books.” She laughs and shrugs innocently. “These two love to be active. I’ll stay inside, get lost in a good book, research something, and prepare a good meal for any adventurers when they return.”

Amy turns off the highway and down a road that runs slightly downhill. The lake comes into view, and the lodge is barely visible at the far end. I can see small RVs and tents set up as we pass by the first loop of campsites. It’s been decades since I’ve been here, but the scenery is familiar.

“We’re down at the end, close to the trail,” Amy says, waving ahead at another loop of campsites. “It should be easy to creep out once the campground settles down.”

I recall camping with my grandparents, aunts, and uncles. We sat outside our tents and pickup truck campers around bonfires, roasting marshmallows for s’mores. I grin, enjoying my memories of the rustic campground. There is an old, hand-powered water pump because while the lake’s water is so icy cold, it’ll make you sick from the algae if you drink it.

“This feels like home.” I grin as Amy turns into a campsite.

She rolls down the window and waves Bea toward the campsite just past ours. “We got the two at the end, near the boat ramp. The trail runs right past that, so we can access it without disturbing anyone else.”

We all climb out and walk to the back, where Paige hands out things for us to carry and set up tents. Amy and Leah grab a cooler and a picnic basket and take them to a long picnic table between the two campsites.

Ginny and Bea park by the opposite side of the table, and we start setting things up. Amy is right; the three small tents are easy to set up. We’ll have to pair up for sleeping. That’s fine with me; after the last few nights sleeping in a pile of warm bodies, it will be nice to cozy up with just one of my girls.
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“Okay, everyone.” Leah bangs a wooden spoon around the inside of a cast-iron skillet, even though we’re already near the table. “Let’s eat!”

We’d sat around the picnic table while Amy and Leah prepared dinner on the other end. I knew it wouldn’t be anything gourmet, but that was fine. I was hungry. I’d only eaten the small Mexican lunch from Taco Time since eating burgers and fries at the lodge before my hike with Bea yesterday.

I grin at the memory of showering off the filth from our romp in the woods. We’d all snacked while exploring each other, comfortably tucked into Amy’s loft. I’d only had coffee for breakfast before we quickly headed down the mountain, where I fell asleep and dreamed of Stacy. My musing about the last two places we’d eaten brings back her memory. I close my eyes and try to clear the invasive thought.

I have little to complain about with my life taking a sudden twist, filled with five beautiful women, and loving every part of it. But the lack of routine is starting to wear on me. Amy and Leah must’ve sensed this because they’ve planned for a regular meal before we begin the next adventure. Along the center of the picnic table rests a large cooler packed with huge, steaming hot baked potatoes wrapped in foil, then a line of the fixings, including a choice between smoked pulled pork, shredded chicken, or taco-seasoned beef as toppings.

“Wow!” I say, looking down at my baked potato, the size of a dinner plate. I load the inside of the skin with a healthy scoop of taco meat, then add a generous handful of cheese and a heaping spoonful of sour cream. “When did you have time to make this?”

“We baked them in the oven at the lodge. I freeze many things I get from restaurants in Sisters or down in the valley like the taco meat is from Taco Time.” Amy grins and winks as she sits beside me with her plate of hot, steamy food. “Guests enjoy breakfasts and nightly small meals provided as part of their reservations. Baked potatoes are easy to cook and keep warm, wrapped in foil.”

“We’d just finished packing the food in the coolers to keep everything hot when you returned,” Leah continues. “We’ve been lax on a consistent eating schedule, so Amy and I put our heads together to devise a plan for feeding us all.”

“Thank you for thinking ahead.” I nod and fork in a mouthful of fluffy potato, taco meat, cheese, and sour cream mouthful. My eyes roll back as I chew. “This is awesome. I just realized that my diet today has been Taco Time and coffee.”

“Yeah. We need to do better with meal planning,” Amy says, leaning on my shoulder. “Once settled, we can develop a routine and schedule. We can’t have you passed out from a calorie deficit from lack of meals.”

“You keep making dishes like this, and I don’t think it will be a problem. I might have to start marathon training to keep from getting pudgy.”

“I’m sure we can think of various vigorous activities to keep you fit and happy,” Paige chimes in from her spot. “You need to train for alpine climbing too!”

The girls are in good spirits, full of smiles as they chat and laugh. I grin, watching Paige joke around with Ginny and Bea. Her sense of humor always seems to calm me when I feel stressed. Bea is getting along with the rest of the girls, and I’m sure riding back up the mountain with Ginny helped their bonding. Ginny is lively and a lot of fun. I didn’t get to spend much one-on-one time with her yesterday, so I look forward to giving her my full attention at the mystical native altar near the spring.

The sun sinks toward the horizon, approaching the sunset that’s probably due in an hour or so. Since it’s near midsummer, the days are pretty long this far north, so I reckon we’ll have a couple of hours of twilight before the dark and the last park ranger patrol around 10 p.m.

I glance up, noticing Leah smiling at me. “What?” I grin at her while poking at the remains of my baked potato.

“You’re thinking about timing, aren’t you?”

“How did you know?” I narrow my eyes because sometimes she’s eerily tuned in to what’s happening.

“I’m very attentive to your mannerisms,” Leah explains. “You’ve gone all day without any sex, so you’re starting to feel antsy.”

“I’m not that bad,” I try to argue, laughing. She raises a hand.

“It’s a good thing, babe. You’ve needed a break and did great using your downtime today to rest. You’ve got to be anticipating Operation Midnight Fuck. I just noticed you checking the sun, looking around at the campground, noticing the shadows. You don’t wear a watch because you’ve got a natural sense of time, and when you need to know, it’s on your phone.”

“Is your last name Holmes?” I grin.

“Like I said, I pay attention to things. Especially you.”

“Why me?” I ask, furrowing my brow. Amy turns, hearing our conversation, while the other three continue to laugh and enjoy whatever they’re talking about.

“Because you are under the most pressure right now,” Leah says, then holds up her hand before I complain. “Maintaining relationships is different than work, Kurt. You feel responsible for five new people in your life. You’re recently unemployed and moving halfway across the country. You’re feeling a lot of stress. Don’t tell me you’re not.”

Glancing at Amy, I nod. “Yeah, I hadn’t been dwelling on it,” I admit to Leah as Amy leans into my side and hugs me. “I’ve been wonderfully distracted. But, yeah, I can feel the tension building inside me. I never really thought of the stressors you just listed.”

“I deal with people in relationship crises,” Leah explains. “Most of the time, the emotional closeness isn’t the problem. It’s unexamined stress, miscommunication, and misaligned priorities. That pressure starts spats and builds resentment, and that stresses the relationship.”

Amy nods. “Many things were misaligned between my ex-husband and me. But I agree. The problems worsened when we stopped communicating, made assumptions, and held grudges for things that never happened.”

“We’ve talked about that, Amy. I know you understand the importance of talking things through dispassionately.” She focuses back on me. “It’s Kurt I’m worried about because I feel like he’s spent the last thirty years avoiding relationship issues by focusing on work. That’s a different kind of stress, and it doesn’t grow because it is the nature of business to solve conflicts. Which is a whole different topic.”

“What are you saying?” I ask, feeling a bit defensive but not disagreeing with her point of view. “Tell it to me straight.”

“Babe,” Leah says, reaching for my hand. “I’m worried about you, but I also see that you’ve made significant shifts in your routine over the past week. You’re looking to us for input and listening before jumping to a new project. I encourage you to continue that as your life goes through this massive shift.”

“Okay.” I squint at her and work through my emotional response to her concern. Amy leans and kisses my cheek but stays silent. Leah squeezes my hand, letting me process, and I squeeze back when it clicks.

“You want me to be more open to talking about what’s on my mind rather than just stewing on it silently and then making a decision without getting more input.”

Leah raises both eyebrows and winks. “Got it in one,” she says, nodding. “You’re not alone anymore. We’re here, and we support you. I’m holding you to what you said at breakfast. You need to lead, but you also need to engage in discussions. What’s worrying you right now?”

“I was thinking about when we should leave. How long will the hike take? Do we need to set anything up? What do we do between now and the final park ranger check?”

Leah nods at Amy, who squeezes my forearm. “We’re going to start a campfire, then roast some s’mores for dessert.”

“Paige and I are going to head out a little before ten,” Leah says. “Because we want to set up quilts and things to make it comfortable. The four of you can join us after the park rangers leave.”

“It should take about thirty to forty minutes for us to make the hike,” Paige says, and I notice she’s slid close at some point as the conversation shifts to the night’s plans. “If you leave after ten-thirty, you’ll have plenty of time.”

As we discuss the plans, Bea and Ginny lean toward us, and the girls’ natural focus on the shift in our discussion strikes me. Everyone is aligned, and it helps to calm the tight coil in my gut that I’ve ignored.

“We have packs packed for each of us,” Amy tells the group. “Leah and I divided the supplies between the backpacks. You each have an LED lantern in your pack; with the full moon, you shouldn’t need it on the hike. But we might need to use them in the old-growth forest near the altar.”

“In the packs are some water bottles and snacks. We don’t know how long we’ll be at the altar, but we may be peckish at the end.” Leah’s mouth turns up in a wicked grin.

“You guys have this wired,” I say with a nod. “Thank you. It’s helpful to know that everyone is included. I feel like I’ve been too absent with my naps today.”

“You need your rest, babe. The stress you’ve been ignoring takes its toll,” Paige says with a smirk. “You’re not exhausted solely from fucking your sexy harem girls.”

“We can handle the details,” Leah reminds me. “We’re all one big team.”

Ginny raises her hand, and I nod at her.

“Okay, that’s all great.” She grins and winks at me before wrinkling her nose. “But what is a… s’more? I want some dessert!”
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Ginny’s sweet tooth and curiosity break the serious mood as everyone explains their favorite method for making s’mores. The rest of us were raised in the shadows of the Cascades, so roasting marshmallows, breaking chocolate bars into squares to fit one half of a graham cracker, then building a gooey sandwich of the three ingredients was a rite of passage and ingrained in our minds.

While the girls discuss the finer points of roasting marshmallows, I finish my potato. I collect everyone’s paper plates and plastic forks while Amy and Leah set up for s’mores. They set out a collection of zip-lock bags containing marshmallows, graham crackers, and mini chocolate bars.

“I’ve always just used the classic Hershey bars,” I mention as I rejoin them at the picnic table. “Do the minis work for s’mores?”

“Two per works great, and the variety of chocolates, crispy rice, and peanuts add a little je ne sais quoi,” Amy grins, sparking memories of high school French class. “I like the Mr. Goodbar for the peanuts.”

“Special Dark is the superior chocolate,” Paige says, then pulls me toward the fire pit. “I need a man’s touch with this fire-building thing,” She says, blinking her eyes innocently and widening them like a kitten.

“Bullshit.” I laugh, and she hugs me, then squats and starts making a stack of kindling.

“I haven’t built a fire in years,” I say, kneeling beside her.

She makes half a ring of small sticks, like a small teepee, stuffs the middle with straw, and packs the remaining kindling around it. “Hand me that backpack.” I grab the bag she’s pointing at from the pile near the picnic table.

Paige unzips it, then looks to see if anyone is watching before reaching in and pulling out a can of lighter fluid. She dumps the pungent liquid over the dry twigs and moss mound and hides the can back in her pack. “You got a lighter?” she asks. When I shrug and shake my head, she grins as she pulls out a box of wooden matches.

“Good thing I didn’t plan on you knowing how to make a fire,” Paige says, scratching a match on one of the lava stones ringing the pit and then dropping the lit match on the pile of kindling soaked with flammable liquid.

FOOM

She smirks, pockets the matches, and gestures for me to help her place medium-sized chunks of wood around the small inferno she just made. After some time and patience, a campfire roars inside the stone and metal fire ring. “Make sure to extinguish this before you leave.” She rises, dusting off her hands.

“How do you like your marshmallows?” I ask her as we walk back to the picnic table. “I need to re-establish my manhood by charring a puffy cylinder of sugar.”

“Torch it.” Her eyes gleam in the dimming light of the sunset. “I’ll smash it in between. It’s the easiest way. Who has time for the golden-brown bullshit.”

“Hey, I love the light toasting,” Leah says, handing me a long skewer with a wooden handle. “Marshmallows are delicate and deserve to be treated with loving care.”

“I think marshmallows can handle the rough stuff. Don’t you think, Kurt?” Paige parries.

“Are we still talking about marshmallows or the two of you?” I quip and load up two skewers with the white balls from the stack on the table. “I’ll make up a few of each.”

I crouch near the firepit, feeling the heat of the fire as I jab one of the skewers directly into the flames while twirling the other stick a few inches away. Bea and Ginny kneel in the dirt on either side of me and start experimenting with how to roast their confections. I glance around and find Amy with a handful of unwrapped chocolate and marshmallows in one hand.

“I hate graham crackers.” She smirks, popping an unroasted marshmallow between her lips.

Laughing, I focus back on the fire, pull out the first skewer adorned with two flaming balls of sugar, and blow out the flames. Paige leans over my back, holding a cracker stacked with miniature chocolate bars. “Perfect, babe, just put them on this.” I shift to align the skewer with her arrangement of chocolate, and she presses another cracker on top. The charred blobs crunch as I slide my stick back. She holds out two more marshmallows. “For yours.”

I check the other skewer as she pushes fresh blobs over the gooey point. The other two have toasted to a light beige, and I glance at Leah, who’s watching the rotation. She nods. “That’s perfect. Gimme!” I repeat the process with her two lightly toasted confections and then focus on mine.

Ginny slightly burnt hers on accident while Bea carefully rotated hers until it matched the tone of her tawny complexion. They’re busy piling up the melting sugar bombs on their choice of chocolate while I finish with my pair. Amy rubs my shoulder as she watches. “Yeah, there you go, that’s not too burnt and not too raw.”

“The goldilocks of roasted marshmallows.” I nod, then stand as she holds out a cracker with one of each of the minis lined down the middle. She presses another cracker on top when I drop the skewer of lightly crisped cylinders onto the chocolate chunks. After I slide out the skewer, she hands me the s’more and returns the skewer to the picnic table.

”We’re going to head out,” Leah says, holding her s’more in one hand and swinging her backpack over the other shoulder. “Don’t forget to clean up and dump things in the trash. Lock the rest of the food in the back of Amy’s SUV. Some wild animals would love to get sick from eating human food.”

Paige helps her wife strap her backpack around her middle while she chews the last bite of her dessert. I walk up, holding my s’more in one hand, to hug each of them in turn. The night is darkening, and the only light comes from the blazing fire.

“Be careful,” I say as everyone huddles around the pair. “We’ll be on our way after the park rangers leave.”

“We have our phones if something happens,” Paige says, waving it in her hand before sliding it into her back pocket. “Make sure yours are charged—you can top off from Amy’s rig. We’ll see you there.”

The pair head off to the trailhead by the boat ramp, running toward the frigid lake. They wave back, holding hands as they disappear behind bushes running along the trail’s side.

“Let’s clean up from dinner, girls,” Amy directs, then turns to me. “Get out the camp chairs from the back, please. We can enjoy the fire for a while as it dies down.”

Amy gathers the leftover food and packs it into the cooler as I assist Ginny and Bea in bagging the garbage. They take the bags to the covered trash can by the rustic outhouse near the boat ramp. Opening the back of the SUV, I grab four folding chairs from the back as Amy meets me, carrying the cooler.

“Having fun?” she asks with a grin.

“I love this. I can’t wait to incorporate camping into our schedules.”

“We will,” she says, plopping the cooler inside the back, then closing the door with a push of the button. “That’s why I decided to live up here. It’s a simpler life than the business of the valley.”

I transfer all the long, folding camp chairs under one arm and take Amy’s hand with the other. We place the chairs around the lava stone fire ring when we return to the fire. Amy sits to one side of me. Ginny and Bea sit together on the other side when they return. We begin sharing camping stories from our childhood as the time ticks toward midnight.
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The four of us take in the gloaming as the forest darkens and the bird song goes silent. The sound of insects rises behind the crackling fire. The atmosphere reminds me of my uncle pulling out his guitar and playing John Denver songs while my family, including aunts, uncles, and grandparents, sang along. Those types of vacations ended when I joined the Navy after high school.

When I left the service and returned to civilian life, my career took all my focus. I settled in Texas, and that’s when my road-warrior lifestyle began. Thinking back, I’m unsure when I stopped seeking solace in nature, like I had in my youth. The memories of my family return my thoughts to when Stacy and I visited in the spring. I glance at Ginny, and it strikes me how similar her looks are to Stacy’s. Ginny is older by a decade than when we’d dated in high school, but my mind has closed that gap with imagination. My dream of her stirs in my thoughts as I poke at the glowing embers.

“What time is it?” I ask aloud after our conversation hits a lull, and the four of us stare into the dwindling campfire’s dancing flames.

“Getting close to ten,” Amy says, nuzzling against my shoulders. “We should start putting out the fire and make it look like we’re going to bed in the tents.”

“That sounds nice.” Bea nods, smiling at Ginny. “It’s been a busy day. I could use some downtime before the hike.”

I glance at Amy, and she returns my gaze as she nods. “Need to get some water out of that old thing.” She points to the one-armed water pump. “I left a bucket under the picnic table.”

“Ginny, want to help me?” I ask.

“Sure,” she says, standing and brushing off her bottom.

She’s getting increasingly quiet as the night wears on. It would be good to talk with her alone since we’re both anticipating what’s to come. I take her hand while Bea and Amy fold up the chairs. Grabbing the bucket as we pass the picnic table, we stroll down the curved slope to the outhouse and pump.

“We’ll get the tents ready,” Amy says as we depart. “Gotta make it look right for the park rangers.”

Raising my hand, I wave to show her I heard her, then turn to Ginny. “I’m sorry we haven’t spent much time together since you arrived.”

“Oh, I understand.” She tilts her head and combs a wisp of hair behind her ear. “Given what’s happened between us all, it’s understandable. Spending time with Bea driving back mountains was great. I also had the opportunity to spend time with Paige on the way down. She’s wonderful.”

We go quiet as we approach the pump. Both of us seem lost in thought. I hand her the bucket and grab the old cast-iron hand. “Just hold it under the spigot. I’ll do the hard work.”

“Good,” Ginny says. “I’ll rest up and do my part when we reach whatever it’s called.”

Her smile is muted as she bites the side of her lip, watching me pull down the handle and then push it back up. The old two-stroke pump draws the water from the well slowly but doesn’t need priming. After a few strokes, the first splash of cold water flows from the mouth into the bucket.

“I think we’re calling it the altar.” I shrug. “It’s an interesting place. I can’t describe the feeling I experienced the first two times I’ve been there.”

“I’m not used to such a dense forest.” She surveys the Douglas fir forest along the back of the campground opposite the dark lake.

“It’s a lot different than Texas, that’s for sure.” I grin. The full moon is rising into the sky behind the stand of trees, casting a glow over the campground as I keep filling the bucket. She gazes up into the sky and gasps.

“There are so many stars!”

“No artificial lights to mask the night sky’s brightness,” I reply, then shrug. “Sorry, I can’t help explaining things. I love being this deep in the mountains. It just makes everything simpler.”

“What’s that?” she asks, pointing to the arc of stars across the sky. “Is it the Milky Way?”

“Yep, that’s our galaxy, or the parts of it we can see.” I grin. “Makes me feel small when I remember each pinprick of light is a star like our sun.”

“Feeling small isn’t always a bad thing,” she says as the last pump of water spills down the side of the bucket. “Sometimes being with you makes me feel small, but in a protected way. Like, I know you’ll take care of me.”

Releasing the pump handle, I grab the bucket with one hand, drape my free arm around her shoulders, and hug her. “I will, Ginny. I promise.” Brushing a kiss on her forehead as she rests against my chest, we pause momentarily, looking at the forest around us. The filled bucket is heavy, and I fix my grip.

“We’d better put that fire out,” I say, taking her hand.

“So we can start another?” she giggles, squeezing my hand.

“Something like that.” I smirk.

“How long is the hike?” she asks, rubbing her free hand along my forearm. “I’ve done plenty of hiking but never in the dead of night.”

“It’s about two miles to the spring.” I wave at the trailhead down the slope toward the lake. “The trail is well maintained, and most of the pathway is open along the lava plain. The full moon and stars will give us plenty of light.”

“It’s magical. I’m amazed by the beauty and love the company of your family.”

“It’s our family,” I say as we approach our campground. Bea and Amy stand by the fire and turn when I step on a twig. “You’re part of us. Right?”

“I will be in a few hours.” She grins, then lets go of my hand and wraps her arms around Bea.

Dribbling the water around the fire until the flames are extinguished, I pour the rest over the smoldering coals. The three girls stand with me as the last wisps of smoke rise from the sputtering ashes. Amy kicks at the pile of embers, scattering the ashes and stepping on any that glow with her hiking boots.

“We’re going to rest in our tent,” Bea says, stepping close and kissing me. “We’ll be ready when it’s time to go.”

“We won’t leave without you.” I wink, then kiss Ginny next.

As Amy and I stand, watching the dying campfire, we hear the crunching sounds of tires on gravel. A spotlight turns on as the forest service truck stops beside our campsite. “Relax,” Amy says, gripping my hand.

“Everything okay?” the ranger asks after stepping out of the truck. Her partner is still at the wheel, watching us and directing the spotlight at our feet.

“We’re just putting out the fire before we crawl into our tent,” I say, waving at the tent I’ll share with Amy. “It’s getting late. I’m ready to wind down. How about you, babe?”

“Absolutely.” Amy lifts her hands as she yawns and stretches. “Been a long day.”

“Thanks for being responsible for the fire.” The ranger tips her hat. “It’s fire season, you know.”

“Smokey taught me that only I can prevent forest fires.” I grin at the cute park ranger.

“Okay, we’ll leave you to it,” she says, returning my grin. “We’re closing the gates. Y’all have a good night.”

“We plan on it.” I turn, grinning at Amy and pulling her against my side. She wraps her arms around my waist as the ranger strolls back to her truck. The spotlight extinguishes, and we wave as the park rangers roll away.

“Let’s climb in and rest.” Amy grins. “Sometimes they make two laps.”

“After you.” I wave my hand toward our tent. I hear soft moans from the other tent, and my guts tighten when I think about what we have planned.
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Amy and I enjoy some heavy petting in our tent, listening to our neighbors as they seem to be doing the same thing. I delight in the welling arousal of our tender intimacy and make sure Amy has a small climax because I’m a gentleman. Taking some time to recover and allow my erection to quiet down, we climb out of the tent, quickly joined by Ginny and Bea. They are all smiles, and the dim light masks any blushed faces.

In the dark, we set out quietly. Our packs aren’t too heavy, only filled with blankets, LED lanterns, and some snacks. A bottle of water swings from one side of the pack, tapping against my hip. After about a quarter of a mile, we break out of the dense forest and into an empty lava field with some scrub. The moon dazzles partway up the eastern sky, giving us ample light as we hike along the well-maintained trail.

We focus on keeping a steady pace, walking in line with Bea leading, followed by Ginny and Amy, and then me taking the rear. We are all quiet, trying to be stealthy, even if I know this part of the forest is empty. Every once in a while, we see headlights from cars passing on the highway on the far bank of the lake. It alerts me to the open expanse of the lake alongside us. We seem exposed in the empty lava beds, but when I think it over, I realize that the driver is focusing on the road lit by his headlight. It’s nearly impossible they’d notice four tiny shadows across the water.

The moon is bright in the cloudless sky, and the Milky Way paints a stark path just over the horizon. With thoughts of cosmic connections swimming in my imagination, it’s odd to feel so small in the expanse of the universe but intimately connected to my five fated lovers. I notice that Bea has paused at the edge of the lava field, her body illuminated by the cosmos on the edge of a shadowy forest.

“Should we use the lanterns?” she asks when we catch up, waving ahead of her into the dimly lit forest. “I can make out the trail, but I think it will be dimmer the deeper we get into the forest.”

Amy spins me around, unzips my pack, and pulls out a small, black disk. “We each have one of these,” she explains, pulling on a metal handle. “An LED light illuminates as it expands. We can tune the brightness and tone of the light as well.”

As she demonstrates, I recall the headlights of cars passing in the distance. “No one will notice these small lamps once we’re in the trees.” I turn Amy around to pull out her lamp while Ginny and Bea do the same for theirs. “Let’s see how far we can get into the forest before using them.”

We start moving again, keeping a closer distance. I reflect on my hike with Paige, calculating how much further we have until the spring. The forest darkens, but the full moon is almost at its zenith, and the sun’s reflected light bathes the forest trail in ethereal light. I start worrying if we’ll be able to recognize the break in the trees along the path, but it’s unfounded when Bea stops and waves us forward.

“We’re here,” she whispers, pulling back a few branches.

“How did you know?” I ask, unable to discern much difference in the wall of foliage.

“I told you I’ve been here at night before.” She grins. “I’ve never been with the right person until you.”

The three of us pass and wait for her to lead us to the ancient tribal altar as the sound of chirping insects grows. After a few paces, I notice dim lights as the clearing expands, and the time-worn, fallen trunk appears. Paige and Leah kneel naked on a folded quilt at the end of the fallen trunk. They breathe slowly with their heads bowed, looking like they’re meditating. Lines of tiny LED lights illuminate the trunk and stump.

Our rustling breaks them out of their reverie, and they look up, their faces lit eerily by the subdued lanterns. They rise to meet us, and we all take turns hugging before Leah steps back to address us.

“Okay, we have one bag set aside for clothes,” she says, pointing to an open bag at the end of the log. “We set out quilts at the far end of the tree trunk and covered the stump. The lanterns and the full moon give us enough light. You can add yours around as you like. Whenever you’re ready, we can start.”

Bea steps up next to her and then addresses the rest of us. “I wanted to say a little bit about this place. Is that okay? I can tell it while we undress because if everyone feels the same magic swirling around us, it’s time.”

As she speaks, the odd quickening rises, building in my core, and a wave of arousal shifts through the group of females. With sighs, we drop our packs, handing Paige and Leah more quilts. Then, we start removing our shoes.

“When the First People started populating this region, they stuck to the valleys near the rivers.” Bea starts her tale as she strips off her shorts. “Slowly, they migrated up the McKenzie River, following rich game and fish sources. The Winefelly, Mohawk, and Kalapuya tribes settled this region. Peaceful people who lived in harmony with nature, like many tribes of the Pacific Northwest.”

Glancing around, I fold my t-shirt and lay it on my shoes and folded shorts. I’m in just my boxers; the rest have stripped down to bras and panties. Bea pulls off her black long-sleeved rash guard, and her breasts bounce, unhampered by a bra. Her nipples are thick and hard as she glances at me, grinning.

“My people believed that this site, near the spring, was a nexus of spiritual energy. They felled this tree centuries ago, arranging the stump and trunk as it is now, long before Lewis and Clark’s journey to the end of the Columbia. They used this sacred altar as a place to consummate relationships between lovers. Sometimes with an audience, sometimes just in pairs.” Bea pauses to focus on Ginny. “We are re-enacting this ritual tonight to welcome our sister, Imogen, into our circle.”

Folding my boxers, my erection throbs against my thigh as I bend and collect my clothes to carry them to the bag Leah and Paige set aside. I reflect on the past two visits when we’d tossed our clothes in a rush to start. We felt hurried because it was daylight, and we knew hikers were moving through the woods in intervals. This time, we’re one in the woods, masked by the shadows of the full moon, so there is a sense of calm even as the quickening grows inside us.

Bea climbs onto the log, joining Paige and Leah, and is quickly followed by Amy and Ginny as I walk behind my five lovers. They’re all completely naked, and I take in their differences as we pace along the spongy surface of the decaying felled tree. Leah is in the front, her auburn hair illuminated by the lanterns, seeming to glow like fire. Behind her, Paige’s short, dark, pixie hair and tall, thin frame have an elfin look in the deep forest. Bea’s darker skin tone is even more alluring in the dim illumination of the lanterns; her curves sway enticingly as she walks. Amy’s pace is calm; her red hair is longer than Leah’s but has the same fire-like quality from the artificial illumination.

My mind wanders, thinking about what it was like for the natives who first constructed this altar. Did they use a ring of torches? Did they have fires lit to provide warmth? I blink and shake my head, noticing the first four have split apart, lining the sides of the trunk for the last few feet. Ginny pauses, looking over her shoulder at me. Her blonde hair glows, flowing over her bare shoulders as she turns to smile at me. She glances down, then takes a small hop to the flat stump. Her breasts and ass bounce deliciously as she twists to face me.

I walk between the two lines of my harem, focusing on her delicate features and fair wisps of golden hair. I’m about to claim her at this ancient altar, and my cock pulses as the quickening builds in my core. I take the time to share a smile with each of my lovers as I pass them, then focus on Ginny as I step across the space and join her on the stump. Wrapping my arms around her, I kiss her gently, and we immediately sink into the welling arousal and deepen our kiss. Her hands lift and wrap around my neck as I grip her ass and pull her against me. My rigid erection bends between us as our bodies meet and then melt together.
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“Are you ready?” I whisper into Ginny’s ear. My voice is low and solemn, and I feel her shudder in my arms.

“Make me yours, Kurt. Please.”

“You already are, Gin.” I lean, staring into her pale baby blues. The gleam of the light is steady, reflecting from her eyes. In the dimness, the shadows of swaying branches from the trees above us paint a faint image of Stacy in my mind. “This will make you part of us. You’ll make our circle complete.”

She nods, then lowers to her knees, keeping eye contact with me. I remain standing as she grips my cock, swirling her palm over the crown, spreading my copious precum over the glans. I shudder when her mouth opens and envelops my cock with her lips. Her tongue flicks over the slit, and she hums at the taste of my essence coating her tongue.

I glance back at the four on the split tree trunk, and they all face us on their knees. They watch with rapt attention, even as their rigid nipples betray the profound arousal that swims through all of us.

Looking down at Ginny as she lowers her mouth past my crown and down my shaft, I collect her hair in my fingers and grip tight. As she bobs her head, I tip my hips to edge deeper into her mouth. She cups my balls as she sucks me down, taking my length into her throat with little difficulty. I close my eyes and arch my head back at the delicious feeling of her mouth, lips, and tongue.

I look to the heavens as a shooting star sparks across the clearing in the branches above us. I know the light comes from a meteor breaking apart in the Earth’s atmosphere. The timing is a mystery, even if I understand the science. Captivated by the synchronicity, I blink as another spark flies across the starry sky. I tilt my head down, staring into Ginny’s eyes. She’s focused on me as I grip her hair and pull her off my cock.

“Lie back,” I say, lowering to my knees. I glance up at the sky, watching the unexpected meteor shower. “It’s time, love.”

She gasps, seeing the sky light up, then leans back on her elbows before lowering onto her back. I grip her knees as she raises them and spread her thighs open as I crawl between her legs. I hear murmurs from our attentive audience as I stroke my flared head between her labia. Her arousal coats the already slick tip, and her skin glitters from her juices in the dim light. I fit the tip against her, then gaze at her wide, blue eyes.

We share an indulgent moan as I slide inside her, stretching her walls around my thickness. Cupping one of her breasts, I lower one hand for support as we share an ardent kiss. Her heels lift behind my ass, tightening into my rump as she drags my cock deeper. I growl into our fervent kiss as I cycle my hips, stirring my stiffness into her depths.

“Oh, yes.” Ginny sighs when I break our kiss. “I can feel it. It’s glorious.”

Awe paints her expression as I connect to the upwelling quickening in my core. I growl, punching my hips as it builds inside me like an oncoming tsunami. We stare at each other, moaning and groaning at the exquisite pleasure of our fated coupling. My attempt to make love to her shatters as I thrust hard, fucking her with heated lust and passion.

“Fuck me,” she gasps, tossing her head back. Her blonde locks spread over the quilt under us like a fan. “Fuck me, Kurt. I want you to fill me up. Breed me. Tonight. Now.”

Her pleas grow louder as I punch my hips firmly, smacking into her open thighs. My cock saws in and out through her molten heat as wet sounds merge with the slaps of our bodies crashing together. I blink, focusing on her as I push toward my edge. I hear the noises of the rest of my harem joining us, their rapturous pleas growing louder, echoing in the trees. The swelling quickening boils in my core as my balls tighten, and I know I’m right on the edge. Ginny’s wild stare into my eyes tells me she’s right there with me.

“Come for me,” I growl, punching my hips and then grinding deep to pull back and repeat. “Come all over my cock, sweet girl.”

Her scream of bliss combines with the moans and cries of my other girls exploding behind us. I slam in deep, my balls clenching as I pour my seed into her. I pump my hips, jerking with each pulse as Ginny’s thighs tighten against me, her body shaking from her peak. I roar into the empty forest, the primal yell resonating around us as my orgasm shoots through me. My spending merges with the quickening, vibrating my entire being with the magic swirling around us.

I slump against her. She’s breathing hard as her hands run down to my ass, pulling me into her as she squeezes, milking my cream, flexing my hips into her to wring out every bit of bliss of our coupling. I lift my head and look into her eyes only to find Stacy staring back at me, a soft smile on her lips. I startle at the apparition as she lifts her hand to my cheek, brushing her thumb across my lips.

“My love,” Stacy’s ghostly visage says, smiling. “I hope you treasure these five ladies. They are my gift to you. A token of my love. I’m sorry for leaving.”

I can’t resist lowering and kissing her. The kiss is different than Ginny’s usual, even if I know I’m kissing her and not the ghost of my past.

“I’m sorry we didn’t have enough time,” she says as we part the kiss. “Tell my mom I love her.”

When the shade’s image vibrates and fades, it’s replaced by Ginny’s sweet face. Her eyes flutter open, and she gazes at me with awe. Wrapping her in my arms, I feel four other bodies surround us, pressing against us. I shift, sliding to my back. My cock is still rigid with need as Amy kisses me. She straddles me, fits my cock inside her and fucks me with urgency until she comes hard. Her body vibrates against mine before she rolls to the side.

“My turn,” Bea murmurs as she straddles me.

I cup her large breasts as I thrust up into her. Our eyes lock as she starts rocking on my stiff cock. The mouth, lips, hands, and fingers of my other lovers brush over our flesh as we fuck in the middle of the forest. Bea stares at me, her mouth slowly falling open as I grind my hips into her rocking strokes.

“Fuck, Kurt,” she whines. “I want you to come inside me again. Breed me.”

Nodding, I roll over, pulling my cock from her sheath while she rises on her knees. I shift behind her, watching her lower to kiss Ginny. Their moans meld together as I thrust into her with a feral need. I look to the side, noticing Leah and Paige watch me with dark stares of lust as I fuck Bea like a beast.

My cock is rigid as I refocus and slam into her, my thighs slapping against her round ass. Gripping handfuls of her bronze, round bottom, I pull her back into each thrust. Her head tosses back, then twists to stare at me with her mouth open in awe.

“Fuck me. Feed me that cock. Fill me with your cum.” Her works are punctuated with the staccato slaps of my thighs against her ass.

Staring at each other, I watch her shatter as her eyes close and her pussy clamps around my cock. I rut in deep and pump my second load into her ripe, fertile womb. She shakes, her head dropping to Ginny’s chest as she rides out her peak. My body shudders as waves of bliss flow through me as I ride out my orgasm. The quickening spins up again, filling me with it’s power as my cock stiffens, throbbing.

As Bea slumps against Ginny, I rock back on my knees. Leah slides over, lying on her back and spreading her legs as she reaches for my rock-hard cock. I groan at the pleasure of her grip, then slip to the side to align myself with her glistening core.

“Fuck me, Kurt,” Leah pleads, her eyes wide as I stare at her. “I want you to put your baby in me, please.”

Hearing the desperation in her voice as I sink my cock into her heated slick walls, I simply nod at her, communicating that I’ll do my best. My stamina amazes me as I fuck her with steady strokes, pushing her toward her peak. I feel a new set of arms wrap around my sides before I hear Paige’s whisper.

“Fuck her, Kurt,” Paige says quietly, licking behind my ear. “Make my wife a mother. Give us your child, not for me, but for her. This is why we met. You’re the one. You’re going to be the father of our children. Seal us together with your essence.”

I blink, hearing Paige’s quiet commentary as I fuck her wife. Their connection includes me in their union since we joined at this altar a week ago. I lower my mouth to Leah’s, kissing her passionately. Paige keeps encouraging me as I feel the strain of my arduous passion for my women. I keep going, rutting into Leah with a singular purpose: to fulfill her wish and breed her.

When she shudders, wrapping her legs around my hips, pulling me into her as her pussy clamps around my shaft, I jam my hips into her. My orgasm peaks as my balls clench, pumping my last load into Leah’s chalice. As my hips cycle with the waves of my orgasm, I lift a silent prayer to the universe to grant her what she wishes.

Spent, I roll onto my back, gasping as I recover. Paige slumps against me, wrapping me in her arms and kissing along my jaw. I wrap my arms around her, content to hold her close. She lifts her head and grins at me, cupping my jaw before kissing me softly.

“That was beautiful,” she says.

The four others gather around us, and we relax into a warm pile of contented flesh. The night air cools our bodies as we enjoy soft touches. Kissing and hugging until content, we rise and move from the crowded stump to the roomier fallen tree trunk.

“Enough rest,” Paige says, pressing herself against me. “It’s my turn for a ride.”

The teeming magic rises in waves, reviving all of us as we shift and move into pairs and trios. Our bodies work tirelessly as we share our love and affection for each other. We enjoy many peaks, rising to the heights of ecstasy before slumping into our collective warmth. We rest for a time before we are drawn by the magic still swirling around us into another tangle of willing flesh.

As the full moon wanes, slipping below the horizon, we quiet and curl together, pulling warmth from each other. Wrapping our slick bodies in the numerous quilts we brought to this altar, we slumber. As the magic ebbs and the quickening releases us in this magical grotto near the spring, we curl into each other and our bodies still. One by one, we fade into a deep slumber, snug inside the circle of trees and rest.
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Sunlight slants through the trees as I stir, feeling the warmth of two naked females on either side of me. Blinking as I raise my head, then rest it on the side of one of my lovers, watching Leah and Amy rise. They walk down the log toward where we left our clothes near the end of the fallen trunk. The storm of passion sparked around midnight with the meteor storm. With the sun peeking midway through the treetops, I realize we’ve slept well into the morning hours.

Squeezing Paige beside me, I kiss along her jaw until she stirs. She grins and wraps her arms around me. Another set of arms wraps around my shoulders, and lips kiss behind my ear.

“Morning,” Bea whispers. “Are you ready for a new day?”

“A new life.” I smile, then turn to kiss her.

Ginny stirs behind Bea, then sleepily rises, resting on her elbows and staring around the woods. The quilt slips off her shoulders, exposing her breasts as she shivers in the morning chill. The rest of us twist to sit, the warm blankets falling off of us as Leah and Amy return.

“Here are your clothes,” Leah says as they pass out the folded stacks to each of us. “Let’s get dressed and get breakfast at the lodge. Donna should be open by now.”

I roll out my shorts and reach into the pocket, grabbing my phone. The display lights up, showing me that it’s already past nine.

“How long did we go?” I ask aloud as the fractures of my memories of the night slowly fit together.

“I have no idea,” Amy says, pulling on her panties as she stands next to me. “I slept like a rock.”

“I think we enjoyed a couple of hours,” Leah says, fitting her breasts into her bra. “It was glorious while it lasted.”

“The best thing is, we’re not covered in dust and muck.” Bea laughs but removes some stray pine needles that fell into her hair while we slept. “Or not as bad as before.”

Pulling on my shirt, I hug Ginny and rub her back. “How are you?” I ask after kissing her softly.

“I’m wonderful.” She grins, adjusting her shorts, then bending to tie her shoes. “I’ll remember that night for a long time.”

“Fucking on an ancient altar in the middle of a meteor shower during the full moon is a once-in-a-lifetime event,” Paige says, laughing. “I wouldn’t mind having another go when we return to the lodge. But I’m hungry now. Help us with the quilts, then we can hike to Donna’s diner.”

The six of us quickly shake out the quilts, folding and rolling them into bundles, then packing them in the backpacks along with the LED lanterns. The batteries are all dead, but they served their purpose. Lining up behind Bea, we follow her back to the trail, waiting and listening to see if there are any early morning hikers before pushing through the foliage.

We fall into pairs: Bea and Ginny in the front, followed by Amy and Leah, as Paige and I hold hands at the back of the line. She’s smiling, but I’m still cycling through the memories of what happened on the stump.

“I’m sorry I didn’t have enough for you the first round,” I say, shrugging.

“Babe.” Paige giggles. “You were terrific. You needed to keep your shots for the three who hope to give you an heir. I was happy to witness the way you committed yourself to the challenge.”

“It was a fun challenge, but three orgasms in one go is a bit extreme.”

“Well, now you can take your time with each of us.” Paige squeezes my hand. “Kurt, I’m not worried about anything. You focus your attention on each of us. No one is going to feel left out. You’ll find a balance. I’m happy, delighted to be yours.”

“Did you talk to Leah?” I ask, remembering our conversation about how our group needed to be balanced rather than consisting of pairs of couples.

“Yeah, a few times.” Paige bites her lip and looks at me. “She feels the same way. We’ll always have our special relationship, but she’s feeling like enjoying a true polyamorous family. I’m cool with her playing with all of us.”

“Will you be satisfied?” I ask before continuing. “You said you’ve both dated outside your marriage. I feel like an ass asking you to stay true to the harem.”

“Babe, that’s exactly what I want.” She waves to the pair trekking ahead of us. “This seems stable and whole. I’m happy. I’m in love with you and with my four favorite girls. It will take some work, but we’ll find our center.”

“I think so, too.” I squeeze her hand, then lean and kiss her as we stroll. “Tell me about this outdoors store you found.”

As we walk to the diner, Paige tells me about the place. She explains that it is a small, family-owned store focused on outdoor sports in the nearby mountains. Although she needs to conduct market research, she is confident she could leverage her years of experience running sporting goods stores in the valley. Given her regional knowledge and strong business background, Paige believes Bea would be a great assistant to help with bookkeeping and other tasks.

“It’s over in Sisters. That’s a shorter commute from Amy’s lodge than from our house to my store in Eugene.”

“Just so long as I don’t have to fly anywhere again,” I smirk as we hit the parking lot. “I’m done with constant travel.”

The six of us enter the diner, and Donna waves at us from the counter. She’s attending to an older fisherman, settling his check. She points to the tables we used last time we were here, and we gather around, pulling out chairs. Our pairings shift around, and I find myself between Bea and Leah while Paige is at the other end with Ginny and Amy beside her.

Donna comes over and passes out breakfast menus. “Sorry, kids, no cheeseburgers this early.”

“Do you mind if we quickly have a private talk?” I look around at the empty diner, watching the older fisherman wave as he leaves. “I need to tell you something.”

“Sure.” She nods at a table near the door. “Let’s talk over there.”

“I’ll just be a minute,” I tell Leah. She nods like she understands and kicks off a conversation with Bea across the table.

Donna dusts off the table with a towel from her apron, then sits down as I approach. “I take it you had fun last night?” She smiles enigmatically. “I read between the lines of Amy’s call about the park rangers.”

“Well…” I can feel my cheeks heating up. “We wanted to have a small celebration to close our circle.”

“So no more for you?” She arches an eyebrow. “I thought you’d stop at three. But you always were an overachiever.”

“Donna, I need to tell you about my dream.” Her grin softens when she senses my mood.

“It’s about Stacy, isn’t it?” she asks, then spreads the towel on the table before her. “She’s been in my thoughts since your visit last week. Maybe even in my dreams, but I never remember those.”

“I don’t either, except for this one.” I then relate my dream about eating lunch with Stacy in the diner. “She said in my dream that she was moving on and to tell you she loved you.”

The lower edge of Donna’s eyes well as she looks at me, before brushing away a stray tear. She swallows and nods. “I felt it was getting to be that time.”

I tilt my head and raise a brow, and then Donna continues. “I’ve … felt her here. She’s always hovered here, ever since her accident. It was one of the reasons I bought this old place.” She pauses, drawing a circle on the towel with a finger, before focusing back on me. “Stacy was up here earlier that day, the day of her accident. She and her boyfriend finally broke up. He was a jerk. It was the snow season, and they’d rented a cabin, but something happened between them.”

“What?” I ask because I’d been gone a few years by then. I’d lost touch with everyone, and I remember feeling tender from my breakup with Stacy.

“No one knows,” she says, shrugging. “Her ex never said, but we know she broke up with him. She wasn’t happy.” Donna reaches for my hand. “Stacy wasn’t happy much after the two of you split.”

“She broke up with me,” I say softly. “It was hard, but it was her decision.”

“I think she changed her mind. But it was too late after you joined the Navy.” Donna shakes her head. “It’s just a feeling I have. Like I said, she’s been… here… ever since. When you showed up with your three girls, her… presence seemed lighter. Gosh, I sound like one of those 1-800-Dial-a-Psycho operators.”

“Psychic.” I grin.

We look at each other, and an understanding passes between us. “She was happy for you,” Donna says. “I’ve felt it for the past week. She hovered near me this morning. I felt her with me before she popped. I guess moving on to the next place or whatever.”

“I’m sorry.” I don’t have anything else to say.

“It’s fine. She needed to let you go, and now she has.”

“She told me in my dream that she found them for me.” I tilt my chin toward the five women at the table. “That she hoped I was happy.”

Donna smiles, then wipes her eyes with her towel. “Then she’s probably gone on, like you said. She accomplished her quest, I reckon.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Just come around when you can. Bring your family; I like all their smiles. It brings me comfort to think Stacy was looking out for you.”

I swallow a lump in my throat and stand. Donna rises and hugs me tightly. “Go on, now. Let me feed y’all your breakfast.”


EPILOGUE
SIX MONTHS LATER


Snow falls in big, fluffy chunks. It’s expected to continue for the rest of the day, adding to the snow still on the ground from the last storm. Shadow Bend Cabins is at capacity, with all the cabins and rooms in the main lodge occupied.

Sitting in our family loft, I read a book Leah gave me while looking out the long window overlooking the grounds. A tarp covers the pool, but guests enjoy soaking in the hot tub, even during a snowstorm. I can see the trio sitting in the steamy water while the clouds drop frozen precipitation over the deck. The water supply runs under the deck in loops, so ice doesn’t build up on the deck, even on the coldest days.

The girls are scattered around. Amy is downstairs manning the front desk, Ginny is working in the laundry, and Bea and Paige are at their new sporting goods store a few miles up the highway in Sisters. Leah is driving up from Eugene after working at the University for a few days. I expect her to arrive at any moment.

I’ve been monitoring the weather; the girls are all good drivers. Since we live three thousand feet above sea level, Leah and Paige traded their efficient hybrid and electric cars for smaller four-wheel-drive SUVs. I’m not concerned. However, with the storm intensifying and dumping more snow, I wonder if the roads will remain passable. I still get nervous thinking of when they drive alone.

Standing and staring out the window, I take a moment to stretch after placing my book on the table between the two chairs in our massive loft bedroom. I check the access road that curves down from the highway. It’s been prepped and salted for the weather. Amy tells me her crew is good at maintaining the grounds and roads, but it’s my first time wintering in the mountains.

Since we completed the circle in the middle of summer, we’ve adjusted to living together in our loft. Ginny managed the logistics of moving our stuff from Texas to Eugene. We sorted our belongings at Paige and Leah’s house while Amy worked alone with her summer staff at the lodge.

Bea decluttered her apartment and joined the four of us in a giant garage sale of all our belongings we didn’t need or treasure. Living together requires simplification, but we all agree it’s what we want for our family. After a few weeks apart, we officially moved into the loft with Amy.

Bea works remotely and hired me as a consultant to help start their new process. Amy’s converted office space allows us to work side by side. I assisted Amy in automating her reservations and POS systems for our resort. Paige bought out the owners of the sporting goods shop in Sisters, and I helped her modernize the antiquated systems.

It was a busy end of summer, but we’d fallen into a routine by October when the weather turned colder. Leah still spends some days at the University but is slowly moving from the academic realm to building her counseling service here in the mountains. Bea promoted her second-in-command and then negotiated a part-time remote position for herself at her company. She plans on shifting most of her time to helping Paige with her store.

I pull my phone out of my pocket to check Leah’s location when I spy her headlights coming down the twisty drive from the highway. Behind her is Bea’s SUV, which means the pair is also safely back. I turn and exit our loft sanctuary and hurry down the two flights of stairs.

“They’re back,” I tell Amy as I pass her at the reception desk. I grin at her because every time I pass her at the desk, I remember the first time I saw her when I checked in for my weekend getaway in the summer. I didn’t expect my life to change drastically, but we both are thrilled with the results.

“Who?” Amy asks, coming from behind the desk and joining me at the entrance.

“All three.” I wrap my arm around her shoulder as we exit into the icy weather. “Good timing, I guess.”

She grins as we hold hands and walk down the stairs. The grounds crew has kept the stairs clear with regular deicing, and it is holding as we step onto the gravel and walk toward the parking lot. Paige jumps out of Bea’s car and hurries toward us, wrapping us in a hug. Her exuberance for our family is contagious, and I grin as she twists to walk back to help Bea and Amy.

The pair cautiously climbs out of their cars, ensuring their footing is secure before standing up. They arch back, holding their swollen, round bellies as Paige grabs their bags for them. Both are at the six-month mark, and their motherly glow ripens their rosy cheeks. I wait for them to cross the gravel as the flakes fall around us, then offer them both arms to help them climb the steps.

“We’re not invalids.” Leah laughs.

“I know, but I just want to help with everything,” I say, stepping up with them.

“And we love you for that.” Bea grins and kisses my cheek when we’re back at the top by the reception desk.

Paige hovers behind me. “It’s gonna be a long, snowy night,” she says as we enter the reception area.

“I think we’re all prepared,” I say, glancing at Amy. “They expect the highway to stay open.”

“If it closes, we will keep the guests warm and fed until the storm passes and the roads open.” Amy nods.

“A little help?” Ginny says, rolling a laundry cart into the reception area. Her hand rubs her lower back as she waddles behind the front desk. “We’re going through towels like crazy. Why do people insist on soaking in the hot tub in the middle of a blizzard?”

Taking the laundry cart from her, I escort her to sit in front of the fire. “We’ll cover the reception. I’m always here to help.” I kiss my third expectant mother on the cheek.” I’ll get these folded and put away.”

We didn’t expect the quickening that formed our unique family to bless us with three pregnancies, but that final night at the altar by the spring produced three strong, growing babies. I worry about Leah because, at her age, she’s at a higher risk, but her doctor tracks her progress religiously and always reports she is “progressing normally.”

The three of them are excited for their babies to meet their half-siblings. We’ve chosen not to discover their genders or have a reveal party. Each of the mothers wants to know when they will deliver. Spring will start in roughly three months, bringing a certain poetry of welcoming new lives into our loving family.

Sometimes, I receive strange looks when we walk through Sisters, shopping together, or enjoy a night out at a restaurant in town. Our favorite spot is still Donna’s old lodge diner by the lake. She is delighted to hear updates about the pregnancies, and when Ginny promised to name her baby Stacy, regardless of gender, she shed happy tears. Everyone agrees she’ll be the honorary grandma for all three.

Amy, Paige, and I fold the towels while Ginny, Bea, and Leah rest by the fire in the lobby. They have their legs resting on the coffee table between the couches, rubbing their round bellies, chatting, and giggling. Amy glances at me, raising an eyebrow. “Are you ready to talk about three infants and our single loft? We may need to move or find another house.”

“We don’t need to do that,” Paige interrupts with a kind grin. “I think we can just convert half of the second floor to be child rooms or make one a nursery when the time comes.”

“We’ll do it in stages,” I suggest. “The mommies all want the babies with them in the loft, at least for the first month. We’ll discuss how to adapt after that. I agree we need to keep it front of mind.”

“It’s getting closer and closer.” Amy smiles. “I’m not even pregnant; I’m nesting like an old hen.”

“These three kids will have the most caring moms and…” I squint. “We’re calling you two aunts, right? Why can’t you two be moms, too?”

“I’ve always wanted to be the crazy aunt,” Paige says, grinning with mischief. “Fill the tykes with sugar before sending them home with their parents.”

“You’ll be home with their parents,” I remind her.

We all laugh together. My life is full of love and laughter. The five women who make up my loving harem have improved my life beyond my wildest dreams. For the first half of my life, I was alone and unsatisfied. Now, I’m ready to meet the challenges of my second half with the loves of my life as we start our family.

I haven’t stepped on a plane in six months and hope I’ll never have to again—unless we all fly to Tahiti.
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