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Chapter 1: Sunday Morning

The clock read 7:00 AM.

I stared at it for a long time. The red digital numbers glowed against the darkness of my dorm room, steady and unchanging. 7:00 AM. Nothing special about that. I’d woken up at this exact time over a million times.

But the date.

Sunday, August 24, 2025.

My heart stopped. Started again with a violent thump that I felt in my teeth.

Sunday.

The word didn’t make sense. It was a concept from before, from the fuzzy memories of a life I’d lived so long ago that it felt like mythology. Sunday was the day that never came. Sunday was the horizon you could see but never reach. Sunday was a lie the universe told me every time I closed my eyes on Saturday night, only to wake up on Saturday morning again and again and again.

For three thousand, two hundred, and forty-seven years.

I sat up slowly, as if sudden movement might shatter whatever fragile miracle this was. My sheets rustled against my skin. The air conditioner hummed. A car door slammed somewhere in the parking lot outside.

All exactly as they should be. All exactly as they had been. Every single Saturday for over a million cycles.

But the date said Sunday.

I didn’t trust it. Couldn’t trust it. I’d been fooled before—not by the universe, but by my own desperate hope. In the early centuries, I’d sometimes convince myself that something was different. That this time, surely, it would finally end. And every time, I’d wake up to the same Saturday morning, the same alarm, the same crushing disappointment.

After about five hundred years, I’d stopped hoping.

After a thousand, I’d stopped counting.

After two thousand, I’d stopped feeling much of anything at all.

But now…

I reached for my phone on the nightstand. The screen lit up at my touch, and there it was. Sunday, August 24. The notification bar was filled with messages and alerts, most of which I dismissed automatically—I knew what they all said, I’d read them a million times—

Wait.

I didn’t know what they said.

Because these notifications were from Saturday night. From the party. From after midnight. From a time that had never existed before.

My hands started to shake.

I scrolled through the messages. Text from a number I didn’t recognize, asking if I’d gotten home safe. Instagram notification from some girl whose name I knew but whose face I couldn’t quite place. Email from the university about some event happening next week.

Next week.

The words hit me like a physical blow. Next week implied that time would continue. That there would be more days after this one. That tomorrow would be Monday, and the day after would be Tuesday, and—

A sound escaped my throat. Something between a laugh and a sob. I pressed my palm against my mouth to contain it, but more sounds kept coming, shaking my shoulders, making my eyes blur with tears I hadn’t shed in centuries.

Then the System appeared.

[LOOP CONCLUDED]
[PHASE ONE COMPLETE]

Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

Initializing Post-Loop Protocols...
[BOND RESONANCE] - Active
[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE] - Active
[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL] - Ready

Welcome to freedom, Alex Reid.

I stared at the translucent blue panel floating in my vision. The System. It had always been there, lurking at the edges of my awareness during the loops—a faint presence I could sometimes almost see, like catching movement in my peripheral vision. But it had never been this clear. Never this direct.

Phase One Complete.

So the loop had been a test. A trial. Something I was supposed to survive, or overcome, or endure until I proved… what? That I wouldn’t break? That I could master every skill humanly possible within a single 24-hour period? That I could die a quarter million times and still wake up wanting to try again?

I didn’t know. And right now, I didn’t care.

Because the clock still said Sunday. And that was the only thing in the universe that mattered.

I threw off my covers and stood. My legs felt strange beneath me, wobbling like a newborn deer’s. When was the last time I’d felt nervous? Uncertain? I’d spent three millennia perfecting calm, mastering every possible scenario until nothing could surprise me.

But I’d never seen Sunday before.

I walked to my window and pulled back the curtain. The campus stretched out before me, familiar in every detail—the brick buildings, the manicured lawns, the statue of the university founder that I’d memorized from every possible angle. Morning light painted everything gold. Sprinklers were already running on the quad, their rhythmic chk-chk-chk a sound I’d heard over a million times.

But those sprinklers ran on Saturdays. On the schedule. Which meant—

They were still running. Because it was still the weekend. Because the schedule carried over.

Because time had continued.

Another laugh bubbled out of me, and this time I didn’t try to stop it. I yanked on a pair of jeans, grabbed a t-shirt, shoved my feet into my boots, and practically ran out of my dorm room.

The hallway was quiet. Sunday morning, after a Saturday night party—of course it was quiet. Everyone was sleeping off their hangovers. This was normal. This was what Sunday mornings were supposed to be like.

I’d just never experienced one.

The stairs echoed under my boots, two at a time, then three. I burst through the exterior door and into the morning air, and the smell of it—cut grass and damp earth and that peculiar petrichor that meant the sprinklers had been running—filled my lungs like oxygen after drowning.

I walked toward the quad. My pace quickened. Then I was jogging. Then running, full sprint, across the dewy grass, past the empty benches and the silent pathways, until I reached the center of the open space and stopped, chest heaving, spinning in a slow circle to take it all in.

And I started to laugh.

It wasn’t a normal laugh. It was three thousand years of tension uncoiling all at once. It was the sound of a man who’d died two hundred and forty-seven thousand times finally being told he might actually get to live. It was joy and terror and disbelief all tangled together, echoing off the brick buildings and probably waking up half the sleeping students.

I didn’t care.

I fell to my knees on the wet grass, still laughing, tears streaming down my face. The sprinklers caught me in their rotation, cold water spattering against my back, and I laughed harder because I could feel it, I could feel the water soaking through my shirt, and tomorrow I would still be wet, the water wouldn’t magically disappear at midnight because—

“Hey!”

The voice cut through my hysteria. Female. Sharp. Familiar.

I looked up, blinking water and tears from my eyes, and saw her.

Sophie Martinez stood at the edge of the quad, dressed in running gear that clung to every athletic curve of her body. Compression shorts showed off legs that went forever—tanned, toned, the kind of legs you only got from years of competitive athletics. A sports bra did its best to contain breasts that were modest but perfect on her lean frame, and a light sheen of sweat made her golden skin gleam in the morning light.

Her dark hair was pulled back in a high ponytail that swung with every movement as she jogged toward me. The motion made her whole body flow with athletic grace—hips swaying, calves flexing, everything working in perfect harmony.

She was beautiful. I’d noticed that before, over the course of thousands of loops. Sophie Martinez, volleyball player, pre-med major, type-A overachiever who woke up at six every morning to run regardless of how late she’d stayed out the night before.

But I’d never really looked at her. Never let myself appreciate the way her sports bra was damp with sweat, the fabric clinging to the shape of her breasts. Never let myself notice how her compression shorts hugged the firm swell of her ass, or how her stomach was flat and tight with muscle that flexed visibly as she moved.

What was the point? She’d forget me in twelve hours anyway.

But now…

She stopped a few feet away, hands on her hips, brown eyes fixed on me with an intensity that made my chest tighten. Those eyes—warm and bright and competitive—pinned me in place more effectively than any physical restraint.

“What the hell was that?”

Her voice was direct. No preamble. No softening. Sophie Martinez didn’t sugarcoat.

I wiped my face with my wet shirt sleeve. “What was what?”

“Don’t.” She stepped closer, closing the distance between us until I could smell her—clean sweat and something floral, shampoo maybe. “Don’t play dumb with me. Last night, at the party. I saw you.”

My stomach dropped.

“I don’t know what you—”

“You glitched.”

The word hung in the air between us. I said nothing. Couldn’t think of anything to say.

“One second you were standing by the kitchen, being all quiet and weird like you always are. The next second, you were…” She trailed off, frustration twisting her features. “I don’t know how to describe it. It was like you flickered. Like a video skipping. And then you just stood there, staring at nothing, with this look on your face like you’d seen God or something.”

The moment the loop broke. She’d seen it. Somehow, impossibly, Sophie Martinez had witnessed the exact instant when three thousand years of repetition finally ended.

“And then you just walked out,” she continued, her voice rising. “Didn’t say anything to anyone. Just walked right past me like I wasn’t even there. I tried to follow you but you were just… gone. I looked everywhere.”

I remembered none of this. The break itself was a blur—a moment of impossible sensation, like every nerve in my body firing at once. I must have left on autopilot, my legs carrying me somewhere while my mind tried to process what was happening.

“And now I find you out here at seven in the morning, laughing like a lunatic in the sprinklers.” She crossed her arms over her chest, a gesture that pushed her small breasts together slightly, creating a hint of cleavage. “So. Want to tell me what’s going on? Because you’re freaking me out, and I don’t freak out easily.”

I looked at her. Really looked. At the stubborn set of her jaw. At the concern she was trying to hide behind irritation. At the athlete’s body that radiated strength and competence.

Sophie Martinez. I’d known her for over three thousand years. In a million loops, I’d had every possible conversation with her. I’d made her laugh, made her cry, made her hate me, made her love me—all of it erased every midnight, all of it forgotten by morning.

But she’d never seen me break. Not like this.

And she’d followed me. She’d looked for me. When I vanished without explanation, she’d come back the next morning to find me.

Something shifted in my chest. A warmth I hadn’t felt in centuries.

“I’ll tell you,” I said slowly. “But not here. And not yet. I need to… I need to process some things first.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I can give you right now.” I pushed myself to my feet, water dripping from my clothes. I was taller than her—she came up to about my chin—and standing this close, I could see the freckles scattered across her nose and shoulders. “But I promise I’ll explain. When I can.”

For a long moment, she just stared at me. Evaluating. Calculating. Sophie was an athlete; she knew how to read opponents, how to assess threats and opportunities. I could practically see the gears turning behind those brown eyes.

Then something in her expression shifted. Not softening exactly—Sophie didn’t soften—but… considering.

“Fine,” she said. “But you owe me coffee. And an explanation.”

“Deal.”

She studied me a moment longer, then turned and started walking toward the nearest campus cafe. Her ponytail swung with each step, drawing my eye down the strong line of her back to the curve of her ass, barely contained by those compression shorts. Each stride made her cheeks flex and shift in a way that was almost hypnotic.

I followed.

Because what else was I going to do? For the first time in three thousand years, I had somewhere to be. Someone to talk to. A future that might actually exist.

The walk across campus felt surreal. Everything was familiar—I’d walked these paths millions of times—but everything was also new. That tree, I knew it from every angle, but I’d never seen how the morning light hit it on a Sunday. That bench, I’d sat on it countless times, but the newspaper left on it was from today, a date I’d never experienced.

Sophie didn’t talk much during the walk, but I could feel her eyes on me. Watching. Assessing. Occasionally her gaze would drift forward, and I’d catch her glancing at me from the corner of her eye, her expression a mixture of curiosity and wariness.

The cafe was nearly empty at this hour. A bored barista looked up as we entered, and Sophie went straight to the counter to order.

“Large black coffee,” she said, then looked at me. “What do you want?”

I considered the menu I’d memorized three thousand years ago. “Un cappuccino, per favore. Con un po’ di cannella, se possibile.”

The barista blinked. Sophie’s head whipped toward me.

“Uh… I don’t…” The barista looked helplessly between us.

“Cappuccino with cinnamon,” I translated. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

I wasn’t sorry at all. The look on Sophie’s face—surprise mixed with grudging interest—was worth it.

She paid for both drinks before I could offer, and we found a table in the corner. She sat across from me, legs crossed, one foot bouncing with restless energy. Athletes, I’d learned, never really stopped moving. Their bodies were always in motion, always burning calories, always ready for the next challenge.

“So,” she said. “Italian?”

“Among others.”

“How many is ‘others’?”

“Forty-seven. Fluently.”

She stared at me. I met her gaze steadily. After 3,247 years, I’d lost the ability to feel embarrassed about my skills. They were simply facts. Tools I’d accumulated through endless repetition.

“That’s… not possible,” she said slowly. “You’re what, twenty-two? Same as me. When did you have time to learn forty-seven languages?”

“I had more time than you’d think.”

Her foot stopped bouncing. Her whole body went still in that way athletes did when they were focusing everything on a single point.

“This is what you meant,” she said quietly. “About processing. About needing time to explain.”

“Yes.”

“It’s connected to what I saw last night. The glitching.”

“Yes.”

She leaned forward, elbows on the table. The position made her sports bra shift, a bead of sweat trailing down between her breasts before being absorbed by the fabric. I noticed. I couldn’t not notice. But I kept my eyes on her face.

“Tell me something no one else knows about me,” she demanded. “Something you couldn’t have just heard around campus.”

A test. Of course. Sophie was competitive about everything; she needed to prove things to herself before she’d accept them.

I could have told her a thousand things. I knew her better than she knew herself, after all those loops. I knew that she picked at her cuticles when she was nervous. I knew that she cried during sports movies but would deny it to her dying breath. I knew that she sometimes went to the roof of her dorm building at 3 AM because she couldn’t sleep, and she’d sit there watching the stars and wondering if she was really cut out for medical school or if she was just following the path her parents had set for her.

But there was one thing that would convince her more than anything else.

“You have a birthmark,” I said. “On your left hip. Shaped like a crescent moon. You’ve never shown it to anyone except your sister, because you’re self-conscious about it for reasons you can’t quite articulate.”

Her face went pale.

“You also talk in your sleep,” I continued. “Not often, but when you’re stressed about a big game. Your roommate mentioned it to you once and you were so mortified that you slept with earbuds in for a month, trying to use white noise to suppress it.”

“Stop.”

I stopped.

She was breathing harder now, her chest rising and falling visibly beneath the sports bra. Not fear, exactly, but something close to it. The look of someone whose worldview had just been fundamentally challenged.

“How?” The word came out as a whisper. “How could you possibly know that?”

“Because I’ve lived the same day over a million times.” I said it simply, without drama. After 3,247 years, the words had lost their power to shock me. “August 23rd, 2025. Saturday. For three thousand years, I woke up every morning in my dorm room, lived through the same twenty-four hours, and then—no matter what I did, no matter how I died—woke up again the next morning. Same day. Same time. Over and over.”

She stared at me like I’d grown a second head.

“And last night,” I continued, “for reasons I don’t understand, the loop finally broke. For the first time since I was a freshman, I got to see Sunday morning. And I think—” My voice cracked slightly. “I think it might actually stick this time.”

Silence stretched between us. The cafe hummed with the sound of the espresso machine, the quiet chatter of the barista with a coworker. Normal sounds. Sunday morning sounds.

Sophie’s foot had started bouncing again. Faster now.

“That’s insane,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Completely, absolutely insane.”

“Yes.”

“You’re telling me you’ve been stuck in a time loop for three thousand years.”

“Three thousand, two hundred, and forty-seven. I kept count for the first millennium or so.”

Her eyes searched my face. Looking for signs of deception, maybe, or madness. Whatever she found there made her expression shift again—the wariness giving way to something else. Something that looked almost like wonder.

“That’s why you know so many languages,” she said slowly, working through it. “You had… you had centuries to learn them.”

“Centuries to learn everything. Every skill I could master within a single day. Every secret people would share. Every possible outcome of every possible choice.” I wrapped my hands around my coffee cup, feeling the warmth seep into my palms. “I’ve had every conversation with you that it’s possible to have. I’ve seen you at your best and your worst. I’ve watched you win championships and I’ve watched you fail exams. I know you better than anyone on this campus.”

“But I don’t know you at all.”

The words hit harder than I expected. Because she was right. No matter how many times we’d talked over those three thousand years, she’d never remembered any of it. To her, I was a stranger. A quiet, weird guy she’d maybe noticed at a few parties.

To me, she was one of the most familiar people in the world.

“No,” I admitted. “You don’t.”

Another silence. Then Sophie did something I didn’t expect.

She laughed.

It wasn’t a mocking laugh, or a hysterical one. It was the laugh of someone who’d just accepted something impossible and decided to roll with it. The laugh of an athlete who’d just seen the scoreboard shift dramatically against her and was already calculating how to come back.

“Okay,” she said, still chuckling. “Okay. This is insane. This is absolutely batshit crazy. But you know what?”

“What?”

“I saw what I saw last night. You flickered like a bad TV signal. And you knew about my birthmark, which—” She shook her head. “There’s no way. There’s literally no way you could know that unless… unless something really weird is going on.”

“Something really weird is definitely going on.”

Her eyes met mine across the table, and I felt something pulse in my chest. A warmth. A connection. Something the System had called Bond Resonance.

As if summoned by the thought, a notification appeared in my vision:

[BOND INITIATED: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Starting Level: 150/1000 (Acquaintance)

Note: Elevated starting level due to witnessed Temporal Break event

I blinked at the notification. 150 was high for a starting bond. Most people, I’d later learn, started at zero. But Sophie had seen something impossible and chosen to believe rather than dismiss. That meant something.

“You’re staring at nothing again,” Sophie said. “Like last night.”

“Sorry. I’m… getting notifications. From the System.”

“The System?”

I tried to explain—the strange interface that had tracked me silently through the loops, now active and visible. The stats and skills and abilities it claimed I’d accumulated. The Bond Resonance that apparently measured my connections with other people.

Sophie listened with the focus of someone taking notes for an exam. Occasionally she’d ask a clarifying question, her tone sharp and analytical. This was how she processed things, I knew. Breaking them down into manageable pieces. Looking for patterns and rules.

“So let me get this straight,” she said when I’d finished. “You spent three thousand years in a time loop. Now you’re out. And some kind of… game system is tracking your relationships with people?”

“Among other things.”

“And I’m apparently in your… relationship tracker?”

“Bond tracker. And yes.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she reached across the table and grabbed my wrist.

Her hand was warm, calloused from volleyball. The grip was strong. I felt the contact like electricity, every nerve in my skin suddenly aware of her touch.

“You’re going to tell me what the hell I saw last night,” she said, her eyes locked on mine. “All of it. Every detail. Because if what you’re saying is true—if you really have been stuck in a loop for three thousand years—then I just witnessed something that science can’t explain. And I’m pre-med, Alex. I believe in science. I believe in explanations.”

Her grip tightened.

“So you’re going to explain. Everything. And you’re going to start now.”

I looked at her. At the determination in her eyes. At the strength in her grip. At the woman who’d seen something impossible and refused to look away.

For three thousand years, I’d been alone. Every connection erased at midnight. Every relationship reset. Every moment of intimacy forgotten by morning.

But Sophie remembered. Sophie had followed. Sophie was demanding answers with a grip on my wrist that said she wasn’t going anywhere until she got them.

And for the first time since the loop broke, I felt something other than shock and relief.

I felt hope.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s start from the beginning.”

Her eyes lit up with competitive fire—the thrill of a new challenge, a new opponent to understand and overcome. Her hand stayed on my wrist, warm and steady.

The System pulsed quietly in my vision, tracking something I was only beginning to understand.

And outside the cafe window, Sunday morning continued—the first Sunday I’d seen in over three thousand years.

The first of many, I hoped.

The first of forever.

[ALEX REID - STATUS]
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS:
Strength: 78/100
Agility: 82/100
Intelligence: 95/100
Charisma: 89/100
Perception: 91/100
Willpower: 99/100

SKILLS (Selected - 847 total):
Combat Mastery: 94/100
Social Reading: 98/100
Languages: 47 fluent
Instruments: 23 mastered
Academic Knowledge: 96/100

ACTIVE ABILITIES:
[Temporal Divergence] - Lv 1
[Bond Resonance] - Active
[Muscle Memory Recall] - Ready

BONDS: 1 Initiated
- Sophie Martinez: 150/1000 (Acquaintance)

PHASE: One Complete


Chapter 2: The System

I told Sophie everything.

Well, not everything. Three thousand years of memories would take decades to recount even in summary. But I gave her the broad strokes—the endless repetition, the slow accumulation of skills, the desperate early years when I’d tried everything to break free. The middle centuries when I’d given up hope and simply… existed. The final millennium when I’d found a strange kind of peace in the routine, mastering every possible skill within the confines of a single day.

She listened without interrupting. Her coffee grew cold on the table in front of her. The cafe filled and emptied around us as the morning wore on, students trickling in for their caffeine fixes, and still Sophie didn’t move. Didn’t look away. Just absorbed every word with that laser focus that made her such a formidable athlete.

When I finally finished, she sat back in her chair and blew out a long breath.

“Okay,” she said. “That’s a lot.”

“That’s the understatement of the millennium.”

“Multiple millennia, apparently.” She picked up her cold coffee, made a face, and set it down again. “So. What now?”

It was such a simple question. Such a reasonable, practical question. And I had absolutely no answer for it.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve spent three thousand years knowing exactly what would happen every moment of every day. Now…” I gestured vaguely at the window, at the sunlight streaming in, at the Sunday that shouldn’t exist. “Now I’m flying blind.”

“Welcome to how the rest of us live.” A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “It’s terrifying, isn’t it?”

“A little bit.”

“Good. Keeps you humble.” She stretched, arms above her head, the motion making her sports bra ride up slightly to reveal a strip of tanned stomach. The muscles of her abdomen flexed visibly—she had the kind of core strength that came from years of athletic training, and every movement showed it off.

I found myself staring. Which was new. During the loops, I’d trained myself not to look too closely at anyone. What was the point of attraction when every connection would be erased?

But now…

Sophie caught me looking and raised an eyebrow. “Something interesting?”

I didn’t look away. After 3,247 years, I’d lost the capacity for shame about most things. “You’re very fit.”

“I’m a D1 volleyball player. ‘Fit’ is a job requirement.” But there was a hint of color in her cheeks, and her smile widened slightly. “Is that what you did during your loops? Checked out girls?”

“Among other things.”

“How many other things?”

“All of them.” I leaned back in my chair, mirroring her posture. “If it could be learned in twenty-four hours, I learned it. If it could be mastered through repetition, I mastered it. I’ve read every book in the campus library. I’ve memorized every course taught on Saturdays. I’ve learned every instrument in the music building, every martial art in the gym, every recipe in the culinary program.”

Sophie’s eyes went wide. “That’s… actually, I don’t know if that’s impressive or terrifying.”

“Both, probably.”

“Can you prove it?”

I considered. The System pulsed at the edge of my awareness, a constant presence now that I’d acknowledged it. [Muscle Memory Recall] sat ready, waiting to unlock skills I’d practiced in the loops but hadn’t yet used in “real time.”

“There’s a piano in the student union,” I said. “If it’s still there.”

Sophie stood so fast her chair scraped against the floor. “Let’s go.”

We left the cafe and walked across campus. The Sunday morning crowd was thicker now—students shuffling toward brunch, groups lounging on the quad, a frisbee game forming near the dormitories. I watched it all with a mixture of wonder and unease. So many people. So many possible futures. Every one of them a variable I couldn’t predict.

The student union was half-empty at this hour, most students still recovering from Saturday night. The piano—a battered upright that had seen better decades—sat in the corner of the main lounge, ignored and slightly out of tune.

I sat down on the bench and rested my fingers on the keys.

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL - STANDBY]
Skill: Piano Mastery
Loop Iterations: 847,000+
Status: READY FOR REAL-TIME ACTIVATION

I took a breath. And I played.

The first notes of Chopin’s Ballade No. 1 filled the air, slightly distorted by the piano’s poor condition but unmistakable in their complexity. My fingers moved with the automatic precision of three thousand years of practice, finding the keys without conscious thought. The music swelled and fell, building through the piece’s dramatic arcs, and I lost myself in it.

This was one of the few genuine pleasures I’d found during the loops. Music didn’t care about time. Music existed in the moment, perfect and complete, regardless of whether anyone would remember it tomorrow. I’d spent centuries in that practice room, working through every piece ever written for piano, because even in the endless repetition, the beauty of a perfectly executed phrase still meant something.

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL - ACTIVATED]
Skill: Piano Mastery (Loop iterations: 847,000+)
Status: UNLOCKED FOR REAL-TIME USE
Note: First activation in persistent timeline

I finished the piece and let the final notes fade into silence.

When I looked up, a crowd had gathered. Students had stopped mid-conversation, coffee cups frozen halfway to their lips. The frisbee group had drifted inside, drawn by the music. And in the front of the crowd, Sophie stood with her arms crossed and an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“Jesus Christ,” someone muttered.

“Who is that guy?”

“Isn’t he that quiet senior? The weird one?”

Sophie stepped forward, cutting through the whispers. She grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet.

“Outside,” she said. “Now.”

I let her lead me out through a side door, into a small courtyard between buildings. The sudden quiet was almost shocking after the murmurs of the crowd. Sophie released my arm and spun to face me.

“That was…” She shook her head. “I’ve seen professional pianists who couldn’t play like that.”

“I’ve had more practice hours than any professional alive.”

“Right. Three thousand years.” She ran her hands through her ponytail, tugging at it in frustration. “God, this is insane. I keep forgetting and then you do something like that and it all comes rushing back. You’re impossible.”

“And yet here I am.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Her chest was rising and falling faster now, the sports bra doing its best to contain her small breasts with each breath. The morning sun caught the sweat on her skin, making her glow.

“What else can you do?” The question came out almost demanding. “What other impossible things are hiding in that head of yours?”

Before I could answer, something shifted.

It was subtle—a faint wrongness in the air, like a note played slightly flat. The back of my neck prickled. My pulse quickened for reasons I couldn’t immediately identify.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE - ALERT]
Anomaly Detected: Environmental deviation
Severity: MINOR
Loop Memory: Current location unoccupied on Saturday
Classification: Expected post-loop variance
Recommendation: Observe and catalog

I turned slowly, scanning the courtyard. Nothing visible. No immediate threat. But the feeling persisted—that subtle sense that something in the world wasn’t quite right.

“Alex?” Sophie’s voice cut through my concentration. “You just got that look again. The staring-at-nothing look.”

“The System is warning me about something.” I kept my voice low, still scanning. “An anomaly. Something different from what I remember.”

“Different how?”

“I don’t know yet. This courtyard was empty during my loops. I never came here on Saturday—there was no reason to. So I have no baseline for comparison.”

Sophie moved closer, her shoulder nearly touching mine. I could feel the heat of her body, smell the clean sweat from her morning run. “Is it dangerous?”

“The System says minor. But…” I trailed off, still processing. “This is new. I’ve never had warnings about anomalies before. The loop was completely predictable. Now anything could happen.”

“Welcome to regular life, time-loop boy.” But there was an edge to her voice, a hint of tension that matched my own. “You’re freaking me out a little.”

“Good. It means you’re paying attention.”

We stood there in silence for a moment, two people trying to make sense of a world that had suddenly become unpredictable. The warning faded from my vision, but the uneasy feeling lingered.

“So what do we do?” Sophie asked finally.

“Right now? Nothing. The System says observe and catalog. Whatever I’m sensing, it’s not an immediate threat.” I turned to face her fully, taking in the concern in her brown eyes. “But it means something is different. Something has changed that I can’t account for. And I need to figure out what.”

Sophie nodded slowly. “Okay. Research mode. I can do research.” Her competitive energy was already shifting, redirecting toward this new challenge. “What do you need?”

“Information. Everything you can remember about last night. About the party, about what you saw, about anything unusual. And…” I hesitated. “Company. If you’re willing. I’ve spent three thousand years alone. I’m not good at it anymore.”

The words came out more vulnerable than I’d intended. Sophie’s expression softened—not pity, exactly, but something gentler than her usual competitive edge.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “Okay. I can do that.”

Her hand found mine. Not grabbing, like before, but holding. Her palm was warm and slightly callused from years of volleyball, and the contact sent a jolt through my entire nervous system.

Touch. Real touch, from someone who would remember it. Who would still know me tomorrow.

I held on like a drowning man to a lifeline.



We spent the rest of the morning walking around campus. Sophie pointed out things that had happened at the party—where I’d been standing when she first noticed me, who I’d talked to (no one, apparently, I’d just lurked in corners like I always did), the exact moment when I’d “glitched.”

“It was like…” She gestured helplessly. “You know how sometimes a video stream buffers? And the image freezes for a second, maybe gets all pixelated? It was like that. But with a person. With you.”

“And no one else saw it?”

“If they did, they didn’t react. Everyone was pretty drunk at that point.” She shrugged. “I wasn’t. I’d been pacing myself—big game next week, can’t afford a hangover. So I was probably the only sober person in a twenty-foot radius.”

Lucky. Or not luck—something else. The System’s [Bond Resonance] had marked Sophie as elevated from the start. Maybe there was a reason she’d been the one to witness the break.

Maybe she was supposed to see it.

I filed that thought away for later and kept walking.

The campus felt different now that I was really looking at it through post-loop eyes. Every detail I’d memorized remained accurate—the buildings, the paths, the schedules of activity—but the context had shifted. This wasn’t a set piece in an eternal play anymore. It was a real place, full of real people, moving through real time.

And somewhere out there, something was different. Something the System had flagged as an anomaly.

We stopped for lunch at a food truck near the athletics complex. Sophie ordered a massive burrito that she claimed was essential for recovery nutrition, while I got something simple and watched her eat with athletic efficiency.

“So,” she said between bites, “these other abilities the System mentioned. The [Temporal Divergence] thing, that’s the warnings about anomalies, right?”

“Right.”

“And [Muscle Memory Recall] is how you can play piano like a concert master.”

“Skills I practiced during the loops are ‘dormant’ until I use them in real time. The first use unlocks them permanently.”

“Okay.” She wiped her mouth with a napkin. “What about the third one? [Bond Resonance]?”

I hesitated. This was the part I wasn’t sure how to explain—partially because I didn’t fully understand it myself, and partially because it felt uncomfortably personal.

“It’s… harder to describe. The System tracks my connections with people. Measures them somehow. Calls them ‘Bonds.’ You’re in my Bond tracker.”

Sophie’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m being tracked?”

“Not like that. It’s not surveillance. It’s more like…” I searched for words. “You know how a fitness app tracks your workouts? Steps taken, calories burned? This is similar, but for relationships. It measures… connection, I guess. Trust. Emotional investment.”

“And where am I on this relationship fitness tracker?”

I could see the number floating at the edge of my awareness. “150 out of 1000.”

“That seems low.”

“We just met. From your perspective.” I shrugged. “The System says it’s elevated because you witnessed the loop break. But yeah, 150 is… acquaintance level.”

Sophie was quiet for a moment, chewing thoughtfully on her burrito. Her legs were stretched out on the grass, those tanned, athletic limbs drawing my eye despite my best efforts. The compression shorts left nothing to the imagination—the defined muscles of her thighs, the curve of her calves, the way her hamstrings flexed when she shifted position.

“What happens when the number goes up?” she asked finally.

“I don’t know all the details yet. The System mentions thresholds. Unlocks. Benefits that activate at certain levels.”

“Relationship powerups.”

“Something like that.”

She turned to look at me directly, brown eyes sharp and assessing. “And what do you want, Alex? Out of all this? Out of me?”

The directness of the question caught me off guard. But then, that was Sophie—she didn’t do subtle. She didn’t circle around topics. She went straight for the throat and demanded answers.

What did I want?

I thought about three thousand years of isolation. About watching the same people live the same day over and over, never knowing I existed, never remembering our conversations. About the crushing loneliness that had become so constant I’d stopped noticing it, like a fish forgetting it lived in water.

“I want something real,” I said slowly. “Something that lasts. For three millennia, every connection I made evaporated at midnight. Every relationship, every friendship, every conversation—gone. Forgotten. Like they never happened.” I met her eyes. “I want someone who’ll remember me tomorrow. Someone who’ll choose to stay, knowing what I am, knowing what I’ve been through. That’s what I want.”

Sophie held my gaze for a long moment. I could see her processing, evaluating, running the calculation behind those competitive eyes.

Then she nodded.

“Okay,” she said simply. “I can work with that.”

Before I could ask what she meant, she stood and brushed grass off her compression shorts. The motion made her ass flex in ways that were extremely distracting.

“Come on,” she said, offering me a hand up. “I want to see what else you can do.”



The afternoon became a tour of my capabilities.

Sophie dragged me from building to building, challenge to challenge, demanding demonstrations like a skeptic at a magic show. I obliged each time, enjoying her reactions despite myself.

In the gym, I matched her warm-up stretches with forms from twelve different martial arts traditions, my body flowing from one stance to the next with the fluid ease of centuries of practice. She watched with wide eyes as I demonstrated techniques from systems she’d never heard of, ancient styles that had no modern practitioners.

“Where did you even learn that?” she demanded. “There’s no class on campus that teaches whatever that was.”

“Books,” I said. “Videos. And a lot of trial and error. I had time to experiment.”

In the music building, I played snippets on every instrument she pointed at—violin, cello, drums, trumpet, a didgeridoo that had been gathering dust in a practice room for years. Each one activated another [Muscle Memory Recall] notification, another skill unlocked for real-time use.

“This is ridiculous,” Sophie muttered as I improvised a jazz riff on a battered saxophone. “You’re like a human cheat code.”

“Three thousand years of practice will do that.”

“Stop saying that like it’s normal.”

In the library, I proved my claim about languages by translating passages from texts in French, German, Mandarin, Arabic, Japanese, and a dead language that the librarian had to look up in a reference book just to confirm I was right.

[SKILL DEMONSTRATION LOG]
Languages displayed: 7
[Muscle Memory Recall] activations: 4
Bond XP gained: +25 (Demonstrated competence admired)

[BOND UPDATE: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Previous: 150/1000 (Acquaintance)
Current: 175/1000 (Acquaintance)

The notification made me pause. The number was going up. Not by much—25 points was barely significant on a 1000-point scale—but it was moving.

Because Sophie was admiring my competence. Because I was showing her what I could do, and she was impressed.

For the first time in three thousand years, my actions were having lasting consequences.

We ended up back at the quad as the sun began to set, painting the campus in shades of orange and gold. Sophie flopped onto the grass with a theatrical groan.

“I’m exhausted just watching you,” she said. “How are you not tired?”

“I’ve learned to manage energy efficiently.” I sat down beside her, close enough that our shoulders almost touched. “When you have to fit everything into a single day, you learn to optimize.”

She rolled onto her side to look at me, head propped on her hand. The position made her sports bra shift again, revealing the curve of her small breasts from a new angle. I could see the faint outline of her nipples pressing against the fabric, probably from the evening chill.

“So what happens now?” she asked. “With the loop broken. With all this System stuff. What’s your plan?”

“I don’t have one.” The admission felt strange. I’d spent three millennia optimizing every moment of a single day. Now I had unlimited moments and no idea what to do with them. “I’m making this up as I go.”

“That’s oddly comforting.” She smiled. “Means you’re human after all, under all those skills.”

“Barely.”

“No.” She reached out and poked my chest, right over my heart. “Definitely human. You’ve just been through something no human should have to survive. And you did. That’s impressive.”

Her finger stayed on my chest, warm through my shirt. I could feel my heartbeat accelerating under her touch.

“You’re the first person to know,” I said quietly. “The first person to believe me. In three thousand years, I’ve never been able to share this with anyone who would remember.”

Sophie’s expression softened. Her hand moved from my chest to my shoulder, then slid up to cup the side of my face. Her palm was warm and callused and real.

“That sounds incredibly lonely,” she said.

“It was.”

“Well.” She gave my cheek a light pat before pulling her hand back. “You’re not alone anymore. At least, not if you don’t want to be.”

The System pulsed in my vision:

[ANOMALY DETECTED - PROCESSING]
[BOND RESONANCE - STATUS UPDATE]

Subject: Sophie Martinez
Bond Strength: 175/1000
Classification: Acquaintance

Emotional Resonance: ELEVATED
Trust Indicators: RISING
Intimacy Potential: HIGH

Note: Subject demonstrates unusual willingness to engage with impossible truths. Monitoring recommended.

Unusual willingness to engage with impossible truths. That was Sophie in a nutshell—she didn’t back down from challenges, even when those challenges violated everything she thought she knew about reality.

“There’s one more thing,” I said, before I could second-guess myself. “The System mentioned something called Phase One. It said Phase One was complete when the loop broke.”

Sophie frowned. “Which implies there’s a Phase Two.”

“Exactly.”

“Do you know what that means?”

“No. But…” I hesitated, trying to articulate the feeling that had been nagging at me all day. “Something is watching. Something was watching during the loops, keeping track of everything I did. And now that I’m free, it’s still watching. The System isn’t just recording my progress—it’s evaluating me. Testing me.”

Sophie sat up abruptly, her whole body tensing. “Testing you for what?”

“I don’t know. But I intend to find out.”

We sat in silence for a moment, the weight of the unknown pressing down on both of us. The sun continued to set, shadows lengthening across the quad, and I realized with a start that this was the first sunset I’d ever seen carry into a new day.

Tomorrow would be Monday. Real Monday. With classes and schedules and all the ordinary rhythms of life that had been denied to me for three millennia.

“Hey.” Sophie’s voice pulled me back to the present. She was standing now, offering me her hand again. “Come on. Let’s get dinner. You can tell me more about these warnings and phases over tacos.”

I took her hand and let her pull me up. The contact was brief, but I felt it resonate through my entire body.

“I like tacos,” I said.

“Good. Because I know a place that stays open late, and we’re going to need the calories if we’re going to figure out what the hell is going on with your life.”

She started walking, and I fell into step beside her. The evening was cool now, and Sophie’s skin had broken out in goosebumps, visible on her bare arms and shoulders. She didn’t seem to notice—or if she did, she was too proud to show discomfort.

As we walked, my phone buzzed. I pulled it out and saw a notification—not from the System this time, but from the university.

CAMPUS EVENT REMINDER: Psychology Department Welcome Reception - Sunday, 6:00 PM - Faculty Lounge

Dr. Rachel Shaw would be there. I knew her schedule—I’d known it for thousands of years. She always attended these events, always stood in the corner with a glass of wine she barely touched, always left early because she found small talk exhausting.

I’d talked to her in a million loops. I’d made her laugh, made her open up, made her confess things she’d never told another soul. But she didn’t remember any of it.

Now I would have to start from scratch.

“What is it?” Sophie asked, noticing my expression.

“Just a campus event notification.” I pocketed my phone. “Someone I used to know will be there.”

“Used to know? During the loops?”

“Yes. One of the people I talked to the most.” I chose my next words carefully. “She’s a psychology professor. Dr. Rachel Shaw.”

Sophie’s eyebrows shot up. “You were friends with a professor?”

“Not friends, exactly. We… had conversations. Many of them. Over the course of thousands of years.” I shook my head. “But she doesn’t remember. None of it. To her, I’m just another student.”

Sophie was quiet for a moment, processing. Then her expression shifted into something calculating.

“Are you going to go? To the event?”

“I was considering it.”

“Hmm.” She didn’t say anything else, but I could see the gears turning behind her eyes. Sophie was thinking. Evaluating. Making plans.

I wondered what those plans were.

We reached the taco truck she’d mentioned, a converted trailer parked at the edge of campus that had been a fixture of late-night student hunger for as long as I could remember. The smell of grilling meat and fresh tortillas hit me like a wave, triggering sense memories from countless loops.

But this time, the tacos would still exist tomorrow. The calories would actually stick. Nothing would reset at midnight.

I ordered way more food than I needed, just because I could.

Sophie watched me devour three carnitas tacos with an amused expression. “Hungry?”

“Appreciating the fact that I’ll actually stay full.” I reached for a fourth. “In the loop, I could eat and eat and it never made a difference. Every morning I woke up exactly the same.”

“That sounds… actually kind of nice? Never gaining weight?”

“It sounds nice until you realize nothing you do matters. Nothing changes. Nothing sticks.” I set the taco down, suddenly not hungry anymore. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get dark.”

Sophie’s hand found my arm, squeezing gently. “Hey. It’s okay. You’re allowed to be weird about this. You’ve been through something I can’t even imagine.”

Her touch steadied me. I took a breath and picked up the taco again.

We finished eating as the stars came out—actual stars, in a sky I’d never seen transition from Saturday to Sunday. I watched them appear one by one, each one a tiny miracle of persistence.

“You should go,” Sophie said suddenly.

“What?”

“To the event. With the professor.” She stood, brushing crumbs off her compression shorts. “If she was important to you during the loops, you should see her again. See if there’s still a connection.”

I studied her face, looking for signs of jealousy or possessiveness. I found neither. Just that competitive calculation, that strategic thinking that made her such an effective athlete.

“You’re not bothered by that?” I asked.

“By you reconnecting with someone who mattered to you? No.” She shrugged. “Look, I barely know you. We spent one day together. I’m not going to claim ownership just because I was the first person to believe your crazy story.”

She started walking, then paused and looked back over her shoulder.

“But I was first,” she added, with a sharp smile. “Remember that.”

Then she was gone, jogging off into the evening with the easy grace of a natural athlete.

I watched her go, watching those legs carry her across the quad, watching her ponytail swing with each stride.

Then I looked down at my phone.

The psychology event had already started.

I had a choice to make.

After 3,247 years of having no choices that mattered, the weight of that simple decision felt almost unbearable.

I started walking toward the faculty lounge.

[BOND UPDATE: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Previous: 175/1000 (Acquaintance)
Current: 210/1000 (Interest)
+35 Bond XP gained

Source: Extended time together (+15), Emotional vulnerability shared (+20)
Threshold Approaching: Interest (200) - REACHED
Effect: +2 Charisma when Sophie is within 50 meters

Note: Subject shows unusual engagement with post-loop circumstances. Bond progression above average.

The notification faded, but its implications stayed with me.

Sophie was at Interest level now. Not yet Trust, not yet anything deeper. But something was building.

And ahead of me, in the faculty lounge, Dr. Rachel Shaw was waiting. A woman I’d known for three thousand years who had no idea I existed.

The game, whatever it was, was just beginning.


Chapter 3: First Steps

The faculty lounge was exactly as I remembered it from thousands of Saturday evening events—high ceilings, wood-paneled walls, clusters of professors making awkward small talk while nibbling on cheese cubes and crackers. The psychology department always held their welcome reception on the first weekend of the semester, and I’d crashed it more times than I could count.

But I’d never walked in on a Sunday before.

The room hummed with conversation as I slipped through the door. A few heads turned at my entrance—I was clearly a student, and this was clearly a faculty event—but no one moved to stop me. The psychology department prided itself on its open-door policy, even if that policy rarely extended to random undergraduates in slightly damp t-shirts.

I scanned the room, cataloging faces I knew better than they knew themselves. Dr. Peterson near the window, still recovering from his second divorce. Dr. Chen by the refreshment table, probably calculating the exact moment she could leave without seeming rude. Graduate students clustered in the corner, gossiping about which professors were rumored to be sleeping with which administrators.

And there, by the grand piano that no one ever played, stood Dr. Rachel Shaw.

She looked exactly as I remembered. Dark brown hair styled to professional perfection, falling just past her shoulders. Dark eyes that seemed to see through every pretense. An hourglass figure that her professional attire did nothing to hide—the silk blouse straining slightly against breasts that must have been a D-cup, the pencil skirt hugging curves that would make a lesser woman self-conscious.

But Rachel Shaw wasn’t lesser. She owned every inch of her body with the quiet confidence of a woman who’d stopped apologizing for taking up space years ago.

She was holding a glass of red wine that she hadn’t touched, listening politely to a gray-haired professor I recognized as the department chair. Her expression was composed, attentive, professionally engaged—and completely bored. I could read the signs after thousands of identical conversations. The way her weight shifted slightly toward the door. The micro-glances at her watch. The tension in her shoulders that spoke of counting down the minutes until she could leave.

I made my way across the room, grabbing a glass of water from the refreshment table to give myself something to do with my hands. As I moved, I caught fragments of conversation—faculty politics, upcoming conferences, complaints about teaching loads. Nothing new. Nothing different from what I’d heard a million times before.

But Rachel was new. Or rather, meeting her like this was new. In the loops, I’d always approached her with the confidence of someone who’d had this conversation countless times before. I knew her responses, her deflections, her eventual openings. I could navigate her defenses like a master locksmith.

Now I had to start from scratch.

The department chair finally released her with a hearty handshake and an invitation to some committee meeting she clearly had no intention of attending. Rachel smiled gracefully, murmured something noncommittal, and turned—

Directly into me.

Her wine sloshed dangerously but didn’t spill. I caught her elbow instinctively, steadying her, and her eyes widened slightly at the contact.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, releasing her immediately. “My fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“It’s fine.” She adjusted her grip on the wine glass, studying me with those assessing eyes. “You’re not faculty.”

Not a question. An observation. Rachel Shaw dealt in observations.

“No,” I admitted. “I’m a student. Senior. Psychology major, actually.”

That got a small spark of interest. “Really? I don’t recognize you from any of my classes.”

“I’ve been taking mostly electives this semester. But I’ve read your work on cognitive dissonance in trauma survivors. The paper you published last spring was fascinating.”

Now the interest sharpened. Rachel’s research was her passion, but most students couldn’t be bothered to read academic papers when Wikipedia summaries existed. Demonstrating actual familiarity with her work was an unusual move.

“You’ve read my research?” She tilted her head slightly, a gesture I’d cataloged as genuine curiosity. “Which paper specifically?”

“‘Temporal Disruption and Identity Formation.’ You argued that survivors of repetitive trauma often develop fragmented self-concepts as a coping mechanism. The way you connected that to cognitive timeline reconstruction was brilliant.”

The words came easily. I’d read that paper a thousand times, had discussed it with Rachel in a thousand loops, had watched her face light up with the same surprised pleasure that was blooming there now.

“That’s…” She paused, visibly recalibrating her assessment of me. “That’s very specific. Most people don’t get past the abstract.”

“Most people aren’t interested in understanding how trauma reshapes our experience of time.” I met her eyes steadily. “I am.”

Something shifted in her expression. The professional distance flickered, just for a moment, replaced by something warmer. More genuine.

Then it was gone, hidden behind the composed mask she wore like armor.

“I’m Dr. Shaw,” she said, offering her hand. “Psychology department.”

“Alex Reid.” I shook her hand, noting the warmth of her palm, the slight calluses from writing. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise.” She didn’t let go immediately. “Are you just interested in temporal psychology, or are you considering graduate work in the field?”

“I’m keeping my options open.” Which was technically true—after 3,247 years, I was open to literally anything. “But I’d love to learn more about your current research. If you have time.”

Rachel’s lips curved into a small smile. “I have office hours on Wednesday. If you’re genuinely interested, come by. We can discuss it properly.”

“I’ll do that.”

She studied me for another long moment, those dark eyes searching for something I couldn’t quite identify. Then she gave a small nod, as if I’d passed some invisible test.

“Enjoy the reception, Alex. The cheese cubes are surprisingly decent.”

She walked away, her heels clicking against the hardwood floor, and I watched her go. The pencil skirt hugged her hips with every step, outlining the curve of her ass in ways that were probably not entirely professional. I could see the faint lines of stockings beneath the fabric, catch glimpses of her calves flexing as she moved.

For the first time since the loop broke, I felt something other than wonder and confusion.

I felt want.

[BOND INITIATED: RACHEL SHAW]
Starting Level: 100/1000 (Acquaintance)
Classification: FACULTY (Elevated caution recommended)

The notification pulsed at the edge of my vision, but I was distracted by a new presence at my elbow.

“That was smooth.”

Sophie’s voice made me turn. She was standing just behind me, still in her running gear, her expression an unreadable mix of amusement and assessment.

“I thought you left,” I said.

“I did. Then I got curious and came back.” She nodded toward Rachel, who was now engaged in conversation with another professor across the room. “Professor, huh? Interesting choice.”

“She was important during the loops. I told you that.”

“You did. You didn’t mention she was hot.”

I couldn’t deny that. Rachel Shaw was undeniably attractive—not in the youthful, energetic way that Sophie was, but with a mature, confident sensuality that came from knowing exactly who she was and what she wanted.

“She’s also brilliant,” I said. “And complicated. And the age gap—”

“Is definitely a thing.” Sophie crossed her arms, a motion that pushed her small breasts together slightly. “I’m not judging. Just observing.”

“What’s there to observe?”

“The way you looked at her.” Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve done this before. With her specifically. In your loops.”

It wasn’t a question. Sophie was too perceptive for her own good.

“Yes,” I admitted. “Many times.”

“And how did it usually go?”

I hesitated. In the loops, Rachel and I had gone through every possible iteration of our relationship. Friendship. Mentorship. Brief flings. Long affairs. I’d made her fall for me in a thousand different ways, and she’d forgotten me every single time.

“It went well,” I said finally. “Usually.”

Sophie nodded slowly, processing. I could see the competitive gears turning behind her eyes, calculating, strategizing.

“Okay,” she said. “Well, if you’re going to romance a professor, you might as well make an impression. Come on.”

Before I could ask what she meant, she was grabbing my arm and pulling me across the room—toward the piano.

“Sophie—”

“You wanted to show what you can do, right? This is a faculty event. Impress them.”

She deposited me in front of the piano bench and stepped back with a satisfied smirk. Several professors had looked up at the commotion, including Rachel, who was watching with raised eyebrows.

I understood what Sophie was doing. She was forcing me to demonstrate my capabilities in front of Rachel. To prove that I was more than just a student who’d read a paper.

Competitive. Strategic. That was Sophie.

I sat down at the bench.

The piano was a beautiful Steinway, properly tuned and maintained—unlike the battered upright in the student union. My fingers found the keys instinctively, and I took a breath.

What to play?

In the loops, I’d learned to read rooms. To sense what music would resonate with a particular audience. The faculty here were academics—intelligent, cultured, likely to appreciate technical skill but also emotional depth.

I chose Debussy’s “Clair de Lune.”

The first notes floated into the room like moonlight, soft and shimmering. Conversations faltered, died. I felt eyes turning toward me, but I kept my focus on the keys, letting the music flow through me.

This piece was different from the Chopin I’d played earlier. Where the Ballade had been dramatic and demanding, this was intimate. Vulnerable. It spoke of quiet longing and bittersweet beauty, of moments that existed outside of time.

I played it for Rachel.

I played it for Sophie.

I played it for myself—for the man who’d spent three millennia in a prison of repetition and was finally, impossibly, free.

The final notes faded into silence. For a moment, no one moved.

Then the applause started.

Not polite, faculty-reception applause. Real applause. The kind that came from genuine appreciation, from being moved by something unexpected and beautiful.

I stood and gave a small bow, feeling strangely embarrassed. In the loops, performances like this had meant nothing—everyone would forget by morning. Now, every person in this room would remember. Would talk about the student who’d played Debussy at the psychology reception.

Would remember me.

Rachel was staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Her wine glass hung forgotten in her hand, and her lips were slightly parted.

I made my way toward her, Sophie trailing behind.

“That was…” Rachel paused, visibly searching for words. “Where did you learn to play like that?”

“Years of practice.”

“You must have started very young.”

“Something like that.”

She shook her head slowly, a strand of dark hair falling across her forehead. The gesture made her look younger, less composed. More human.

“Come to my office hours,” she said. “Wednesday. Two o’clock. I think we have a lot to discuss.”

She reached into her blazer pocket and pulled out a business card, pressing it into my palm. Her fingers lingered against mine for just a moment—warm, deliberate.

Then she turned and walked away, her heels clicking against the floor, her hips swaying with each step.

I looked down at the card.

DR. RACHEL SHAW Associate Professor of Psychology Office: Hendricks Hall 312 (555) 847-2193

Below her printed information, she’d written in neat, slightly hurried script: “Impressive.”

I pocketed the card and turned to find Sophie watching me with an unreadable expression.

“Well,” she said. “That’s one way to make a first impression.”



We left the reception together, slipping out a side door into the cool evening air. The sun had fully set now, and the campus was lit by the warm glow of streetlamps and the occasional burst of light from dorm windows.

Sophie walked beside me in silence for a while, her sneakers quiet against the pavement. I could feel her thinking, processing, evaluating.

“So,” she said finally. “The professor.”

“What about her?”

“She likes you.”

“We just met. From her perspective.”

“Doesn’t matter. I saw the way she looked at you.” Sophie kicked at a pebble on the path, sending it skittering into the grass. “During the piano thing, and after. That wasn’t just professional interest.”

I didn’t deny it. Rachel Shaw had always been attracted to competence—to people who demonstrated mastery in their chosen fields. It was how I’d approached her in the loops, and it had worked every time.

“Does that bother you?” I asked.

Sophie was quiet for a long moment. Her ponytail swung with each step, catching the lamplight. In the darkness, her athletic body was mostly silhouette—the suggestion of curves, the outline of muscle, the rhythm of movement.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ve known you for one day. Less than one day, technically. I don’t have any claim on you.”

“But?”

“But I was first.” She stopped walking, turning to face me. The streetlamp behind her cast her face in shadow, but I could see the intensity in her eyes. “I was the one who saw you break. I was the one who believed you. That means something.”

“It does,” I agreed.

“Good.” She stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from her body. “Because I don’t lose, Alex. Not at volleyball. Not at med school. Not at this—whatever this is.”

“This isn’t a competition.”

“Everything’s a competition.” Her smile was sharp and confident. “The question is whether you’re playing to win or just watching from the sidelines.”

She reached up and placed her palm flat against my chest, right over my heart. I could feel my pulse hammering under her touch.

“I’m not going to fight with Dr. Shaw for you,” she said quietly. “That’s not my style. But I’m not going to step aside either. If you want me, you’re going to have to choose. Or…” She paused, considering. “Or figure out some other arrangement.”

“What kind of arrangement?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m still figuring out what I want.” Her hand slid up to my shoulder, fingers curling into the fabric of my shirt. “But I know I want to be part of this. Whatever it is. Whatever it becomes.”

Before I could respond, she reached up and pressed her palm against my chest, right over my heart. The warmth of her hand burned through my shirt.

“Something to think about,” she said, her eyes intense. “See you tomorrow, Alex.”

Then she was jogging away into the darkness, her athletic form disappearing between buildings, her ponytail the last thing visible before she vanished entirely.

I stood there for a long moment, heart racing, the ghost of her touch still burning on my chest.

In my pocket, Rachel’s card seemed to burn against my thigh. In my mind, Sophie’s words echoed: “Or figure out some other arrangement.”

Two women. Both interested. Both watching.

And somewhere in the back of my consciousness, the System tracked it all.

[BOND UPDATE: RACHEL SHAW]
Previous: 100/1000 (Acquaintance)
Current: 150/1000 (Acquaintance)
+50 Bond XP gained

Source: Demonstrated competence (+25), Personal connection initiated (+25)

[BOND UPDATE: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Previous: 210/1000 (Interest)
Current: 240/1000 (Interest)
+30 Bond XP gained

Source: Emotional territory established (+30)

I started walking back toward my dorm, my mind churning with possibilities.

For three thousand years, I’d had no future. Now I had two women expressing interest, a mysterious System tracking my progress, and absolutely no idea what came next.

It was terrifying.

It was exhilarating.

And for the first time since the loop broke, I started to feel something that might have been hope.



My dorm room was exactly as I’d left it that morning—which was still a novelty worth savoring. The scattered clothes. The unmade bed. The coffee cup from yesterday (actually yesterday, not a yesterday that would reset) still sitting on my desk.

I stood in the doorway, just looking at it all.

This was mine. This mess, this chaos, this evidence of a life lived rather than reset. Every item would still be here tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that. I would have to actually clean, actually organize, actually live with the consequences of my choices.

It was wonderful.

I closed the door and sank onto my bed, pulling out my phone. No messages—not surprising, since most of my “friends” during the loops had been people I’d cultivated over thousands of iterations. Without those shared experiences, I was just the quiet senior who kept to himself.

But there was one notification.

A text from an unknown number: “This is Sophie. Saved your number from the party sign-in sheet. Sweet dreams, loop boy. ;)”

I stared at the message for a long time. Then, despite everything, I smiled.

She’d tracked down my number. She’d texted me. She was still interested, still engaged, still pushing forward with that competitive energy that seemed to define everything she did.

I typed back: “Thanks for today. I mean it.”

Her response came immediately: “Thank me by not being boring. Got to go - early practice tomorrow. But we’re not done with this conversation.”

“Looking forward to it.”

No reply. She was probably already asleep, or doing whatever pre-sleep ritual competitive athletes engaged in. But the phone felt warm in my hand, a tangible connection to someone who knew my secret and hadn’t run away.

I set the phone aside and lay back on my bed, staring at the ceiling.

What a day.

Twenty-four hours ago, I’d still been in the loop. Twenty-four hours ago, the concept of “tomorrow” had been a cruel joke. Now I had a potential romance with an athletic overachiever, another potential romance with a psychology professor, and a mysterious System that seemed to be tracking both.

The System.

I focused on it, willing the interface to appear. It responded immediately, the familiar blue translucence filling my vision.

[ALEX REID - STATUS]
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS:
Strength: 78/100
Agility: 82/100
Intelligence: 95/100
Charisma: 89/100
Perception: 91/100
Willpower: 99/100

SKILLS (Selected - 847 total):
Combat Mastery: 94/100
Social Reading: 98/100
Languages: 47 fluent
Instruments: 23 mastered
Academic Knowledge: 96/100

ACTIVE ABILITIES:
[Temporal Divergence] - Lv 1
[Bond Resonance] - Active
[Muscle Memory Recall] - Ready (2 skills unlocked today)

BONDS: 2 Initiated
- Sophie Martinez: 240/1000 (Interest) [ELEVATED]
- Rachel Shaw: 150/1000 (Acquaintance)

PHASE: One Complete

I studied the stats, looking for changes since this morning. The bond numbers had gone up—Sophie’s more than Rachel’s, probably due to that kiss. The [Muscle Memory Recall] counter had increased by two, reflecting the piano performances.

But something else caught my attention.

PHASE: One Complete.

What was Phase Two? When would it start? And what would it demand of me?

The questions swirled in my mind as exhaustion finally began to catch up with me. It had been an impossibly long day—my first real day in three thousand years—and my body was starting to feel it.

I closed my eyes.

For a moment, I hesitated. The old fear rose up—the terror that I’d wake up on Saturday again, that this had all been a dream or a hallucination or a final cruel trick of the loop.

But the fear faded as quickly as it came. The System was real. Sophie was real. Rachel was real. My phone still held Sophie’s text, and my pocket still held Rachel’s card.

This was real.

I let myself drift off to sleep, and for the first time in 3,247 years, I dreamed of tomorrow.



I woke to Monday morning.

The shock of it hit me all over again—the date on my phone, the quality of light streaming through my window, the sounds of campus life that were subtly but definitely different from the eternal Saturday I’d known.

Monday. A new day. A day I’d never seen before.

I lay there for a full minute, just breathing. Just existing in a moment that shouldn’t have been possible.

Then my phone buzzed.

Sophie: “Morning, loop boy. How’s your first real Monday treating you?”

I typed back: “Ask me again in an hour when I’ve had coffee.”

“Meet me at the cafe at 9. I have practice at 11 but we can talk before.”

“See you there.”

I dragged myself out of bed and toward the showers, moving through morning routines that felt simultaneously familiar and brand new. The same motions I’d performed over a million times, but now with the knowledge that the consequences would stick.

I dressed. I grabbed my bag. I walked out into a Monday I’d never experienced.

The campus was buzzing with first-day-of-classes energy. Students hurrying between buildings, professors clutching coffee cups, the particular chaos of a new semester beginning. I’d seen all of this on Saturday orientations, of course, but the Monday version was different. More focused. More real.

Sophie was waiting at the cafe, already seated at a corner table with two cups of coffee. She looked different today—still athletic, still beautiful, but wearing actual clothes instead of workout gear. Tight jeans that showed off her legs, a tank top that revealed toned arms and just a hint of cleavage.

“You look like you actually slept,” she said as I sat down.

“I’m as surprised as you are.” I grabbed the coffee she’d ordered for me. “Thank you for this.”

“Consider it an investment in our ongoing conversation.” She leaned forward, elbows on the table. The position gave me a view straight down her tank top if I’d wanted it—which I noticed, even as I kept my eyes on her face. “So. Monday. How does it feel?”

“Surreal. Amazing. Terrifying.” I took a sip of coffee. “Everything I expected and nothing like I imagined.”

“That’s life, loop boy. Welcome to it.” She smiled, but there was something calculating behind her eyes. “So. About last night. The kiss.”

“What about it?”

“I want to make sure we’re on the same page.” She straightened in her chair, becoming suddenly businesslike. “I like you, Alex. I don’t fully understand you, and your whole situation is completely insane, but I like you. And I think there’s potential here for something real.”

“I sense a ‘but’ coming.”

“But I’m not naive.” Her eyes met mine directly. “You’ve been alive for three thousand years. You’ve probably had every relationship possible during that time. I’m not going to pretend I’m something special or unique to you.”

“You are, though.”

She paused, eyebrows rising. “How?”

“Because you’re the first one who knows.” I set down my coffee and reached across the table, not quite touching her hand. “Every connection I made during the loops was based on a lie. They didn’t know the truth about me. Couldn’t know. But you do. You’re the first real relationship I’ve had since I was nineteen years old.”

Sophie stared at me for a long moment. Then, slowly, her hand moved to cover mine.

“That’s…” She shook her head. “God, that’s a lot of pressure.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I just…” She laughed, a bit shakily. “I’m an athlete. I’m used to pressure. But this is different. This is…”

“Unprecedented?”

“That’s one word for it.”

We sat there for a moment, hands touching across the table. Sophie’s palm was warm against mine, her calluses rough but somehow comforting.

“I want to try,” she said finally. “Whatever this is. The System stuff, the professor stuff, the whole impossible situation. I want to be part of it. I want to see where it goes.”

“Even knowing I might develop… connections with others?”

“Even knowing that.” Her grip tightened slightly. “But I want to be kept in the loop. Pun intended. If you’re going to pursue Dr. Shaw, if you’re going to develop relationships with other people, I want to know about it. I want to be involved in figuring out how this works.”

“You want to organize it.”

“I want to understand it.” She smiled, some of her competitive edge returning. “I’m pre-med, remember? I believe in studying things, figuring out how they work. And this—you, the System, all of it—is the most interesting puzzle I’ve ever encountered.”

I turned my hand over, interlacing my fingers with hers.

“Okay,” I said. “Partners. In whatever this becomes.”

“Partners.”

She squeezed my hand once, then released it and checked her phone.

“Shit, I have to go. Practice in forty minutes and coach will murder me if I’m late.” She stood, gathering her things. “But I’ll text you later. And Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad I found you in that quad. Standing in the sprinklers like a lunatic.” She grinned. “It’s the most interesting thing that’s happened to me since I got to college.”

Then she was gone, jogging out of the cafe with the easy grace of a natural athlete.

I sat there for a while longer, finishing my coffee, thinking about what she’d said.

Partners. In whatever this becomes.

It wasn’t a traditional arrangement by any means. But then, nothing about my life was traditional anymore.

Rachel’s card was still in my pocket. Wednesday office hours. Two o’clock.

Sophie’s number was saved in my phone. Her kiss still lingered on my lips.

And the System tracked it all, numbers rising and falling, bonds forming and strengthening.

Phase One was complete. But whatever came next, I wasn’t going to face it alone.

I stepped out into the Monday morning sun and headed toward my first class in 3,247 years.

Time to see what this new life had in store.


Chapter 4: The Confession

Monday afternoon found me sitting in a psychology lecture hall, surrounded by students who had no idea they were sharing space with a man older than most civilizations.

The irony wasn’t lost on me. Professor Chen was explaining basic concepts of memory formation—concepts I’d understood for millennia, concepts I’d lived through in ways no textbook could capture—while I sat in the back row, pretending to take notes like any other student.

But I couldn’t focus on the lecture. My mind kept drifting to Sophie. To the warmth of her hand in mine. To that brief kiss last night, and the promise it contained.

To the fact that she wanted to be “involved in figuring out how this works.”

What did that even mean? In my experience—and I had 3,247 years of experience—relationships didn’t work that way. They were exclusive, jealous, territorial. The loops had taught me that much. People didn’t share. People fought. People got hurt.

But Sophie wasn’t like the people I’d known in the loops. Or maybe she was exactly like them, and I’d just never seen this side of her before. In all those thousands of iterations, I’d never given her a reason to share anything. Never presented her with a situation that required compromise.

Now, apparently, I had.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Sophie’s name flashed on the screen.

“Practice done early. Meet me at my dorm? Room 215 Morrison Hall. We need to talk.”

Something tightened in my chest. “We need to talk” was never good in any relationship context. Had she changed her mind? Decided that my impossible situation was too much to handle?

I typed back: “On my way.”

The lecture still had twenty minutes left, but I slipped out the back door without a second thought. Whatever Sophie wanted to say, I needed to hear it.

Morrison Hall was a red-brick dormitory on the east side of campus, home to most of the female athletes. I’d been here before, in the loops, but never to visit Sophie specifically. Our paths had crossed in other contexts—parties, the gym, campus events—but never in the intimate space of her living quarters.

I found room 215 on the second floor and knocked.

The door swung open immediately, as if she’d been waiting. Sophie stood there in volleyball shorts and a loose tank top, her hair still damp from a post-practice shower. Without makeup, without the competitive armor she usually wore, she looked younger. More vulnerable.

“Come in,” she said, stepping aside.

Her room was neater than I expected. Two beds—one made military-crisp, one a chaos of blankets—indicated a roommate, but the other girl was apparently out. Volleyball posters covered the walls alongside anatomical diagrams (the pre-med influence showing). A laptop sat open on her desk, playing music I didn’t recognize.

“Sit,” Sophie said, gesturing to her bed. “We need to talk.”

There it was again. That phrase.

I sat on the edge of her mattress, hands clasped between my knees. Sophie remained standing, arms crossed, looking at me with an intensity that reminded me of a coach about to deliver a particularly harsh assessment.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said slowly. “All through practice. About you. About this situation. About what I said this morning.”

“And?”

“And I realized I was being too easy on you.”

I blinked. That wasn’t what I’d expected.

“Too easy?”

“Yeah.” She started pacing, a restless energy in her movements. “I said I wanted to be partners. I said I wanted to understand. But I was skipping steps. Trying to process something before I actually had all the information.”

“What information do you need?”

She stopped pacing and turned to face me. “The truth, Alex. All of it. Not the summary you gave me yesterday. Not the highlights. The real, complete truth about what you went through.”

I felt my stomach drop.

“That’s… a lot. Three thousand years of memories. I can’t possibly—”

“I don’t need every moment.” She moved closer, standing directly in front of me. “But I need to understand what shaped you. What you lost. What you gained. Because right now, I’m making decisions about a person I don’t actually know.”

She was right. God, she was right. In my eagerness to finally have someone who knew my secret, I’d skipped past the actual process of sharing it. I’d given her the facts without the feelings, the summary without the substance.

Sophie sat down beside me on the bed, close enough that our shoulders touched.

“Tell me,” she said softly. “Not as a report. As a story. Your story.”

I took a deep breath.

And I began to tell her.



I told her about the beginning—the confusion, the terror, the desperate attempts to break free. The first hundred deaths, each one more creative than the last, each one resetting me back to the same morning with the same memories and the same hopeless understanding.

I told her about the middle years—the depression that lasted centuries, the slow acceptance that this was my existence now, the gradual shift from fighting the loop to living within it. Learning every possible skill. Reading every possible book. Mapping every possible conversation.

I told her about the relationships. The women I’d loved, knowing they’d forget me. The friends I’d made, knowing they’d never remember our connection. The absolute crushing loneliness of being the only person in the world who remembered anything.

And I told her about the end—the growing certainty, in the final decades of the loop, that something was about to change. The dreams I’d started having. The System appearing at the edges of my awareness. The night of the party, when reality had finally, impossibly, broken.

Through it all, Sophie listened. Her hand found mine at some point—I couldn’t remember when—and held on tight. Her expression shifted through a range of emotions: horror, sympathy, fascination, something I couldn’t quite name.

When I finally finished, the room was dark. Hours had passed. The music from her laptop had long since stopped.

“God,” Sophie whispered. “Alex…”

“I know it’s a lot—”

“Shut up.” But there was no heat in it. She turned to face me, still holding my hand. “I asked for the truth. I got it. Now I need a minute to process.”

I gave her that minute. Several minutes, actually. She sat there in the darkness, her thumb tracing circles on my palm, her breathing slow and controlled.

“You’re the loneliest person I’ve ever met,” she said finally.

It wasn’t an insult. It was an observation. A recognition of truth.

“I was,” I agreed. “For a long time.”

“And now?”

“Now I have someone who knows. Someone who’s still here.” I squeezed her hand. “That changes everything.”

Sophie was quiet for another long moment. Then, without warning, she moved.

She swung her leg over my lap, straddling me, her hands landing on my shoulders. The heat of her pussy pressed against my jeans, separated by nothing but those thin volleyball shorts. Her face was inches from mine, brown eyes dark in the dim light.

“I’m going to kiss you,” she said. “And then I’m going to do more than kiss you. And I need you to understand—this isn’t because I feel sorry for you. This isn’t comfort or pity. This is because I want you, and you’ve given me what I asked for, and now I’m going to take what I want.”

Before I could respond, her lips crashed into mine.

This wasn’t like the brief kiss from last night. This was hungry. Demanding. Sophie kissed like she played volleyball—with total commitment, holding nothing back. Her tongue slid against mine, and her fingers dug into my shoulders hard enough to bruise, and her hips ground down against my lap, her pussy rubbing against my rapidly hardening cock through the layers of fabric between us.

My hands found her waist, sliding under the loose tank top to touch warm skin. She was still slightly damp from her shower, her body radiating heat. I could feel the muscles of her back flexing as she moved, the athletic power coiled beneath that smooth skin. My cock strained against my jeans, already aching for her.

She pulled back just long enough to yank her tank top over her head.

The sports bra underneath did nothing to hide the shape of her small, firm breasts. Her nipples were already hard, pressing visibly against the fabric, two dark points begging for attention. I could trace the outline of muscle across her stomach, the defined abs flexing with each breath, and I could see the tan lines that marked the boundary between public and private skin—pale triangles that promised more underneath.

“Touch me,” she demanded.

I obeyed.

My hands slid up her sides, feeling the slight swell of muscle over her ribs, the softness of skin that spent most of its time hidden under athletic wear. She shivered as my thumbs traced the edge of her sports bra, her breath catching audibly.

“This too,” she said, and reached behind herself to unhook the bra.

It fell away, and my mouth went dry.

Her tits were perfect—modest in size but firm and round, perky enough to defy gravity, capped with small pink nipples already stiff with arousal. The tan lines framed them like art, pale against her golden skin. My cock throbbed painfully at the sight.

“You’re staring,” Sophie said, but there was a smile in her voice.

“I’ve wanted to see these for a long time.” I cupped her tits, feeling their firm weight in my palms, her nipples pressing into my skin. “You have no idea how long.”

“Three thousand years?” She gasped as my thumbs brushed her nipples, circling the stiff peaks.

“Give or take.”

I leaned forward and took one nipple into my mouth, sucking it between my lips, teasing it with my tongue, flicking the hard tip until she whimpered. Sophie moaned, her head falling back, her hands clutching at my hair. I felt her hips grind down harder against my cock, the friction making me groan against her breast.

“Fuck,” she breathed. “That’s… don’t stop. Don’t fucking stop.”

I switched to her other nipple, giving it the same attention—sucking, licking, grazing it gently with my teeth—while my hand pinched and rolled the first, slick with my saliva. Her skin tasted clean, faintly salty from sweat, and something uniquely her that made me want more. Her moans were getting louder, her grinding more desperate, her wetness soaking through her shorts onto my jeans.

She pushed me back suddenly, athletic strength sending me flat onto the bed. Before I could react, she was tugging at my shirt, practically tearing it over my head. Her eyes roamed hungrily over my chest—lean muscle honed by centuries of training—and she bit her lip.

“Fuck, you’re hot,” she said. “I mean, I knew that. But seeing it…” Her hands ran down my abs, nails dragging lightly. “I want to lick every inch of you.”

“Likewise.”

She grinned and bent down to kiss me again, her bare tits pressing against my chest. The skin-to-skin contact shot electricity straight to my cock, every nerve ending alive and screaming for more. Her stiff nipples dragged across my skin as she moved.

My hands found her ass—firm and round, the volleyball squats had sculpted it into perfection—and I grabbed hard, fingers digging into the tight muscle. She moaned into my mouth and ground against me harder, her soaked shorts the only barrier between her pussy and my straining cock.

“I want you,” she said against my lips. “I want—”

She cut herself off, pulling back slightly. Her pupils were blown wide, her lips swollen from kissing, her chest heaving.

“What?” I asked.

“I want to taste you first.” Her eyes dropped to the obvious bulge in my jeans. “I want your cock in my mouth.”

My dick jumped at the words. “Sophie, you can do whatever you—”

She was already sliding down my body, her tits dragging along my stomach. Her fingers worked at my belt with practiced efficiency, then my button, then my zipper. Within seconds, my jeans were open and she was yanking them down along with my boxers.

My cock sprang free, hard and thick and straining toward her. A bead of precum glistened at the tip. Sophie stared at it, her tongue darting out to wet her lips, her eyes going wide.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “Nice cock.”

Then she wrapped her hand around the base—her grip firm, confident—and licked the drop of precum from my tip. I shuddered.

She looked up at me with those competitive brown eyes. “Tell me how you like it.”

“Just like—fuck—”

She’d taken me into her mouth before I could finish, her lips stretching around my shaft, her tongue swirling wetly around the head. The sensation was overwhelming. Three thousand years of experience, and I still gasped at the feeling of her hot, wet mouth enveloping my cock. She moved slowly at first, learning me—what made my hips buck, what made me groan, what made my hands fist in the sheets.

“Fuck, Sophie… your mouth feels incredible.”

She hummed around me—a trick that sent vibrations straight through my core—and took me deeper, her nose pressing toward my pelvis. Her brown eyes flicked up to meet mine, watching my reactions, adjusting her technique with that competitive precision.

This was Sophie. Determined to be the best at everything she did. Including sucking cock.

She hollowed her cheeks and sucked harder, her head bobbing faster now, her hand pumping the base in rhythm. Saliva dripped down my shaft, coating my balls, making everything slick and obscene. Wet sounds filled the room—the sloppy, eager sounds of her mouth working me.

“That’s it,” I groaned, my hand finding her hair, gripping her ponytail. “Just like that. Fuck, your mouth is perfect.”

She moaned around my cock, the vibration making me thrust involuntarily. She took it, relaxing her throat, letting me push deeper until my tip hit the back of her throat. Her eyes watered but she didn’t pull back—if anything, she pushed further, gagging slightly, drool running down her chin.

The pressure was building fast. Her mouth was too hot, too wet, too eager. Her other hand came up to cup my balls, rolling them gently, and the added sensation made my whole body tense.

“I’m going to cum,” I warned, my grip tightening in her hair. “Sophie—”

She didn’t pull back. Her eyes met mine, fierce and determined, and she doubled her efforts—sucking harder, bobbing faster, her hand pumping the base, her other hand massaging my balls. She wanted it. She wanted every drop.

I came hard, groaning her name, my cock pulsing as I shot cum into her mouth. She swallowed around me, throat working, taking everything I gave her, milking me with rhythmic strokes until I was completely spent and twitching with aftershocks. Even then she kept going, licking me clean, sucking gently until I had to pull her off from the oversensitivity.

She sat back, wiping her lips with the back of her hand, saliva and cum glistening on her chin. She looked utterly satisfied with herself—flushed, disheveled, triumphant.

“Told you I was competitive,” she said, her voice slightly hoarse.

I couldn’t even form words. Just lay there, chest heaving, cock still twitching, trying to remember how to breathe.

She crawled back up my body, straddling my hips again, and kissed me. I could taste myself on her tongue—salt and musk—and somehow that made it even hotter. My cock was already stirring again against her soaked shorts.

“Your turn,” she whispered against my mouth. “I want to feel that tongue on my pussy.”

I flipped us in one smooth motion, using skills I’d honed over centuries of combat training. Sophie yelped in surprise as she suddenly found herself on her back with me looming over her, pinning her wrists above her head.

“My turn,” I agreed.

I kissed my way down her body—biting the curve of her neck, making her gasp; licking the hollow of her throat, tasting salt; sucking one nipple then the other, feeling her arch into my mouth. Her abs flexed under my lips as I traced each ridge of muscle with my tongue, her skin hot and slightly damp with sweat. She squirmed beneath me, impatient, her hips rolling.

When I reached the waistband of her shorts, I paused to look up at her. She was a mess—hair wild, chest heaving, nipples glistening from my mouth, hands clutching the sheets above her head where I’d left them.

“Please,” she whispered. A word I suspected she didn’t use often.

I hooked my fingers under her waistband and pulled her shorts down slowly, revealing simple cotton panties soaked completely through. The fabric was dark and clinging, molded to the shape of her pussy, her arousal visibly dripping.

“Fuck, you’re wet,” I murmured. “All this for me?”

“What do you think?” She lifted her hips impatiently. “I’ve been soaking since I put my mouth on your cock.”

I pressed my nose against her panties and inhaled deeply—the thick, musky scent of her arousal made my cock throb. I pressed my mouth against her through the thin cotton, feeling the heat radiating from her core, tasting her wetness through the fabric.

The sound she made was somewhere between a moan and a sob. “Alex—please—”

I took my time removing the panties, sliding them down her toned legs inch by inch. By the time they were off, she was trembling, her thighs falling open in invitation, her hips lifting off the bed.

Her pussy was beautiful. The muscles of her athletic thighs framed her perfectly, leading my eyes to slick, swollen folds glistening with need. A small strip of dark hair decorated her mound—groomed but natural—and below, her clit was already peeking from its hood, begging for attention. She was absolutely drenched, arousal dripping onto the sheets beneath her.

I lowered my head and dragged my tongue through her slit in one long, slow stroke.

Sophie’s back arched off the bed, a strangled cry escaping her throat. Her hand slammed into my hair, gripping tight, pulling me against her soaked pussy. She was dripping, her taste flooding my mouth—tangy, musky, intoxicating.

“Alex—fuck—that’s—don’t you fucking stop—”

I had no intention of stopping. I’d spent centuries perfecting this particular skill, learning exactly how to break a woman apart. And Sophie was wonderfully responsive, her body telling me exactly what she needed through every twitch and moan and desperate roll of her hips.

I circled her clit with my tongue, then pulled it between my lips and sucked gently. She cried out, her thighs clamping around my head. I slid two fingers into her tight, soaked pussy, feeling her walls grip me immediately, and curled them to find that spot inside that made her whole body jolt.

“Oh god—oh god—right there—don’t stop—right fucking there—”

I kept up the pressure, tongue working her clit in fast circles while my fingers stroked that spot inside her. Her pussy was clenching around me rhythmically, getting tighter, wetter, her juices coating my hand, dripping down to my wrist.

“You taste so fucking good,” I growled against her pussy. “I could eat you for hours.”

“I’m gonna—fuck, Alex, I’m gonna—”

Her voice was breaking. Her thighs were shaking. I could feel her right at the edge.

I sucked her clit hard and curled my fingers firmly.

She came with a scream that she tried and failed to muffle with her hand. Her whole body convulsed, back arching off the bed, pussy clamping down on my fingers so tight I could barely move them. Her juices flooded my mouth, my chin, dripping down my neck, and I licked up every drop while she shuddered through the aftershocks, her cries turning to whimpers.

I worked her through it, gentling my touch as the waves subsided, until she finally collapsed back onto the bed, boneless and panting, her chest heaving, sweat glistening on her golden skin.

I kissed my way back up her body—tasting her sweat on her stomach, her tits, her neck. She pulled me in for a deep kiss when I reached her lips, moaning as she tasted herself on my tongue.

“Fuck,” she breathed against my mouth. “Where did you learn to do that?”

“Practice.” I kissed her again, grinding my renewed erection against her still-trembling pussy. “Lots and lots of practice.”

We lay there for a while, tangled together, hearts slowing. Her head rested on my chest, her fingers tracing patterns on my skin. The room was dark and quiet, the only sound our breathing.

“That was…” Sophie started, then laughed. “I don’t have words.”

“Neither do I.”

She propped herself up on an elbow to look at me. In the dim light, her face was half in shadow, but I could see the seriousness returning to her expression.

“I don’t share,” she said. “You should know that.”

But her eyes said something else entirely. There was conflict there. Uncertainty. And beneath it all, curiosity.

“I know,” I said.

“But…” She bit her lip. “This situation isn’t normal. You aren’t normal. And I don’t know if normal rules apply.”

I reached up to brush a strand of hair from her face. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying…” She took a breath. “I’m saying I want to be first. The first one who knew. The first one you trusted. The first one who…” She gestured at the bed, at their intertwined bodies.

“The first one who stayed,” I supplied.

“Yeah. That.” Her hand found mine, squeezing tight. “But I’m not stupid, Alex. I saw the way Dr. Shaw looked at you. I saw the way you looked at her. And I know that in three thousand years, there were probably others. Lots of others.”

“There were.”

“And you might want… more. Other connections. Other people who understand, or who help you figure out what the hell is going on with your life.”

I waited. This was her conclusion to reach, not mine to force.

“I want to know about them,” she said finally. “If it happens. I want to be involved, not blindsided. I want to be…” She searched for the word. “The organizer. The one who makes sure everything fits together. Because if this falls apart, I don’t want it to be because nobody communicated.”

“Like a team captain.”

“Exactly like a team captain.” She smiled, some of her confidence returning. “I’ve been running teams since I was twelve. I’m good at it. So if you’re going to build some kind of… harem or whatever… then I want to be the one who makes sure it actually works.”

Harem. The word hung in the air between us. I hadn’t said it, but I’d thought it. In the loops, I’d never managed to maintain multiple relationships—the reset made it impossible. But now, with time actually moving forward…

“You’d be okay with that?” I asked carefully. “With me being with others?”

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “I’ve never tried it. But I know I’d rather be part of something weird than alone with something normal.” She kissed me softly. “And I know I want you. Whatever that means. Whatever that looks like.”

A notification pulsed in my vision:

[BOND UPDATE: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Previous: 240/1000 (Interest)
Current: 620/1000 (Devotion)
+380 Bond XP gained

Sources:
- Full emotional confession (+100)
- Physical intimacy - oral (mutual) (+150)
- Commitment expressed (+80)
- Vulnerability shared (+25)

Threshold Reached: DEVOTION
New Passive Unlocked: [Athletic Resonance]
Effect: +5 Agility when Sophie is within 50 meters

The jump was enormous—from 240 to 620 in a single night. The emotional confession, the physical intimacy, her willingness to adapt to an impossible situation… all of it had created a bond stronger than anything I’d experienced during the loops.

“The System just updated,” I said quietly. “Your bond level jumped significantly.”

“Bond level?” She raised an eyebrow. “What am I at?”

“620 out of 1000. Something called ‘Devotion’ threshold.”

“Devotion.” She tested the word, then smiled. “I like that. Though it sounds weirdly like a video game.”

“It kind of is a video game. One I didn’t ask to play.”

“But you’re playing it anyway.” She snuggled closer, her naked body warm against mine. “So play to win. Figure out the rules. Collect your teammates.” A pause. “Build your harem.”

I laughed despite myself. “You make it sound simple.”

“Simple and easy aren’t the same thing.” She yawned, the day’s physical exertion finally catching up with her. “Stay tonight. I want to wake up next to you.”

“What about your roommate?”

“She’s staying at her boyfriend’s. We have the room to ourselves.”

I pulled the blankets over us, settling into the unfamiliar comfort of a bed that wasn’t my own. Sophie curled against my side, her head on my chest, her breath warm against my skin.

This was real. This was lasting. Tomorrow, she would still remember this night. Still remember my confession. Still be here, making plans, calling herself my team captain.

For the first time in 3,247 years, I wasn’t alone.

I closed my eyes and let myself drift off, Sophie’s heartbeat a steady rhythm against my ribs.

Outside, the world continued to turn. Monday would become Tuesday. Time would keep moving forward.

And somewhere in my mind, the System tracked it all, numbers rising, bonds forming, preparing for whatever came next.

Phase One was complete.

Phase Two was coming.

But for tonight, I had Sophie Martinez curled against me, and that was enough.

That was more than enough.

That was everything.


Chapter 5: The Library

I woke on Tuesday morning with Sophie still pressed against my side, her breathing slow and even, her body warm under the tangled blankets.

For a moment, I just lay there, marveling at the simple miracle of continuity. Yesterday had actually happened. The confession, the intimacy, the conversation about impossible arrangements—all of it remained, real and solid and irrevocable.

This was my life now. A life that moved forward.

Sophie stirred as I shifted, her eyes fluttering open. For a moment, she looked confused—then recognition dawned, followed by a slow, satisfied smile.

“Morning,” she murmured.

“Morning.”

“So that wasn’t a fever dream.” She stretched languorously, the movement making the sheets slip and reveal one small, perfect breast. She caught me looking and made no move to cover up. “Everything still real?”

“Everything still real.”

“Good.” She sat up, apparently unconcerned about her nudity, and ran her fingers through her disheveled hair. “I have practice in an hour. You’re staying?”

“I should go. Classes to attend, appearances to maintain.”

“Right. We’re normal students with normal lives.” She swung her legs off the bed, giving me an excellent view of her toned back, the indent of her spine, the curve of her ass as she stood. “Text me later?”

“Of course.”

She bent to kiss me—brief but warm—then headed for the bathroom. I heard the shower start, and I took that as my cue to dress and slip out.

The morning air was cool on my face as I crossed campus toward my dorm. The walk gave me time to process. Sophie Martinez was now… what? My girlfriend? Partner? Team captain of my hypothetical harem?

The whole situation was absurd. And yet, somehow, it felt right.

I showered, changed, and made it to my first class with minutes to spare. The lecture passed in a blur of concepts I’d mastered millennia ago. Afterward, I found myself drifting across campus with no particular destination, just… walking. Experiencing.

Eventually, my feet carried me to the library.

Old habits, it seemed, died hard.

The Ridgemont University library was a sprawling structure of stone and glass, five floors of books and study spaces and the particular hush that came from thousands of students trying to pretend they were being productive. I’d spent countless loops here, reading through the entire collection, memorizing obscure texts in languages most people had never heard of.

But I hadn’t come for the books today. I wasn’t sure why I’d come at all—just that familiar pull, the comfort of routine in a world that had become utterly unpredictable.

I wandered through the stacks, fingers trailing along spines I knew by heart. Third floor, northeast corner—that was where the ancient language section lived. Fourth floor, south wing—philosophy and theology, the texts that had kept me company during my darkest centuries. Fifth floor, tucked away in a forgotten corner—the rare books room, where I’d spent an entire decade of loops teaching myself Latin from original manuscripts.

And on the second floor, in the quiet reading alcove near the tall windows, I found her.

She was almost invisible at first glance—just another shape among the study tables, half-hidden behind a fortress of books. But something about her made me look twice.

Auburn-red hair, soft waves falling past her shoulders, catching the afternoon light in shades of copper and rust. Thick-framed glasses perched on a delicate nose, slightly fogged from the warmth of her breath. Pale skin, almost porcelain, with a scattering of freckles visible on the back of her hand as she turned a page.

She was drowning in an oversized cardigan, shapeless fabric concealing whatever body might exist underneath. Her face was mostly hidden behind the curtain of her hair, but I caught glimpses—a soft jaw, lips moving silently as she read, pale blue eyes scanning the text with obvious fascination.

Emma Walsh.

I knew her, in the abstract way I knew everyone on campus. She’d been a fixture of the library during my loops—always in this same alcove, always surrounded by books, always alone. I’d seen her a thousand times but never really looked at her.

Why would I? She was quiet. Invisible. The kind of person who faded into the background, unnoticed and unremarkable.

But something about her now caught my attention. Maybe it was the intensity of her focus. Maybe it was the way she tucked her hair behind her ear, revealing the curve of a delicate neck. Maybe it was just the fact that I was finally seeing the world with fresh eyes, noticing details I’d glossed over for millennia.

Whatever it was, I found myself walking toward her.

She didn’t look up as I approached. Didn’t seem to notice my presence at all until I was standing directly across from her table.

“This seat taken?”

Her head jerked up, eyes wide with startled surprise. The movement dislodged her hair, sending it cascading across her face again—a curtain she seemed to hide behind instinctively.

“I—what?” She blinked at me through those thick glasses. “No, I mean—it’s not taken, but…” She trailed off, clearly unused to anyone asking to sit with her.

“I’ll take that as an invitation.” I pulled out the chair across from her and sat, noting how she immediately tensed up, like a small animal caught in an open field.

“I don’t—” She stopped, started again. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

“No.” I extended my hand across the table. “Alex Reid. Senior.”

She stared at my hand for a moment as if unsure what to do with it. Then, slowly, she reached out and shook. Her grip was soft, her skin cool to the touch.

“Emma Walsh,” she said quietly. “Sophomore.”

“Nice to meet you, Emma.”

She pulled her hand back quickly, tucking it under the cardigan as if to hide it. Her cheeks were starting to flush—a delicate pink spreading from her cheeks down her neck.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” she said, “but… why are you here? I’m not—people don’t usually…” She gestured vaguely at herself, at the books, at the isolated alcove.

“People don’t usually what?”

“Sit with me.” The words came out barely above a whisper. “Unless they need something. Answers to homework, usually. Or notes from a class we share. Is that—do you need something?”

The question broke my heart a little. She was so clearly accustomed to being invisible, to only being noticed when she could provide something useful. No one sat with Emma Walsh just because they wanted to.

“I noticed you reading,” I said, nodding toward the stack of books beside her. “I was curious what kept someone so absorbed that they didn’t notice me standing here for thirty seconds.”

Her blush deepened, spreading across the bridge of her nose. “You were there that long?”

“At least.”

“I’m sorry, I just—” She pushed her glasses up nervously. “When I’m reading, I kind of… lose track of things.”

“I understand completely.” I leaned back in my chair, making myself less imposing. “So what’s captured your attention?”

She hesitated, clearly debating whether to share. Her fingers found the edge of the nearest book, tracing the spine—a fidget habit, I noted.

“It’s… well, it’s a collection of essays on narrative structure in medieval romance.” She said it apologetically, as if expecting me to lose interest immediately. “Specifically, the use of cyclical motifs in Arthurian legend. I’m comparing it to similar patterns in Japanese mono-no-aware literature for a comparative lit paper.”

“The circularity of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight compared to the ephemeral beauty in Tale of Genji?”

Her eyes went wide behind her glasses. “You—how did you know that?”

“Lucky guess.” Actually, I’d written a similar paper three hundred years into the loop, when I’d run out of other ways to pass the time. “Though I’d argue the Japanese tradition handles impermanence more elegantly. Gawain’s loop is resolved through Christian virtue, which feels like a cheat. The Japanese would have embraced the tragedy.”

Emma was staring at me like I’d grown a second head.

“Sorry,” I said. “Was that too much?”

“No, I—” She shook her head slowly. “It’s just… no one has ever wanted to talk about this with me. Not like this. Not actually engaging with the ideas.”

“Most people find medieval romance boring?”

“Most people find me boring.” She said it matter-of-factly, without self-pity. Just a statement of experience. “Or weird. Or both.”

“Then most people are idiots.”

The blush that had been fading returned with a vengeance, spreading from her face all the way to her ears. She ducked her head, letting her hair fall forward to hide her expression.

“That’s very kind of you to say.”

“It’s not kindness. It’s accuracy.” I leaned forward, genuinely interested now. “Tell me more about your comparative paper. What sources are you using for the Japanese perspective?”

What followed was the most engaging conversation I’d had in… well, in 3,247 years, though she didn’t need to know that.

Emma came alive when she talked about literature. The shyness didn’t disappear exactly, but it receded, replaced by a passionate enthusiasm that transformed her entire presence. Her hands moved as she explained concepts, her eyes sparkled behind those thick glasses, her voice lost its hesitant tremor and took on the confidence of genuine expertise.

She was brilliant. That much was immediately clear. Her analysis was sharp, her connections unexpected, her knowledge deep enough to surprise even me. She’d read things I hadn’t encountered during the loops, approached texts from angles I’d never considered.

And she’d never had anyone to share it with.

“—and that’s when I realized the flower imagery in Heian poetry maps almost perfectly onto the symbolism of the Holy Grail,” she was saying, an hour later, having long since abandoned any pretense of working on her paper. “Both represent something eternally sought but never truly obtained, and the seeking itself becomes the point—”

She stopped abruptly, horror dawning on her face.

“Oh god, I’m rambling. I’m so sorry. You probably have places to be. I can’t believe I just talked at you for an hour—”

“Emma.” I reached across the table and touched her hand, just briefly. “I asked. I wanted to hear it. Don’t apologize for being passionate.”

She stared at my hand, then at my face, then back at my hand.

“You’re strange,” she said softly.

“That’s probably true.”

“I don’t mean—it’s not an insult.” She pushed her glasses up again, that nervous tell. “You just… you listen. Actually listen. Not just waiting for your turn to talk. Not humoring me. Actually engaging.”

“Because what you’re saying is worth engaging with.”

The blush returned. I was starting to notice that her skin showed every emotion—the pink rising from her cheeks and spreading down her neck, disappearing into the collar of that oversized cardigan. I found myself wondering what else that cardigan was hiding.

Bad thought. Down, boy.

“I should…” She glanced at the window, where the afternoon light was starting to slant toward evening. “I lost track of time. I need to eat something before my seminar.”

“Let me buy you dinner.”

The words were out before I fully considered them. Emma looked startled, then suspicious.

“Why?”

“Because I enjoyed this conversation. Because I want to continue it. Because—” I smiled. “—you mentioned three books I haven’t read, and I’d like your recommendations.”

“You haven’t read them?” She seemed genuinely shocked. “But you knew the Chopin interpretation of the flower motifs, and the Buddhist influence on Murasaki—”

“I know a lot of things. But not everything.” I stood, offering her my hand. “Dinner. My treat. And you can tell me about these books I’ve apparently been missing.”

She looked at my hand for a long moment. I could see the internal debate playing out behind her glasses—the social anxiety warring with something else. Curiosity, maybe. Or loneliness.

Or just the simple pleasure of being seen.

“Okay,” she said finally. “But somewhere quiet. I don’t do well with crowds.”

“I know a place.”



The diner was a hole-in-the-wall twenty minutes from campus, the kind of place that survived on locals and late-night study sessions. I’d found it during the loops when I was looking for somewhere to eat that wasn’t the same campus cafeteria I’d visited a million times.

Emma seemed to relax the moment we walked in. The low lighting, the half-empty booths, the complete lack of anyone who might recognize either of us—it was exactly the kind of anonymous space where an introvert could feel comfortable.

We slid into a corner booth, menus appearing courtesy of a waitress who looked like she’d been working here since the Carter administration.

“I’ll have a grilled cheese and tomato soup,” Emma said without looking at the menu. Then, to me: “I’m a creature of habit.”

“Nothing wrong with that.” I ordered something more adventurous, and the waitress disappeared.

Without the fortress of books between us, I could see Emma more clearly. The cardigan hung off one shoulder slightly, revealing a simple grey t-shirt underneath and the strap of a white bra. Her figure was impossible to gauge under all those layers, but I caught hints—the way the t-shirt stretched slightly across what looked like surprisingly full breasts, the curve of hips where the cardigan draped.

She caught me looking and immediately tugged the cardigan tighter, as if trying to make herself smaller.

“Sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t—”

“It’s fine.” But her cheeks were pink again. “I’m just not used to people… looking.”

“You should be.”

The pink deepened to red. “That’s… I don’t know what to do with that.”

“You don’t have to do anything with it. It’s just an observation.” I leaned back in the booth. “Tell me about yourself, Emma. Not the academic stuff—the real stuff.”

“The real stuff?” She fidgeted with her napkin. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“What do you do when you’re not reading medieval poetry? What do you dream about? What keeps you up at night?”

The questions seemed to throw her. She stared at me like I was speaking a foreign language.

“No one’s ever asked me that before.”

“Then I’m honored to be the first.”

She was quiet for a moment, gathering her thoughts. When she spoke, her voice was softer than before—more vulnerable.

“I write,” she said. “Fiction. Short stories, mostly, though I’m working on something longer.” She hesitated. “That’s what keeps me up at night. Characters who won’t shut up. Scenes that need to be written.”

“What kind of fiction?”

The blush that had been fading returned with a vengeance. “Romance. Mostly.”

“What’s wrong with romance?”

“Nothing. It’s just—” She laughed nervously. “—not what most people expect from the quiet girl in the library.”

“I’ve learned not to expect anything from anyone.” I smiled. “People are always more complex than they appear.”

The food arrived, giving Emma a chance to collect herself. She ate like someone who often forgot to eat—methodically, efficiently, as if refueling a machine rather than enjoying a meal.

“What about you?” she asked between bites. “What keeps you up at night?”

I considered how to answer. The truth was impossible—she’d never believe it, and I barely knew her. But something about Emma made me want to be honest.

“I spent a long time… stuck,” I said carefully. “Unable to move forward. Now that I can, I’m trying to figure out what I actually want. Who I want to be.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It was.” I met her eyes across the table. “It’s getting better.”

Something passed between us—a moment of recognition, maybe. Two lonely people finding unexpected common ground.

“Can I recommend something?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Of course.”

“There’s a book in the library’s rare collection. Twelfth-century Persian. It’s a meditation on the nature of time and desire, written by a Sufi mystic who claimed to have lived the same day repeatedly for thirty years.”

Emma’s eyes went wide. “That sounds—how have I never heard of it?”

“It’s not well-known. The translation is incomplete, and the original manuscript is difficult to access.” I smiled. “But I could help you navigate the process, if you’re interested.”

“You’d do that?”

“I’d enjoy doing that.”

She was looking at me differently now. The wariness had faded, replaced by something warmer. Curiosity, maybe. Or the beginning of trust.

“Why are you being so nice to me?” she asked quietly. “I’m nobody. A sophomore who sits alone in the library. You’re a senior who speaks multiple languages and knows about obscure Persian manuscripts. What could you possibly want from me?”

The question was so sad, so revealing of how she saw herself, that I had to take a moment before responding.

“You’re not nobody, Emma. You’re a brilliant scholar with a unique perspective on literature. You’re a writer, which means you see the world in ways other people don’t. And you’re one of the most genuine people I’ve talked to in—” I stopped myself before saying three thousand years. “—a very long time.”

Her eyes were shining behind her glasses. I realized with a start that she was fighting back tears.

“I’m sorry,” she said, voice thick. “I’m not—this is just—”

“You’ve never been told you matter, have you?”

She shook her head, a single tear escaping down her cheek. She wiped it away quickly, embarrassed.

“Most people look right through me. Or they see what they expect to see—the quiet girl, the nerd, the one nobody notices. And after a while, you start to believe it. That you really are invisible. That you really don’t matter.”

I reached across the table and took her hand. She flinched at the contact but didn’t pull away.

“You matter,” I said. “I don’t know what your life has been like, or who made you feel otherwise. But you matter. And I see you.”

The tears were flowing freely now, though she was trying to suppress them. Her hand trembled in mine.

“I don’t—I can’t—” She shook her head. “Nobody talks to me like this. Nobody sees me like this. It’s too much.”

“Then we’ll slow down.” I squeezed her hand gently before letting go. “But I meant what I said. I want to keep talking to you. I want to know you. If you’ll let me.”

She wiped her eyes with her napkin, took a shaky breath, and managed a small smile.

“You’re very strange, Alex Reid.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“But good strange.” She picked up her spoon and stirred her soup, more to give her hands something to do than because it needed stirring. “I’d like that. To keep talking.”

“Same time tomorrow?”

The question slipped out before I fully considered it. It was the kind of question that implied commitment, repeated contact, the beginning of something ongoing.

Emma looked up at me with those pale blue eyes, red-rimmed from crying but somehow brighter than before.

“Same time tomorrow,” she agreed.



I walked her back to campus as the evening faded to night. She lived in one of the smaller dorms on the north side, an old brick building that housed mostly honors students and graduate researchers.

We stood outside the entrance, the moment stretching between us.

“Thank you,” Emma said quietly. “For… all of this. I don’t remember the last time I talked to someone for this long. Or at all, really.”

“Thank you for letting me.”

She smiled—a real smile, not the nervous approximation she’d worn at the beginning. It transformed her face, making her look younger and somehow more present.

“Same time tomorrow,” she repeated. “The library. I’ll be in my usual spot.”

“I’ll find you.”

She nodded, then did something that surprised me. She stepped forward and hugged me—briefly, barely more than a brush of her body against mine—and then stepped back, cheeks flaming.

“Sorry, I just—goodnight.” And then she was gone, disappearing through the door and leaving me standing there in the darkness.

I waited until her shape passed by a lit window on the second floor, then turned and walked back toward my own dorm.

The System notification appeared as I walked:

[BOND INITIATED: EMMA WALSH]
Starting Level: 200/1000 (Interest)

Note: Extended genuine connection established. Subject displays elevated emotional receptivity.

Interest level, right from the start. Higher than Sophie’s initial 150, higher than Rachel’s 100. Something about that conversation had connected deeply.

I thought about Emma—her shyness, her brilliance, the way she hid behind her hair and her clothes and her books. The tears when I’d told her she mattered. The trembling of her hand in mine.

She was lonely in a way I recognized. Not the cosmic loneliness of living the same day for millennia, but the quiet loneliness of being overlooked. Of watching the world move around you without ever being invited to participate.

And now she had an invitation.

My phone buzzed. A text from Sophie: “How was your day? Still breathing?”

I typed back: “Still breathing. Met someone interesting in the library.”

A pause. Then: “Someone like me-interesting, or someone like the-professor-interesting?”

“Someone new. No threat to your team-captain status.”

“LOL okay. Fill me in later. Coach is making us run suicides.”

I pocketed my phone and looked up at the stars. Three days post-loop. Two bonds initiated, one already at Devotion level. A mysterious System tracking my progress. An unknown Phase Two looming on the horizon.

And now Emma Walsh, with her hidden depths and her pale blue eyes and the way she came alive when she talked about stories.

What was I building here? What was I becoming?

I didn’t have answers. But for the first time in three thousand years, the questions felt exciting rather than exhausting.

I headed back to my dorm, mind already churning with possibilities.

Tomorrow, I had a date at the library. And somewhere in the rare books collection, a twelfth-century Persian mystic was waiting to help me impress a shy sophomore.

The game continued.

And I was finally learning how to play.


Chapter 6: Office Hours

Wednesday arrived with a weight I hadn’t felt since the loop broke.

I had three important things on my agenda: morning classes I barely needed to attend, an afternoon meeting at the library with Emma, and—most pressing of all—Dr. Rachel Shaw’s office hours at two o’clock.

The morning classes passed in their usual blur. I’d learned everything they were teaching three thousand years ago, and even the professors couldn’t make material I’d mastered feel fresh. I took notes for appearances, answered questions when called upon (carefully dumbing down my responses to seem merely competent rather than superhuman), and spent most of my mental energy thinking about what came after.

Rachel Shaw. Professor of psychology. Thirty-four years old, though she looked younger. Divorced, no children, married to her work in the way that academics often were. Full lips she painted with subtle nude shades. Dark eyes that saw through bullshit with professional precision.

And a body that haunted my memories from thousands of loops—curves she hid under professional attire, breasts that strained against silk blouses, legs that went on forever beneath those pencil skirts.

I’d known her so many ways during the loops. Mentor. Lover. Friend. In some iterations, I’d pursued her aggressively; in others, I’d let her come to me. I knew her tells, her weaknesses, her secret fears. I knew what made her laugh, what made her cry, what made her moan.

And she remembered none of it.

Today, I would have to start fresh. Build something real, something that would last beyond midnight.

The thought was terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure.

At 1:45, I left my dorm and headed toward Hendricks Hall. The psychology building was a converted Victorian mansion on the south edge of campus, all brick and ivy and narrow staircases. Rachel’s office was on the third floor, tucked away at the end of a corridor that smelled of old books and furniture polish.

Her door was closed when I arrived. A small sign indicated that office hours were in session, and a single student sat in the waiting area—a nervous-looking freshman who was clearly here about a grade dispute.

I settled into an adjacent chair and waited.

My phone buzzed. Sophie.

“Good luck with the professor. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

I typed back: “That leaves a lot of options open.”

“LOL exactly. Seriously though, text me after. I want to know how it goes.”

“You’re not jealous?”

A pause. Then: “Still figuring that out. But I’d rather know what’s happening than be in the dark. Team captain protocol.”

I smiled despite myself. Sophie Martinez, managing emotional complexity like a sports playbook.

“I’ll report in. Promise.”

“You better. Practice in 20, gotta go. Don’t fall in love without telling me first.”

The freshman was called in, spent a tense fifteen minutes in Rachel’s office, and emerged looking pale. Whatever grade he’d been disputing, he clearly hadn’t won.

Then the door opened, and Rachel appeared.

She was wearing a burgundy silk blouse today, unbuttoned just enough to reveal the hollow of her throat and a hint of the lace beneath. A charcoal pencil skirt hugged her hips, ending just above the knee. Sheer stockings covered her legs, the fabric catching the light and drawing the eye down to heels that made her calves flex with each step.

Her dark hair was pinned up loosely, a few strands escaping to frame her face. Reading glasses perched on her nose, and she looked over them at me with recognition.

“Mr. Reid.” She smiled, and something warm uncurled in my chest. “You came.”

“You invited me.”

“So I did.” She stepped aside, gesturing into her office. “Please. Come in.”

The office was exactly as I remembered—small but meticulously organized, bookshelves covering every wall, her desk positioned to catch the afternoon light. A leather couch occupied one corner, ostensibly for student consultations but also, I knew, for the long nights when she worked too late to go home.

I’d made love to her on that couch in a hundred different loops.

Focus, I reminded myself. This is new. This is real.

“Please, sit.” She indicated the chair across from her desk. “Coffee? I just made a fresh pot.”

“Thank you.”

She poured two cups, her movements elegant and practiced. The act of serving coffee seemed to relax her—a ritual she knew by heart, something predictable in her unpredictable profession.

“I was impressed by your knowledge at the reception,” she said, handing me a cup and settling into her own chair. “Most students who claim to have read my research are bullshitting.”

“I don’t bullshit, Dr. Shaw.”

“No.” She studied me over the rim of her cup. “I don’t think you do. Which makes you unusual.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“Tell me about yourself, Alex. Beyond the curriculum vitae. What brings a senior psychology major to my office hours?”

“You,” I said simply. “Your work specifically. I’ve been interested in temporal psychology for a long time, and your research on trauma-related time distortion is the most rigorous I’ve encountered.”

“Flattery.” But she smiled.

“Honest assessment. Your methodology in the 2023 paper was particularly innovative—using narrative reconstruction to map subjective time experience. It opened new avenues for understanding dissociation that most researchers had ignored.”

Now I had her full attention. She set down her coffee cup and leaned forward slightly, the movement making her blouse shift against her breasts.

“You’ve read the 2023 paper specifically?”

“Twice. And the follow-up in the Journal of Traumatic Stress. And your chapter in Henderson’s anthology on cognitive approaches to PTSD.”

Rachel’s eyebrows rose. “That anthology had a print run of about five hundred copies. It’s not exactly mainstream reading.”

“I’m not exactly a mainstream reader.”

She was quiet for a moment, processing. I could see her reassessing me—not as a student to be managed but as someone who might actually be worth her time.

“What drew you to temporal psychology?” she asked finally.

I’d prepared for this question. The truth was impossible, so I’d crafted a version that was believable.

“Personal experience,” I said. “I went through a period in my life where time felt… stuck. Like I was living the same day over and over, unable to move forward. It lasted longer than I’d like to admit.”

Rachel’s expression shifted—the professional interest becoming something warmer.

“Depression?”

“Something like that. But coming out of it, I became fascinated by how time functions differently in different mental states. How some moments stretch and others compress. How our experience of duration is so completely subjective.”

“That’s essentially the foundation of my research,” Rachel said. “The gap between objective time and experienced time.”

“Exactly. And your work is the most sophisticated attempt I’ve found to bridge that gap.”

She was quiet again, studying me with those dark eyes. I let her look, kept my expression open and genuine. In the loops, I’d learned that Rachel valued authenticity above almost everything else—probably because she’d spent years surrounded by academic pretense.

“You’re not like other students,” she said finally.

“No.”

“You speak with a level of… maturity that I don’t usually encounter. As if you’ve lived more than your age would suggest.”

“Maybe I have.”

Her lips curved into a half-smile. “Cryptic. I don’t know whether to find that intriguing or annoying.”

“Can’t it be both?”

She laughed—a genuine sound that made her whole face light up. For a moment, the professional armor dropped entirely, and I saw the woman underneath. The one who laughed easily and loved deeply and had been hurt badly enough to build walls.

“I think I like you, Alex Reid,” she said. “Against my better judgment.”

“Against your better judgment?”

“You’re a student. I’m faculty. There are… norms. Expectations.” She picked up her coffee again, using it as a prop. “But you don’t feel like a student. You feel like an equal.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s complicated.” She set the cup down and met my eyes directly. “I’ve made mistakes before. Trusted people I shouldn’t have. Let professional boundaries blur in ways that cost me.”

“Your marriage.”

She flinched slightly. “That’s public knowledge, I suppose.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“No, it’s…” She shook her head. “It’s fine. It’s been three years. I should be past the point where it still stings.”

“Some things take longer than we expect.”

Her eyes met mine, and something passed between us—a recognition, maybe. Two people who understood that healing wasn’t linear.

“This is supposed to be office hours,” she said, with a small, wry smile. “We should be discussing your academic interests, not my personal history.”

“I’m interested in both.”

The words hung in the air. I watched her process them, watched the conflict play out behind her eyes—professional caution warring with personal attraction.

“Alex…” She hesitated. “I don’t know what you’re looking for here. But if this is—”

“It’s not.” I held up a hand. “I’m not angling for better grades or special treatment. My interest in your work is genuine. And my interest in you…” I let the sentence trail off, but the implication was clear.

Rachel was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was lower, more careful.

“I could lose my job.”

“I know.”

“My reputation. Everything I’ve built.”

“I know.”

“And you still…” She shook her head. “What do you even want from me?”

“Dinner,” I said. “To start. Somewhere off-campus, where no one will recognize us. A chance to talk more—about your research, about temporal psychology, about whatever else comes up.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all I’m asking for right now.”

She stared at me, and I could practically see the calculations running behind her eyes. The risks. The potential consequences. The fact that she was attracted to me despite every reason not to be.

“Friday,” she said finally. “Seven o’clock. There’s a restaurant in Marston, about twenty miles from here. Il Piccolo. Do you know it?”

“I can find it.”

“Meet me there. Not here—there. I don’t want anyone seeing us leave together.”

“Understood.”

She stood, signaling that the meeting was over. I rose as well, and we faced each other across the narrow space of her office.

“This is probably a mistake,” she said quietly.

“Probably.” I met her eyes. “But I’d rather make interesting mistakes than safe choices.”

Something flickered across her face—surprise, maybe, or the beginning of something warmer.

“You’re very unusual, Alex Reid.”

“So I’ve been told.”

I moved toward the door, but her voice stopped me.

“Alex.”

I turned.

She was standing behind her desk, hands pressed flat against the surface, posture tense. The afternoon light caught her face, illuminating the subtle vulnerability beneath her professional composure.

“Don’t tell anyone about this,” she said. “Please.”

“I won’t.”

“I mean it. If this gets out—if anyone even suspects—”

“Rachel.” I used her first name deliberately, and I saw the impact of it in her eyes. “I understand discretion. I won’t compromise you.”

She nodded slowly, some of the tension leaving her shoulders.

“Friday,” she repeated. “Seven o’clock.”

“I’ll be there.”

I left her office and closed the door behind me, heart pounding in a way it hadn’t since the loop broke.



The text to Sophie was simple: “Dinner on Friday. Off-campus. She’s scared but interested.”

Her response came almost immediately: “Holy shit. You actually did it.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I am? A little? I mean I knew you were smooth but DAMN.”

I smiled at my phone, leaning against the stairwell wall. “She’s taking a risk. I need to make sure it’s worth it.”

“How do you do that?”

“By being worth it.”

A pause. Then: “Look at you, getting philosophical. So what’s the plan? Wine and dine her until she forgets you’re technically her student?”

“Something like that.”

“And where do I fit into this master plan?”

The question caught me off guard. I’d been so focused on Rachel that I’d almost forgotten Sophie’s stated desire to be involved.

“You’re still the team captain,” I typed. “I’m not going to pursue anything serious without keeping you in the loop.”

“Pun intended?”

“Always.”

“Good. Because I’ve been thinking.”

“About?”

“About how to make this work. The whole… situation. You, me, potentially others. I don’t have all the answers yet, but I’m working on it.”

“And what have you concluded so far?”

“That I’m weirdly okay with it? Like, logically I should be jealous. You’re pursuing another woman. That should bother me. But when I imagine you with Dr. Shaw…” A pause. “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel like competition. It feels like expansion.”

I stared at the message, trying to parse her meaning.

“Expansion?”

“Like… okay, this is going to sound weird. But on the volleyball team, we don’t get jealous when someone else scores. We celebrate it. Because we’re all working toward the same goal. And maybe that’s how I’m thinking about this? Like we’re all on the same team, and everyone’s success is everyone’s success.”

It was a remarkably healthy perspective. More mature than I’d expected, frankly.

“That’s… actually really insightful.”

“I’m not just a pretty athlete, you know. I have depths.”

“I’m beginning to realize that.”

“Good. Now go be mysterious and charming for your professor. But text me tonight. I want details.”

“Deal.”

I pocketed my phone and headed toward the library. Emma would be waiting.



I found her in the usual spot, half-hidden behind a new fortress of books. Today she was wearing an oversized sweater in a deep green that brought out the auburn in her hair. Her glasses were slightly fogged, and she was so absorbed in her reading that she didn’t notice my approach.

“Finding everything okay?”

She jumped, her book slipping from her hands and thudding to the table. When she looked up and saw me, the startle melted into a shy smile.

“Alex. You came.”

“I said I would.”

“I know, I just—” She adjusted her glasses, that nervous tell. “I wasn’t sure. People say things and don’t always follow through.”

“I follow through.”

Something in my tone made her blush. She ducked her head, hair falling forward to hide her face.

“I looked up that Persian manuscript you mentioned,” she said, changing the subject. “The rare books collection does have it, but access is restricted. I’d need special permission from the archives department.”

“Want me to help navigate that?”

“You’d do that?”

“I said I would.”

She smiled—a real one this time, transforming her face from pretty to beautiful. I found myself noticing details I’d missed before: the way her sweater slipped off one shoulder, revealing the strap of her bra and the pale curve of her collarbone. The way her lips parted slightly when she was thinking. The hidden curves beneath all those shapeless layers.

Emma wasn’t obviously beautiful the way Sophie was. Her attractiveness was subtler, revealing itself in layers as you got to know her. But it was there, waiting to be discovered.

“I’m really glad you came yesterday,” she said quietly. “I’ve been thinking about it all day. About our conversation. About the things you said.”

“Good things, I hope.”

“Very good things.” She met my eyes briefly before looking away. “It’s been a long time since anyone made me feel… seen. Like I mattered beyond what I could do for them.”

“You deserve to feel that way all the time.”

The blush deepened. She fiddled with the edge of her book, not quite able to meet my gaze.

“You keep saying things like that,” she murmured. “Like they’re obvious. Like it’s strange that no one’s said them before.”

“Because it is strange.”

She was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.

“I don’t know what to do with you, Alex Reid.”

“You don’t have to do anything. Just… be yourself. That’s more than enough.”

Her eyes met mine, and I saw something there—gratitude mixed with something else. Something that looked almost like hope.

“Can I tell you something?” she asked. “Something I’ve never told anyone?”

“Of course.”

She took a deep breath, visibly gathering courage.

“The fiction I write—the romance—it’s not just romance.” She was blushing so hard now that the color had spread to her ears. “It’s… explicit. Erotica, I guess. I publish it online under a pen name.”

She looked at me like she was waiting for judgment. For disgust or mockery or the dismissive amusement she probably expected from anyone she’d trusted with this secret.

I just nodded.

“That makes sense.”

“It… does?”

“You’re brilliant. You’re observant. You understand human psychology on an intuitive level.” I shrugged. “Of course you’d channel that into understanding human desire. It’s the most powerful force there is.”

She stared at me like I’d grown a second head.

“You’re not… weirded out?”

“Why would I be? You’re a writer exploring the full range of human experience. That’s admirable, not shameful.”

“Most people don’t see it that way.”

“Most people are idiots.”

She laughed—a surprised, delighted sound that made my chest warm.

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it keeps being true.”

We talked for another hour, the conversation flowing as easily as it had the day before. Emma’s passion for literature extended to genre fiction in all its forms, and she had fascinating insights into the psychology of romance narratives.

Eventually, I noticed her stifling a yawn.

“You should get some rest,” I said. “We can continue this tomorrow.”

“Same time?”

“Same time.”

She gathered her books, and I walked her out of the library. At the door, she paused.

“Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.” She didn’t specify for what, but I understood.

“Thank you for trusting me.”

She smiled—that shy, transformative smile—and disappeared into the evening.

I watched her go, mind churning with thoughts.

[BOND UPDATE: EMMA WALSH]
Previous: 200/1000 (Interest)
Current: 280/1000 (Interest)
+80 Bond XP gained

Source: Extended genuine connection (+40), Secret shared without judgment (+40)

[BOND UPDATE: RACHEL SHAW]
Previous: 150/1000 (Acquaintance)
Current: 350/1000 (Interest)
+200 Bond XP gained

Source: Professional admiration demonstrated (+50), Personal vulnerability acknowledged (+50), Romantic interest expressed (+50), Date secured (+50)
Threshold Approaching: Trust (400)

The numbers were climbing. Two women, two entirely different connections, both growing stronger.

And Sophie, back in her dorm, texting me updates about volleyball practice like none of this was strange.

I pulled out my phone and sent her a message: “Library session complete. She told me she writes erotica.”

Sophie’s response: “WHAT”

“Under a pen name. Apparently quite popular.”

“Holy shit the quiet ones really are always the freakiest”

“That’s a stereotype.”

“That’s EXPERIENCE, loop boy. So are you going to pursue her too?”

I considered the question. Emma was beautiful, brilliant, and desperately lonely. She needed someone to see her, to appreciate her, to pull her out of her shell. I could be that person.

But should I? Was I building genuine connections, or was I just… collecting?

“I don’t know,” I typed honestly. “She’s special. But I don’t want to take advantage.”

“Would it be taking advantage if she wants it too?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?”

“Look. I’ve thought about this more. And here’s what I’ve concluded.” A pause. “You’ve been alone for 3000 years. You deserve connections. Multiple connections, if that’s what it takes to fill the hole. And as long as everyone’s honest and everyone’s consenting… I don’t see the harm.”

“You’re remarkably evolved about this.”

“I’m a competitive person. But I’m not cruel. And I’d rather be part of something weird and healthy than normal and broken.”

I stood in the library doorway, watching the sun set over campus, phone warm in my hand.

Three women. Three potential relationships. Three entirely different dynamics.

This wasn’t how life was supposed to work. But then, nothing about my life had been normal for 3,247 years.

Maybe it was time to stop pretending otherwise.

“Friday,” I typed to Sophie. “After my dinner with Rachel. Come over. I want to tell you everything.”

“Deal. And Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m proud of you. For reaching out. For building something. For not just retreating into your loop-boy shell.”

“Thanks, Sophie.”

“Now go rest. You have a big week ahead.”

She wasn’t wrong.

I headed back to my dorm, mind full of possibilities, the System tracking every connection, every bond, every step forward into this strange new life.

Phase One was over.

Whatever came next, I wasn’t going to face it alone.


Chapter 7: Sophie’s Claim

Friday arrived faster than I expected.

The week had been a blur of classes, library sessions with Emma, and texts from Sophie that ranged from teasing to serious to surprisingly vulnerable. Rachel and I had exchanged exactly one email—a confirmation of our dinner plans—but even that brief contact had left me thinking about her for hours.

Now it was late afternoon, and I was standing in front of my closet, trying to figure out what to wear to a secret date with a professor.

My phone buzzed. Sophie.

“You getting ready for your big night?”

“Trying to. Not sure what the dress code is for ‘dinner with someone who could lose her career over you.’”

“LOL dark but fair. Something nice but not trying too hard. You want to look like you belong, not like you’re showing off.”

I pulled out a dark blue button-down and held it up. “This?”

A pause while I took a quick photo and sent it.

“That’s good. Shows off your arms. Professors love arms. That’s science.”

“That is definitely not science.”

“Trust me. I’m pre-med.”

I smiled despite my nerves and finished getting ready. The drive to Marston took about thirty minutes, the distance adding to the illicit feeling of the whole enterprise. By the time I pulled into the restaurant parking lot, the sun was setting and my palms were sweating.

Rachel was already there, standing by the entrance in a form-fitting black dress that made my mouth go dry. The fabric clung to every curve—the swell of her breasts, the indent of her waist, the flare of her hips. Her hair was down tonight, falling in dark waves past her shoulders, and her lips were painted a deep red that drew the eye like a beacon.

She looked like a woman who’d decided to stop holding back.

“You found it,” she said as I approached.

“You gave good directions.”

“Shall we?”

We went inside. The restaurant was intimate and dimly lit, the kind of place that catered to couples seeking privacy. Our table was in a corner, separated from the others by a half-wall of plants.

Rachel ordered wine with the confidence of someone who knew exactly what she wanted. I let her take the lead, content to watch her in her element.

“You look different tonight,” I said as the waiter departed.

“Different how?”

“Relaxed. More… present.”

She smiled, and some of the tension I’d seen in her office was notably absent. “I decided to stop overthinking this. I’m here. You’re here. We might as well enjoy it.”

“And your earlier reservations?”

“Still present. But manageable.” She leaned back in her chair, wine glass in hand. “I’ve spent three years being careful. Being safe. Building walls and following rules. And where did it get me?”

“Where?”

“Lonely.” The word came out with surprising force. “Professionally successful but personally empty. I have colleagues, not friends. Research, not relationships. And I’m tired of it.”

“So I’m… what? A rebellion against loneliness?”

“Something like that.” Her eyes met mine across the table. “Does that bother you?”

I considered the question. “No. I understand loneliness better than most people.”

“Your mysterious stuck period?”

“Something like that.”

The food came, and we ate while talking about safer topics—her research, my academic interests, the politics of the psychology department. But underneath the surface conversation, something else was building.

By the time we finished dinner, the tension between us was almost unbearable.

“We should probably…” Rachel trailed off, gesturing vaguely toward the exit.

“Probably.”

We paid and left, walking into the cool evening air. The parking lot was mostly empty now, the restaurant having filled and emptied around us over the course of our meal.

Rachel stopped by her car, keys in hand, and turned to face me.

“I had a lovely time,” she said, her voice oddly formal.

“So did I.”

“We should do this again.”

“I’d like that.”

She stood there for a moment, clearly wrestling with something. Then she stepped forward and kissed me.

It was tentative at first—just a brush of lips, testing the waters. But when I responded, cupping her face and deepening the contact, something broke loose. She moaned against my mouth and pressed her body against mine, her hands finding my shoulders and gripping tight.

“This is insane,” she breathed when we finally broke apart.

“Probably.”

“I don’t care.” She kissed me again, harder this time. “Come back to my place. Now.”



I followed her home.

The drive was torture—twenty minutes of anticipation that felt like hours. By the time I pulled into her driveway, my hands were shaking.

Her house was a small bungalow on a quiet street, tastefully decorated in the way of someone who valued quality over quantity. She barely gave me time to look around before she was pulling me toward the bedroom.

“Wait,” I said, catching her hand. “Rachel. Are you sure?”

She turned to face me, dark eyes blazing.

“I’ve wanted this since I saw you at that piano,” she said. “I’ve tried to talk myself out of it. I’ve listed every reason why this is a terrible idea. And none of it matters. I want you, Alex. Tonight. Now.”

There was no more room for hesitation.

I kissed her, walking her backward toward the bed. She fell onto the mattress and pulled me down with her, legs wrapping around my waist as we devoured each other’s mouths.



But first, Sophie.

I need to tell you about Sophie.

Because that same Friday, before my date with Rachel, something happened that changed everything.



I’d gone to see Sophie after my last class, wanting to check in before the big dinner. She’d been at volleyball practice, and I’d waited outside the athletics building, watching students come and go until I spotted her emerging with her teammates.

She saw me and jogged over, ponytail swinging, still wearing her practice clothes—compression shorts that showed every muscle in her legs, a sports bra that did little to hide her figure.

“Hey, loop boy.” She kissed me briefly, unashamed of the public display. “What brings you here?”

“Wanted to see you before tonight.”

“Aw.” She linked her arm through mine as we walked. “Nervous about your professor date?”

“A little.”

“Don’t be. You’re smooth. You’ve got this.” She glanced at me sidelong. “But also, I need to talk to you about something.”

My stomach tightened. “That sounds ominous.”

“Not ominous. Just… I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”

We walked to a quiet bench behind the fitness center, away from the flow of students. Sophie sat sideways, facing me, her expression more serious than I’d ever seen it.

“I told you I was okay with this,” she said. “With you pursuing Rachel. With whatever else might happen.”

“You did.”

“And I am. Mostly.” She took a breath. “But I realized I was being too… logical about it. Too strategic. And I forgot to actually feel my feelings.”

“What do you feel?”

“Jealous.” The word came out small. “More than I expected. The idea of you with her—with anyone else—it hits different when it’s actually happening.”

“Sophie—”

“Wait. Let me finish.” She held up a hand. “I feel jealous. But I also feel… curious? Like, I want to know what you see in her. What she gives you that I don’t. Not so I can compete, but so I can understand.”

“And what do you want me to do with that information?”

“I want you to include me.” She met my eyes directly. “Not in the sex—I mean, maybe eventually, I don’t know—but in the process. I don’t want to be waiting at home while you’re out building connections. I want to be part of it. Meeting these women. Understanding them. Finding my place in whatever this becomes.”

It was a remarkable thing to ask. Remarkably mature, remarkably selfless.

“You really mean that?”

“I’m an athlete, Alex. I know how to be part of a team. I know how to celebrate when other people score.” She laughed shakily. “I just have to remember that we’re all playing the same game.”

I reached out and took her hand.

“You’re incredible, you know that?”

“I know.” But she smiled. “So. Tonight. Go have your date. Do whatever feels right. And then come back to me and tell me everything. Deal?”

“Deal.”

She kissed me then—longer this time, more insistent. When we broke apart, her eyes were dark with something I recognized.

“One more thing,” she said.

“What?”

“Before you go be charming for your professor…” She stood, pulling me with her. “Come with me.”

“Where?”

“My dorm. My roommate’s gone for the weekend.” Her grip on my hand tightened. “I want to give you something to remember tonight.”



We barely made it through her door before she was on me.

The competitive energy I knew so well had transformed into something more primal. She shoved me against the wall and kissed me with an intensity that made my cock instantly hard, straining against my jeans. Her tongue invaded my mouth, demanding, claiming.

“I want you,” she said against my lips, her hand dropping to palm my erection through the denim. “All of you. Right now. Before you go anywhere else.”

“Sophie—”

“Don’t argue.” She was already yanking at my shirt, practically tearing it over my head. “I know what I want. And I want your cock inside me. Tonight. First.”

The word hit me like a thunderbolt. First. She was staking her claim, marking her territory in the only way that mattered.

I let her strip off my shirt, then took control. I spun her around and slammed her against the wall, pinning her wrists above her head with one hand. I kissed her hard enough to bruise, my free hand gripping her hip, grinding my cock against her ass through our clothes.

She moaned into my mouth, that athletic body going soft and pliant against me—all that power surrendering to my lead.

“Bedroom,” she gasped. “Now.”

I picked her up—she weighed nothing, all lean muscle and fierce determination—her legs wrapping around my waist as I carried her to the bed. She bounced on the mattress and immediately started wrestling with her sports bra, yanking it over her head and flinging it aside.

Her tits were perfect—small but firm and perky, capped with stiff pink nipples that demanded attention. I could see her tan lines, pale triangles framing the flesh she usually hid. My cock throbbed painfully at the sight.

I bent and took one nipple into my mouth, sucking it between my lips, swirling my tongue around the hardened peak. She arched beneath me, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

“Fuck, yes,” she breathed. “Suck my tits. Just like that.”

I gave her more. I worshipped those perfect tits with my mouth and hands—sucking, licking, biting gently—while she writhed beneath me. Her skin tasted of salt and something sweeter, clean sweat from her earlier practice. I could feel her hips grinding up against me, seeking friction, her soaked shorts leaving a wet spot on my jeans.

My hands found the waistband of her compression shorts. I hooked my fingers under the elastic and looked up at her.

“Tell me you want this.”

“I want it.” Her eyes were dark with need. “I want you to fuck me, Alex. Get these off and make me yours.”

I pulled them down slowly, revealing her inch by inch—the taut V of her hipbones, the trimmed strip of dark hair, and then her pussy, slick and swollen and glistening with arousal. She kicked the shorts away and lay back, those incredible legs spreading wide in invitation.

“You’re fucking beautiful,” I said, staring at her pussy, already dripping onto her sheets.

“Stop talking and fuck me.”

But I wasn’t going to rush this. I kissed my way down her stomach, feeling the muscles flex beneath my lips. Her abs were a work of art, evidence of years of athletic dedication. I traced each ridge with my tongue while her hands fisted in my hair, pulling me lower.

“Alex, please—I need your mouth—”

I reached her pussy and inhaled deeply. The thick, musky scent of her arousal flooded my senses, making my cock jump in my jeans. I pressed my mouth against her dripping slit and felt her whole body jolt.

“Oh god—”

I dragged my tongue through her folds in one long stroke, tasting her—tangy, sweet, intoxicating. She was absolutely soaking wet, her juices flooding my mouth and coating my chin. Every stroke of my tongue made her gasp; every probe of my fingers inside her tight pussy made her shudder.

“I need—I want—” She couldn’t form complete sentences anymore, her hips bucking against my face. “Your cock. Please. I need you inside me. Now.”

I kissed my way back up her trembling body, stopping to suck each stiff nipple in turn. She was shaking with need, desperate, her hips grinding against the air as she sought friction.

I stood and stripped off my jeans and boxers. Her eyes went wide when she saw my cock—hard and thick and straining toward her, a bead of precum glistening at the tip.

“Oh fuck,” she whispered, biting her lip. “That’s… I need that inside me. Right now.”

“Second thoughts?”

“Hell no.” She spread her legs wider, reaching for me, her fingers wrapping around my shaft and pulling. “Get over here and fuck me.”

I positioned myself between her thighs, the swollen head of my cock pressing against her soaked entrance. She was so wet I could feel her heat radiating against me, her pussy clenching in anticipation.

“Look at me,” I commanded.

Her eyes met mine—brown and blazing, full of raw desire and something deeper.

“You’re mine,” I told her. “After tonight. After whatever happens with anyone else. You’re first. You’ll always be first.”

“Then prove it. Make me yours.”

I thrust into her.

She cried out, her back arching off the bed, her nails raking down my shoulders. I held still for a moment, buried to the hilt, feeling her tight walls grip my cock like a hot, wet fist. She was so tight, so perfectly slick. My cock throbbed inside her.

“Move,” she demanded, her voice breaking. “Please, Alex, fuck me—”

I moved.

The first stroke was slow, deliberate—pulling almost all the way out until just my tip remained, then pushing back in to the hilt. She moaned, low and guttural, and I did it again. And again. Building a rhythm, watching her face contort with pleasure, adjusting my angle until I found the spot that made her eyes roll back.

“Faster,” she breathed. “Harder. Fuck me like you mean it. I can take it.”

I believed her. This was Sophie Martinez—athlete, competitor, someone who pushed herself to the limit in everything she did. Gentle wasn’t what she wanted.

I gripped her hips hard enough to bruise and started fucking her in earnest.

The wet slap of flesh meeting flesh filled the room, punctuated by her increasingly loud moans and the obscene squelch of her soaked pussy taking my cock. She wrapped those incredible legs around my waist, locking her ankles behind my back, pulling me deeper with each brutal thrust.

“Yes—fuck—yes—right there—don’t stop—”

I bent to capture her nipple in my mouth, sucking hard enough to make her scream while my hips pistoned into her. I felt her pussy clench around me, getting tighter, wetter, the first tremors of orgasm starting to ripple through her.

“Come for me,” I commanded against her breast. “Come on my cock. Now.”

“I—oh god—I’m—Alex—”

She shattered. Her whole body convulsed, pussy clamping down on my cock in rhythmic waves that nearly dragged me over the edge with her. Her juices flooded around me, dripping down my balls, and she screamed my name so loud the neighbors probably heard.

I kept thrusting through her orgasm, extending her pleasure, watching her face contort with ecstasy as wave after wave crashed through her.

When the tremors finally subsided, I slowed my pace but didn’t stop. My cock was still rock hard inside her, coated in her cum.

“That was…” She blinked up at me, dazed, chest heaving. “Holy fuck.”

“We’re not done.”

I pulled out—she whimpered at the loss—and flipped her onto her stomach in one smooth motion. She gasped in surprise, then moaned as I grabbed her hips and pulled her ass up, positioning her on hands and knees.

“This okay?” I asked, rubbing my slick cockhead against her swollen entrance from behind.

“Yes—god yes—fuck me like this—”

I slammed back into her.

She screamed. This angle was different—deeper, more intense, my cock hitting spots it couldn’t reach before. I could see her pussy stretched around my shaft with each stroke, could watch my cock disappear into her, could see her perfect athletic ass bounce with every brutal impact. Her back arched, pushing against me, demanding more.

I grabbed a fistful of her ponytail and pulled, firm enough to control her, to angle her head back. She cried out—not in pain, but pure pleasure—her back arching even more.

“Tell me who you belong to,” I growled, punctuating each word with a hard thrust.

“You—fuck—I belong to you—”

“Say my name.”

“Alex—oh god—Alex—I’m yours—”

“That’s right.” I fucked her harder, the wet slap of flesh filling the room. “This pussy is mine. First. Always.”

“Yours—oh god—I’m going to cum again—”

I could feel my own climax building, pressure coiling tight at the base of my cock. But I wanted her to come again first.

I reached around with my free hand and found her clit—swollen and slick—rubbing it in fast, tight circles while I fucked her. The dual stimulation was too much. She came almost immediately, her pussy clamping down so hard I saw stars, her whole body shaking, a scream tearing from her throat that she barely muffled in the pillow.

That was all I needed.

I drove into her one final time, burying myself to the hilt, and let go. My cock pulsed as I flooded her with cum—hot, thick spurts painting her insides, filling her until it started dripping out around my shaft. The pleasure obliterated thought, reducing me to pure animal release, groaning her name as I pumped every drop I had into her.

When it finally ended, we collapsed onto the bed together, both of us gasping for air. I pulled out carefully, my softening cock sliding from her cum-filled pussy. A flood of white followed, dripping down her thighs, and she moaned at the sensation.

“Holy shit,” she breathed, rolling onto her back, legs still trembling. “That was… holy fucking shit.”

“Agreed.”

We lay there in silence for a while, catching our breath. Her head rested on my chest, her leg thrown over mine, our bodies tangled and sticky and satisfied.

“So,” she said eventually. “That happened.”

“It did.”

“And now you have a date to get ready for.”

I checked the time. Still two hours until I was supposed to meet Rachel. “I should probably shower.”

“Probably.” But she didn’t move. “Just… stay a little longer? Please?”

I wrapped my arms around her and held her close.

We stayed like that for a while, just breathing together.

“If you’re going to have others,” Sophie said quietly, “I want to know them. I want to be the one who welcomes them. Not because I’m possessive, but because…” She paused, searching for words. “I want us to be a team. All of us. Does that make sense?”

“It makes perfect sense.”

“Good.” She tilted her head up to kiss me. “Now go shower. You smell like sex.”

“Whose fault is that?”

She laughed and pushed me toward the bathroom.
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The System notification appeared as I stood under the hot water, trying to process everything that had just happened.

Sophie Martinez. First in every way that mattered. And now, apparently, volunteering to be the one who built this impossible thing alongside me.

I finished showering, dressed, and headed out to meet Rachel.

The game was getting more complicated.

But I was starting to think I might actually win.



The rest of the evening with Rachel played out almost exactly as I described at the start of this chapter. The dinner, the kiss in the parking lot, the drive to her house.

But I was different after what had happened with Sophie. More grounded. More present. More aware of what I was building—not just individual relationships, but something larger.

Something that might actually work.

Rachel and I took things slow that first night. Kissing, touching, exploring—but stopping short of going all the way. She needed time to process, and I was content to give it to her.

“Friday nights,” she said as I left, her hair mussed and her lipstick smudged. “This can be our thing. If you want.”

“I want.”

“Good.” She kissed me one last time at the door. “Now go. Before I change my mind about taking it slow.”

I drove home with the taste of two women on my lips and the weight of possibility pressing against my chest.

When I got back to my dorm, a text from Sophie was waiting: “So? How’d it go?”

“Good. Really good. Taking things slow.”

“Slow is smart. And before? With me?”

“Best thing that’s ever happened to me in 3,247 years.”

“LOL smooth talker. Get some sleep, loop boy. We’ll debrief tomorrow.”

I fell asleep with a smile on my face, dreaming of sunlit futures and impossible connections.

The loop was over.

Life was just beginning.


Chapter 8: Becca Hayes

Saturday brought a new complication: a sorority event I had absolutely no reason to attend.

But Sophie had insisted.

“It’s a social thing,” she’d said over breakfast. “Most of the Greek organizations will be there. I’ve been invited because the volleyball team has connections. And you’re my plus-one.”

“I didn’t realize I was your plus-one.”

“You’re whatever I say you are.” She’d grinned, tossing her ponytail. “Besides, you need to be seen. You can’t build a life by hiding in libraries and professors’ offices.”

She had a point. Since the loop broke, I’d been focused almost entirely on specific relationships—Sophie, Rachel, Emma. But the world was bigger than three women, and if I was going to exist in it, I needed to at least pretend to be a normal senior.

So here I was, standing at the edge of the Sigma Chi house lawn, watching Greek life unfold in all its performative glory.

The event was a mixer of some kind—half party, half competition. Multiple stations were set up around the yard: lawn games, a DJ booth, and what appeared to be some kind of trivia competition happening under a tent.

Sophie had been pulled away almost immediately by volleyball teammates, leaving me to navigate alone. I grabbed a drink from a cooler and surveyed the crowd, cataloging faces I’d known for millennia without ever really caring about.

Then I saw her.

She was standing near the trivia tent, surrounded by a group of sorority sisters in matching pink shirts. Blonde hair styled in perfect loose waves that caught the sunlight. Ice blue eyes scanning the crowd with obvious disdain. A crop top that revealed a flat, tanned stomach. High-waisted jeans that hugged long, toned legs and a tight, perky ass.

Becca Hayes.

President of Delta Gamma. Campus influencer with forty thousand followers. And, during my loops, possibly the most annoying person I’d ever encountered.

We’d clashed constantly during those repeating Saturdays. She was competitive about everything, condescending about nothing, and had a talent for appearing at the worst possible moments with the worst possible comments. I’d made her cry exactly three hundred and twelve times over the course of the loops. I’d also made her laugh a hundred and six times, which had somehow been worse.

Now she didn’t remember any of it. To Becca Hayes, I was just another face in the crowd.

The strange thing was, watching her now, I felt almost nostalgic.

Our battles had been exhausting, but they’d also been engaging. She pushed back. She challenged. She didn’t just fold when confronted with superior knowledge or skill—she doubled down, found new angles, kept fighting.

In 3,247 years of sameness, Becca Hayes had been one of the few constants that actually kept me on my toes.

“You’re staring.”

Sophie had materialized at my elbow, drink in hand.

“Just observing.”

“Uh-huh.” She followed my gaze to Becca’s group. “Of course. Becca Hayes. Queen B of campus. You have history?”

“You could say that.”

“From the loops?”

“She was… a recurring character.”

Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of recurring character?”

“The antagonist kind. We clashed constantly.”

“Clashed how?”

Before I could answer, commotion erupted from the trivia tent. Becca’s voice, loud and triumphant, carried over the crowd.

“That’s seven in a row! Who else wants to try?”

She was standing at a podium, microphone in hand, presiding over what appeared to be a head-to-head trivia challenge. The current challenger—a fraternity guy who looked deeply uncomfortable—had clearly just lost.

“Come on,” Becca taunted, her voice dripping with condescension. “Surely someone at this party knows more than basic world capitals?”

Sophie grabbed my arm. “You should challenge her.”

“What? No.”

“You know everything. You said it yourself. Three thousand years of learning. Take her down a peg.”

“That seems petty.”

“It’s not petty. It’s establishing dominance.” Sophie’s competitive energy was practically crackling. “Show everyone what you can do. And show her that she’s not the smartest person in the room.”

I looked at Becca again. She was radiant in her victory, basking in the attention of her sorority sisters. Her full lips curved in a satisfied smirk, glossy and pink. Her lash extensions made her eyes look enormous, almost doll-like. Everything about her was perfectly maintained, from her spray tan to her manicured nails.

She was beautiful in a manufactured way. A product designed to attract attention and admiration.

And she was insufferable.

“Fine,” I said. “But you’re buying drinks later.”

“Deal.”

I walked toward the trivia tent, the crowd parting slightly as I approached. Becca spotted me when I was about ten feet away, and her expression shifted from triumph to confusion.

“Can I help you?”

“I’d like to challenge.”

“You?” She looked me up and down with obvious skepticism. “I don’t recognize you.”

“I don’t usually attend these things.”

“Clearly.” Her eyes flicked over my outfit—nice but unremarkable jeans and button-down—with evident disdain. “Well, it’s open to anyone. Take a seat.”

I sat at the challenger’s podium while she shuffled her trivia cards. The crowd had grown, sensing something interesting might happen.

“Rules are simple,” Becca said, all business now. “I ask a question, you answer. If you’re right, you get to ask me one. First person to miss three in a row loses. Ready?”

“Ready.”

“Okay.” She drew a card. “What is the capital of Bhutan?”

“Thimphu.”

A flicker of surprise crossed her face. “Correct. Your turn.”

“What’s the chemical formula for rust?”

“Iron oxide. Fe2O3.” She drew another card, her expression sharpening. “Who wrote ‘One Hundred Years of Solitude’?”

“Gabriel Garcia Marquez.”

“The original publication date?”

“1967, in Spanish. The English translation was 1970.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That wasn’t the question.”

“I like to be thorough.”

A murmur ran through the crowd. Becca’s jaw tightened.

“Your turn.”

“In what year did the Byzantine Empire officially fall?”

“1453, with the fall of Constantinople.” She didn’t hesitate. “Who was the last emperor?”

“Constantine XI Palaiologos. What was the name of his famous last speech to his troops?”

“That’s—” She faltered. “I don’t know if it had an official name.”

“It didn’t, technically. But it’s often called the Final Speech of Constantine. One miss for you.”

Color was rising in her cheeks now—real color, visible even under the spray tan. The crowd’s murmurs had grown louder.

“Fine,” she snapped. “In what language was the original epic of Gilgamesh written?”

“Akkadian, though fragments exist in earlier Sumerian.” I smiled. “What was the name of Gilgamesh’s companion who dies, triggering his quest for immortality?”

“Enkidu.” She was getting faster, more aggressive. “What mathematical constant does ‘e’ represent?”

“Euler’s number, approximately 2.71828. It’s the base of the natural logarithm.” I leaned forward. “What is the probability of drawing a royal flush in a five-card poker hand?”

She hesitated. “I don’t—that’s not fair, that’s probability—”

“It’s trivia. The answer is 1 in 649,740, or approximately 0.00015 percent. That’s two misses.”

“You’re cheating somehow.”

“How would I cheat at trivia?”

“I don’t know, but you are.” She was visibly angry now, her perfect composure cracking. “No one knows all of this.”

“I do.”

“Bullshit.”

“Ask me anything. Anything at all.”

The crowd was fully invested now, phones out, recording. Sophie was watching from the edge with a grin that could only be described as triumphant.

Becca’s ice blue eyes blazed with fury. She set down her cards and glared at me.

“Fine. In the 1987 World Series, what was the final score of Game 6, and who hit the winning run?”

I knew the answer. I’d spent a decade of loops memorizing sports statistics out of sheer boredom.

“Twins won 11-5. The winning run was a Kent Hrbek home run in the sixth inning, but if we’re being technical, Don Baylor’s sacrifice fly in the fifth drove in the go-ahead run.”

The crowd erupted. Becca’s face went red, then white, then red again.

“How do you know that?” she demanded. “That’s insanely specific. That’s not even important information.”

“Everything is important information if you have enough time to learn it.”

“What does that even mean?”

I stood, offering my hand. “Good game. You’re actually quite knowledgeable. Most challengers wouldn’t have lasted half as long.”

She stared at my hand like it was a snake.

“Who the hell are you?”

“Alex Reid. Senior. Psychology major.”

“I’ve never seen you before.”

“I keep a low profile.”

Her eyes searched my face, looking for something—mockery, deception, some explanation for what had just happened. She found nothing but calm patience.

“This isn’t over,” she said finally, ignoring my hand.

“I didn’t think it was.”

She turned and stalked away, her sorority sisters trailing behind like confused ducklings. I watched her go, noting the rigid set of her shoulders, the furious swing of her hips.

Sophie appeared at my side, practically glowing.

“That was incredible. Did you see her face? She was so mad.”

“She has a competitive streak.”

“She has an ego. Which you just destroyed in front of half the Greek system.” Sophie laughed. “You made an enemy today, loop boy.”

“I’m used to it. She was my enemy for three thousand years.”

“And now she doesn’t remember any of it, so you get to make her hate you all over again.” Sophie shook her head. “You have a strange life.”

“Tell me about it.”

We found a quieter spot near the edge of the lawn and grabbed fresh drinks. Sophie was still riding the high of my triumph, peppering me with questions about the loop and whether Becca had always been like this.

“Always,” I confirmed. “Some people are just… themselves, no matter the context. Becca Hayes is competitive, ambitious, and completely incapable of admitting weakness. The loop didn’t create that—it just revealed it.”

“Did you ever try to…” Sophie gestured vaguely.

“Win her over? Yes. Multiple times.”

“And?”

“Sometimes it worked. Briefly. But her default setting is hostile. It takes a lot to break through, and the loop always reset before anything could stick.”

“So she’s a challenge.”

“She’s a headache.”

Sophie was quiet for a moment, considering. Then: “But you liked it. The challenge. I can hear it in your voice.”

I couldn’t deny it. The trivia match had been the most fun I’d had in days. Becca brought out something in me—a competitive edge that had been dormant during my careful cultivation of other relationships.

“I’m used to being the smartest person in the room,” I admitted. “But with Becca, it wasn’t about intelligence. It was about will. She wouldn’t back down, no matter how many times she lost.”

“And now?”

“Now I’ve publicly humiliated her in front of her peers. So I imagine the hostility is about to intensify.”

Sophie grinned. “I kind of want to watch.”

“You’re a bad influence.”

“And you love it.”

Before I could respond, a flash of blonde appeared in my peripheral vision. Becca was stalking toward us, her sorority sisters conspicuously absent. Her expression was controlled now—the public anger replaced by something colder and more calculated.

“You,” she said, stopping directly in front of me. “I want to talk.”

“So talk.”

“Not here.” Her eyes flicked to Sophie. “Alone.”

Sophie raised an eyebrow at me. I shrugged.

“I’ll be right back,” I told her.

“I’ll be timing you.”

Becca led me to a quieter corner of the yard, away from the crowd and the noise. We stood facing each other in the shade of an old oak tree, her arms crossed, her expression unreadable.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“I told you. Alex Reid—”

“I don’t mean your name. I mean who are you. How do you know all of that? Nobody knows all of that. I’ve been winning trivia competitions since middle school, and you just steamrolled me like I was a child.”

“Maybe I’m just well-read.”

“Bullshit.” She stepped closer, invading my personal space. Up close, I could see the details of her face—the careful contouring, the false lashes, the tiny imperfections hidden under layers of makeup. “I know everyone on this campus who’s even moderately intelligent. You’ve never shown up on my radar. You’ve never spoken up in class, never competed in anything, never demonstrated any kind of exceptional ability. And then you just… appear, and beat me like it’s nothing.”

“People can be more than they appear.”

“Not that much more.” Her eyes narrowed. “What’s your secret?”

“I don’t have a secret.”

“Everyone has a secret.” She was studying me now, not with anger but with intense curiosity. “I’m going to figure yours out, Alex Reid. I’m going to find out who you really are and what game you’re playing.”

“I’m not playing any game.”

“Sure you’re not.” She smiled—a sharp, predatory expression that had no warmth in it whatsoever. “But just so you know: I don’t like losing. And I especially don’t like being made to look foolish in front of my peers. So whatever this is, whatever you’re trying to prove—you’ve just made yourself interesting to me.”

“I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”

“It’s not.” She turned to leave, then paused, looking back over her shoulder. “See you around, trivia champion. This isn’t over.”

She walked away, hips swaying, heels clicking against the patio stones. I watched her go, a strange mix of emotions churning in my chest.

In a thousand loops, Becca Hayes had never looked at me quite like that. With such focused intensity. Such determined interest.

I’d just made myself a target.

And despite every rational instinct telling me to avoid complications, some part of me was excited about it.
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Sophie found me still standing under the oak tree, staring at nothing.

“Well?” she asked. “What did Queen B want?”

“To figure me out. Apparently I’ve made myself ‘interesting’ to her.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“With Becca? Probably both.” I shook off the strange mood and offered Sophie my arm. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before she decides to challenge me to a spelling bee.”

We left the sorority event behind, walking across campus in the golden light of late afternoon. Sophie’s hand found mine, and I realized with a start how natural the gesture felt.

“So,” she said. “The professor on Friday nights. Library girl during the week. And now a rival queen B sniffing around.” She squeezed my hand. “Your life is getting complicated, loop boy.”

“It was already complicated.”

“More complicated, then.”

“Is that a problem?”

She was quiet for a moment. Then: “No. I think I like complicated. Keeps things interesting.”

I thought about the three women who’d entered my orbit since the loop broke. Sophie, the athlete who’d seen my truth and chosen to stay. Rachel, the professor hiding desire behind professional armor. Emma, the invisible girl who wrote stories about passion she’d never experienced.

And now Becca, the queen who couldn’t accept defeat, circling back for another round.

The System tracked it all—bonds and numbers and thresholds I was still learning to understand.

But underneath the mechanics, something simpler was happening.

For the first time in 3,247 years, I had people who saw me. People who challenged me. People who wanted to understand what I was and what I could become.

It was complicated.

But it was also exactly what I’d been missing for longer than I could remember.



That night, after Sophie had returned to her dorm and I was alone in mine, I pulled up the System interface and studied the bonds.

BONDS: 4 Active
- Sophie Martinez: 780/1000 (Devotion)
- Rachel Shaw: 350/1000 (Interest)
- Emma Walsh: 280/1000 (Interest)
- Becca Hayes: 50/1000 (Acquaintance)

Four women. Four very different dynamics. One increasingly tangled web of relationships and possibilities.

My phone buzzed. Emma.

“Finished the Sufi manuscript you recommended. It’s incredible. The author describes his loops as ‘the mercy of frozen time.’ I can’t stop thinking about it.”

I typed back: “What did you take from it?”

“That repetition isn’t always punishment. Sometimes it’s preparation. Sometimes we’re being taught something we’re not ready to learn until we’ve lived it enough times.”

I stared at her message for a long time.

Preparation. Not punishment.

I’d never thought about the loop that way. For 3,247 years, I’d seen it as a prison—a cruel trap that kept me from the life I was supposed to live.

But what if Emma was right? What if it had been training me for something?

Phase One Complete, the System had said. Which implied a Phase Two. Which implied a purpose.

What was I being prepared for?

I didn’t have an answer. But for the first time since waking up on that impossible Sunday, the question didn’t feel like a burden.

It felt like an invitation.

I texted Emma back: “You might be onto something. Want to discuss it tomorrow? Same time, same place?”

Her response was almost immediate: “I’d love that. Sweet dreams, Alex.”

Sweet dreams. Such a simple wish.

I closed my eyes and thought about all of them—Sophie’s competitive fire, Rachel’s guarded warmth, Emma’s quiet brilliance, Becca’s furious determination.

The loop was over. But something new was beginning.

And for once, I couldn’t wait to see what came next.


Chapter 9: Dinner with Rachel

Friday arrived again, bringing with it the now-familiar anticipation of seeing Rachel.

A week had passed since our first dinner—a week of library sessions with Emma, texts from Sophie, and occasional glimpses of Becca glaring at me across campus. The rhythm of my new life was starting to feel natural, though nothing about it was remotely normal.

But Friday nights belonged to Rachel.

I dressed carefully—the same dark blue button-down Sophie had approved of last time, paired with slacks that made me look adult rather than collegiate. I studied myself in the mirror, trying to see what Rachel saw: a twenty-two-year-old student with eyes that seemed too old for his face.

The drive to Il Piccolo took the same thirty minutes as before. The restaurant was busier tonight—Friday date night energy filling every table—but our corner booth was waiting, reserved under a name Rachel had given the hostess.

She was already seated when I arrived.

Tonight she wore a wine-red dress that hugged her curves more blatantly than her usual professional attire. The fabric clung to every inch of her hourglass figure—the dramatic swell of her breasts straining against the low neckline, her narrow waist flowing into wide hips that the dress showcased shamelessly. The neckline dipped low enough that I could see the inner curves of what had to be full D-cups, the deep valley of her cleavage framed by a tantalizing hint of black lace beneath.

Her dark hair was swept to one side, exposing the elegant column of her neck and a collarbone I wanted to trace with my tongue. Gold earrings caught the candlelight, drawing the eye down to where a delicate pendant nestled right at the top of her cleavage.

She looked like a woman who’d decided to stop pretending she wasn’t stunning. My cock stirred just looking at her.

“You look beautiful,” I said as I slid into the booth across from her.

“I decided to make an effort.” She smiled, but there was an edge to it. “It’s been a long week. I needed something to look forward to.”

“Rough students?”

“Rough committee meetings. There’s a faction pushing to restructure the graduate program, and I’m the one expected to fight them off.” She picked up her wine glass—already half-empty—and took a long sip. “Sometimes I wonder why I went into academia at all.”

“Why did you?”

“Because I was good at it. And because…” She trailed off, staring at her wine. “Because it was safe. Predictable. After everything fell apart with my marriage, I needed something I could control.”

I let the silence stretch, giving her room to continue if she wanted. In the loops, I’d learned that Rachel often needed silence before she could speak her truths.

“He was a professor too,” she said finally. “Literature department. We met at a conference, married within a year, divorced within three.” She laughed bitterly. “Turns out two academics with demanding careers and fragile egos don’t make a great team.”

“What happened?”

“The usual cliche. He had an affair with a graduate student. A young, pretty thing who made him feel relevant in ways I apparently didn’t.” She set down her glass too hard, wine sloshing. “The worst part wasn’t the betrayal. It was finding out that everyone knew before I did. That I’d been the campus joke for months without realizing.”

“That’s not your failure. That’s theirs.”

“I know that. Intellectually.” She met my eyes across the table. “Emotionally, I’m still working on it.”

The waiter appeared with menus, and we ordered without really looking—familiar dishes, comfort food. When he left, Rachel’s composure was back in place, but I could see the cracks underneath.

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked gently.

“Because you asked. And because…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Something about you makes me want to be honest. Which is terrifying, given the circumstances.”

“The circumstances being that I’m technically your student.”

“Among other things.” She leaned back in her seat, studying me. “You’re also unnervingly calm. Like nothing surprises you. Like you’ve already heard everything I’m about to say.”

My heart skipped. She was more perceptive than I’d given her credit for.

“I’m a good listener,” I said carefully.

“You’re more than that.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “When we first met, you knew things about my research that no one should have known. Details from papers that got maybe fifty readers. You quoted my work like you’d been studying it for years.”

“I’m thorough.”

“You’re evasive.” But she smiled as she said it. “It’s okay. Everyone has secrets. I just wonder what yours are.”

If only she knew.

The food arrived, and the conversation shifted to safer topics—academic gossip, upcoming conferences, the politics of publishing. Rachel was sharp and funny when she let her guard down, her observations cutting but never cruel. I found myself genuinely enjoying her company, which was a strange realization.

In the loops, I’d pursued her for various reasons—loneliness, desire, the challenge of seducing someone so guarded. But I’d rarely just… talked to her. Appreciated her mind as much as her body.

This was different. This was real.

By the time we finished dinner, the restaurant had emptied around us. The staff was starting to give us pointed looks, and Rachel seemed to notice.

“We should probably go,” she said reluctantly.

“Probably.”

Neither of us moved.

“I’m not ready for this to end,” she admitted. “Which is concerning. I’ve spent three years convincing myself that I don’t need companionship. That my career and my research are enough. And then you show up and…” She gestured vaguely. “Disruption.”

“Is that bad?”

“I don’t know yet.” She met my eyes directly. “Walk me home? It’s not far, and I could use the air.”

We left the restaurant and stepped into the cool night. The town of Marston was quiet at this hour, streets lined with old trees and Victorian houses that reminded me of a simpler era. We walked slowly, not touching, but the space between us felt charged.

“Tell me something real about yourself,” Rachel said after a few minutes of silence. “Something you haven’t told anyone else.”

I considered the request. The truth was impossible—she’d never believe it, and even if she did, the implications were too massive to process on a moonlit walk.

But I could give her something.

“I spent a long time feeling stuck,” I said. “Like I was living the same day over and over, unable to move forward. Every connection I made felt temporary. Every relationship was just… practice. Nothing ever lasted.”

Rachel was quiet, listening.

“And then, recently, something changed. I woke up and the world was different. Time actually moved forward. The people I met would remember me tomorrow.” I took a breath. “I’m still learning what that means. How to build things that last. How to connect with people in ways that matter.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It was. For a very long time.”

She stopped walking and turned to face me. The streetlight cast her face in soft shadows, highlighting the fullness of her lips, the depth of her dark eyes.

“I understand lonely,” she said quietly. “More than you might think.”

“I know you do.”

“How? How do you know these things?” There was genuine frustration in her voice now. “You look at me like you can see right through me. Like you know my pain before I even speak it. It’s unsettling.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to—”

“Don’t apologize. It’s not a complaint.” She stepped closer, close enough that I could smell her perfume—something warm and subtle, with hints of vanilla. “It’s just… no one has looked at me like that in a very long time. Like I’m more than a body. More than a career. Like I’m actually a person worth knowing.”

“You are.”

“My ex-husband would disagree.”

“Your ex-husband was a fool.”

She laughed, a surprised sound that broke some of the tension. “You say that with such certainty.”

“Because it’s obviously true. Any man who would betray you for a younger version doesn’t understand what he had.”

“And what did he have?”

I reached out and touched her face—just a brush of fingers against her cheek. She shivered but didn’t pull away.

“Someone brilliant. Someone passionate. Someone who gave everything to her work and her relationships and was rewarded with abandonment.” My thumb traced her cheekbone. “Someone who deserves better.”

“Alex…” Her voice was barely a whisper.

I leaned in and kissed her.

It was gentle at first—just a soft press of lips, giving her time to pull away if she wanted. But she didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned into me, her hands coming up to grip my shoulders, her mouth opening under mine with a soft, needy sound.

I deepened the kiss, tasting wine and desire and the desperation of someone who’d been alone too long. My tongue slid against hers, and she shuddered. My hands found her waist, pulling her closer, feeling the warmth of her body through the thin fabric of her dress, feeling her curves press against me.

She moaned against my mouth—a low, hungry sound that sent heat rushing straight to my cock.

We stood there under the streetlight, making out like teenagers, oblivious to the empty street around us. Her body pressed against mine, soft and yielding. I could feel every curve—those full, heavy breasts crushed against my chest, her hard nipples pressing through the thin fabric of her dress and bra, the swell of her hips filling my hands. My cock hardened against her stomach, and she gasped but didn’t pull away. If anything, she pressed closer, grinding slightly against the bulge in my pants.

Finally, she broke the kiss, breathing hard, her lips swollen and wet, her chest heaving.

“We should…” She gestured vaguely toward the house we’d stopped in front of. “That’s me. That’s my house.”

“I remember.”

“Do you want to…” She trailed off, conflict written across her face.

“Only if you want to.”

She was quiet for a long moment. I could see the battle playing out in her expression—desire warring with caution, loneliness fighting against the walls she’d built.

“I want to,” she said finally. “But I’m not ready. Not yet.”

I nodded, accepting without argument. In the loops, I’d learned that pushing Rachel never worked. She needed to come to things on her own timeline, in her own way.

“Okay,” I said.

“You’re not… disappointed?”

“I’m here because I enjoy your company. The rest happens when you’re ready. Not before.”

She stared at me like I’d said something in a foreign language.

“Who are you, Alex Reid?” she murmured.

“Just someone who wants to know you. All of you. The brilliant professor and the lonely woman and everything in between.”

Her eyes glistened in the streetlight. For a moment, I thought she might cry.

Instead, she placed her hand on my chest—right over my heart—and pushed gently.

“I need to think,” she said. “About what I’m doing. About what I’m risking.”

“Take all the time you need.”

“Don’t give up on me.” The words came out in a rush, almost desperate. “Please. I know I’m difficult. I know I push people away. But don’t—”

“I won’t.”

She nodded, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. Then she leaned in and kissed me one more time—soft and sweet and full of promise.

“Friday,” she said against my lips. “Same time. Same place.”

“I’ll be there.”

She turned and walked up the path to her front door. I watched her unlock it, watched her pause on the threshold and look back at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

Then the door closed, and I was alone.



I walked back to my car slowly, savoring the cool night air and the memory of her kiss. The town was silent around me, the kind of deep quiet you only found in small communities where everyone was already asleep.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Sophie.

“How’d it go? ;)”

I smiled and typed back: “Good. Progress. She’s not ready for more yet, but she’s getting there.”

“Patience pays off?”

“With Rachel, it’s the only thing that works.”

“Smart. So what’s the plan?”

“Keep showing up. Keep proving I’m worth the risk.”

“You’re very good at this for someone who claims to have been stuck for 3000 years.”

“I had a lot of practice. Even if none of it stuck.”

A pause. Then: “Come over? I’m not ready to sleep and neither are you.”

I glanced at the time. Nearly midnight, but Sophie was right—I was too wired to sleep.

“Be there in 20.”

“I’ll be waiting.”



I found Sophie’s dorm room door unlocked. She was sitting on her bed in an oversized t-shirt and shorts, laptop open, something playing on low volume.

“Hey, loop boy.” She patted the space beside her. “Tell me everything.”

I sat down, and she immediately curled against my side like a cat finding a warm spot. It felt natural now—the casual physical intimacy that had developed between us since that first night.

“She’s guarded,” I said. “More than I remembered from the loops. The ex-husband hurt her badly.”

“The one who cheated?”

“You remembered that?”

“I listen when you talk.” She tilted her head to look at me. “So what’s different now? From how it was in the loops?”

I thought about it. “In the loops, I could afford to be impatient. If I pushed too hard and she pulled away, the reset fixed everything. I could try a different approach the next day. But now…” I shook my head. “Every choice matters. Every moment is permanent.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“It’s exhilarating.”

Sophie was quiet for a moment. Then: “Do you love her?”

“It’s too early for that. We’ve only been on two dates.”

“That’s not what I asked. I asked if you love her. Not if the timing is appropriate.”

I considered the question seriously. In the loops, I’d loved Rachel dozens of times—passionate, desperate love that burned bright and was erased at midnight. But those feelings had been born of repetition, of intimacy built on foundations she couldn’t remember.

Now, I barely knew her. Not really. Not in the way that counted.

“I could,” I said finally. “I could see myself loving her. But I’m not there yet.”

“Good.” Sophie sat up, facing me. “Because I’ve been thinking about this whole arrangement. About what it means for you to pursue multiple women. And I realized something.”

“What?”

“The love question matters. If you’re going to build something with all of us—me, Rachel, Emma, whoever else—then you need to actually love us. Not just want us. Not just collect us like achievements in a video game.” Her expression was serious. “I signed up for a relationship, not a rotation.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” She held my gaze. “Because I’ve seen guys try the harem thing before. And it usually fails because they treat women as interchangeable. Prizes to be won rather than people to be cherished.”

“I don’t think of you that way.”

“I believe you. But I need you to understand what’s at stake. For me, for Rachel, for all of us.” She reached out and took my hand. “We’re real people, Alex. With real feelings. And if this is going to work, you need to treat every relationship like it’s the only one. Full investment. Full attention. Full love.”

“Even if there are multiple relationships?”

“Especially then.” She squeezed my hand. “Love isn’t a limited resource. You don’t have less to give because you’re giving to more than one person. But you do have to give all of yourself to each connection. Does that make sense?”

It did. More than she knew.

In the loops, I’d never managed multiple real relationships because the reset made it impossible. But Sophie was describing something different—a way of loving that expanded rather than divided.

“I think I understand,” I said.

“Good.” She leaned in and kissed me—soft and warm and full of trust. “Now stop looking so serious and come to bed. It’s late, and I’m tired of talking.”

We climbed under her covers, tangled together in the narrow dorm bed. Sophie’s head found its usual spot on my chest, her breathing slowing as exhaustion caught up with her.

“I’m glad you’re mine,” she murmured, already half-asleep. “Or mostly mine. Or whatever we’re calling this.”

“I’m glad too.”

She was out within minutes, her body warm and soft against mine. I lay awake for a while longer, thinking about her words.

Full investment. Full attention. Full love.

Could I do that with multiple women? Could I give each of them everything they deserved without shortchanging anyone?

The System notification appeared in the darkness of my closed eyes:

[BOND UPDATE: RACHEL SHAW]
Previous: 350/1000 (Interest)
Current: 550/1000 (Interest)
+200 Bond XP gained

Sources:
- Deep personal conversation (+75)
- Emotional vulnerability received (+50)
- Physical intimacy - meaningful kiss (+50)
- Patience demonstrated (+25)

Threshold Approaching: Trust (400) - PASSED
Current Threshold: Interest (200-599)

[BOND UPDATE: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Previous: 750/1000 (Devotion)
Current: 790/1000 (Devotion)
+40 Bond XP gained

Sources:
- Relationship structure discussion (+25)
- Emotional maturity demonstrated (+15)

Threshold Approaching: Love (800)
Note: Subject continues demonstrating exceptional partnership capacity. Bond strengthening.

Sophie was getting closer to Love. The realization hit me with unexpected weight.

790 out of 1000. So close to a threshold that felt monumental. The System was measuring something real—something I could feel when she looked at me, when she touched me, when she talked about building something together.

This was what I’d been missing for 3,247 years.

Not just connection, but commitment. Not just intimacy, but investment.

I held Sophie closer, feeling her heartbeat against my side, and made a silent promise.

Whatever this became—however many women ended up in this strange, impossible arrangement—I would love each of them fully. Not because the System tracked it, but because they deserved nothing less.

Phase One was over. Phase Two was coming.

But right now, in this moment, everything I needed was already here.

I closed my eyes and let myself drift, Sophie’s warmth anchoring me to a reality that finally, finally felt worth fighting for.


Chapter 10: Emma Opens Up

The following Monday found me back in my usual spot at the library, waiting for Emma.

We’d fallen into a rhythm over the past week and a half—afternoon sessions in her alcove, surrounded by towers of books, discussing everything from medieval poetry to modern psychology. She’d opened up more with each meeting, the initial shyness giving way to passionate engagement whenever we hit a topic she cared about.

But today felt different.

She arrived late, which was unusual for someone so regimented in her habits. When she finally appeared, clutching a battered laptop to her chest like a shield, her face was flushed and her eyes were darting nervously.

“Hey,” she said, sliding into her usual chair. “Sorry I’m late. I was… I had to make a decision.”

“About what?”

She set the laptop on the table between us but didn’t open it. Her fingers traced patterns on the surface, that familiar fidget I’d come to associate with her working up courage.

“You know how I told you I write? The erotica?” Her voice dropped to barely a whisper on the last word.

“I remember.”

“Well, I…” She took a deep breath. “I decided to show you some. If you want to see it. You don’t have to. It’s probably terrible, and you’ll think I’m weird, and I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea—”

“Emma.” I reached across the table and touched her hand, stilling her nervous rambling. “I’d be honored to read your work.”

She stared at me like I’d said something in Martian.

“You… would?”

“You’re a brilliant writer. You’ve shown me enough of your academic work to know that. Why wouldn’t I want to see your creative writing too?”

“Because it’s dirty,” she hissed, somehow making the word sound both shameful and defiant. “It’s explicit. It’s the kind of thing people laugh at or get disgusted by or use to judge you forever.”

“Then those people are idiots.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it keeps being true.”

She bit her lip, still hesitating. Her pale blue eyes searched my face, looking for something—mockery, maybe, or the carefully hidden judgment she expected from everyone.

She found neither.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Okay. But you have to promise not to make fun of me. Even if you hate it. Even if it’s terrible.”

“I promise.”

She opened the laptop with trembling fingers and navigated to a folder labeled simply “EW Stories.” Inside were dozens of files, each with cryptic names that presumably meant something to her.

“This one,” she said, clicking on a file called “The Professor’s Secret.” “It’s… well, you’ll see.”

She turned the laptop to face me and immediately covered her face with her hands, unable to watch me read.

I started reading.

The story followed a shy graduate student who discovered that her intimidating professor was secretly writing romance novels under a pen name. The dynamic between them was delicate and well-observed—the power imbalance, the mutual attraction neither wanted to acknowledge, the gradual breaking down of barriers through shared vulnerability.

And then there was the explicit content.

Emma’s prose shifted when the characters became physical. The hesitant, academic voice gave way to something more direct, more raw. She described sensation with surprising precision—the weight of a body, the heat of skin against skin, the sounds of pleasure and the mechanics of desire. It was clearly the work of someone who’d thought deeply about physical intimacy without having experienced much of it.

Which made it oddly moving. Here was someone who’d spent years imagining what connection might feel like, trying to capture it in words because she’d never been able to find it in reality.

I finished reading and looked up. Emma was still hiding behind her hands, peeking at me through her fingers like a child afraid of a monster under the bed.

“Well?” Her voice was barely audible.

“It’s good,” I said. “Really good.”

Her hands dropped. “You’re lying.”

“I don’t lie. Ask anyone who knows me.” I pushed the laptop back toward her. “The prose is clean. The characterization is strong. And the emotional arc is surprisingly complex for the genre.”

“For the genre?” She seemed caught between offense and confusion.

“Erotica often focuses on physical mechanics at the expense of emotional depth. You don’t do that. Your characters want connection as much as they want release. That’s harder to write than you might think.”

Emma was staring at me with an expression I couldn’t quite parse. Something like wonder, maybe, or disbelief.

“You actually read it,” she said. “Like, really read it. Not just skimmed to find the dirty parts.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because that’s what everyone does. When I imagine people finding my work, I imagine them laughing at the sex scenes and ignoring everything else.”

“Then you’re imagining the wrong readers.”

She was quiet for a moment, processing. Her cheeks were still flushed, but the color seemed different now—less shame, more something else.

“Can I tell you something?” she asked quietly.

“Anything.”

“I’ve been writing this stuff since I was fifteen. It started as a way to… process things. Feelings I didn’t understand. Desires I couldn’t talk about with anyone.” She picked at the edge of her cardigan, not meeting my eyes. “I was homeschooled until high school. Sheltered. My parents are very religious. The idea of sex was this massive forbidden thing that I knew nothing about except that I wasn’t supposed to want it.”

“But you did want it.”

“Of course I did. I was a teenager with hormones and curiosity and no outlet for any of it.” She laughed bitterly. “So I started writing. Making up stories about people who got to experience the things I couldn’t. It was the only way I could explore those feelings without actually doing anything.”

“And you’ve been writing ever since.”

“Every day, practically. I have hundreds of stories. Different genres, different scenarios. Some of them are terrible, especially the early ones. But some of them…” She gestured at the laptop. “Some of them I’m actually proud of.”

“You should be.”

“But I’ve never shown anyone.” Her eyes finally met mine. “You’re the first person who’s ever read my work. The only person who knows this part of me exists.”

The weight of that trust hit me like a physical force. Emma Walsh, who’d spent her whole life invisible, was showing me the most private part of herself. The part she’d hidden from everyone else for years.

“Why me?” I asked.

“Because you see me.” The words came out simple, direct. “From the first time you sat down at my table, you looked at me like I was actually there. Like I mattered. No one has ever done that before.”

“That’s not possible. You’re brilliant. You’re fascinating. How could no one have noticed you?”

“Because I didn’t let them.” She pulled her cardigan tighter, that familiar gesture of self-protection. “I learned early that being noticed meant being judged. Being visible meant being vulnerable. So I made myself small. Invisible. Safe.”

“But lonely.”

“Yes.” Her voice cracked. “Very lonely.”

I stood up and moved around the table to sit beside her. The library alcove was quiet, late afternoon sunlight streaming through the tall windows. We were alone in our little fortress of books.

“Can I show you something?” I asked.

She nodded, eyes wide behind her glasses.

I took her hand. Her fingers were cold, trembling slightly, but she didn’t pull away.

“Feel that?” I said. “This is real. I’m here. And I’m not going anywhere.”

“You don’t know that. You barely know me.”

“I know enough. I know you’re brilliant and passionate and kind. I know you’ve spent years building walls to protect yourself, and I know those walls are starting to crack.” I squeezed her hand gently. “And I know I want to be here when they come down.”

Her eyes were shining now, tears threatening at the edges.

“I’m scared,” she whispered.

“Of what?”

“Of you. Of this. Of wanting something real after spending so long settling for imaginary.”

“What do you want, Emma?”

The question hung in the air between us. I watched her face, watching the conflict play out—the fear and the hope, the caution and the desire.

“I want you to kiss me,” she said finally. “I’ve wanted it for days. But I’m terrified. I’ve written thousands of kisses, but I’ve never—” She stopped, color flooding her face. “I’ve never actually had one. Not a real one.”

My heart clenched. Twenty years old, and she’d never been kissed. All those stories, all those imagined intimacies, and she’d never experienced the simple warmth of another person’s lips against hers.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“No.” She laughed shakily. “I’m not sure of anything. But I want it anyway.”

I reached up and gently removed her glasses, folding them and setting them aside. Without the thick frames, her face looked younger, more vulnerable. Her pale blue eyes were slightly unfocused, fixed on me with an intensity that made my chest tight. I could see a faint dusting of freckles across her nose that I’d never noticed before.

I cupped her face in my hands. Her skin was soft, cool, flushing warm under my touch. Her lips parted slightly, pink and wet where she’d been nervously licking them.

“Just relax,” I murmured. “Follow my lead.”

I leaned in slowly, giving her time to pull away if she wanted. She didn’t move. Just waited, trembling, her breath coming in short, nervous gasps that I could feel against my lips.

Our lips met.

The kiss was soft. Tentative. Just a gentle press of mouths, warm and dry and sweet. But I felt Emma’s whole body shudder at the contact, felt her hands come up to grip my shirt like she was afraid she might float away. A soft whimper escaped her throat—the sound of someone feeling something they’d only ever imagined.

I deepened the kiss slightly, coaxing her lips apart with mine. She made a small, desperate sound—surprise mixed with pleasure—and followed my lead, her mouth opening hesitantly beneath mine. Her fingers tightened in my shirt, pulling me closer.

She tasted like the tea she’d been drinking—chamomile and honey. Her lips were soft, slightly chapped from nervous biting. When I touched my tongue gently to hers, she gasped, her whole body jerking against mine. I felt the press of her breasts against my chest—fuller than I’d expected under all those layers—and she pulled back, eyes wide, cheeks blazing.

“That was…” She blinked at me, dazed, her pupils blown wide. “Was that…?”

“Just a kiss.” I smiled, brushing a strand of auburn hair from her flushed face. “The first of many, if you want.”

“I want.” The words came out breathless, almost desperate. “I want more. I want—” She stopped, color flooding her face so intensely I could feel the heat radiating from her cheeks. “I can’t believe I’m saying this. I’ve never—my body feels—”

“We have time,” I said. “There’s no rush.”

Her glasses were fogging on the table, condensation from the warmth of our bodies. She looked at them and laughed, a surprised, delighted sound.

“I’ve written that before,” she said. “Glasses fogging during a kiss. I always thought it was a cliche. But it actually happens.”

“Reality often exceeds fiction.”

“Says the man who speaks forty-seven languages and knows about twelfth-century Sufi mystics.” She shook her head slowly, her sweater slipping further off one pale shoulder. “You’re not normal, Alex Reid.”

“No. I’m really not.”

“But you’re real.” She reached up and touched my face, tentative and wondering, her fingertips tracing along my jaw. “You’re actually here. This is actually happening.”

“This is actually happening.”

She leaned in and kissed me again—initiating this time, bolder than before. Her tongue slid tentatively against mine, and I let her explore, let her learn, let her experience what she’d only imagined for so many years. Her hands slid up my chest to my shoulders, gripping tight, and she pressed her body against mine with a neediness that made my cock stir.

When we finally broke apart, she was breathless and flushed, her hair mussed from where my fingers had found their way into it. Her lips were swollen and wet, her chest heaving, that oversized sweater now revealing both pale shoulders and the lacy straps of her bra.

“Same time tomorrow?” she asked.

“Same time tomorrow.”

She gathered her things, clutching the laptop to her chest again, but this time the gesture seemed protective rather than defensive.

“Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For… everything. For seeing me. For reading my work. For the kiss.” She bit her lip. “For treating me like I’m worth something.”

“You are worth something, Emma. More than you know.”

She smiled—that transformative smile that lit up her whole face—and slipped away between the bookshelves.

I sat alone in the alcove for a while after she left, processing what had just happened.

Emma Walsh had trusted me with her deepest secret. Had given me her first kiss. Had begun to emerge from the protective shell she’d built around herself for years.

And it felt like a privilege I wasn’t sure I deserved.

[BOND UPDATE: EMMA WALSH]
Previous: 280/1000 (Interest)
Current: 480/1000 (Trust)
+200 Bond XP gained

Sources:
- Deep personal revelation (+75)
- Trust demonstrated - shared creative work (+50)
- Physical intimacy - first kiss (+50)
- Emotional validation (+25)

Threshold Reached: TRUST
New Status: 480/1000 (Trust)
Effect: Physical intimacy unlocked (kissing, touching)

Trust. She’d reached Trust.

The System’s numbers were climbing, but they felt almost beside the point. What mattered was the real thing underneath—the genuine connection forming between us, fragile and precious and unlike anything I’d experienced during the loops.

I gathered my things and headed for the library exit.

That’s when I noticed the figure in the shadows.

Someone was watching me from behind a bookshelf near the stairs. I couldn’t make out details—just a shape, motionless and observant.

My [Temporal Divergence] didn’t trigger, which meant it wasn’t someone who shouldn’t exist. Just a normal observer, watching for normal reasons.

But the fact that someone was watching at all made me uneasy.

I moved toward the exit, walking casually but keeping the figure in my peripheral vision. They didn’t follow. Didn’t move at all, actually. Just stood there, watching, until I passed out of sight.

Could have been nothing. A curious student. A random coincidence.

But my instincts, honed over three thousand years, said otherwise.

Someone was paying attention to me.

Someone who wasn’t showing themselves.

I stepped out into the evening air and pulled out my phone.

Sophie: “How was library girl?”

I typed back: “Good. Really good. First kiss. She’s opening up.”

“Aw, loop boy’s got game. Also I’m starving. Dinner?”

“Sure. But there’s something else.”

“Ominous. Tell me over tacos.”

I glanced back at the library one more time. The windows were dark, the figure nowhere to be seen.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched.

Phase One was complete. Whatever came next was starting to make itself known.

And something told me that the watcher in the library was just the beginning.



Sophie and I met at the usual taco truck, claiming our regular spot on a bench overlooking the quad. The evening was cool, stars beginning to emerge overhead.

“So,” she said around a mouthful of carnitas, “first kiss with Emma. How was it?”

“Tender. She’s never been kissed before.”

“Twenty years old and never been kissed?” Sophie shook her head. “That’s… actually really sad.”

“She had a sheltered upbringing. Religious parents. Homeschooling until high school.”

“And now she writes erotica.” Sophie grinned. “I love that journey. Repression to expression.”

“She’s incredibly talented. The stuff she showed me today was genuinely good.”

“Wait, she showed you her work?” Sophie sat up straighter. “That’s huge. That girl barely made eye contact last week.”

“I know. She’s trusting me with a lot.”

“And now you’re kissing her.” Sophie’s tone was neutral, but I could sense the layers underneath. “Adding to the collection.”

“It’s not a collection.”

“I know. I’m not accusing you.” She reached over and squeezed my hand. “I just want to make sure you’re being careful with her. She sounds fragile.”

“I am. I would never—”

“I know you wouldn’t.” She smiled, warm and genuine. “That’s why I trust you with this whole crazy arrangement. You actually care about these women as people, not just conquests.”

“Speaking of the arrangement,” I said, “something happened at the library after Emma left.”

I told her about the watcher. The figure in the shadows. The unease that had followed me out.

Sophie’s expression shifted from casual to alert.

“Could be nothing,” she said. “Campus security does sweeps. Lonely grad students have weird habits.”

“Could be. But my instincts say otherwise.”

“Your millennia-old instincts.”

“Exactly.”

She was quiet for a moment, processing. Then: “Want me to ask around? I know people in a lot of circles. If someone’s asking questions about you, I might be able to find out who.”

“You’d do that?”

“Of course. Team captain protocol.” She grinned, but there was steel underneath. “Nobody messes with my people without me knowing about it.”

Your people. The phrase warmed something in my chest.

“Thanks, Sophie.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” She finished her taco and stood, brushing crumbs off her jeans. “Now come on. I have an early practice tomorrow, which means I need sleep, which means you’re walking me home and maybe making out with me a little on the way.”

“Such a demanding team captain.”

“You love it.”

I did. God help me, I really did.

We walked across campus, hand in hand, under a sky full of stars that I’d seen a million times but never quite like this.

Whatever was watching me would have to wait.

Tonight, I had better things to focus on.


Chapter 11: System Alert

The pain hit without warning.

I was crossing the quad on Tuesday morning, coffee in hand, mind wandering through the comfortable fog of early morning routine. The campus was coming alive around me—students shuffling toward first classes, professors clutching travel mugs, the familiar rhythms of academic life.

Then my vision split.

The world fragmented into sharp edges and wrong angles, like looking through a cracked mirror. Pain lanced through the back of my skull—not a headache exactly, but something deeper, more primal. A wrongness that went beyond physical sensation.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE — ALERT]
ANOMALY DETECTED
Severity: EXTREME
Classification: UNKNOWN ENTITY

Loop Memory: NO MATCH FOUND
Subject does not exist in 1,185,155 recorded cycles

WARNING: Complete blind spot detected
WARNING: Entity awareness unclear
WARNING: Proceed with extreme caution

I staggered, nearly dropping my coffee. The pain was intensifying, pulsing in waves that matched the frantic pace of my heartbeat.

Someone was watching me.

I knew it with absolute certainty—that same instinct that had saved me from a quarter million deaths during the loops. The sensation of eyes on my back, calculating and cold.

I turned slowly, fighting through the pain, scanning the quad.

There.

Standing near the fountain, maybe fifty meters away, was a man I’d never seen before.

He was dressed simply—jeans, a plain gray t-shirt, unremarkable sneakers. The kind of outfit designed to blend in, to be forgotten. But nothing else about him was forgettable.

He stood with military precision, weight balanced, shoulders squared. His posture spoke of training, of discipline, of someone who knew exactly how to handle himself. Close-cropped black hair, so neat it might have been regulation. Dark brown skin marked with small scars that suggested history. And eyes that watched me with an unsettling stillness.

I knew everyone on this campus. I’d spent 3,247 years memorizing every face, every name, every detail of every person who set foot on Ridgemont University’s grounds during that eternal Saturday.

This man didn’t exist.

He should have been impossible.

And yet there he was, watching me with a faint smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE — UPDATING]
Anomaly Classification: EXTERNAL OBSERVER
Entity ID: UNKNOWN
Loop Memory: NO MATCH IN 1,185,155 CYCLES
Threat Assessment: UNCERTAIN

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE LEVELED UP]
Level: Lv 1 -> Lv 2
New ability: Divergence Sense range increased to 50 meters
New Capability: Threat classification analysis
New Warning: Divergence can now sense anomalies before visual confirmation

Note: First major anomaly encounter has triggered ability evolution

The pain began to fade, replaced by a heightened awareness that hummed through my nervous system. I could feel the edges of the quad now—every person within fifty meters a distinct presence in my consciousness. Normal students, normal faculty, the everyday population of a campus I knew by heart.

And then there was him. A void where knowledge should be. A gap in the pattern of my accumulated experience.

The man hadn’t moved. Hadn’t looked away. Just stood there, watching me with those dark, knowing eyes.

I made a decision.

I walked toward him.

The distance closed slowly—forty meters, thirty, twenty. My [Temporal Divergence] screamed warnings with each step, the wrongness intensifying as I approached. Every instinct told me to run, to flee, to get as far from this impossible person as possible.

I kept walking.

At ten meters, he spoke.

“Alex Reid.” His voice was calm, measured, carrying no particular accent. “You’re more perceptive than I expected.”

“Who are you?”

“Someone who knows what you are.” He tilted his head slightly, studying me like I was an interesting specimen. “Someone who was sent to watch.”

“Sent by whom?”

“That’s a complicated question.” He glanced around the quad, noting the students passing by, the normalcy of the scene surrounding us. “And probably not one for this particular venue.”

“Then where?”

“Patience, Alex.” The smile widened slightly. “I’m not your enemy. I’m barely even a messenger. But I have information you need, and I’ll share it when the time is right.”

“When is that?”

“When you’ve proven you’re ready to hear it.” He started to turn away, then paused, looking back over his shoulder. “Your harem project is interesting, by the way. Five women in less than two weeks. Ambitious.”

My blood froze.

“How do you know about that?”

“I know many things. That’s my job.” He began walking, unhurried, toward the edge of the quad. “Don’t worry—your secrets are safe with me. I’m not here to interfere with your personal life.”

“Then why are you here?”

He stopped, turning to face me fully. The smile was gone now, replaced by something more serious.

“You passed Phase One, Alex. Survived over a million cycles. Died a quarter million times. Accumulated knowledge and skills that most humans can’t even comprehend.” His dark eyes bored into mine. “But the loop wasn’t a punishment. It was a test. And now that you’ve passed, Phase Two is coming.”

“What’s Phase Two?”

“Something you’re not ready for. Yet.” He resumed walking. “But you’re building something now. Connections, bonds, a foundation. Keep building. You’ll need it.”

“Wait—”

“We’ll talk again, Alex. Soon.” He reached the edge of the quad and paused one final time. “My name is Joseph Summers, by the way. Since I know you’ll look me up anyway.”

Then he was gone, disappearing between buildings with the ease of someone who’d practiced being invisible.

I stood alone in the middle of the quad, coffee growing cold in my hand, the System still pulsing warnings in my vision.

[WARNING: EXTERNAL OBSERVER DETECTED]
Subject: Joseph Summers
Loop Memory: NO MATCH FOUND
Classification: MESSENGER
Threat Level: UNCERTAIN
Affiliation: ENTITY-ADJACENT

Note: Subject demonstrated awareness of:
- Looper identity
- Bond formation progress
- Phase structure

Recommended Action: Monitor, do not engage aggressively

Entity-adjacent. What did that even mean?

I pulled out my phone and started searching. Joseph Summers. Ridgemont University.

The student database returned one result: Joseph Summers, transfer student, senior year, major undeclared. Enrolled three days ago.

Three days. Right around the time the loop broke.

That couldn’t be a coincidence.

I kept searching, but there was nothing else. No social media presence. No previous school records visible. No friends, no connections, no trail of any kind.

A ghost who had materialized on campus at exactly the moment my 3,247-year prison had opened its doors.



I found Sophie at the athletics building, finishing up a stretching routine with her teammates. She spotted me through the glass and jogged out, still in her practice gear.

“Hey! I wasn’t expecting to see you until—” She stopped, reading my expression. “What’s wrong?”

“We need to talk. Somewhere private.”

Her face shifted into serious mode immediately. “Equipment room. Follow me.”

She led me through a maze of corridors to a small room filled with volleyball gear. Once inside, she locked the door and turned to face me.

“Okay. What happened?”

I told her everything. The pain. The System alert. Joseph Summers and his impossible existence. The mention of Phase Two, of building a foundation, of tests and messengers and things I wasn’t ready to understand.

Sophie listened without interrupting. When I finished, her expression was grim.

“So there’s someone else involved. Someone who knows what you are and is watching you.”

“It seems that way.”

“And he said Phase Two is coming. Something you need to prepare for.”

“Yes.”

“And he specifically mentioned your ‘harem project.’” She made air quotes with a sardonic expression. “So he knows about me. About Rachel. About Emma.”

“He knows about all of it.”

She was quiet for a moment, processing. Her foot bounced against the floor—that restless athletic energy that never fully went away.

“Okay,” she said finally. “This is bad. But it’s also… information. We know now that you’re not just some random guy who got stuck in a time loop. Someone put you there. Someone is watching. Someone has plans.”

“That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“It’s supposed to give us something to work with.” She moved closer, taking my hands in hers. “Look. I don’t know what Phase Two is. I don’t know who this Joseph person is or what he wants. But I know you’re not alone anymore. Whatever comes next, you have me. You have Rachel and Emma. Hell, you even have Becca, in a weird hostile way.”

“You think Becca is an asset?”

“I think every person who gives a damn about you is an asset. And right now, that’s what matters.” She squeezed my hands. “We’ll figure this out. Together.”

I looked at her—this woman who’d seen me break free from an impossible prison, who’d chosen to stay when she could have walked away, who was building something with me that neither of us fully understood.

“I don’t deserve you,” I said.

“Probably not.” She grinned. “But you’re stuck with me anyway. Team captain protocol.”

She pulled me into a hug, and I held on, feeling the solid reality of her body against mine.

Whatever was coming, whatever Phase Two meant, I wouldn’t face it alone.

That had to count for something.



The rest of the day passed in a haze of distraction.

I went through the motions of classes and routine, but my mind kept circling back to Joseph Summers. His calm certainty. His knowledge of things he shouldn’t know. The way he’d walked away without any apparent concern.

Who was he? Who sent him? And what did they want?

I texted Rachel during a break: “Something happened today. I need to tell you about it eventually. Not urgent, but significant.”

Her response came an hour later: “Cryptic as always. Friday dinner. Tell me then?”

“Friday. Promise.”

I considered reaching out to Emma but decided against it. She was fragile, still emerging from her shell. The last thing she needed was cosmic conspiracy theories piled on top of her first romantic relationship.

Becca, I didn’t even contemplate. Whatever she was to me, confidant wasn’t it.

By evening, I’d made a decision. I needed more information, and there was only one place to get it.

I returned to the quad where I’d first seen Joseph. The fountain still bubbled, students still crossed in every direction. No sign of the mysterious messenger.

But the System was alert now, that heightened awareness humming through my consciousness. I could feel the shape of the crowd, the patterns of movement, the normal and the not-normal.

“I know you’re watching,” I said quietly, too low for passersby to hear. “You said we’d talk again. I’m ready to listen.”

Silence. The fountain. The evening breeze.

Then, behind me: “Not here.”

I spun. Joseph was standing three feet away, having appeared from nowhere. He gestured toward a bench on the far edge of the quad, away from foot traffic.

“More private. Less attention.”

We walked to the bench and sat. Joseph moved with that careful economy I’d noted before—nothing wasted, every action deliberate.

“You came back faster than I expected,” he said. “Most subjects take days to process an anomaly encounter.”

“I’ve had three thousand years to learn how to adapt quickly.”

“True.” He studied me with those dark, assessing eyes. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything.”

“That’s not possible. There are limits to what I can share.”

“Then share what you can.”

He nodded slowly, seeming to gather his thoughts.

“The loops were a selection process,” he began. “You weren’t the only one. There are others—were others—scattered across the world. Different locations, different durations, different circumstances. But all of them trapped in repetitive time, all of them being… evaluated.”

“Evaluated for what?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” His expression gave nothing away. “The entity that runs the process doesn’t explain itself. It doesn’t communicate directly with subjects. It simply watches, measures, and judges.”

“The entity.”

“A convenience term. I don’t know what it actually is. No one does. But it has power beyond human comprehension, the ability to manipulate time and reality in ways that shouldn’t be possible.”

“And I passed its test.”

“You survived. That’s different.” Joseph’s voice was flat, clinical. “Of the subjects I’m aware of, the survival rate is approximately twelve percent. The rest broke. Went mad. Killed themselves permanently or simply stopped trying.”

A cold weight settled in my stomach. Eighty-eight percent failure rate. I’d been one of the lucky ones—or the stubborn ones, depending on perspective.

“What happened to the ones who passed?”

“Phase Two. Like you, they were released back into normal time. Given access to the System’s active features. Allowed to build lives.”

“And then?”

Joseph’s expression darkened. “Then they were tested again. Different challenges. External threats. Other subjects entering their territories. The entity wanted to see what they’d build—and whether they could defend it.”

“Other subjects,” I repeated. “You mean other loop survivors.”

“Some. And others who never looped at all. Subjects who were enhanced in different ways, for different purposes.” He met my eyes directly. “Phase Two isn’t a reward, Alex. It’s an escalation. You proved you can survive isolation. Now you need to prove you can survive conflict.”

The word hung in the air between us. Conflict.

“What kind of conflict?”

“I don’t know specifics. My role is observation and limited guidance, not strategic briefing.” He stood, apparently ready to leave. “But I can tell you this: the connections you’re building matter. The bonds, the harem, whatever you want to call it. The entity is watching that closely. It seems interested in how you develop relationships, in how those relationships enhance your capabilities.”

“The stat bonuses,” I realized. “The passive abilities from bonded partners.”

“Exactly. Each genuine connection makes you stronger. The entity designed it that way.” Joseph started walking, then paused. “Build your foundation, Alex. Get your house in order. Because when Phase Two arrives, you’ll need every advantage you can get.”

“Wait—when does Phase Two arrive?”

He was already moving, already fading into the evening shadows.

“Soon,” he called back. “Sooner than you think.”

Then he was gone.

I sat on the bench for a long time, staring at the darkening sky.

[ALEX REID — STATUS UPDATE]
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS:
Strength: 78/100
Agility: 82/100 (+5 Sophie - Active)
Intelligence: 95/100
Charisma: 89/100
Perception: 91/100
Willpower: 99/100

SKILLS (Selected — 847 total):
Combat Mastery: 94/100
Social Reading: 98/100
Languages: 47 fluent
Instruments: 23 mastered
Academic Knowledge: 96/100

ACTIVE ABILITIES:
[Temporal Divergence] — Lv 2 [UPGRADED]
  - Range: 50 meters
  - Capability: Threat classification
  - Enhancement: Pre-visual sensing

[Bond Resonance] — Active
[Muscle Memory Recall] — Ready (2 skills unlocked)

BONDS: 4 Active
- Sophie Martinez: 820/1000 (Love)
- Rachel Shaw: 550/1000 (Interest)
- Emma Walsh: 480/1000 (Trust)
- Becca Hayes: 50/1000 (Acquaintance)

PHASE: One Complete
WARNING: Phase Two approaching

Phase Two approaching.

Whatever came next, I had to be ready.

I pulled out my phone and started texting—Sophie first, then Rachel, then Emma. Different messages for each, but the same underlying purpose.

I was building something. A foundation. A network of connections that made me stronger.

And when Phase Two arrived, we would face it together.

That was the only plan I had.

I just hoped it would be enough.


Chapter 12: The Tattoo Parlor

After Joseph’s warnings, I found myself craving normalcy.

The irony wasn’t lost on me. After 3,247 years of sameness, I’d spent the past two weeks desperate for anything different. Now, faced with cosmic stakes and mysterious phases, all I wanted was something ordinary to anchor me.

Sophie was at practice. Rachel was in faculty meetings. Emma had an evening seminar. Even Becca’s hostile glares would have been welcome, but she was nowhere to be seen.

So I went for a walk.

The edges of campus blurred into the surrounding town—a few blocks of local businesses that survived on student patronage. Coffee shops, cheap restaurants, a used bookstore I’d haunted during the loops. And, tucked between a record shop and a vintage clothing store, a tattoo parlor I’d visited exactly once during my three millennia of Saturdays.

MORAN’S INK, the sign read. The windows were covered in photos of tattoo work and band posters, the glass too dark to see inside.

I’d been here before. I remembered.

Jess Moran had worked Saturdays. Every Saturday, for as long as the loop recorded. She’d been one of the few people I’d never fully figured out—cryptic even after thousands of conversations, always holding something back. I’d watched her work, talked to her during slow moments, tried to read her the way I read everyone else.

I’d failed.

That failure had been fascinating. In a world where I knew everything, Jess Moran had been the one variable I couldn’t solve.

Now, standing outside her shop in the fading daylight, I felt that old curiosity stirring.

The bell chimed as I pushed through the door.

The interior was small but organized—a waiting area with leather couches, walls covered in flash art, a work station visible through a beaded curtain in the back. Music played at a comfortable volume, something heavy and melodic that I recognized from a thousand loops.

“Be right out,” a woman’s voice called from behind the curtain.

I waited, taking in the details. The artwork on the walls was exceptional—intricate designs ranging from traditional American to Japanese-influenced to styles I couldn’t classify. Each piece had personality, a distinctive hand behind the lines.

Jess Moran’s hand.

The curtain parted, and she emerged.

My breath caught. My cock twitched.

She looked almost exactly as I remembered, but there was something different about her now. Something sharper, more present. As if the post-loop world had brought her into focus in a way the loops never had.

Dark brown hair fell past her shoulders in messy waves, streaked with vivid teal that caught the light. Her hazel eyes, lined in heavy black, fixed on me with an intensity that made my skin prickle. A delicate nose stud glinted silver, and multiple piercings traced the curves of her ears—industrial bars, hoops, a glittering cascade of metal.

She wore a cropped band tee—some death metal logo I didn’t recognize—that ended just below her breasts, revealing a strip of pale, tattooed stomach and the tantalizing suggestion of her navel. The shirt was thin, clearly without a bra underneath, and I could see the outline of her nipples pressing against the fabric—small barbells on each side making their presence known. Ripped black jeans hugged wide hips and thick, soft thighs, the denim so tight it outlined every curve of her ass, which was round and full and made for grabbing. Combat boots completed the look.

And the ink. God, the ink.

Full sleeves covered both arms—intricate designs that wound from wrist to shoulder in a tapestry of images and symbols. I caught glimpses of flowers, skulls, geometric patterns, what looked like astronomical charts. Through the thin fabric of her shirt, I could see more tattoos on her ribs, curving around toward what had to be impressive tits hidden by the metal logo. Suggestions of larger pieces disappeared beneath her clothes, making me wonder just how much of her body was covered in art.

She was stunning. Not in the polished way Becca was, or the athletic way Sophie was. This was something rawer. More dangerous. The kind of woman who looked like she’d fuck you senseless and then kick you out before dawn.

“Help you?” Her voice was low, slightly husky.

“I’m not sure yet.” The words came out before I could filter them.

One dark eyebrow rose. “You always walk into shops not sure why you’re there?”

“Only the interesting ones.”

She studied me for a long moment, those hazel eyes seeing more than they should. Then something flickered across her face—recognition, maybe, or confusion.

“Have we met?” she asked.

The question hit harder than it should have.

“Not officially. But I’ve seen you around campus.”

“I don’t go to campus.”

“Your shop is nearby. I’ve walked past.”

“Hm.” She didn’t seem convinced, but she moved toward the front counter. “So what is it? Looking to get inked? Or just browsing?”

“Maybe both.” I followed her, keeping a comfortable distance. “I’ve been thinking about getting something. A piece that means something. But I don’t know what yet.”

“Most people don’t. They come in wanting a tattoo like it’s a product. Something to buy off a shelf.” She leaned against the counter, arms crossed beneath her chest, the motion pressing her full tits together and making the thin fabric strain. Her pierced nipples were clearly visible through the stretched material—two dark points with the glint of metal through them. “Real work takes conversation. Understanding. I need to know who you are before I can put anything permanent on your skin.”

“Fair enough.” I met her gaze directly. “What do you want to know?”

“Why now? Why today? Something happened that made you walk through my door.”

I considered lying. Considered some simple explanation that would satisfy her curiosity without revealing anything real.

Instead, I found myself telling the truth.

“I received some unsettling news today. About my future. About challenges coming that I don’t fully understand.” I shrugged. “I wanted something… grounding. Something real I could touch and see and know was permanent.”

Jess’s expression shifted—the guarded skepticism giving way to something more thoughtful.

“Most people want tattoos to commemorate the past,” she said. “You want one to anchor the future.”

“Is that unusual?”

“It’s unusual that you articulated it so clearly.” She pushed off from the counter and disappeared through the beaded curtain. “Come on. Let me show you something.”

I followed her into the work area.

The back of the shop was all her—the personal space behind the professional facade. A tattoo chair sat in the center, surrounded by equipment and ink stations. But the walls were what caught my attention.

They were covered in her personal artwork. Sketches, paintings, half-finished designs. Some were traditional tattoo flash, but others were something else entirely—abstract pieces that seemed to shift and move, designs that played with perspective in ways that unsettled the eye.

“My portfolio,” she said, watching my reaction. “The real one. Not the stuff I show regular clients.”

I moved along the wall, studying each piece. Her technical skill was obvious, but there was something more here—an emotional depth that transcended the medium. Pain and beauty and longing and fury, all captured in lines of ink.

Then I saw it.

A design in the corner, half-hidden behind other pieces. Circular, intricate, with interconnected symbols that seemed to pulse with their own logic.

I knew that design.

I’d seen her drawing it. Two thousand years ago, from my perspective. During one of my attempts to understand her, I’d watched her sketch for hours while the shop was quiet. She’d been lost in the work, her usual guardedness forgotten.

And she’d drawn this. This exact pattern.

Then the loop had reset, and I’d never seen it again.

“That one,” I said, my voice coming out strange. “When did you draw that?”

Jess turned, following my gaze. Something shifted in her expression—surprise, maybe, or unease.

“That? A few weeks ago. It came to me in a dream.” She moved closer to the wall, reaching out to touch the design. “I woke up with it in my head and couldn’t do anything else until I got it on paper.”

“A dream.”

“More like a vision, honestly.” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Sounds crazy, I know. But sometimes designs just… come to me. From somewhere else.”

My [Temporal Divergence] was humming, not in warning but in recognition. Something was here. Something that connected this woman to me in ways I didn’t understand.

“It’s beautiful,” I said. “What does it mean?”

“I have no idea. That’s what bothers me.” She turned to face me, and her eyes were searching, uncertain. “I don’t usually share this stuff. The mystical bullshit. People think you’re crazy enough for being a tattoo artist without adding prophecy dreams to the mix.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I’d like to.”

The words hung in the air between us. Jess stared at me, and I saw something crack in her careful composure—a flash of vulnerability quickly suppressed.

“You’re weird,” she said finally. “Most guys who come in here either want to fuck me or prove they’re tough enough to handle the pain. You’re doing neither.”

“I’m interested in you as a person. Is that so strange?”

“In my experience? Yes.”

I held her gaze, letting her see whatever she was looking for. After a long moment, she seemed to reach a decision.

“Sit.” She gestured toward a worn couch against the wall. “Let’s talk. I need a break anyway, and you’re the most interesting thing that’s walked in here all week.”

I sat. She grabbed a water bottle and a pack of cigarettes from a drawer, lighting one and exhaling toward a cracked window.

“So,” she said. “Who are you really, mysterious stranger who recognizes my dream art?”

“Alex Reid. Senior at Ridgemont. Psychology major.”

“Psychology.” She snorted. “So you’re used to getting people to open up.”

“Something like that.”

“And what makes you different from every other psych student who comes in here trying to analyze the weird tattoo girl?”

“I’m not trying to analyze you. I’m trying to understand you.”

“Same thing.”

“Not remotely.” I leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Analysis is external. It’s studying someone like a specimen. Understanding requires connection. Investment. It’s not about figuring out what makes you tick—it’s about sharing something real.”

She was quiet, smoking, watching me through a haze of exhaled breath.

“You talk like someone older than you look,” she said finally.

“I’ve been told that before.”

“And those eyes.” She tilted her head, studying me. “You’ve seen things. More than a college senior should have seen.”

“You’re perceptive.”

“It’s my job. Reading people is how I design art that actually matters to them.” She stubbed out the cigarette and stood, moving to a different section of her portfolio wall. “Here. This is what I’ve been working on lately.”

She showed me piece after piece, explaining the stories behind each design. A woman who’d survived cancer and wanted something that represented her fight. A father memoralizing a child lost too young. A couple getting matching pieces to mark twenty years together.

Each tattoo was more than art—it was a piece of someone’s soul made visible. Jess listened to people’s pain and transformed it into beauty they could carry forever.

“You’re not just an artist,” I said. “You’re a translator. Converting emotion into image.”

She looked at me sharply. “That’s… actually exactly how I think of it. How did you know?”

“Because I see how you work. How you ask questions. How you wait for people to reveal what they really need, not just what they say they want.”

“Are you sure you’re not psychoanalyzing me?”

“I’m appreciating you. There’s a difference.”

She moved back to the couch and sat—not next to me, but close enough that I could smell her. Something earthy and slightly sweet, incense maybe, or patchouli mixed with cigarette smoke.

“You’re not what I expected,” she said.

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. The usual. Someone who sees the tattoos and the piercings and the fuck-off aesthetic and either runs away or tries too hard to prove they’re not intimidated.” She picked at a loose thread on her jeans. “You’re doing neither. You’re just… here. Talking to me like I’m a person.”

“You are a person.”

“Not everyone acts like it.”

We sat in comfortable silence for a moment. The music from the front of the shop filtered through the curtain, something softer now, almost ambient.

“Can I ask you something?” Jess said.

“Anything.”

“When you walked in here, you said you were looking for something grounding. Something permanent.” She turned to face me, those hazel eyes uncomfortably direct. “What are you anchoring yourself against?”

The question cut deeper than she could have known.

“Change,” I said. “The world shifted recently. Things I thought I understood don’t make sense anymore. And I’m trying to hold on to something solid while everything else moves.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It was. It’s getting better.”

“The women on campus.” At my surprised look, she smiled slightly. “I see things. Hear things. You’ve been spotted with that volleyball player. And there are rumors about one of the psych professors. And something about a quiet girl in the library.”

“You’re well-informed.”

“Small town. Word travels.” She shrugged. “I’m not judging. I just noticed. You’re building something. Connections.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Why would it?” But there was something in her voice—curiosity, maybe, or the edge of something she wasn’t willing to name.

I looked at her. Really looked.

Jess Moran. The one person I’d never fully understood during the loops. The mystery I couldn’t solve. And now here she was, in the post-loop world, still cryptic, still fascinating.

But something was different. She was more open than I remembered. More willing to engage. As if whatever had kept her guarded during those three thousand years was beginning to fade.

Or maybe I was different. Maybe I was finally ready to see what had always been there.

“You feel familiar,” she said suddenly.

The words stopped me cold.

“What?”

“Familiar. Like a song I can’t remember the words to.” She shook her head, looking frustrated. “I’ve been having these… dreams, I guess. For years. Fragments of something I can’t piece together. And when you walked in today, something clicked. Like my brain recognized you even though I’m sure we’ve never met.”

My [Temporal Divergence] flared—not warning exactly, but something else. Recognition. Resonance.

The System flickered strangely in my vision:

[BOND INITIATED: JESS MORAN]
Starting Level: 250/1000 (Interest)

ANOMALY DETECTED
Subject displays unusual temporal signature
Fragment memories present despite non-looper status
Classification: UNCERTAIN

Note: Bond starting level elevated due to pre-existing connection
Note: Subject may have partial awareness of loop iterations
Note: Further investigation recommended

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE — ALERT]
This subject is connected to you in ways the System cannot fully classify
Proceed with caution

	The highest starting bond I’d seen. Higher than Sophie’s 150, higher than Rachel’s 100.


And she remembered. Not clearly, not consciously, but somewhere in her mind, fragments of our loop interactions persisted.

That shouldn’t have been possible.

“What kind of dreams?” I asked carefully.

“Weird ones. Repetitive, but not quite the same each time. There’s a man—I can never see his face—and we’re talking, or working, or just… existing together. Over and over.” She rubbed her temples. “I’ve been having them since I was a teenager. My therapist says they’re anxiety manifestations. But they feel like memories. Like something that actually happened, even though it couldn’t have.”

Something that actually happened.

For 3,247 years, I’d had thousands of conversations with this woman. She’d drawn that circular design during one of them. And somehow, impossibly, echoes of those interactions had lodged in her mind.

She wasn’t a looper. Joseph had made that clear—I was the only one on this campus who’d been through the cycles.

But she was connected to them anyway. To me.

“I believe you,” I said.

“You what?”

“I believe your dreams are real. Or at least, that they’re more than anxiety.” I stood, knowing I couldn’t stay longer without revealing too much. “I can’t explain right now. But I think there’s a reason we met today. A reason you recognized me.”

Jess stood too, confusion and frustration warring on her face.

“That’s a hell of a thing to say and then leave.”

“I know. I’m sorry. But I need time to think. And so do you.”

I headed for the curtain, then paused, turning back.

“Can I come back? Tomorrow, maybe. To talk more.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re the most interesting person I’ve met since everything changed. And I think we have more to discover about each other than either of us realizes.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Then, slowly, she nodded.

“Tomorrow. After six. I close early on Wednesdays.”

“I’ll be here.”

I pushed through the curtain and walked toward the front door. Behind me, I heard her voice, soft and wondering:

“You feel familiar. Like a song I can’t remember the words to.”

I stepped out into the evening air, my mind spinning with implications.

Jess Moran remembered the loops. Not fully, not consciously, but the echoes were there. She was connected to me in ways that transcended normal human experience.

And the System couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t classify it. Could only mark it as an anomaly and recommend caution.

I pulled out my phone and texted Sophie: “Something strange happened. Not bad, just strange. Tell you later.”

Then I started walking back toward campus, the tattoo parlor receding behind me.

Phase Two was coming. Joseph had warned me to build my foundation.

And now, somehow, Jess Moran was part of that foundation. A wild card I hadn’t seen coming. A mystery wrapped in ink and attitude and fragments of memories that shouldn’t exist.

The game was getting more complicated.

But I was starting to think I might actually be good at it.

BONDS: 5 Active
- Sophie Martinez: 750/1000 (Devotion)
- Rachel Shaw: 550/1000 (Interest)
- Emma Walsh: 480/1000 (Trust)
- Jess Moran: 250/1000 (Interest) [ANOMALY]
- Becca Hayes: 50/1000 (Acquaintance)

Five bonds now. Five women, five connections, five threads in the web I was weaving.

And somewhere out there, Joseph Summers watched and waited, messenger of a phase I wasn’t ready to face.

But I would be ready.

I had to be.

Because everything I was building depended on it.


Chapter 13: Rachel Breaks

The text arrived at 3:47 PM on Wednesday.

“My office. 4:30. Come alone.”

No signature. No explanation. But I knew Rachel’s number, knew her professional phone habits. She never texted students. Never crossed that line.

Until now.

I stared at those five words for a long time, turning them over in my mind like puzzle pieces. During the loops, Rachel and I had shared thousands of conversations. Some professional, some deeply personal. I knew about her divorce, her research, her quiet loneliness that she hid behind academic achievement. I knew the way she laughed when she forgot to be guarded. I knew the specific shade of red her cheeks turned when she was embarrassed.

But she remembered none of it.

Every connection we’d built over three millennia had reset with the loop. Every moment of trust, erased. Every spark of attraction, forgotten.

And now I was building it again. From scratch. Earning her interest, her trust, her desire—all without the cheat codes of prior knowledge. Well, mostly without them. I couldn’t unknow what I knew about her. But I could choose not to use it manipulatively.

The question was: what did “come alone” mean? What had shifted in Rachel’s carefully controlled world that made her reach out with such urgency?

I had a feeling I knew. The way she’d looked at me during our dinner. The tension when I’d visited her office hours. The careful professional distance that had grown thinner with each interaction.

Rachel Shaw was fighting a battle with herself. And I suspected she was about to surrender.

I arrived at 4:28, pausing outside her door to gather myself. The psychology department hallway stretched in both directions, empty and quiet. Most faculty had cleared out for the day, leaving behind the particular silence of academic spaces after hours—a hush that felt almost reverent, like a library or a church. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting their impersonal glow across institutional tile floors and doors with small windows and nameplates.

Only Rachel’s office showed light seeping through the frosted glass. DR. RACHEL SHAW, PH.D. - ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY. I’d walked past that nameplate countless times during the loops, sometimes with hope, sometimes with resignation, always with fascination.

Today felt different. Today felt like an ending. Or maybe a beginning.

My heart was beating too fast. Three thousand years of accumulated experience, and I was nervous about knocking on a door. But then, that was the point, wasn’t it? In the loops, nothing had consequences. Everything reset. Now, every action mattered. Every moment counted.

Whatever happened on the other side of that door would be real. Permanent. Something neither of us could take back.

I knocked.

“Come in.”

Her voice was tight. Controlled in a way that suggested the control was costing her.

I opened the door and stepped inside.

Rachel’s office was exactly as I remembered from our previous meetings—bookshelves crammed with psychology texts, a desk cluttered with papers and academic journals, diplomas and certificates on the walls. The late afternoon sun slanted through half-closed blinds, casting stripes of golden light across the carpet.

And there was Rachel.

She stood behind her desk, her back to the window. Professional as always—white silk blouse tucked into a charcoal pencil skirt that hugged every curve from her wide hips down to her knees. My eyes traveled up from her black heels—the kind that made her calves flex with every shift of weight—past the hint of thigh-high stockings visible where the skirt had ridden up slightly, to the impossible hourglass of her waist, and finally to her chest.

God, her chest.

Those massive natural tits strained against the silk like they were trying to escape. The top two buttons looked ready to surrender, and I could see the shadow of deep cleavage in the gap. Her dark hair was pinned up, a few strands escaping to frame her face, and the professional updo only made her look more fuckable—like a fantasy secretary about to get bent over her own desk.

But something was different.

Her usual composure was cracking. I could see it in the way she gripped the edge of her desk, knuckles white. The way those magnificent breasts rose and fell too quickly beneath that straining silk, her nipples visibly hardening against the fabric. The flush creeping up her neck, spreading across the exposed skin above her collar, visible even in the filtered light.

“Close the door,” she said. “Lock it.”

I did both.

The click of the lock was loud in the silence.

“Dr. Shaw—”

“Don’t.” She held up one hand, then used it to press against her forehead. “Don’t call me that right now. Not… not if we’re going to do this.”

“Do what?”

She laughed—a brittle sound, nothing like her usual warm chuckle.

“I’ve been trying to talk myself out of this all week. Writing speeches in my head about professionalism. About the age gap. About power dynamics and ethical obligations.” She finally looked at me directly, and her dark eyes were burning. “I wrote a very convincing argument for why I should never see you outside of class again.”

“And?”

“And I deleted it. Three times.” She moved around the desk, approaching me slowly. Each step made her hips sway, made her curves shift beneath that professional armor. “Because every time I tried to convince myself you were just a student, just another face in my lecture hall, I remembered the way you looked at me at dinner. The way you listened. The way you understood things you shouldn’t understand.”

She stopped an arm’s length away. Close enough that I could smell her perfume—something sophisticated, expensive. Close enough to see the pulse hammering in her throat.

“Alex,” she said, her voice dropping. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. I’ve graded papers with your face in my mind. I’ve lectured to auditoriums while imagining your hands on me. I’ve lain awake at night, touching myself, wishing it was you.”

My pulse spiked. Rachel Shaw, composed psychology professor, admitting to fantasizing about me. The vulnerability in her confession was staggering.

“What are you asking me, Rachel?”

“I’m asking you to stop being careful.” She stepped closer, eliminating the remaining distance between us. Her full breasts brushed against my chest, silk against cotton. “I’m asking you to take what I’ve been desperate to give you since the moment you walked into my life.”

“You’re my professor.”

“I know.”

“You could lose everything.”

“I know that too.” Her hand came up, resting flat against my chest. She could feel my heartbeat—I was sure of it. “But you know what else I know? I know that I’ve spent five years recovering from a divorce that made me feel worthless. I know that I’ve buried myself in work and students and research because it was safer than feeling anything. And I know that for the first time since my marriage ended, someone is looking at me like I’m more than a mind attached to a body.”

“You are more than that.”

“Then prove it.” Her fingers curled into my shirt. “Please, Alex. I’ve surrendered in my head a thousand times. Let me surrender for real.”

Something shifted in my chest. This wasn’t a seduction or a game. This was a woman who’d spent years building walls, finally ready to let them come down. And she was asking me to be the one who brought them down.

I cupped her face in my hands.

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.” Her eyes were bright, almost desperate. “Take me. Right here. I don’t care about my career or my reputation or any of the reasons this is wrong. I just want to feel you. Please.”

I kissed her.

Not gently. Not carefully. I kissed her like I’d been waiting three thousand years for this moment—because in a way, I had. Every loop conversation with Rachel, every connection that reset at midnight, every time I’d watched her walk away knowing she wouldn’t remember me. All of it poured into this kiss.

She moaned against my mouth, her body going soft against mine. I felt her surrender in real time—the tension bleeding out of her shoulders, the way she tilted her head to give me better access, her hands sliding up to grip my hair.

I walked her backward until her ass hit the desk. Papers scattered. A pen holder toppled. Neither of us cared.

“Yes,” she breathed as I broke the kiss to trail my lips down her neck. “God, yes, like that—”

My fingers found the top button of her blouse. I paused, looking into her eyes.

“This is really happening.”

“This is really happening.” She was trembling, but not with fear. “Please don’t stop.”

I unfastened the first button. The second. Her breathing grew ragged as I worked my way down, revealing a deep red bra struggling to contain full, heavy breasts. The contrast was devastating—professional white silk falling away to reveal sin underneath.

“You wore red for me,” I murmured.

“I wore red because I was hoping. Praying.” She reached for my shirt, yanking it free from my jeans. “I’ve imagined this so many times. But I never thought—I couldn’t let myself believe—”

I silenced her with another kiss while my hands finished with her buttons. The blouse fell open completely, revealing her body to me for the first time.

Rachel Shaw was built like a fantasy made flesh. Those massive tits strained against the red lace, threatening to spill over with every breath. Her waist curved in before flaring out to wide, generous hips. The pencil skirt was riding up, revealing the tops of thigh-high stockings and a strip of creamy thigh.

“Beautiful,” I said, and meant it.

“I’m thirty-four. I’m not—”

“Beautiful,” I repeated, cutting off her objection. “Every inch of you.”

I reached behind her and unclasped the bra. Her breasts spilled free—full and soft and natural, with dark nipples already puckered into stiff peaks. They were everything I’d imagined during those office hours, watching her blouse strain, wondering what lay beneath.

Now I knew.

I cupped one heavy breast, feeling its weight in my palm. Rachel gasped, her head falling back.

“So sensitive,” she whispered. “It’s been so long since anyone…”

I lowered my mouth to her nipple and sucked.

Her whole body jerked. A sound tore out of her—somewhere between a moan and a sob, raw and desperate. Her fingers clawed at my back as I worked her breast with my mouth, tongue swirling around the stiff peak, teeth grazing just enough to make her gasp.

“Alex—oh god, Alex—”

I switched to her other breast, giving it the same attention. She was writhing now, her hips pressing forward, seeking friction she couldn’t find. I could feel the heat radiating off her, could smell her arousal mixing with that expensive perfume.

My hand slid down her body, over the curve of her waist, finding the zipper at the back of her skirt. I tugged it down.

“Lift up.”

She braced her hands on the desk and lifted her ass. I worked the skirt down over her hips, letting it pool at her ankles. She stepped out of it without losing her heels—thank god for that, those heels were staying on—and stood before me in nothing but red lace panties, thigh-high stockings, and those fuck-me pumps.

“Jesus Christ,” I breathed.

Her body was everything. Thick thighs that strained the tops of her stockings. Wide hips that would give me something to hold onto. That flat stomach leading down to soaked red lace that did nothing to hide how much she wanted this.

“Don’t just look.” Her voice was hoarse with need. “Touch me. Please.”

I dropped to my knees.

She made a startled sound as I pressed my face between her thighs, breathing in her scent through the damp fabric. My hands wrapped around her hips, holding her steady as I mouthed at her through the lace.

“Oh fuck—Alex—”

I pulled the panties aside and licked.

Rachel’s knees buckled. Only my grip on her hips kept her upright as my tongue found her clit and started working. She was absolutely soaked—dripping for me, her arousal coating my chin within seconds.

“It’s been—god, it’s been years since anyone—” She couldn’t finish the sentence, lost to sensation as I ate her like I was starving for it. Because I was. Three thousand years of loop connections that reset at midnight, and now here was a woman who would remember tomorrow. Who would remember what I was doing to her, how I was making her feel.

I wanted to give her something unforgettable.

I slid two fingers inside her while my tongue kept working her clit. She clamped down around me immediately, so tight and wet and hot that my cock throbbed painfully against my jeans.

“Right there—oh god, right there, don’t stop—”

I curled my fingers, finding that spot inside her that made her voice crack. Combined with my tongue’s relentless pressure on her clit, it was too much. I felt her orgasm building—her thighs trembling, her pussy clenching, her breath coming in sharp gasps.

“I’m going to—Alex, I’m going to—”

I doubled my efforts, fucking her with my fingers, sucking her clit into my mouth.

She shattered.

Her whole body went rigid, then convulsed. A sound ripped out of her—something primal, something that probably carried through the thin office walls but neither of us cared. Her pussy spasmed around my fingers as she came, flooding my hand with her release.

I didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. I worked her through the first orgasm and kept going, gentler now but insistent. Her legs were shaking so badly I had to hold her up.

“Too much—it’s too much—”

“One more.”

“I can’t—”

“You can.”

I pressed a third finger inside her and crooked all three against her g-spot while my thumb found her clit. She was so sensitive now, so swollen and wet, that the slightest touch made her gasp.

“Fuck—fuck—FUCK—”

The second orgasm crashed through her even harder than the first. She screamed my name, actually screamed it, her entire body shaking as she came around my fingers. I felt her squirt—a rush of liquid heat that soaked my hand and dripped onto her expensive office carpet.

Finally, I let her come down.

She sagged against the desk, breathing in ragged gasps, her whole body trembling. I rose to my feet and started unfastening my jeans.

“We’re not done,” I said.

Her eyes, glazed with pleasure, focused on my hands. On what I was revealing.

“Oh my god.”

I kicked off my jeans and boxers. My cock stood at full attention, harder than I could ever remember being. Rachel stared at it like she was seeing water in a desert.

“That’s… you’re…”

“I want to be inside you, Rachel.” I stepped between her spread thighs, the head of my cock brushing against her soaked entrance. “Tell me you want this.”

“Yes.” The word came out broken. “Please. I need you inside me. I need—”

I thrust forward.

She cried out as I filled her in one smooth stroke—all the way, buried to the hilt in her tight, wet heat. Her pussy gripped me like a fist, still fluttering with aftershocks from her orgasms.

“So tight,” I groaned. “Jesus, Rachel, you feel incredible.”

“Move. Please move.”

I pulled back and thrust again. And again. Finding a rhythm, filling her desk with the obscene sound of flesh against flesh.

Rachel wrapped her stockinged legs around my waist, pulling me deeper with every stroke. Her heels dug into my ass, urging me on. Her tits bounced with each thrust, and I couldn’t resist—I lowered my mouth to one nipple and sucked hard.

“Yes—oh god, yes—harder, Alex, please—”

I gave her harder. Grabbed her hips and fucked her into the desk, making the whole piece of furniture shake. Papers flew. Her nameplate crashed to the floor. The rhythmic slapping of skin on skin filled the office, punctuated by her desperate moans.

“You feel so good,” she gasped. “So fucking good. I’ve wanted this—dreamed about this—”

“Tell me.” I slowed my thrusts, making each one deliberate, punishing. “Tell me what you dreamed.”

“You—ah—you taking me in my office. Bending me over my desk. Making me—fuck—making me forget I’m supposed to be in charge.”

“You’re not in charge here.” I pulled almost all the way out, holding there. “Are you?”

“No.” The word came out as a whimper. “No, I’m not. You’re in charge. Please—please, I need—”

I slammed back inside her, and she screamed.

“That’s right.” I started fucking her in earnest now, all control abandoned. “You’re mine, Rachel. Right now, in this moment, you belong to me.”

“Yes—I’m yours—I’m yours—”

Her pussy clenched around me as a third orgasm tore through her. She sobbed with the intensity of it, tears streaming down her face, her whole body convulsing. The sight of her—this composed, professional woman completely undone by pleasure—pushed me to the edge.

“I’m going to cum,” I warned her. “Where do you want it?”

“Inside.” She grabbed my face, forcing me to look into her eyes. “Inside me. Please. I want to feel you—I need to feel you—”

I buried myself as deep as I could go and let go.

My orgasm hit like a freight train. I groaned her name as I came, pumping rope after rope of cum deep inside her. She moaned at the sensation, her pussy milking every last drop from me, her legs locked around my waist like she never wanted to let go.

We stayed like that for a long moment—tangled together on her desk, breathing hard, slicked with sweat and other fluids. Her arms were wrapped around me, her face buried in my neck. I could feel her heartbeat gradually slowing, could feel my softening cock still nestled inside her warmth.

Finally, she stirred.

“That was…” She laughed weakly. “I don’t have words. I’m a psychology professor, and I don’t have words.”

“Was it what you imagined?”

“Better.” She pulled back to look at me, and her eyes were shining. “So much better. I didn’t know I could still feel like that. I didn’t know anyone could make me feel like that.”
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The System notification pulsed in my vision. Devotion. Rachel had reached the threshold through surrendering everything she’d held back for years.

I pulled out of her slowly, both of us hissing at the sensation. My cum immediately started to leak from her swollen pussy—a sight that made my spent cock twitch with renewed interest.

“I need to clean up.” Rachel slid off the desk on shaky legs, grabbing a handful of tissues from her drawer. “This is… we made a mess.”

“We did.”

She started to straighten herself—dabbing between her thighs, reaching for her bra, trying to reassemble the professional armor she’d so thoroughly shed.

I watched her, marveling at the transformation. Minutes ago, she’d been desperate, begging, completely surrendered to pleasure. Now she was smoothing her hair, buttoning her blouse, rebuilding the facade.

But I’d seen what was underneath. And so had she.

“This is insane,” she said, her voice steadier now. “You’re a student. I’m tenured. If anyone found out…”

“No one will find out.”

“But the ethics—the power dynamics—everything I teach about consent and appropriate relationships—” She stopped, pressing her hands against her eyes. “I just violated every principle I’ve ever held.”

“Rachel.” I moved to her, cupping her face in my hands. “Look at me.”

She looked.

“Did you want this?”

“Yes. God, yes.”

“Did I pressure you in any way?”

“No. I practically begged you.”

“Then stop looking for reasons to feel guilty. You’re an adult. I’m an adult. We made a choice. Both of us.” I brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Unless you regret it?”

“No.” Her eyes met mine, and I saw the truth there. “I don’t regret it. I should, but I don’t. I’ve never felt so… seen. So wanted. Not even when I was married.”

“Then that’s all that matters.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then, slowly, a smile curved her lips.

“Same time Thursday?”

I laughed. “Dr. Shaw, are you proposing regular appointments?”

“Maybe.” Her professional composure was returning, but underneath it I could see the woman who’d screamed my name. “After all, I should probably… supervise your research. Closely. Very closely.”

“I think that could be arranged.”

I finished straightening my own clothes while she continued putting her office back together. The desk was a disaster—papers scattered, her nameplate on the floor, suspicious stains on the wood that she’d have to explain or hide.

She noticed me looking and actually blushed.

“I have a cleaning crew that comes in Thursday mornings. I’ll just… tell them I spilled coffee.”

“Sure. Coffee.”

“Shut up.” But she was smiling. “You should go. Before anyone notices we’ve been in here too long.”

I moved to the door, then paused with my hand on the lock.

“Rachel.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you. For trusting me.”

Her expression softened. For just a moment, I saw past all the armor—the professor, the divorcee, the woman afraid to feel—and glimpsed the real Rachel Shaw. The one who’d been waiting for someone to show her that she deserved to be wanted.

“Thank you for being worth trusting,” she said quietly.

I unlocked the door, checked that the hallway was empty, and slipped out of her office.

The walk across campus was surreal. My legs felt unsteady, my mind still processing everything that had just happened. Rachel Shaw—Dr. Rachel Shaw—had surrendered to me completely. Had begged me to take her. Had orgasmed screaming my name in her own office.

And she wanted to do it again.

My phone buzzed.

Sophie: “How’s the mysterious day going? Haven’t heard from you since morning.”

I typed back: “Eventful. Tell you later.”

“Ominous. I’m at the gym for another hour. Come find me after?”

“Will do.”

I pocketed my phone and kept walking, the late afternoon sun warm on my face, the campus alive with students heading to dinner or evening activities. Normal life, continuing on around me, while I carried the memory of what had just happened like a secret treasure.

The harem was forming. Sophie, Emma, Rachel. Three women who’d chosen me, each for different reasons, each bringing something unique to the connections we were building. Sophie brought fierce loyalty and competitive fire. Emma brought tender vulnerability and artistic soul. Rachel brought mature wisdom and the kind of passion that only comes from years of suppression finally released.

And somewhere out there, Joseph Summers watched and waited, messenger of a phase I wasn’t ready to face. The entity observed through whatever means cosmic forces used to observe. My life had become a test I didn’t fully understand, with stakes I couldn’t entirely grasp.

But for now, I had this. Real connections. Real moments. Real people who would remember me tomorrow.

After three thousand years, that was more than enough.



Sophie was finishing up her workout when I found her at the athletics building. Through the weight room windows, I watched her move through a series of plyometric exercises—box jumps, burpees, mountain climbers—her athletic body a blur of controlled power. Sweat gleamed on her tanned skin, darkening her sports bra, making her compression shorts cling to every curve.

She saw me through the glass and grinned, holding up five fingers. Five more minutes.

I waited in the hallway, leaning against the wall, trying to compose myself. Rachel’s scent was still on me—that sophisticated perfume mingled with the musk of sex. I should have showered. Should have changed. Should have done something to hide the evidence of what I’d been doing.

But Sophie wasn’t stupid. She’d know. The question was how she’d react.

The door opened, and Sophie emerged in a cloud of exertion and energy, towel around her neck, water bottle in hand.

“You have a look,” she said immediately.

“What kind of look?”

“The ‘I just got laid’ look. It’s very specific.” She grinned, but I could see the calculation behind her eyes. “Rachel?”

“How did you know?”

“Because Emma’s too shy to summon you in the middle of the afternoon, and I didn’t summon you, so that leaves the professor.” She took a long drink from her water bottle. “How was it?”

“Intense. Emotional. She’d been building up to it for days.”

“And now she’s released all that tension.” Sophie’s smile was knowing. “Good for her. Good for you. Good for the whole weird arrangement we’re building.”

“You’re not jealous?”

“A little. Yeah.” She was honest about it, the way she was honest about everything. “But jealousy doesn’t mean I want it to stop. It just means I have feelings. Which, duh. Of course I have feelings.” She stepped closer, sniffing deliberately. “You smell like her perfume.”

“Sorry. I should have—”

“Don’t apologize.” She grabbed my shirt and pulled me into a kiss—quick, possessive, establishing her claim. “Now you smell like both of us. Better.”

“You’re something else, Sophie Martinez.”

“I know.” She released me and headed toward the locker rooms. “Give me ten minutes to shower. Then we’re getting dinner and you’re telling me everything. Not the sex parts—I don’t need details—but the emotional parts. What she said. How she felt. Whether she’s really okay with this arrangement or just pretending to be.”

“You want to strategize.”

“I want to make sure our team is solid. That’s my job, remember?” She paused at the locker room door. “Team captain protocol. We don’t leave anyone behind, even professors who probably don’t know what they’re getting into.”

She disappeared through the door, leaving me alone in the hallway.

I leaned against the wall again, marveling at the woman I’d found. Sophie wasn’t perfect—she was competitive to a fault, sometimes pushy, occasionally jealous in ways that surprised her as much as anyone. But she was honest. Real. She faced complexity head-on instead of running from it.

In a world where I was building something unprecedented, that honesty was worth more than gold.

My phone buzzed. A text from Rachel: “I can still feel you inside me. Is that normal?”

I smiled, typing back: “Probably not. But we left normal behind a while ago.”

“Good point. See you Thursday?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

I pocketed the phone as Sophie emerged from the locker room, hair still damp, face scrubbed clean of any makeup she’d been wearing. In her casual clothes—fitted t-shirt, jeans that showed off her legs—she looked younger, softer than her athletic persona suggested.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Always.”

We walked toward the dining hall together, her hand finding mine. The setting sun painted the campus in shades of orange and gold, making everything look warmer, softer, more hopeful than it had any right to be.

The System hummed in my awareness, tracking bonds and thresholds and mysterious countdowns. Phase Two was coming. New challenges awaited. The entity watched with unknown expectations.

But for now, I had a dinner date with a woman who knew exactly what she was getting into and wanted it anyway.

After three thousand years of losing everyone at midnight, that was miracle enough.


Chapter 14: Sophie Meets Rachel

Sophie was doing squat jumps when I found her at the athletics building.

Even through the glass of the weight room windows, I could see the powerful flex of her legs, the way her compression shorts hugged every muscle. Her ponytail swung with each jump, dark hair catching the fluorescent light. A sports bra contained what needed containing, leaving her toned stomach bare and glistening with sweat.

She saw me and grinned, finishing her set before grabbing a towel and heading for the door.

“Hey, you.” She kissed me quickly, tasting of salt and effort. “You look like someone who’s had a day.”

“You could say that.”

“The mysterious ‘eventful’ text?” She raised an eyebrow. “Time to explain?”

“Let me buy you a smoothie first. You’ll want to be sitting down.”

We walked to the campus juice bar, Sophie’s athletic body drawing appreciative glances from everyone we passed. She didn’t seem to notice—or maybe she’d grown so used to the attention that it simply didn’t register anymore.

Settled into a corner booth with our drinks—some protein-heavy concoction for her, something with too much sugar for me—I tried to figure out where to start.

Sophie saved me the trouble.

“It’s Rachel, isn’t it?” She stirred her smoothie, eyes fixed on me. “The professor.”

“How did you know?”

“Because you’ve been circling each other for a week. Because you came back from her office hours looking like you’d won the lottery. And because…” She shrugged. “I’m not blind, Alex. I know what attraction looks like. Especially when it’s mutual.”

I took a breath. “We slept together. Today. In her office.”

Sophie’s stirring paused. Just for a moment. Then she resumed, expression unreadable.

“Okay,” she said. “Tell me about it.”

So I did. Not the graphic details—that felt wrong—but the emotional arc. Rachel’s confession. Her surrender. The way she’d broken open after years of keeping herself locked away.

Sophie listened without interrupting. When I finished, she was quiet for a long moment.

“She sounds lonely,” she finally said.

“She is. Was. I don’t know if that’s changed yet.”

“And you care about her? Like, actually care?”

“Yes.” There was no point in lying. “Not the same way I care about you. You were first, Sophie. You saw me break free. That’s something that can’t be replicated. But Rachel…” I searched for the right words. “She’s spent years convincing herself she doesn’t deserve to be wanted. And I want to show her she’s wrong.”

Sophie nodded slowly. “That tracks with what I know about her. My sister took her psych class two years ago. Said she was brilliant but distant. Like she was teaching from behind glass.”

“She was.”

“And now you’ve broken through the glass.”

“I think so. I hope so.”

Sophie set down her smoothie and reached across the table, taking my hand.

“Okay,” she said. “Here’s the thing. I told you before—I’d rather have part of you than none of you. And I meant it. But I also said I wanted to know the other women. To be the one who welcomes them.”

“I remember.”

“So I need to meet her. Rachel. Face to face.” Her grip tightened. “Not to challenge her or stake my claim or any of that territorial bullshit. I need to meet her because if this is going to work—whatever ‘this’ is—we need to actually know each other.”

I stared at her. “You’re serious.”

“Dead serious. I’ve been thinking about it a lot, actually. About how this could work long-term. And I keep coming back to the same conclusion: the only way it doesn’t turn into drama is if we’re all on the same page. All communicating. All understanding what we are to you and to each other.”

“That’s… incredibly mature.”

“I’m a team captain, remember? I know how to manage group dynamics.” She grinned, but there was steel underneath. “This is just a different kind of team.”

I squeezed her hand. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

“I do. But you can keep telling me.”

“I will.”

We finished our smoothies while I texted Rachel. The response came quickly—she must have been watching her phone.

Rachel: “Meet your… girlfriend? Is that what Sophie is?”

Me: “She’s the first. She wants to talk. All three of us.”

Rachel: “This is very unconventional.”

Me: “Is that a no?”

A long pause. Then: “That’s a ‘I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this.’ There’s a diner called Rosie’s off Route 7. Quiet. Private booths. I can be there at 9.”

Me: “We’ll be there.”

I showed Sophie the exchange. She nodded.

“Good. Neutral ground. Smart of her.”

“You’re treating this like a negotiation.”

“Isn’t it?” She stood, pulling me with her. “Come on. I need to shower before meeting my boyfriend’s other girlfriend. God, that sentence is weird to say out loud.”



Rosie’s was exactly what Rachel had described—a quiet roadside diner with worn vinyl booths and coffee that had been brewing since the Nixon administration. At 9 PM on a Wednesday, the place was nearly empty.

Rachel was already there when we arrived.

She’d changed from her office attire into something more casual—jeans and a soft sweater that somehow managed to highlight her curves while being completely appropriate for a diner. Her dark hair was down, falling past her shoulders. She looked younger without the professional armor. More vulnerable.

Her eyes tracked us as we approached—first me, then lingering on Sophie with obvious assessment. Taking in the athletic body, the confident stride, the way Sophie’s hand rested possessively on my lower back.

“Dr. Shaw,” Sophie said, sliding into the booth across from her. “I’m Sophie Martinez.”

“I know who you are.” Rachel’s voice was carefully neutral. “Star of the volleyball team. Pre-med. Dean’s list three semesters running.”

“You looked me up.”

“I’m a researcher. It’s what I do.” A ghost of a smile. “Though I admit, googling my… what do I even call you? My romantic rival?”

“How about teammate?” Sophie leaned back, projecting casual confidence. “Since we’re apparently playing for the same side.”

The two women studied each other across the formica table. I stayed quiet, letting them establish their own dynamic.

“This is insane,” Rachel said finally. “You know that, right? A month ago, I was a respected professor focused on my research. Now I’m having a midnight diner meeting to discuss sharing a man with his college girlfriend.”

“A week ago, I was a normal athlete focused on volleyball and school.” Sophie shrugged. “Then Alex happened.”

“Alex happened.” Rachel glanced at me. “That’s one way to put it.”

“He has that effect.” Sophie reached across the table, taking my hand demonstratively. “But here’s the thing, Dr. Shaw—”

“Rachel. If we’re doing this, you might as well call me Rachel.”

“Rachel, then. Here’s the thing. I saw something impossible two weeks ago. I watched Alex glitch like a broken video file and somehow survive. That’s when I knew he wasn’t normal. Wasn’t ordinary. And ordinary rules don’t apply to someone like him.”

Rachel’s expression flickered with curiosity. “What do you mean, ‘glitch’?”

I exchanged a look with Sophie. She nodded slightly.

“There are things I haven’t told you yet,” I said to Rachel. “About who I am. What happened to me. This might be the time.”

“More secrets?”

“More context.”

I gave her a condensed version of the truth. The time loop. The 3,247 years. The day I broke free—the day Sophie witnessed. I left out the System and Joseph and Phase Two for now. One revelation at a time.

Rachel listened with the careful attention of a trained psychologist. When I finished, she was quiet for a long moment.

“That’s either the most elaborate lie I’ve ever heard,” she said finally, “or the most extraordinary truth.”

“It’s the truth.”

“I believe him,” Sophie added. “I was there. I saw it.”

Rachel looked between us. Processing. I could almost see her professional mind analyzing the claim, looking for inconsistencies, comparing it against her knowledge of human behavior and psychology.

“The way you knew things,” she said slowly. “During our dinner. The way you seemed to already understand me. The books you recommended, the topics you brought up—it was like you had a cheat sheet.”

“In a way, I did. We talked during the loops. Many times. You just don’t remember.”

“Because the day kept resetting.”

“Yes.”

“And now it doesn’t.”

“Now it doesn’t.”

She was quiet again. Then she laughed—a genuine sound, tinged with disbelief.

“I’m sitting in a diner at midnight, learning that my lover spent three thousand years trapped in a time loop, and somehow the most surreal part is that I have to share him with a twenty-two-year-old volleyball player.”

Sophie grinned. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It was meant as one.” Rachel shook her head slowly. “So what do you want, Sophie? What does this meeting accomplish?”

“I want to know you.” Sophie leaned forward. “Not as my professor or my rival or whatever. As the other woman who chose Alex. Who sees whatever I see in him.”

“And what do you see in him?”

“Someone who actually pays attention. Who listens like what I’m saying matters. Who looks at me like I’m the most fascinating person in the room, even when I’m just rambling about volleyball plays or complaining about organic chemistry.”

Rachel nodded slowly. “He does have that gift. Making you feel seen.”

“He does.” Sophie’s hand tightened on mine. “And I’d rather have part of that—share it, even—than lose it entirely. So I’m not here to fight you for him. I’m here to figure out how we can both have what we need.”

The waitress came by, refilling coffee cups and leaving again. In the pause, something shifted between the two women. The assessment gave way to something more like recognition.

“I’ve never done anything like this,” Rachel admitted. “My marriage was very… traditional. Possessive, actually. My ex-husband couldn’t stand the idea of anyone else even looking at me.”

“How’d that work out?”

“He cheated on me with his secretary for two years.” Rachel’s smile was bitter. “Apparently possession was a one-way street.”

“Asshole.”

“Complete asshole.” Rachel sighed. “So maybe my instincts about relationships aren’t the most trustworthy. Maybe trying something different isn’t the worst idea.”

“It’s definitely weird,” Sophie said. “I won’t pretend it’s not. But weird isn’t the same as wrong.”

“No. I suppose it isn’t.”

They looked at each other across the table. Two women from different worlds—the athletic young student and the professional older professor—finding common ground in the most unlikely circumstances.

“Can I ask you something?” Rachel said.

“Go ahead.”

“This afternoon. In my office. When you were texting Alex during our meeting—”

“You noticed that?”

“I notice everything. It’s a curse.” Rachel’s lips twitched. “Were you jealous? When you realized what was happening between us?”

Sophie considered the question. “A little. Yeah. My first instinct was definitely territorial. ‘She’s going after my man’ and all that caveman bullshit.” She shrugged. “But then I thought about it more. About Alex. About what he’s been through. And I realized—he needs more than one person can give. He was alone for three thousand years. One girlfriend isn’t going to fix that.”

“So you’re being strategic.”

“I’m being realistic.” Sophie met Rachel’s eyes directly. “I can give him competition and challenge and athletic energy. You can give him intellectual connection and maturity and… well, other things I don’t have yet.”

“Experience.”

“That.” Sophie grinned. “Plus, you’re hot. If I’m going to share him with someone, at least it’s someone who deserves him.”

Rachel actually laughed at that—a full, genuine laugh that transformed her face.

“You’re something else, Sophie Martinez.”

“I’ve been told.”

I’d been silent through this exchange, watching the two women negotiate their way toward… something. Understanding, maybe. Or at least the foundation for it.

“So where does this leave us?” I asked.

Sophie and Rachel exchanged a look—the first time they’d communicated directly, without going through me.

“I think,” Rachel said carefully, “it leaves us at the beginning of something very complicated.”

“But not impossible,” Sophie added.

“No. Not impossible.” Rachel reached for her coffee cup, then paused. “There are rules we should establish. Boundaries. Times and circumstances where discretion is required.”

“Like on campus,” I said.

“Exactly. Whatever this is, it cannot affect my professional position. If anyone found out I was sleeping with a student—multiple students, apparently, if Emma is also in this equation—my career would be over.”

“Emma knows about Sophie,” I confirmed. “She wants to meet everyone. Be part of the group.”

“The group.” Rachel shook her head. “Is that what we are now?”

“What would you call it?”

“I have no idea. Polyamory seems too clinical. Harem seems too… male-fantasy.”

“Harem works for me,” Sophie said with a grin. “As long as I’m first wife.”

“You’re not helping.”

“I’m not trying to.”

They bickered like old friends, and I felt something loosen in my chest. This was working. Against all odds, against every conventional expectation, these two women were finding a way to coexist. To build something together, with me at the center.
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The System confirmed what I could see with my own eyes. The foundation was forming.

We talked for another hour—about logistics and schedules and the practicalities of whatever this relationship was becoming. Rachel had Thursday evenings free. Sophie had late practices on Mondays and Wednesdays. I had classes scattered throughout the week.

Somehow, between the three of us, we mapped out a rough schedule. Time for Sophie and me. Time for Rachel and me. And, eventually, time for all three of us together.

“This is absurd,” Rachel said, staring at the napkin where we’d scribbled our availability. “I’m scheduling dates like I’m booking faculty meetings.”

“Would you prefer chaos?”

“I’d prefer a normal life. But that ship has clearly sailed.” She smiled despite herself. “Fine. Thursday evenings for me. Sophie gets weekends. And we reassess in a month.”

“What about Emma?” Sophie asked. “She’s part of this too.”

“Emma and I haven’t… we’re not at that stage yet.” I thought about the quiet bookworm with her secret erotica and her trembling first kiss. “She’s moving slower. That’s okay.”

“She should still meet us. Know who we are.” Sophie was in full team captain mode now. “If she’s going to be part of this, she needs to feel included from the start.”

“I agree,” Rachel said. “Isolation breeds insecurity. If she’s on the outside looking in while we’re organizing ourselves, she’ll feel excluded.”

“Saturday,” Sophie decided. “We’ll do a group thing. Nothing heavy, just… coffee or something. Get to know each other.”

Rachel nodded. “That’s sensible.”

“Are you free Saturday?”

“I can make myself free.”

“Good.” Sophie looked at me. “Set it up?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She rolled her eyes but smiled. “Don’t call me that. It’s weird.”

The waitress came by with the check, which Sophie grabbed before either of us could react.

“I’ve got it.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I’m the one who asked for this meeting. The least I can do is cover some pancakes and coffee.” She slid out of the booth. “Walk me to my car?”

We both stood. Rachel hesitated, then stepped forward and surprised all of us by pulling Sophie into a brief hug.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “For being more mature about this than I expected.”

“Thank you for not being weird about being old enough to be my… older sister.”

Rachel laughed. “I’ll take that.”

We walked out into the cool night air. The diner’s neon sign buzzed overhead, casting everything in warm pink light.

“This is really happening,” Rachel murmured. “I’m really doing this.”

“Having second thoughts?”

“Third and fourth, actually.” She looked at me, then at Sophie. “But not regrets. Not yet.”

“Give it time,” Sophie joked.

“Probably.”

They exchanged a final nod—not quite friendly, but approaching it. Then Rachel headed for her car while Sophie and I moved toward hers.

“That went well,” I said.

“Better than I expected.” Sophie unlocked her door but didn’t get in. “She’s not what I imagined.”

“What did you imagine?”

“I don’t know. Someone more… cold? Professional? She’s actually kind of sweet under all that composure.”

“She’s been through a lot.”

“I got that impression.” Sophie turned to face me, leaning against her car. “So. We’re really doing this. Building a harem. Sharing you with other women.”

“Having second thoughts?”

“Not even first ones.” She pulled me close, kissing me thoroughly. “I know what I want. And this is it.”

“Even though it’s crazy?”

“Especially because it’s crazy.” She grinned. “Normal is boring. And you, Alex Reid, are many things—but boring isn’t one of them.”

She got in her car and drove away, leaving me in the parking lot with a lot to think about.

Rachel. Sophie. Emma. Three women who’d chosen me, each for their own reasons. Each bringing something different to the connections we were building.

And now they were starting to connect with each other. To form a structure that might actually work.

My phone buzzed.

Sophie: “That was weird but good. I think I actually like her.”

Rachel: “That was surreal. Your girlfriend is terrifyingly organized.”

I smiled, pocketing the phone.

The harem was forming.

And against all odds, it was starting to feel like something real.

Something that might actually last.


Chapter 15: Emma’s First Time

Emma texted me on Thursday afternoon.

“Can I come over tonight? To your dorm?”

The question hung on my screen, simple words carrying complex weight. We’d been meeting in the library, in coffee shops, in neutral spaces where the boundaries were clear. Her dorm was off-limits—roommates, thin walls. My dorm had been the unspoken territory we’d both been circling.

“Of course,” I typed back. “What time?”

“8? If that’s okay. I need to shower first and I have to… I need to prepare myself.”

I didn’t ask what she meant by that. I had a feeling I knew.

The hours until eight crawled by. I cleaned my room—not that it needed cleaning, but the activity kept my hands busy. Changed my sheets. Dimmed the overhead light in favor of the desk lamp. Made the space as welcoming as I could.

At 8:04, a soft knock.

I opened the door to find Emma standing in the hallway, looking like she might bolt at any second.

She’d changed out of her usual oversized clothes. Instead, she wore a soft blue sundress that actually showed her shape—not tightly, but enough to hint at what lay beneath. Her auburn hair was loose around her shoulders, catching the light from my doorway. Her glasses gleamed.

She was beautiful. And terrified.

“Hi,” she whispered.

“Hi.” I stepped back. “Come in.”

She slipped past me, her arm brushing mine. The contact sent a visible shiver through her. She moved to the center of my small room and stood there, arms wrapped around herself, taking in the space.

“It’s nice,” she said. “Your room. Cleaner than I expected.”

“I tidied up.”

“For me?”

“For you.”

She turned to face me. Her pale blue eyes were huge behind her glasses, a mix of fear and longing that made my chest tight.

“I’ve been thinking,” she started. “All day. All week, actually. Since we kissed in the library.” She took a shaky breath. “I’ve written hundreds of first-time scenes. Thousands of words about this exact moment. But now that I’m here, actually living it, I don’t know how to…”

“You don’t have to know how to anything.” I moved closer, slowly, giving her time to retreat if she wanted. “We can just talk. Watch a movie. Nothing has to happen.”

“I want it to happen.” The words came out fierce. “That’s the thing. I want this so badly. I’ve wanted it for years—not just with you, but… at all. To know what it feels like. To stop being the twenty-year-old virgin who’s only experienced intimacy through words on a page.”

“Then we’ll go slow. As slow as you need.”

“What if I need really slow?”

“Then we’ll go really slow.”

She let out a shaky laugh. “You’re too patient. You know that? Any other guy would’ve gotten frustrated with me by now.”

“I’m not any other guy.”

“No. You’re really not.”

She stepped toward me, closing the distance, and pressed her palms flat against my chest. Her hands were trembling.

“I’m scared,” she admitted. “Not of you. Of… feeling too much. Of this being so intense that I can’t handle it.”

“I’ll be right here. The whole time. If you need to stop, we stop. If you need to slow down, we slow down.” I covered her hands with mine. “Your pace, Emma. Always.”

She looked up at me, and something shifted in her expression. The fear didn’t disappear, but it made room for something else. Trust. Want.

“Kiss me,” she whispered. “Like you did in the library.”

I cupped her face in my hands—gently, carefully, like she was something precious that might break. Her skin was soft and cool, warming under my touch. I tilted her head up and lowered my lips to hers.

The kiss started soft. A gentle press. A question.

She answered by pressing closer, her body flush against mine. I felt her breasts against my chest—fuller than I’d expected through her usual oversized clothes—and her sharp inhale at the contact.

I deepened the kiss, my tongue tracing the seam of her lips. She opened for me with a small sound, letting me in. She tasted like mint, like she’d been nervously brushing her teeth before coming over.

When we finally broke apart, her glasses had fogged.

“That keeps happening,” she laughed breathlessly, removing them to wipe the lenses. “You’re going to have to get used to dating a blind girl.”

“I think I can manage.”

Without her glasses, her face looked different. Softer. More vulnerable. She blinked at me, pale eyes slightly unfocused.

“Can I take your hair down?” I asked.

“It’s already down.”

“I mean out of your face. Like this.” I brushed the auburn waves back from her cheeks, tucking them behind her ears. The gesture made her shiver again.

“You do that so gently. Touch me, I mean. Like you’re afraid I’ll break.”

“Should I be less gentle?”

“No. I like it. It’s just…” She bit her lip. “No one’s ever touched me like I matter before. Like I’m worth being careful with.”

“You’re worth everything, Emma.”

Her eyes shone. For a moment, I thought she might cry.

“Can we sit?” she asked. “I’m a little shaky.”

I led her to the bed—the only real seating in my dorm room—and we sat side by side. Her thigh pressed against mine through the thin fabric of her dress.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” I said.

“I’m thinking that I’ve imagined this moment a hundred times. Two hundred. I’ve written it so many different ways—sometimes sweet, sometimes passionate, sometimes awkward and fumbling.” She laughed softly. “I never expected it to actually happen. I assumed I’d graduate college still a virgin, still only knowing about sex through research and imagination.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m sitting on a boy’s bed with my heart trying to escape my chest, and I want something I’ve never wanted in person before.” She turned to face me. “I want you to touch me, Alex. Really touch me. I want to know what all those scenes I wrote actually feel like.”

“Then lie back.”

She did, stretching out on my bed with her auburn hair fanning across my pillow. The position made her dress ride up slightly, revealing pale thighs. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, her full breasts straining against the soft blue fabric.

I stretched out beside her, propped on one elbow, and let my hand rest on her stomach.

She flinched.

“Just your hand?”

“For now.”

“Okay. Okay.” She took a breath. “Sorry. I’m so nervous.”

“Don’t apologize. Just feel.”

I started moving my hand—slow circles over her stomach, the fabric bunching slightly under my palm. She gradually relaxed, her breathing evening out.

“That feels nice,” she whispered.

I let my hand drift higher. Over her ribs. Brushing the underside of her breast through the dress.

She gasped.

“Okay?”

“Yes. Yes, keep going.”

I cupped her breast through the fabric, feeling its weight, its fullness. She was bigger than the oversized sweaters suggested—a generous handful that fit perfectly in my palm. Her nipple hardened immediately, pressing against my hand through the thin material.

“Oh,” she breathed. “That’s… that’s…”

“Good?”

“Really good.”

I traced circles around her nipple, teasing without fully touching. She squirmed, her hips shifting restlessly.

“Can I see you?” I asked.

Her eyes flew open. “You mean…”

“I want to see you, Emma. All of you. Only if you’re ready.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then she sat up and, with trembling hands, reached for the zipper at the back of her dress.

“Help me?”

I sat up and found the zipper, drawing it down slowly. The dress loosened around her shoulders. She held it against her chest, one last barrier.

“I’m not… I don’t look like Sophie. Or Rachel. I don’t have their bodies.”

“I don’t want their bodies right now. I want yours.”

She let go.

The dress fell, pooling at her waist, and my breath caught.

Emma Walsh had been hiding a body that would have stopped traffic. Those oversized sweaters and baggy cardigans she wore every day had concealed full, heavy breasts that spilled out like a gift being unwrapped. Full C-cups, maybe pushing D, with pale pink nipples already puckered tight against the cool air of my room. The kind of soft, natural tits that would overflow a hand, that would bounce and sway with every movement.

Her skin was porcelain-pale, flushing pink across that magnificent chest and up her neck in a blush that made my cock throb. A soft stomach that curved into wide hips still hidden by the bunched dress. She had the figure of a pinup hidden under all those layers, the kind of curves men fought wars over, and she’d been concealing them like they were something to be ashamed of.

“You’re staring,” she whispered, arms twitching like she wanted to cover those gorgeous tits.

“You’re fucking incredible.”

The crude word made her blush deepen, spreading from her cheeks down to those perfect breasts.

“I’m not—”

“Incredible,” I repeated, and kissed her before she could argue.

She melted into the kiss, her bare breasts pressing against my still-clothed chest. The contact made her moan—a soft, surprised sound that went straight to my cock.

I guided her back down to the bed and pulled the dress the rest of the way off. Simple white cotton panties, already visibly damp at the center. Pale, creamy thighs slightly parted, thick and soft in a way that made me want to spread them wide. And everywhere, that gorgeous flush spreading across her skin like a map of her arousal.

“Your turn,” she managed. “It’s not fair if I’m the only one naked.”

I stripped off my shirt, and her eyes went to my chest, drinking in the sight. Then my jeans. Her breathing quickened. When I pushed down my boxers and my hard cock sprang free, thick and heavy with need, her eyes went wide.

“That’s…” She swallowed hard, her gaze locked on my erection. “I’ve described those in stories but I’ve never actually seen one. Not in person. It’s bigger than I imagined. Thicker.”

“You can touch it. If you want.”

She reached out with trembling fingers and wrapped them around my shaft. Her grip was uncertain, experimental, her small hand barely closing around my girth.

“It’s warm,” she observed, her voice breathy with wonder. “And hard but also soft? The skin, I mean. Like velvet over steel. I didn’t expect that.”

“Stroke it. Gently.”

She did, her hand moving up and down in hesitant motions that still managed to send pleasure sparking up my spine. Pre-cum beaded at the tip, a glistening pearl, and she stared at it like it was the most fascinating thing she’d ever seen.

“That means you like what I’m doing?”

“It means I want you very badly. Keep going.”

She smiled—a real smile, some of the nervousness giving way to wonder. “I’m actually doing this. I’m touching a man and he’s hard because of me.”

“Very hard. Getting harder.”

“Sorry. I’ll stop talking. I just—I need to process out loud.”

“Process all you want. I love hearing what you’re thinking.”

She stroked me a few more times, then pulled her hand away. “I want… can we do more? I’m ready. I think.”

“There’s no thinking. You have to be sure.”

“I’m sure.” She met my eyes, and beneath the nervousness was steel. “I want you, Alex. I’ve wanted this for so long. Please.”

I hooked my fingers in her panties and drew them down her pale legs. She was bare underneath—completely smooth, her virgin pussy glistening with arousal. The lips were puffy and pink, slightly parted to show the slick wetness inside, and when I brushed a finger across her folds, she jerked like she’d been electrocuted.

“So sensitive,” I murmured, watching her pussy clench at even that light touch. “And so wet already.”

“I’ve been wet since I knocked on your door,” she admitted, her blush deepening impossibly. “I’ve never—no one’s ever touched me there.”

“I’m honored to be the first.”

I spread her thick thighs wider and lowered my mouth to her virgin pussy.

Emma’s whole body went rigid. Then a sound tore out of her—somewhere between a moan and a sob—as my tongue found her swollen clit.

“Oh god—oh god—Alex—”

I licked her slowly, savoring the taste of her, learning every fold and ridge. She tasted sweet and clean, her arousal flooding my mouth within seconds, coating my chin. Every touch of my tongue made her gasp, her thick thighs trembling on either side of my head, threatening to clamp shut.

“Too much—it’s too much—”

“Good too much or bad too much?”

“I don’t know—I can’t think—” She broke off into a whimper as I sucked her clit gently into my mouth, my lips forming a seal around that sensitive bud. “Good. Good too much. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

I worked her virgin pussy with patient determination, circling her clit with my tongue, occasionally dipping lower to probe at her tight entrance. She was incredibly tight—so tight my finger barely fit when I slid it inside her, her untouched walls gripping me like a vice.

“That’s—oh—” Her hips bucked against my mouth, grinding her pussy against my face. “Alex, I feel something building. In my stomach. I think I might—”

“Let go. Come on my tongue. I’ve got you.”

I curled my finger against that spongy spot inside her while my tongue kept working her clit in tight circles. Her whole body arched off the bed, those heavy tits bouncing.

“I’m going to—I can’t hold it—”

She came with a scream that probably woke half the building.

Her pussy clamped down on my finger, her whole body shaking as the orgasm crashed through her. I felt her squirt—a rush of wetness against my chin—and kept licking, working her through it, wringing every last spasm from her virgin body.

When she finally came down, she was crying.

“Sorry,” she gasped, wiping at her eyes. “Sorry, I don’t know why I’m crying—”

“Don’t apologize. It’s overwhelming. It’s supposed to be.”

“I’ve never felt anything like that. I’ve made myself orgasm before but this was—” She shook her head, lost for words. “You did that. You made me feel that.”

“I want to make you feel more.” I positioned myself over her, the head of my cock brushing her soaked entrance. “But only if you’re ready.”

She looked up at me—flushed, tear-streaked, beautiful—and nodded.

“I’m ready. I want you inside me.” She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Make love to me, Alex. Please.”

I pushed forward.

The first inch was impossibly tight. Her virgin pussy resisted, then yielded, stretching around the head of my cock. She hissed, her nails digging into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks.

“It’s okay. Breathe. Let me in.”

“It’s bigger than I expected. The descriptions in books don’t do it justice—” She cut herself off with a shaky laugh. “I’m doing it again. Analyzing while you’re literally inside me.”

“Analyze all you want. I love your brain.”

“Right now I’d rather turn it off and just feel.”

I pushed deeper, inch by inch, feeling her tight walls stretch to accommodate me. She gasped, her back arching off the bed, those heavy tits pressing against my chest. More. Deeper. Her pussy was like a fist wrapped in wet silk, squeezing me so tight it was almost painful. Until finally I was fully seated inside her, my cock buried to the hilt in her no-longer-virgin pussy.

“You’re inside me,” she breathed, wonder and disbelief mixing in her voice. “You’re actually inside me. I can feel you so deep.”

“How does it feel?”

“Full. Stretched. Strange.” She shifted her hips experimentally, and we both groaned at the sensation. “Really good, actually. Better than I ever imagined. Like I was empty my whole life and I didn’t know it until now.”

I started to move.

Slow at first. Gentle. Each stroke drew a sound from her—gasps and whimpers and soft moans that built in intensity as I increased my pace. Her virgin pussy was flooding around me, making wet sounds with every thrust, her arousal dripping down to soak my sheets.

“Yes—like that—” Her hands found my ass, pulling me deeper, her nails raking across my skin. “More. I want more. Harder.”

I gave her more. Picked up the rhythm, filling her over and over, watching her face transform from uncertainty to pure pleasure. Her heavy tits bounced with each thrust, pale and perfect, those pink nipples hard as pebbles, and I couldn’t resist lowering my mouth to suck one into my mouth.

“I’m going to write about this,” she gasped. “Later. I’m going to write exactly how this feels.”

“Tell me how it feels now.”

“Like coming home. Like finding something I didn’t know I was missing.” Tears were streaming down her face again, but she was smiling. “Like being real for the first time in my life.”

I kissed her, swallowing her moans as I fucked her harder. Her pussy was flooding around me, soaking the sheets, making obscene sounds with every thrust.

“I’m close again,” she warned, her voice cracking. “I didn’t know you could—so soon after—”

“Come for me, Emma. Come on my cock. Let me feel that tight little pussy squeeze me.”

The dirty words—so different from her gentle Alex—pushed her over the edge.

She shattered.

This orgasm was even more intense than the first. Her whole body convulsed beneath me, her pussy clamping down so hard around my cock I could barely move. She screamed into my mouth, her nails raking down my back hard enough to draw blood, her thick thighs locked around my waist.

The sensation of her virgin cunt spasming around me, milking me, pushed me to the edge.

“I’m going to cum,” I groaned against her lips. “Where do you want it?”

“Inside,” she gasped without hesitation. “Please. I want to feel you fill me up. I need to feel it. I want your cum inside me.”

I buried myself as deep as I could go and let go. My cock pulsed, throbbing against her tight walls, pumping rope after rope of hot cum into her no-longer-virgin pussy. She moaned at the sensation, her eyes going wide at the feeling of being filled, her hips grinding against mine as her inner walls milked every last drop from my cock.

“I can feel it,” she whispered in wonder. “I can feel you coming inside me. It’s so warm.”

I kept pumping until I was empty, until my cum was leaking out around my softening cock, dripping down to join the mess we’d made on my sheets.

We collapsed together, tangled in sweaty sheets, breathing hard, still joined.

“That was…” Emma laughed weakly. “I can’t find the words. And I always have words.”

“Was it what you hoped?”

“Better.” She turned her head to look at me, glasses forgotten on the nightstand, pale eyes soft and satisfied. “So much better. All those stories I wrote—they were just shadows. This was the real thing.”
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Devotion. The System confirmed what I could feel in the way she curled against me, her body still trembling with aftershocks.

“What happens now?” she asked quietly.

“What do you want to happen?”

“I want…” She hesitated. “I know about the others. Sophie and Rachel. You haven’t tried to hide them.”

“No. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

“I want to meet them.” The words came out in a rush. “I’ve been invisible my whole life, Alex. Always on the outside looking in. But this thing you’re building—whatever it is—I don’t want to be separate from it. I want to belong.”

“You do belong. You have since the moment you let me read your stories.”

“Then let me be part of this. Really part of it. Not just your secret library girl.” She sat up, the sheet falling away from her breasts. “I want to know Sophie and Rachel. I want them to know me. I want to stop being invisible.”

I pulled her close, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

“Saturday. Sophie’s organizing a meeting. Everyone who’s part of this, getting to know each other.”

“Including me?”

“Especially you.”

She smiled—that transformative expression that lit up her whole face.

“I’ve written this scene before, you know. The part where the shy girl finally finds her people. I always thought it was just fiction.”

“Maybe your writing is more prophetic than you realized.”

“Maybe.” She settled against my chest, her breathing slowing. “Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For being patient. For making this everything I hoped it would be.”

“Thank you for trusting me with it.”

She was quiet for a while. I thought she might have fallen asleep.

Then, so soft I almost missed it: “I think I’m falling for you. Is that crazy?”

“Not crazy at all.”

“Good.” A yawn. “Because I’m too tired to be crazy right now.”

I held her while she drifted off, this woman who’d spent twenty years invisible, finally seen. Finally touched. Finally real.

The harem was growing. Emma made three—not just women who wanted me, but women who were choosing to be part of something larger. Something that might actually matter.

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

Sophie: “How’d it go with library girl?”

I typed back one-handed: “Good. Really good. She wants to meet everyone Saturday.”

“Perfect. I’ll plan something. Nothing heavy, just… coffee and conversation.”

“Sounds right.”

“Get some sleep, loop boy. Tomorrow’s going to be interesting.”

I set the phone aside and looked at the woman in my arms.

Tomorrow was going to be interesting indeed.

But for now, I had this. A warm body against mine. A heart that would remember me in the morning.

After three thousand years of nothing lasting, that was miracle enough.


Chapter 16: Joseph Summers

Tuesday morning, I went hunting.

Joseph Summers had been living in my head since our first encounter—that calm smile, those knowing eyes, the way he’d mentioned my “harem project” like he had access to my private life. He knew things he shouldn’t know. He existed in places he shouldn’t exist.

And I was done waiting for him to come to me.

The student directory gave me a starting point: Joseph Summers, senior transfer, Harrison Hall room 312. I made my way across campus with purpose, my [Temporal Divergence] already humming with anticipation.

Harrison Hall was one of the older dormitories, brick and ivy climbing the walls, the kind of building that housed students who valued quiet over modern amenities. Not the typical choice for someone trying to blend in—but then again, maybe that was exactly the point.

I climbed to the third floor and found room 312. The door was plain, no decorations, no name tag, nothing to distinguish it from any other door in the hallway.

I knocked.

Silence.

I knocked again, harder this time.

“He’s not there.”

I turned. A girl was peering out from the room across the hall—freshman, probably, with pink streaks in her hair and a curious expression.

“Joseph? Do you know where he is?”

“Library, I think. He’s always at the library.” She tilted her head. “You’re not the first person to come looking for him, you know. There was a guy yesterday too. Older. Suit.”

That was interesting. “Did you hear what they talked about?”

“Nope. Joseph doesn’t talk loud enough to eavesdrop on. It’s annoying, actually.” She grinned. “But whatever it was, Suit Guy left looking pissed.”

“Thanks.”

I headed for the library.

My [Temporal Divergence] grew more insistent as I walked—not the screaming alarm of our first encounter, but a steady pulse of wrongness that told me I was on the right track. Joseph Summers was nearby, and whatever he was, the System didn’t like it.

I found him in the reference section.

He was sitting alone at a table near the back, surrounded by books that looked like they hadn’t been touched since the seventies. Old records, historical documents, things that had no obvious connection to any academic discipline.

He looked up when I approached, and that faint smile appeared.

“Alex. I wondered when you’d come looking.”

“You’ve been avoiding me.”

“I’ve been waiting.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “Sit. We have things to discuss.”

I sat, keeping the table between us. My [Temporal Divergence] was pulsing harder now, almost painful behind my eyes.

“Who are you really?” I asked.

“Joseph Summers. Transfer student. Psychology major.” His expression didn’t change. “All true, technically. The records are genuine. The classes are real. I’m as much a student as anyone else on this campus.”

“But that’s not all you are.”

“No.” He leaned back, fingers steepled. “That’s not all I am.”

“Then what?”

He was quiet for a moment, studying me with those dark, assessing eyes.

“How much do you understand about the loops, Alex? About why they happened? About what they were for?”

“Not enough. The System doesn’t explain.”

“No. It wouldn’t.” He picked up one of the old books, thumbing through pages without really looking at them. “The loops were a selection process. A test. Not just of survival, but of character. The entity that designed them wanted to see what kind of person could endure three millennia of isolation and come out the other side still… human.”

“I know that part. You told me before.”

“I told you the outline. Now I’ll tell you more.” He set the book down. “You weren’t the only subject, Alex. There are others—were others—scattered across the world. Different locations, different durations, different circumstances. Some loops lasted decades. Some lasted centuries. Some, like yours, lasted millennia.”

“How many?”

“Over the past hundred years? Approximately two hundred subjects. Currently active? Sixteen.”

The number hit me like a punch. Sixteen. Out of two hundred. That was a ninety-two percent failure rate.

“What happened to the others?”

“Various outcomes. Some died permanently—found ways to end themselves that the loop couldn’t reset. Some went mad, lost in repetition until their minds simply stopped functioning. Some surrendered, stopped fighting, became hollow echoes of people rather than actual persons.” His voice was clinical, detached. “The entity considers all of these acceptable results. Failure is still data.”

“That’s monstrous.”

“That’s science. Or something like it.” He shrugged. “I don’t make the rules, Alex. I just observe and report.”

“Report to whom?”

For the first time, his expression flickered. Something like uncertainty.

“I don’t know.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m serious. I receive instructions. I follow protocols. But the entity—whatever it is—doesn’t explain itself to messengers like me. I know it exists. I know it has power beyond human comprehension. I know it’s watching. But its motivations, its goals, its ultimate purpose? Those are beyond my pay grade.”

I leaned forward, frustration building. “Then what good are you? You show up, drop cryptic hints about phases and tests, and then tell me you don’t actually know anything?”

“I know things.” His calm didn’t waver. “I know that the loops were Phase One. I know that you passed. And I know that Phase Two is coming.”

“What is Phase Two?”

“The next stage of the selection process.” He pulled a sheet of paper from one of the books—notes, I realized, written in his own hand. “Phase One tested your individual resilience. Your ability to survive isolation, to maintain sanity, to accumulate skills and knowledge despite the futility of permanent progress. You passed. Sixteen of you passed.”

“And Phase Two?”

“Phase Two tests something different. Not isolation, but integration. Not survival, but protection.” He met my eyes directly. “Phase Two introduces competition. External threats. Other subjects entering your territory.”

My blood chilled. “Other loop survivors?”

“Some. And others who were enhanced in different ways, for different purposes. The entity doesn’t reveal its selection criteria, but the patterns suggest it values… variety.”

“Enhanced how?”

“Different abilities. Different histories. Different motivations.” He spread his hands. “I don’t have specifics. I’m not given operational details, just general parameters. But what I know is this: Phase Two will bring new subjects to your area. Some may be allies. Some will certainly be threats. All of them will be competing for something the entity values.”

“Competing for what?”

“Territory. Resources. Connections.” His gaze sharpened. “The bonds you’re building, Alex. The harem, the relationships, the network of people who care about you. That’s not incidental to Phase Two. That’s the point of Phase Two. The entity wants to see what you’ll build—and whether you can defend it.”
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The System seemed to confirm what Joseph was saying. Or at least, it wasn’t contradicting him.

“Why tell me this?” I asked. “If you’re just an observer, why give me warnings?”

“Because I have limited discretion in how I carry out my role.” Something almost human flickered in his expression. “The entity wants data. It doesn’t care how that data is generated. If I warn you and you prepare, that’s one data set. If I say nothing and you’re blindsided, that’s another. Both are valid outcomes from the entity’s perspective.”

“But you chose to warn me.”

“I did.”

“Why?”

He was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was different—softer, more uncertain.

“I was a subject once. Not a looper, but something else. A different kind of test.” He looked down at his hands. “I know what it’s like to be the entity’s plaything. To have your life manipulated for purposes you don’t understand. And while I can’t fight the system I’m part of, I can… nudge things. Provide information that might help someone else survive.”

“That sounds dangerously close to empathy.”

“It is. Which is why I’d appreciate you not mentioning this conversation to anyone who might report back to my handlers.” The ghost of a smile. “Officially, I’m supposed to be neutral. An impartial observer. Unofficially… let’s say I’m rooting for you.”

I studied him—this man who existed outside my loop memories, who served an entity I didn’t understand, who was breaking his own rules to give me a fighting chance.

“What should I be doing?” I asked. “To prepare?”

“What you’re already doing. Building bonds. Accumulating allies. Creating a network of people who have genuine reason to stand with you.” He stood, gathering his notes. “The connections you form now will determine your strength in Phase Two. Each woman in your life is more than a relationship—she’s a strategic asset. The System tracks bonds because bonds provide power.”

“The stat bonuses.”

“More than that. Soulbond abilities. Shared powers. Things that become possible only when connection reaches its deepest level.” He tucked the notes into his pocket. “The entity designed it this way intentionally. Phase Two rewards those who can form genuine attachments, not just collect followers. Quality over quantity.”

“How much time do I have?”

Joseph checked his watch—an ordinary gesture that somehow felt portentous.

“Three days. Give or take.”

“Three days until what?”

“Until Phase Two activates in your zone. Until new subjects arrive. Until the game changes.” He started walking toward the exit. “Phase Two starts whether you’re ready or not. I’d suggest getting your house in order.”

He paused at the end of the shelves, looking back.

“Try not to die. I’d hate for all my rule-breaking to be wasted.”

Then he was gone, disappearing between stacks with that unsettling ease.
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Three days.

I stood in the library, surrounded by dusty books and the lingering sense of wrongness that Joseph left in his wake, and tried to process what I’d learned.

Phase Two was a competition. Other subjects—other people who’d survived the entity’s tests—would be arriving. And I would have to defend what I’d built against them.

The harem wasn’t just a relationship choice. It was a survival strategy. Each bond I formed made me stronger. Each woman who reached Soulbound status would share abilities that might mean the difference between success and failure.

I needed to tell them. All of them. Sophie, Rachel, Emma. Even Jess, with her impossible loop fragments. Even Becca, despite her hostility.

They deserved to know what they were part of.



I found Sophie at the athletic center, finishing up a conditioning session. Her body was slick with sweat, compression shorts riding high on her toned thighs, sports bra dark with moisture. Even exhausted from training, she moved with that coiled grace I’d come to associate with her.

“Hey.” She kissed me quickly. “You look like someone kicked your puppy.”

“I talked to Joseph.”

Her expression sharpened immediately. “The mystery man? What did he say?”

I gave her the condensed version while she stretched, her body flowing through post-workout routines. By the time I finished, her jaw was tight with tension.

“Three days,” she repeated. “And then what? People show up trying to take you out?”

“Or take what I’ve built. Or both. I don’t know specifics.”

“But the harem—the bonds—that’s not just about us. It’s about making you stronger.”

“It’s about making us stronger. All of us.” I crouched beside her where she sat on the mat. “The System tracks genuine connection, Sophie. The power comes from real relationships, not just physical intimacy. You’re not just my girlfriend—you’re my first ally. My team captain. That means something.”

She was quiet for a moment, processing. Then she nodded slowly.

“Okay. I can work with this.” Her competitive nature was already engaging, reframing the challenge. “So we need to solidify the group. Make sure everyone’s on the same page. Get the bonds as strong as possible before these new players arrive.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Saturday’s meeting is even more important now.” She stood, pulling me up with her. “I’ll reach out to Rachel and Emma. Make sure they understand this isn’t just a social call.”

“What about Jess?”

“The tattoo girl?” Sophie’s expression flickered. “She’s not officially part of the group yet.”

“She might be important. The System flagged her as an anomaly—she has loop fragments, memories that shouldn’t exist. Joseph said the entity values variety. Maybe Jess represents something we don’t understand yet.”

“Then we include her. Saturday. Everyone.”

“And Becca?”

Sophie’s face went flat. “Do we have to?”

“She’s part of this whether she likes it or not. The System tracks her bond. And Joseph mentioned that conflicts should be resolved before Phase Two.”

“Becca Hayes is not a conflict. She’s a pain in my ass.” But Sophie sighed. “Fine. I’ll reach out. But if she starts drama at the meeting, I’m not responsible for what happens.”

“Fair enough.”

She kissed me again, longer this time, her sweaty body pressing against mine.

“We’ve got this,” she murmured against my lips. “Whatever’s coming, we face it together. That’s what teams do.”

“I love you.”

The words came out before I could think about them. Sophie pulled back, eyes wide.

“Did you just—”

“I did.” There was no point taking it back. “I’ve been thinking it for days. Might as well say it.”

Her face transformed—that bright, fierce grin that made her look like she could conquer the world.

“I love you too, you ridiculous time-loop man.” She punched my shoulder. “Now let me shower so we can figure out how to save your ass from interdimensional competition.”

She jogged off toward the locker rooms, and I watched her go, feeling something settle in my chest.

Three days until Phase Two.

But I wasn’t facing it alone.



Rachel’s response to the news was more measured.

We met at her off-campus apartment—the first time she’d invited me there rather than meeting at her office or the diner. The space was exactly what I’d expected: neat, professional, filled with books and subtle evidence of a life carefully controlled.

“So we’re not just in a unconventional relationship,” she said, pouring wine into two glasses. “We’re in a cosmic selection process with competing subjects and an all-powerful entity observing our every move.”

“When you put it like that, it sounds crazy.”

“It is crazy.” She handed me a glass. “But then, everything about you is crazy. Why should the context be any different?”

“You’re taking this well.”

“I’m compartmentalizing.” She sat across from me, legs crossed, professional even in casual clothes. “If I actually processed the implications, I’d probably have a breakdown. So instead, I’m treating it like a research problem. Gather data. Analyze variables. Develop strategies.”

“That’s very psychology professor of you.”

“It’s very me. I cope through intellectual distance.” She sipped her wine. “Saturday’s meeting. What’s the goal?”

“Information sharing. Making sure everyone understands what they’re part of. Strengthening the group dynamic before external pressure arrives.”

“And you want me there as… what? The mature voice of reason?”

“I want you there as someone I care about. Someone who’s part of this whether you wanted to be or not.” I leaned forward. “Rachel, I know this isn’t what you signed up for. A few weeks ago, you were a respected professor with no complications in your life. Now you’re involved with a student, sharing him with other women, and apparently part of some cosmic game.”

“You forgot ‘having mind-blowing sex in my office.’”

“That too.”

She smiled despite herself. “You make it very hard to be sensible about this, Alex.”

“Is that a complaint?”

“It’s an observation.” She set down her wine and moved to sit beside me. “I spent five years being sensible. Being careful. Building walls and protecting myself from anything that might hurt me. And all it got me was lonely.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m involved in something terrifying and irrational and completely outside my control.” She took my hand. “And I’m happier than I’ve been since before my divorce. Possibly happier than I’ve ever been.”

“Even with the cosmic entity and the competing subjects?”

“Even with all of it. Because I’m not facing it alone.” She squeezed my fingers. “Saturday. I’ll be there. And whatever comes after—Phase Two, other subjects, anything—I’m with you. All the way.”

I kissed her, tasting wine and warmth and surrender.

Whatever was coming, I had allies.

And that had to count for something.



Emma’s reaction was… Emma.

“I knew it,” she breathed when I finished explaining. “I knew there was something larger happening. The way you talked about time, the way you knew things you shouldn’t—it always felt like there was a story behind it. A big story.”

“You’re not frightened?”

“Terrified.” Her pale eyes were wide behind her glasses. “But also… excited? Is that weird?”

“A little.”

“I’ve been writing stories my whole life. Creating worlds, imagining impossible things. And now I’m living in one. I’m part of something that actually matters.” She pulled her cardigan tighter—that familiar nervous gesture—but she was smiling. “I’ve been invisible for twenty years, Alex. Now I’m part of a harem defending against cosmic competition. That’s… that’s the opposite of invisible.”

“It might be dangerous.”

“Everything worth doing is dangerous.” She moved closer, pressing against my side. “Saturday. The meeting. I’ll be there. And whatever comes next—I’m ready.”

Her certainty surprised me. This was the girl who’d been too shy to make eye contact two weeks ago, who’d never shown anyone her secret stories, who’d never been kissed.

Now she was facing interdimensional competition with enthusiasm.

“You’re stronger than you think,” I told her.

“I’m starting to realize that.” She tilted her head up for a kiss. “You helped me see it.”

Three days until Phase Two.

Three women confirmed and committed.

Two more still uncertain—Jess with her mysterious fragments, Becca with her hostile defenses.

But the foundation was forming.

And when Phase Two arrived, we would be ready.

Or at least, as ready as we could be.

The System hummed in my awareness, counting down the hours.

Whatever was coming, it was coming soon.


Chapter 17: Becca Breaks

The campus cultural fair was exactly the kind of event I normally avoided.

Too many people, too much noise, too many booths competing for attention. But Sophie had texted me that Becca would be there—representing her sorority in some kind of multicultural debate showcase—and if I wanted to resolve conflicts before Phase Two, this was my chance.

So here I was, standing in the back of the auditorium, watching Becca Hayes dominate the stage.

She was dressed to kill, as always. A cream-colored blazer over a tight white top that showed just enough cleavage to be distracting. High-waisted pants that hugged her long legs. Her blonde hair was swept back in perfect waves, catching the stage lights like spun gold.

Ice queen perfection.

She was also good. Really good. The debate format pitted student representatives against each other on cultural topics, and Becca handled her opponent—a nervous poly-sci major—with surgical precision. Her arguments were sharp, her delivery polished, her presence commanding.

The audience loved her. Of course they did.

Then she saw me.

Our eyes met across the auditorium, and her composure flickered. Just for a moment. Just enough for me to catch the flash of something beneath her perfect surface—anger, maybe, or something she refused to name.

Her next argument came out sharper. More aggressive. She wasn’t debating her opponent anymore; she was showing off for me.

The format shifted to a Q&A segment, and hands shot up across the auditorium. Becca fielded questions with practiced ease, never stumbling, never hesitating.

Then someone asked about the cultural implications of linguistic imperialism.

It was a complicated topic—the way dominant languages erase minority tongues, the politics of which languages get taught, who gets to define “proper” speech. Becca started to answer, but her response was surface-level, talking points without depth.

Something shifted in me. That old competitive instinct, honed over three thousand years.

I raised my hand.

The moderator pointed to me. “Yes, the gentleman in the back.”

“I’d like to offer a counter-perspective,” I said, my voice carrying clearly across the auditorium. “Ms. Hayes suggests that linguistic preservation is primarily an academic concern. But that ignores the lived experience of communities whose languages face extinction.”

Becca’s eyes narrowed. “And you are?”

“Alex Reid. Senior. Psychology major.” I stepped forward, moving down the aisle. “But more relevantly, I’m someone who’s spent considerable time studying this issue.”

“Study isn’t experience.”

“You’re right. Experience is better.” I stopped at the front of the auditorium, facing her directly. “Shall we discuss this properly?”

The audience murmured. The moderator looked uncertain. But Becca—competitive Becca, never-back-down Becca—smiled like a shark scenting blood.

“By all means. Enlighten us.”

I did.

What followed was ten minutes of debate that left the audience breathless. I pulled knowledge from a thousand loop iterations—conversations with visiting scholars, readings from restricted archives, arguments refined over centuries of practice. I spoke about endangered languages with the intimacy of someone who’d learned several just to watch them die.

And when Becca tried to pivot, tried to reframe the discussion in territory she controlled, I met her in three languages.
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Mandarin to address the Chinese cultural perspective. Arabic to discuss colonial linguistic erasure in the Middle East. Back to English to bring it home.

By the time I finished, the auditorium was silent. Then someone started clapping, and it spread, building into genuine applause.

Becca stood frozen on stage, her perfect composure finally cracked.

She’d never lost a debate. Never been outmatched so thoroughly, so publicly. And she’d certainly never been humiliated by someone she’d dismissed as unworthy of her attention.

The moderator tried to salvage the event, wrapping up with closing remarks, but the energy had shifted. Everyone knew who had won.

I caught Becca’s eye as the crowd began to disperse. The anger there was nuclear.

She was going to find me later.

I was counting on it.



She cornered me outside the engineering building, two hours after the debate.

I’d been walking back from the library when a hand grabbed my arm and yanked me into an alcove between buildings. Suddenly I was pressed against brick with Becca Hayes in my face, her ice-blue eyes blazing.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?”

“Alex Reid. We’ve met.”

“Don’t get cute with me.” Her grip on my arm was painfully tight. “You humiliated me. In front of everyone. Do you have any idea what that’s going to do to my reputation?”

“Probably enhance it. You were excellent until I showed up. People will remember you as the only person who went toe-to-toe with the mystery polyglot.”

“I don’t want to go toe-to-toe. I want to win.” She was so close I could smell her perfume—something expensive and aggressive, like her. “I always win.”

“Not today.”

Her other hand came up and shoved my chest. Hard.

“What is your deal? You show up out of nowhere, you act like you know everything, you have half the women on campus following you around like lovesick puppies—” She stopped, something ugly crossing her face. “Including that athletic bitch who thinks she’s better than me.”

“Sophie?”

“Whatever her name is. I’ve seen you two. And I’ve heard rumors about Professor Shaw—yeah, that’s right, I know about that too.” Her voice dripped venom. “You’re collecting women like trophies. Like you’re better than everyone else. Like you deserve them.”

“I don’t collect anyone. They choose me.”

“Bullshit.”

“Why does it bother you so much, Becca?”

The question stopped her mid-rant. Her mouth opened, closed. Something flickered in those ice-blue eyes.

“It doesn’t,” she said, but her voice had lost some of its edge.

“Really? Because you’ve been obsessed with me since we met. Tracking my movements. Asking questions about my relationships. Showing up wherever I am.” I held her gaze. “If you hate me so much, why can’t you leave me alone?”

“I’m not obsessed. I’m observant.”

“You’re jealous.”

Her hand came up to slap me. I caught her wrist.

For a long moment, we stayed frozen like that—her wrist in my grip, our faces inches apart, both of us breathing hard. The electricity between us was undeniable, crackling with hostility and something else. Something she was fighting desperately not to acknowledge.

“Let go of me,” she said.

“No.”

“I said let go.”

“And I said no.” I pulled her closer, eliminating the last inch of space between us. “You came looking for me, Becca. You started this. So if you want to finish it, you’re going to have to do it honestly.”

“Honestly?”

“Tell me what you really want.”

Her eyes searched mine, furious and frightened and something else—hungry. She was hungry in a way she’d probably never admitted to anyone, least of all herself.

“I hate you,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“You’re arrogant and insufferable and you think you’re better than everyone.”

“Maybe.”

“And I can’t stop thinking about you.” The words came out like they were ripped from her. “I can’t stop imagining what it would be like to—to—”

She kissed me.

It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t tender. It was warfare with lips and teeth—angry, desperate, bruising. She bit my lower lip hard enough to draw blood, and I heard myself growl as I spun us around, slamming her back against the wall.

“Finally,” I said against her mouth.

“Shut up and kiss me, you asshole.”

I did. Harder than before. My hands found her waist, her hips, pulling her against me so she could feel exactly what she was doing to me. She gasped at the contact—my cock already rock-hard, pressing against her through our clothes.

“Is that—”

“That’s what you do to me. What you’ve done to me since we met.” I bit her neck, just below her ear. “You think I haven’t noticed you, Becca? You think I don’t know exactly what’s under this ice-queen act?”

“I’m not—I don’t—”

“You’re desperate.” My hand slid up her body, cupping her breast through the thin fabric of her top. Her back arched, pushing into my touch. “You’re exhausted from being perfect all the time. And you want someone who can match you. Challenge you. Someone who won’t crumble when you push.”

“And that’s you?”

“Let’s find out.”

I kissed her again, and this time she stopped fighting it. Her arms wrapped around my neck, her body pressing against mine, her perfect facade crumbling piece by piece.

“Not here,” she gasped. “Someone will see.”

“Then where?”

“My sorority has private rooms. For studying.” A harsh laugh. “We won’t be studying.”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me across campus. We moved fast, avoiding the main paths, slipping through shadows. Anyone who saw us would have seen Becca Hayes practically running, dragging some guy behind her like she couldn’t wait another second.

The sorority house was quiet—most of the sisters still at the cultural fair. Becca used her key to access a side door, led me through a maze of hallways, and finally pushed me into a small room with a couch and a locked door.

She turned the lock.

Then she turned to face me.

“I still hate you,” she said.

“I know.”

“This doesn’t mean anything.”

“Sure.”

“And if you tell anyone—”

“Who would I tell?”

She crossed the distance between us and kissed me again, and this time there was nothing held back. All that armor, all that perfection, all that ice—it shattered against me as she threw herself into the moment.

I caught her, lifting her easily. She wrapped her legs around my waist, her designer pants stretching across her toned thighs. My hands found her ass—tight and perfect from all those squats—and squeezed hard enough to make her moan.

“Fuck,” she gasped. “I need—I want—”

“Use your words, Becca.”

“Don’t make me—”

“Use. Your. Words.”

She growled in frustration, but I could feel her getting wetter against me, could feel the heat even through layers of clothing.

“I want you to fuck me.” The words came out fierce, defiant. “I want you to fuck me until I forget why I’m supposed to hate you.”

“That’s better.”

I carried her to the couch and dropped her onto it, then stood over her, taking in the sight. Becca Hayes, ice queen of the sorority, hair already mussed, lips swollen from kissing, chest heaving with want.

“Strip,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Take off your clothes. Show me what’s under all that perfection.”

For a moment, I thought she’d refuse. Assert her dominance. Try to take control back.

Instead, she reached for the buttons of her blazer.

She stripped slowly, making a show of it even now, because even while surrendering Becca Hayes had to be in control. The blazer fell away. The white top followed, revealing a lacy black bra that barely contained her enhanced breasts—perky C-cups that sat high and round on her chest, defying gravity in a way that only the best surgeons could achieve. They were perfect. Fake perfect, but perfect nonetheless, with tan lines that told me she sunbathed topless.

Her pants came next, sliding down those endless spray-tanned legs, revealing matching lacy panties. Her body was sculpted, maintained, every inch of it curated for maximum effect. Flat stomach, toned thighs, an ass that squats and expensive trainers had made into a work of art.

She lay back on the couch in nothing but lingerie, watching me with challenging eyes, her enhanced tits rising and falling with each breath.

“Your turn. Let’s see if you’re worth all this trouble.”

I pulled off my shirt, let her see the body that three thousand years of physical training had created. Her eyes tracked down my chest, my abs, and I watched her swallow as I pushed down my pants and boxers in one motion, letting my thick cock spring free, already hard and ready for her.

“Holy shit,” she breathed, her eyes going wide. “That’s…”

“See something you like, princess?”

“Don’t get smug.” But she couldn’t stop staring at my cock. “It’s just… bigger than I expected. Much bigger.”

“Your mouth says one thing.” I wrapped my hand around my shaft and stroked slowly. “Your eyes say something else.”

I knelt on the couch, positioning myself over her. She reached up and grabbed my shoulders, nails digging in.

“I’m not going to be gentle,” she warned.

“Neither am I.”

I kissed her brutally, teeth and tongue, and while she was distracted I reached down and ripped her expensive panties clean off her body.

She gasped in outrage. “Those were three hundred dollars—”

“Bill me.”

My fingers found her pussy—absolutely soaking wet, her arousal dripping down her thighs. She moaned when I shoved two fingers inside, her back arching off the couch, her perfectly waxed cunt gripping me.

“You’re fucking drenched,” I said against her mouth. “All that fighting and you were dripping for me the whole time. Did arguing with me make you wet, Becca?”

“Shut up and—ah—”

I curled my fingers hard, finding her g-spot with the precision of three thousand years of practice. She cried out, her pussy clamping down, her hips bucking.

“What was that? I didn’t catch it.”

“Fuck you,” she snarled, but it came out as a moan.

“That’s the plan, princess.”

I worked her roughly, finger-fucking her with no mercy while my thumb ground against her swollen clit. She thrashed beneath me, fighting for control even as pleasure overwhelmed her, but I was relentless. Every time she tried to establish a rhythm, I changed it. Every time she got close, I backed off, keeping her on the edge.

“You bastard—let me—I need to—”

“You don’t get to demand anything.” I added a third finger, stretching her. “You come when I let you come.”

“I’m going to—fuck—don’t stop—please don’t stop—”

She came with a scream that echoed off the walls, her whole body convulsing, her pussy clamping down on my fingers like a vice. I felt her squirt around my hand, her cum splashing against my palm, soaking the expensive couch beneath her.

Before she could recover, I pulled my fingers out and positioned my cock at her entrance.

“Wait—” Her eyes went wide. “I need a second—”

“No, you don’t.”

I thrust into her in one brutal stroke, burying my entire length in her soaked cunt.

She screamed again—pleasure and shock and something that sounded almost like relief. Her tight pussy gripped my cock like a fist, still fluttering with aftershocks from her orgasm, stretching around my girth.

“You feel fucking incredible,” I growled against her ear. “This tight little cunt was made for my cock.”

“Don’t—don’t be nice to me—”

“Nice?” I laughed darkly and started fucking her hard, no buildup, no mercy. “You’re a spoiled brat who’s never been denied anything in her life. You’ve had everything handed to you—the money, the looks, the fake tits.”

“Yes—” She moaned it, her hips rising to meet my thrusts.

“You’ve spent years hiding behind that perfect facade, terrified that someone might see the real you. The desperate little girl underneath.”

“Fuck you—”

“And now you’re getting fucked by someone who sees right through you.” I grabbed a fistful of her blonde hair and yanked her head back, exposing her throat. “Someone who knows exactly what you need. You need to be taken. Owned. Fucked until you can’t think.”

“I don’t need—I don’t—” Her words dissolved into desperate moans as I changed my angle, driving deeper, hitting spots that made her eyes roll back. “Oh god—right there—don’t stop—”

I pounded into her without restraint, the couch creaking and shaking beneath us. Her perfect enhanced tits bounced with every thrust, hypnotic in their surgical perfection, and I lowered my mouth to one nipple, biting down hard enough to leave marks.

“YES—” She grabbed my head, holding me against her chest, her back arching. “Harder—bite me harder—mark me—”

I obliged, leaving red bite marks across her perfect spray-tanned tits. Evidence she’d have to hide tomorrow beneath high-necked tops. Somehow, I knew she’d wear them like secret badges of honor.

“I’m going to cum again,” she gasped, her voice cracking. “Fuck, you’re making me—I never come this many times—I never—”

“Look at me.” I grabbed her chin, forcing her ice-blue eyes to meet mine even as I kept pounding into her. “Look at me when you cum on my cock, Becca. I want to watch you break.”

Her eyes locked on mine, and I watched the last of her walls crumble. The hostility, the armor, the desperate need to be perfect—all of it fell away as pleasure crashed through her like a wave.

“Alex—” My name, from her lips, for the first time. Not an insult. Not a curse. Just my name, desperate and raw. “Alex—I’m—I’m coming—”

She shattered.

Her pussy clamped down so hard around my cock it was almost painful, her whole body convulsing beneath me, her toes curling. Tears streamed down her face—tears she’d probably deny later—as the most powerful orgasm of her life tore through her. I felt her squirt again, her cum gushing around my cock, soaking us both.

The sight of the ice queen completely undone, crying and coming on my cock, pushed me over the edge.

“Where do you want my cum?”

“Inside—” She was still shaking, barely coherent, her pussy still spasming around me. “Please—inside me—fill me up—”

I buried myself to the hilt and let go. My cock pulsed, throbbing against her tight walls, pumping rope after rope of hot cum deep inside her, marking her in the most primal way possible. She moaned at the sensation, her hips grinding against mine, her pussy milking every last drop from my balls.

“I can feel it,” she whimpered. “So much—you’re filling me up—”

I kept pumping until I was completely empty, until my cum was overflowing from her stuffed pussy, leaking down to stain the expensive couch.

We collapsed together, breathing hard, slick with sweat and cum.
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Becca stirred against me, her breathing slowly returning to normal.

“That was…” She stopped, seeming to search for words. “I don’t know what that was.”

“Honest.”

“Don’t start.”

But there was no venom in her voice. Just exhaustion, and something that might have been peace.

She disentangled herself from me and started gathering her clothes. Her hands were shaking as she reached for her bra.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” she said, not looking at me.

“Okay.”

“I still hate you.”

“Okay.”

She finally turned, blazer half-buttoned, perfect hair in ruins. And beneath the defensive words, I could see the truth in her eyes.

“Same time tomorrow?”

I laughed. “If you want.”

“I don’t want.” But she was smiling—the first genuine smile I’d ever seen from her. “I just… might be available. If you happened to be around.”

“I might be around.”

She nodded, composure slowly reassembling. By the time she finished dressing, she almost looked like herself again. Almost.

“That thing you said. About seeing through me.” She paused at the door. “Was that just dirty talk, or did you mean it?”

“What do you think?”

She studied me for a long moment. Then something shifted in her expression—the ice cracking just enough to let warmth through.

“I think you’re the first person who’s ever bothered to look.” She opened the door. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

Then she was gone, the door clicking shut behind her.

I lay on the couch, staring at the ceiling, processing what had just happened.

Becca Hayes. Ice queen. Nemesis. Now… something else. Something we’d both have to figure out.

My phone buzzed.

Sophie: “How’d the conflict resolution go?”

I typed back: “Resolved. In a manner of speaking.”

“Do I want to know the manner?”

“Probably not in detail. But she’ll be at Saturday’s meeting.”

“Seriously? You got Becca Hayes to agree to group therapy?”

“I can be very persuasive.”

A long pause. Then: “I don’t want to know. I definitely don’t want to know.”

I smiled, pocketing the phone.

Three days until Phase Two. And my foundation was growing stronger.

One unexpected connection at a time.


Chapter 18: The Harem Forms

Tuesday morning, Sophie kicked me out of my own dorm.

“Go find something to do for a few hours,” she said, practically pushing me through the door. “Get coffee. Study. Stare at clouds. I don’t care, as long as you’re not here.”

“What’s happening here?”

“Women’s meeting. No boys allowed.” She grinned at my expression. “Don’t worry, loop boy. We’re not plotting against you. We’re plotting for you. There’s a difference.”

“That’s not exactly reassuring.”

“It’s not supposed to be.” She kissed my cheek and shut the door in my face.

I wandered across campus, trying not to feel like I’d been exiled from my own life. The autumn air was crisp, the trees just starting to turn. Normal Saturday morning. Normal students going about normal activities.

Nothing about my life was normal anymore.

I found myself at the coffee shop near the library, nursing an Americano and watching the door like I expected someone to walk through with answers to questions I hadn’t asked yet.

What I got instead was my phone, hours later, with a photo that made me choke on my drink.

Sophie, Rachel, and Emma on Sophie’s dorm couch. All three of them, middle fingers raised, identical mischievous grins on their faces. The caption read: “We talked. You’re welcome.”

Below that, a second message from Sophie: “Come to my place at 3. We have things to discuss.”

I stared at the photo for a long time, trying to read what had happened from their expressions. They looked… comfortable. Happy, even. Three women who barely knew each other, who came from completely different worlds, who had nothing in common except me.

Whatever Sophie had orchestrated, it seemed to have worked.



Earlier that morning

Sophie’s dorm room wasn’t exactly designed for hosting, but she’d done her best. She’d pushed back the furniture to create space, brought in extra chairs, and laid out an impressive spread of pastries from the good bakery off campus.

Rachel arrived first, looking uncertain in casual clothes—jeans and a sweater that somehow still managed to highlight her curves. She paused in the doorway, taking in the setup.

“Is this weird? This feels weird.”

“It’s definitely weird.” Sophie gestured to a chair. “But weird is apparently our new normal. Pastry?”

Emma showed up five minutes later, clutching her cardigan around herself like armor. Her eyes went wide when she saw Rachel.

“Dr. Shaw?”

“Just Rachel today. We’re apparently off-duty.” Rachel managed a smile. “You’re the library girl. Emma.”

“That’s me.” Emma perched on the edge of the couch, looking ready to bolt. “I didn’t realize you’d be… I mean, Alex mentioned, but seeing you in person is…”

“Surreal?”

“I was going to say intimidating. But surreal works too.”

Sophie settled into the remaining chair, taking charge like the team captain she was.

“Okay. Cards on the table.” She looked at each of them in turn. “We all know why we’re here. We’re all involved with Alex. And unless we want this to turn into some kind of horrible competition or jealousy spiral, we need to figure out how to make it work.”

Rachel raised an eyebrow. “And you think a morning meeting is going to solve centuries of ingrained relationship expectations?”

“I think it’s a start. I’m the first—I saw Alex the day everything changed for him. I’ve had time to process the weirdness. You two are newer to this.” Sophie leaned forward. “So let’s process together. Tell me about your Alex.”

“My Alex?”

“The version of him you see. The part he shows you.” Sophie gestured vaguely. “I have athletic Alex. Competition-loving, workout-partner, makes-jokes-about-my-form Alex. Rachel probably has intellectual Alex. Emma—” She hesitated. “I actually don’t know what Emma has.”

“Patient Alex,” Emma said quietly. “Gentle. The one who actually listens when I talk, who reads my work without judging, who—” She stopped, flushing. “Who made my first time feel like it mattered.”

Rachel’s expression softened. “He made you feel seen.”

“Yes. Exactly.” Emma looked at her with surprise. “Is that what he does for you too?”

“In a way. I’m a professor. I’ve spent my career being the expert in the room, having all the answers.” Rachel’s voice grew thoughtful. “With Alex, I get to not be in control. To let someone else take the lead. It’s… freeing.”

“So we all get something different from him,” Sophie said. “That makes sense. He’s like a prism—different angles show different colors.”

“Pretentious metaphor,” Rachel observed.

“Shut up, it works.” But Sophie was smiling. “The point is, we’re not in competition. We’re not fighting over the same thing because we’re not getting the same thing.”

Emma uncurled slightly, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “I was so worried. When Alex told me about… about both of you. I thought you’d hate me. Think I was intruding on something.”

“How could you intrude?” Sophie asked. “You were there first, in a way. He talked about you—the library girl who wrote secret stories. He noticed you before you ever noticed him.”

“He did?”

“He notices everyone. That’s his whole deal.” Sophie grabbed a croissant and tore off a piece. “Three thousand years of watching people. He learned to pay attention.”

Rachel shifted in her seat. “About that. The time loop explanation. I’ll admit, my first instinct was disbelief. But the more I think about it, the more it explains certain things.”

“Like what?”

“Like why he knows my research better than my own graduate students. Like why he understood references I didn’t even make out loud.” She shook her head. “We must have talked, during those loops. Really talked. About everything.”

“And then he had to start over when it broke,” Emma said softly. “All those conversations, just… gone. For everyone except him.”

They sat with that for a moment. The weight of three millennia of accumulated connections, erased every midnight, replayed every morning. The loneliness of being the only one who remembered.

“No wonder he’s so intense about us,” Sophie finally said. “We’re the first people who are going to remember him tomorrow. Really remember. That must be…”

“Terrifying,” Rachel finished. “And precious.”

“And we’re here, arguing about territory.” Sophie stood abruptly, moving to the window. “It seems kind of petty, doesn’t it? After everything he’s been through.”

“What are you proposing?” Rachel asked carefully.

“I’m proposing we stop thinking about this as competition and start thinking about it as… teamwork.” Sophie turned to face them. “I’m a team captain. I know how to make groups work. And the first rule is: define everyone’s role.”

“Roles?”

“Yeah. Like—I’m the first. The one who saw the break. I’ll be the organizer, the one who keeps everyone connected. Rachel, you’re the oldest—no offense—”

“Some taken, but continue.”

“You’re the mature perspective. When things get emotional or complicated, you’re the one who can step back and see the bigger picture.” Sophie looked at Emma. “And you’re the heart. You’re the one who actually talks about feelings, who writes about this stuff, who can help us understand what we’re going through.”

Emma’s eyes widened behind her glasses. “You want me to be… important?”

“You already are important. This just makes it official.” Sophie sat back down. “If we’re going to do this—really do this—we need to know where we stand with each other. Not just with Alex, but with each other.”

Rachel was quiet for a long moment. Then she nodded slowly.

“You’re right. If this is going to work, it can’t be three separate relationships that occasionally overlap. It needs to be a structure. A…” She searched for the word.

“A family,” Emma said quietly. “That’s what you’re describing. A family.”

Sophie’s face softened. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

“I’ve never had much of a family.” Emma’s voice was barely audible. “My parents were distant. I never had siblings. Never had a group I belonged to.” She looked up, and there were tears in her pale eyes. “Is it pathetic that I want this to work?”

“It’s not pathetic at all.” Rachel moved to sit beside her on the couch, putting an arm around her shoulders. “We all want this to work. That’s why we’re here.”

Sophie joined them, settling on Emma’s other side. The three women sat together, an unlikely trio united by an even more unlikely circumstance.

“Okay,” Sophie said finally. “Ground rules. Let’s establish some actual guidelines so this doesn’t implode.”

“Communication,” Rachel said immediately. “No secrets. If something bothers us, we talk about it. Festering resentment is relationship poison.”

“Agreed. Sophie added.”And scheduling. We need to coordinate so no one feels neglected. I’ve already started a shared calendar—”

“Of course you have.”

“—which we can all access. Time with Alex gets logged so we can balance things fairly.”

Emma raised her hand tentatively. “What about… physical stuff? Are there rules about that?”

Sophie and Rachel exchanged glances.

“We should probably discuss boundaries,” Rachel admitted. “Some things might be… uncomfortable to think about.”

“Like what?”

“Like the fact that Alex is currently sleeping with all of us.” Sophie’s bluntness made Emma flush. “And there might be times when he’s with one of us when another wanted him to be somewhere else. That’s going to happen.”

“I don’t mind,” Emma said quickly. “I mean, I’m new to this. I don’t have expectations about frequency or… anything.”

“But you might develop them. And that’s okay.” Rachel squeezed her shoulder. “The point is, we agree now to talk about it rather than stew in silence.”

“There’s also the group stuff,” Sophie said carefully. “Alex has mentioned… possibilities. Things that might involve more than two of us at once.”

Emma’s face went from pink to bright red. “You mean… like what I write about?”

“Maybe? I don’t know the details of your work.” Sophie grinned. “But yeah, hypothetically. Would that be weird?”

“I don’t know.” Emma’s voice was small but steady. “I’ve written it. Fantasized about it. But actually doing it is different.”

“We don’t have to decide now,” Rachel interjected. “Let’s just agree that if it ever becomes a possibility, we discuss it openly beforehand. No springing things on each other.”

“Agreed,” Sophie and Emma said simultaneously, then looked at each other and laughed.

The tension in the room shifted. Something was settling between them—not quite friendship, not yet, but the foundation of something that might grow into it.

“What about the Phase Two stuff?” Emma asked. “The cosmic competition Alex told us about. Does that change how we do things?”

Sophie sobered. “It makes this even more important. The bonds we form aren’t just emotional—they give Alex actual power. The System tracks connections and provides benefits. Each of us makes him stronger.”

“So we’re not just girlfriends,” Rachel said slowly. “We’re strategic assets.”

“We’re both. That’s what makes it work.” Sophie met her eyes. “The System can only track genuine connection. It doesn’t reward fake relationships or manipulation. The power comes from really meaning it.”

“Then I guess it’s good we really mean it.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a while, picking at the remaining pastries, each processing in their own way.

“Tell me something about him,” Emma said suddenly. “Something I don’t know. One of your Alex stories.”

Sophie considered. “When he thought I was asleep, he just watched me. For like an hour. Not in a creepy way—in an amazed way. Like he couldn’t believe I was still there.”

“Because I would be gone in the morning,” Rachel realized. “In the loop. Anyone he spent time with would forget him by sunrise.”

“Exactly. He kept touching my hair, very gently. And he whispered something I almost didn’t catch.”

“What?”

“‘Thank you for being real.’”

The words hung in the air, heavy with implications.

“He told me about the deaths,” Rachel said quietly. “Almost a quarter million of them. Some accidental, some… intentional. He was trying to find a way out. For centuries, he tried everything he could think of.”

“Jesus,” Sophie breathed.

“He said the worst part wasn’t dying. It was waking up afterward. Knowing it hadn’t mattered. Knowing he’d have to face another day that would just… reset.”

Emma was crying silently, tears tracking down her cheeks.

“How does he laugh at all?” she whispered. “How does he smile and joke and act like everything’s normal when he went through that?”

“Because it’s over,” Sophie said firmly. “He survived. We’re the proof that it’s over—that he finally gets to live a life that matters. When he laughs with us, that’s real. That’s him finally being happy.”

“I don’t want to take that from him,” Emma said. “If we fight or create drama or make this complicated—”

“We won’t.” Sophie grabbed her hand, then Rachel’s, linking the three of them. “That’s why we’re doing this. Setting up the structure now, when things are good. So when they get hard—and they will get hard—we have something to fall back on.”

Rachel nodded slowly. “A foundation. We’re building a foundation.”

“Exactly. And by the time Phase Two arrives, we’ll be strong enough to face whatever comes.”

They sat together, hands linked, three women from different worlds united by something none of them fully understood.

Then Sophie grinned.

“Okay, enough heavy stuff. I want to hear embarrassing Alex stories. Rachel, does he do anything weird when he—”

“I’m not discussing that.”

“Oh, come on. We’re practically sisters now. Sisters share everything.”

“We most certainly do not.”

“Emma, back me up here.”

“I’ve only… once. I don’t have stories yet.”

“Then we’ll have to give you time to develop some.” Sophie’s grin widened. “And then report back.”

Rachel groaned. “What have I gotten myself into?”

“A very unusual family,” Emma said, and surprised everyone, including herself, by smiling.



At 3 PM, I knocked on Sophie’s door.

It opened to reveal all three of them, lined up like they were about to deliver a verdict.

“We’ve been talking,” Sophie said.

“I gathered.”

“About ground rules. Communication protocols. Scheduling systems.” She stepped aside to let me in. “Also about how we’re going to make this work without killing each other.”

“Or you,” Rachel added, settling onto the couch she hadn’t moved from. “That came up too.”

Emma just smiled shyly from her corner, watching me with those pale eyes.

“Should I be worried?”

“You should be grateful.” Sophie pushed me into a chair. “We’ve just spent four hours figuring out how to share you without destroying everything. The least you can do is listen.”

So I listened.

They laid out their system—the shared calendar, the communication agreements, the designated roles. Sophie as organizer. Rachel as counselor. Emma as emotional barometer. It was more structure than I’d expected, more organized than I’d imagined possible.

“What about Jess?” I asked when they finished. “And Becca?”

The three women exchanged glances.

“Jess seems… complicated,” Sophie said carefully. “The loop fragment thing. We’ll need to meet her, understand what she brings.”

“And Becca is a wild card.” Rachel’s tone was diplomatic. “I’ve heard things about her reputation. Sophie, I believe you had the strongest reaction.”

“She’s a bitch.” Sophie’s bluntness hadn’t faded. “But if Alex says she’s part of this, we’ll figure out how to work with her.”

“She’s more than she shows,” I said. “There’s a real person under all that armor. You’ll see.”

“We’ll hold you to that.”
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Three of five. The core was forming.

“One more thing,” Sophie said. “The photo.”

She pulled out her phone and showed me the picture—the three of them, middle fingers raised, identical grins.

“This is our official ‘we survived the weirdest morning of our lives’ photo,” she explained. “We’re thinking of making it a tradition. Every time we add someone new.”

“You’re going to make Becca flip off a camera?”

“Definitely. That’s half the fun.”

I looked at the three of them—so different, yet somehow fitting together. Sophie’s competitive energy. Rachel’s grounded wisdom. Emma’s gentle heart.

My foundation. My family. My team.

“Thank you,” I said. “For doing this. For trying to make it work.”

“Thank us when it actually works,” Rachel replied. “For now, we’re all just hoping we don’t completely screw this up.”

“We won’t.” Sophie’s confidence was infectious. “We’re too stubborn to fail.”

Emma laughed softly. “Is that our motto? ‘Too stubborn to fail’?”

“It could be worse.”

It could definitely be worse.

And as I looked at the three women who’d chosen to build something together, I realized I was smiling.

After three thousand years of losing everything every midnight, I was finally building something that might last.

That was worth any amount of weird morning meetings and shared calendars.


Chapter 19: Jess’s Secret

The text came at 11 PM.

“Come to the shop. I need to show you something.”

No name, but I knew Jess’s number. Had memorized it after our first meeting, knowing instinctively that she was important in ways I didn’t yet understand.

The streets were quiet as I walked to MORAN’S INK. Most businesses had closed hours ago, but I could see light seeping through the shop’s blacked-out windows—the warm glow of work lights rather than the fluorescent brightness of normal hours.

I pushed through the door. The bell chimed.

“Lock it behind you,” Jess called from the back. “We don’t want interruptions.”

I turned the lock and walked through the beaded curtain into her workspace.

She was sitting on the tattoo chair, legs crossed, surrounded by scattered papers and notebooks. Her usual armor was softer tonight—a worn band tee with holes in it, loose black jeans, no makeup beyond remnants of eyeliner she hadn’t bothered to remove. Her dark hair with its teal streaks was pulled back in a messy bun.

She looked younger like this. More vulnerable.

“Thanks for coming,” she said. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

“You said you needed to show me something.”

“I did. I do.” She uncrossed her legs and patted the edge of the chair. “Sit. This might take a while.”

I sat beside her, close enough to feel the heat of her body but not quite touching. The papers scattered around her looked like journal pages—handwritten entries dated years back.

“After you left last time, I couldn’t stop thinking about what you said.” Jess picked up one of the notebooks, thumbing through pages. “You said you believed my dreams were real. That there was a reason I recognized you.”

“I remember.”

“I’ve been having these dreams for eight years, Alex. Since I was fifteen. They started the same year I got my first tattoo, the same year I dropped out of mainstream school, the same year everything in my life fell apart.” She stopped on a particular page. “I thought I was going crazy. My therapist thought it was PTSD manifesting as recurring nightmares.”

“What happened when you were fifteen?”

“My dad died.” The words came out flat, practiced. “Sudden heart attack. One day he was teaching me to draw, the next he was gone. And that same night, the dreams started.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was a long time ago.” She handed me the notebook. “Read this. It’s from two weeks after he died.”

I looked down at the page, written in a younger, messier version of her handwriting.

The dream came again last night. The same one. I’m in the tattoo parlor—dad’s parlor, the one that isn’t ours anymore—and there’s a man. He’s sitting where the clients sit, but he’s not getting tattooed. He’s just watching me work.

I can never see his face. It’s like looking at someone through water—the features keep shifting, never settling into anything recognizable.

But his voice. I remember his voice. He asks me about my art. He actually listens when I answer. Nobody listens to me anymore, not since dad.

We talk for hours. About design and meaning and why tattoos matter. About loss and permanence and how art is the only way to make anything last.

Then I wake up, and none of it was real.

But it felt real. It felt more real than anything in my actual life.

I looked up. Jess was watching me with an intensity that made my skin prickle.

“That was the first one,” she said. “There are hundreds more.”

She spread the notebooks across the chair, showing me dates that spanned years. I picked one at random—three years ago, based on the date.

Him again. He knows things he shouldn’t know. He knew about the design I was working on—the circular one with the symbols. He said it looked like something from his dreams.

How can someone in my dreams have their own dreams?

We argued tonight. About something stupid—I don’t even remember what. He got frustrated and left, walked right out the door of the shop. But when I tried to follow him, the dream just… ended.

I woke up crying. Missing someone who doesn’t exist.

Another entry, a year later:

I tried to draw him today. His face. But I couldn’t. Every time I got close to the features, my hand would slip. Like something was blocking me.

But I remembered his hands. Strong. Careful. The way he touched the designs I showed him—like they were precious.

I’ve never had anyone look at my work that way. Not even dad.

Whoever this man is, whatever he means, he’s become the most important person in my life. And he’s not even real.

I set the notebooks down, my mind racing.

For eight years, Jess had been dreaming about our conversations. Not clearly, not completely, but pieces of them. The loop had somehow bled through to her, leaving fragments that shouldn’t have existed.

“You see it now,” she said quietly. “Why I freaked out when you walked in. Why you felt familiar. I’ve been dreaming about you for almost a decade. And you have no idea how terrifying it is to have those dreams suddenly walk through your door in real life.”

“Jess—”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand. “Let me finish. After you left the first time, I went through all my journals. Every dream I’d recorded. Looking for details that might help me understand.”

She pulled out a specific notebook—newer, the pages crisp.

“This is from two weeks ago. The night before you first came to the shop.”

Something’s different.

The dream started the same way—me in the shop, working on a piece. But this time, when he walked in, I could feel something breaking. Like glass cracking behind my eyes.

He looked at me and said, “It’s over. I’m free.”

I asked him what he meant. He just smiled—and for the first time, I could almost see his face. Just for a second. Just the shape of it.

Then I woke up, and everything felt different. Like the world had shifted while I was sleeping.

Something happened last night. Something real.

I don’t know what. But I know it matters.

The night before I first came to her shop. The night the loop broke.

“You felt it,” I said. “When the loop ended. Somehow, you felt it.”

“I didn’t know what I was feeling. But yes.” Her hazel eyes were bright, almost feverish. “And then, the next day, you walked in. The man from my dreams, standing in my shop, looking at my art with exactly the expression I’d imagined a thousand times.”

“Jess, I need to tell you something.”

“I know.” She grabbed my arm, her grip almost painful. “I know there’s more. I’ve known since the second you walked through that door. So tell me. Tell me everything. Because I’ve been living with fragments for eight years, and I need to know if I’m crazy or if this is real.”

So I told her.

Everything.

The loop. The 3,247 years. The million cycles. The 247,891 deaths. Her shop on Saturday, where I’d come to talk to the one person I could never fully understand. The conversations we’d had—the real ones, in real time, that had somehow reached her as dreams.

She listened without interrupting. Her grip on my arm loosened, then tightened again. Tears slid down her face, smudging what remained of her eyeliner.

When I finished, she was silent for a long time.

“I’m not crazy,” she finally whispered. “All these years. All these dreams. I wasn’t going crazy.”

“No. You were remembering something that shouldn’t have been possible to remember.”

“But how?” She pulled back, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “You were the one in the loop, not me. I was just living my normal life while you repeated the same Saturday for millennia. How could I remember conversations that technically never happened?”

“I don’t know.” It was the truth. “The System calls you an anomaly. Your bond with me started higher than anyone else’s—250 when we met, compared to 100 or 150 for the others. Something about our connection transcends normal rules.”

“The System.” She laughed, a broken sound. “There’s a system. Of course there is.”

“It tracks bonds. Provides abilities. Monitors… everything, essentially.” I hesitated. “You’re part of it now. Whether you want to be or not.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’re connected to me in ways that matter. Ways that will matter more as Phase Two approaches.”

“Phase Two. The competition thing.” At my surprised look, she smiled grimly. “You mentioned it before. Vague warnings about things coming. I did my own research—not that there’s much to find, but I picked up pieces.”

“It’s more than vague now. We have three days. Maybe less. And when it arrives, every bond I have becomes a source of strength.”

“So you need me.” Something shifted in her expression. “Not just want—need.”

“Both. The System can only track genuine connection. I can’t fake caring about you to gain power. But Jess—I’ve cared about you for three thousand years. You were the one mystery I couldn’t solve. The one person who never fully opened up, no matter how many loops I spent trying to understand you.”

“Because I didn’t know how to open up. Even to dream-you.” She laughed again, more genuine this time. “I’ve been guarding myself from a man who wasn’t even real. How pathetic is that?”

“Not pathetic. Smart. You couldn’t know what was happening. Your subconscious was trying to protect you from connection that felt too good to be true.”

“And now?”

“Now you know it was real. All of it. Every conversation, every argument, every moment we shared—it happened. Somewhere, somewhen, in a timeline that kept resetting. And somehow, pieces of it stayed with you.”

She was quiet again, processing. Her hand found mine, fingers interlacing.

“I drew you,” she said suddenly. “The circular design you recognized. The one from my dreams.”

“I know. I saw you create it, from my perspective. Two thousand years ago, during one of the loops. You were lost in the work, completely absorbed. I watched you for hours.”

“That’s…” She shook her head. “I don’t even know what that is. Romantic? Creepy? Both?”

“Probably both.”

“And you came to my shop, in the loops, just to talk to me?”

“Hundreds of times. You were never the same twice—sometimes open, sometimes guarded, sometimes angry, sometimes playful. But you were always fascinating. Always the one person I couldn’t fully predict.”

“So when you walked in last week…”

“I was hoping. That in a world where time finally moved forward, you might let me in for real. Not just for a day that would reset.”

Her eyes searched mine, looking for something—deception, maybe, or the usual bullshit she’d learned to expect from men. She didn’t find it.

“I’ve dreamed about you for eight years,” she said quietly. “And you’re telling me it was real.”

“It was real.”

“Prove it.”

She grabbed my collar and kissed me.

There was nothing gentle about it. Eight years of longing poured into that kiss—frustration and confusion and desperate need. Her lips were demanding, her tongue insistent, her body pressing against mine with an urgency that took my breath away.

I kissed her back with equal intensity. Three thousand years of trying to understand this woman, and now she was finally, fully, in my arms.

She climbed onto my lap, straddling me on the tattoo chair, never breaking the kiss. Her hands gripped my shoulders, then my hair, pulling me closer with desperate intensity. Eight years of dreaming about someone who wasn’t real—and now he was.

“I’ve dreamed about this too,” she gasped against my mouth. “So many times. Waking up frustrated because the dream always ended before—”

I kissed her again, feeling her shiver against me. The connection between us hummed with something deeper than physical attraction—the echo of three thousand years finally finding its anchor.

She pulled back, breathing hard, her hazel eyes wild. “I want—” She shook her head, trying to find words. “I want to do everything. Right now. All of it. But I also want—”

“We have time.”

“Do we? You said five days—”

“We have time,” I repeated, cupping her face. “I’m not going anywhere. Neither are you. We can take this as slow or as fast as you need.”

Something softened in her expression. The wildness retreated slightly, replaced by something more vulnerable.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she admitted. “Not just the physical stuff—though I’m not exactly experienced there either. I mean… caring about someone. Letting them in. I’ve been alone so long, dreaming about a man who wasn’t real. I don’t know how to handle him suddenly being real.”

“One step at a time.” I traced my thumb across her cheekbone. “Tonight, we talk. We process. We let this—whatever this is—settle into something we can understand.”

“And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, you meet the others.”

“The harem.” She laughed, but it wasn’t mocking. “I’ve been having dreams about your harem too, you know. Not the details, just… the sense of it. Multiple presences around you. Women who matter.”

“They do matter. Each of them. And you’d matter too, if you choose to be part of it.”

She was quiet for a moment, still straddling my lap, her weight comfortable against me.

“I don’t share well,” she said finally. “Never have. Only child, loner by choice, guard every piece of myself like it’s the last thing I own.”

“I know.”

“But you shared yourself with me. For three thousand years, apparently. Every version of yourself, trying to understand every version of me.” She bit her lip. “Maybe I owe it to both of us to try something different.”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

“I know. But I want to try. Not for you—for me. Because I’m tired of dreaming about connection instead of actually having it.”
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The System confirmed what I already knew. Jess’s bond was accelerating faster than any of the others, carried by years of subconscious connection that normal relationships didn’t have.

She felt me go still and pulled back slightly.

“What?”

“The System just updated. Your bond level jumped.”

“What level am I at?”

“520. Trust threshold.”

She processed this, her expression unreadable.

“Is that good?”

“It’s fast. Very fast. The highest starting bond I’ve seen was yours, and now you’ve jumped again.” I hesitated. “The System calls it an anomaly. Your connection to me operates outside normal parameters.”

“Story of my life.” But she smiled. “So what does ‘Trust threshold’ mean, practically speaking?”

“It means physical intimacy is unlocked. Not that we have to do anything—it’s not a requirement, just a… permission, I guess. An indicator that the connection is strong enough for that kind of vulnerability.”

“Permission from the cosmic entity that runs our lives?”

“Something like that.”

She laughed—genuinely this time, the sound warm and slightly wild.

“This is insane. You know that, right? I’m sitting in my tattoo shop at midnight, straddling a man who’s spent three thousand years in a time loop, discussing my bond level with a mysterious system that’s apparently grading our relationship.”

“Does the insanity bother you?”

“No.” She leaned in, forehead touching mine. “That’s the really insane part. It doesn’t bother me at all. For the first time in years, everything makes sense. The dreams, the feelings, the way I’ve always felt like I was waiting for something I couldn’t name.”

“You were waiting for me.”

“Don’t get cocky.” But she kissed me again, softer this time. “I was waiting for answers. You just happen to be the answer.”

We sat together in the quiet of the shop, tangled on the tattoo chair, processing what had been revealed. Outside, the world was dark and still. Inside, everything was changing.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“Now you meet the others. Sophie’s organized a gathering—she does that. You’ll see Rachel and Emma, understand what you’re becoming part of.”

“And Becca? I’ve heard rumors about her.”

“Becca’s complicated. But she’s part of this too.”

“What about the cosmic competition? Phase Two?”

“We prepare. Build the bonds as strong as we can. And when the new players arrive, we face them together.”

She nodded slowly. “One step at a time.”

“One step at a time.”

She climbed off my lap, her legs stiff from the position, and stretched with her arms above her head. The motion pulled her shirt up, revealing a strip of tattooed stomach, and I caught a glimpse of ink that curved around her side—something I hadn’t seen before.

“There’s more to explore,” I said.

“Plenty more.” She grinned. “But not tonight. Tonight, I need to think. To process. To figure out how I feel about everything you’ve told me.”

“Fair enough.”

I stood, and she walked me to the door. At the threshold, she grabbed my collar again—not for a kiss this time, but to hold me there.

“Alex.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve dreamed about you for eight years. And now you’re real.” Her hazel eyes were bright in the dim light. “Don’t make me regret believing in you.”

“I won’t.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

She let go, and I stepped out into the night. The door clicked shut behind me, the bell chiming one last time.

Three days until Phase Two.

Four bonds confirmed, one pending. And Jess—mysterious, impossible Jess—was finally part of something real.

The System hummed in my awareness, tracking and measuring and counting down.

Whatever was coming, we were running out of time to prepare.

But we were also getting stronger.

One connection at a time.


Chapter 20: Rachel’s Office Again

Rachel’s text came at 4 PM on Wednesday.

“My office. 7:00. Bring Sophie.”

I stared at the message for a long moment, reading possibilities between the words. Rachel didn’t do spontaneous. Every move she made was calculated, considered. If she was asking me to bring Sophie to her office…

I showed Sophie the text. Her eyes widened.

“Does she mean what I think she means?”

“I think she might.”

Sophie bit her lip, something uncertain flickering across her usually confident face. “I’ve never… I mean, I’ve thought about it. Fantasy stuff. But actually doing it—with her—”

“We don’t have to go.”

“I didn’t say that.” Her competitive nature flickered to life. “I just said I’ve never done it. Not that I wouldn’t.”

“Are you interested?”

She met my eyes, and the uncertainty gave way to something fiercer. “Yeah. I think I am.”

“Then let’s go find out what Rachel has in mind.”



The psychology building was quiet at 7 PM on a Wednesday. Most faculty had gone home hours ago, leaving the hallways dim and empty. Our footsteps echoed on the tile as we climbed to Rachel’s office.

Sophie walked beside me, her athletic body tense with anticipation. She’d changed from her usual gym clothes into something more deliberate—a form-fitting dress that showcased her tanned legs, her athletic curves. Like she was preparing for competition.

Maybe she was.

We reached Rachel’s door. Light spilled through the frosted glass.

I knocked.

“Come in.”

Rachel was waiting behind her desk, but she’d transformed the space. The blinds were drawn, soft lamp light replacing the harsh overhead fluorescents. A bottle of wine sat open on her desk, three glasses already poured.

And Rachel herself was a vision.

She wore a red wrap dress that hugged every curve—her massive natural breasts straining against the fabric, the hemline high enough to reveal stockinged legs crossed at the ankle. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders, her makeup subtle but deliberate.

She looked like a fantasy made flesh.

“Thank you for coming,” she said, her voice carrying that professional composure that I knew could shatter so beautifully. “Both of you.”

Sophie squared her shoulders, competitive instinct kicking in. “Your text was pretty cryptic.”

“I didn’t want to put too much in writing. Academic discretion.” Rachel stood, moving around the desk with deliberate grace. “Wine?”

We both accepted glasses. The wine was excellent—expensive, probably. Rachel didn’t do anything halfway.

“I’ve been thinking,” Rachel said, settling onto the small couch in the corner of her office. “About what we’re building. About the group. About what happens when Phase Two arrives.”

“And?” Sophie asked.

“And I realized that I’m holding back. We all are, to some degree.” Rachel’s dark eyes moved between us. “Sophie, you’re the first. You have a connection with Alex that I can never replicate. And I’ll admit—there’s been some jealousy there. Some territorial instinct I’ve been fighting.”

“Same,” Sophie admitted. “When I think about him with you, in this office, I feel—” She stopped, color rising in her cheeks.

“Jealous? Threatened?”

“Something like that.”

“I thought so.” Rachel set down her wine glass. “Which is why I wanted us here tonight. Together. Because jealousy festers in the dark. But if we face it directly—if we actually share this experience rather than imagining each other as rivals—maybe we can move past it.”

Sophie’s eyes widened. “You’re suggesting—”

“I’m suggesting we stop pretending we’re competitors and start acting like allies.” Rachel’s gaze was steady. “I’m suggesting that we share him. Together. Right now. See what happens when we stop fighting each other and start working together.”

The silence that followed was electric. I could feel both women’s attention on me, waiting for my reaction.

“You’ve both thought about this,” I said. Not a question.

“Yes,” Rachel admitted.

Sophie nodded slowly. “Fantasy level, yeah. But actually doing it…”

“Scares you?”

“Excites me.” Sophie met Rachel’s eyes directly. “You’re gorgeous. That’s not jealousy talking—that’s objective fact. If I’m going to share him with anyone, you’re not a bad option.”

Rachel smiled—that rare, genuine expression that softened her whole face. “Likewise. Your body is ridiculous, and I mean that as a compliment. Those legs alone would make me feel inadequate if I wasn’t already comfortable with my own assets.”

Sophie laughed, some of the tension breaking. “Did you just call your tits ‘assets’?”

“I’m a professional. We have vocabulary habits.”

They grinned at each other, and I watched something shift between them. Not friendship, exactly, but understanding. Mutual recognition.

“So,” Rachel said, standing again. “Shall we?”

She walked to me, heels clicking on the floor, and cupped my face in her hands.

“I’ve been thinking about this all week,” she murmured. “Sharing you with her. Seeing what happens when we stop competing.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

She kissed me—deep and slow, claiming my mouth with the confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted. Her tongue slid against mine, her body pressing close, those full breasts pushing against my chest.

I heard Sophie’s sharp inhale. Felt the energy in the room shift.

Rachel pulled back, her lips swollen, her eyes dark with want. Then she turned to Sophie.

“Your turn.”

Sophie hesitated for just a moment. Then she closed the distance and kissed me with athletic intensity—fierce and demanding, her toned body grinding against mine. Her hands gripped my hair, pulling me closer, taking what she wanted.

When she pulled back, both women were breathing hard. And so was I.

“See?” Rachel murmured. “Different. But both beautiful. Both wanted.”

“Both mine,” I said.

The words hung in the air. Rachel shivered. Sophie’s eyes darkened.

“Prove it,” Sophie challenged.

I grabbed her waist and spun her around, pressing her back against my chest. My hands slid down her body, feeling her curves through the dress, while Rachel watched with hungry eyes.

“Help me undress her,” I told Rachel.

Rachel moved forward, her fingers finding the zipper at the back of Sophie’s dress. She drew it down slowly, revealing bronze skin and athletic muscle. The dress fell away, pooling at Sophie’s feet.

She was wearing matching black underwear—simple, sporty, but somehow incredibly sexy against her tanned skin. Her toned stomach flexed as Rachel’s hands traced over it. Her perky breasts strained against the sports bra.

“You’re stunning,” Rachel breathed, and there was no jealousy in her voice. Just appreciation.

“Your turn,” Sophie said. “Fair’s fair.”

They switched places. Sophie’s athletic hands found the tie of Rachel’s wrap dress, undoing it with surprising gentleness. The red fabric fell open, revealing crimson lingerie that matched her lipstick—a bra that pushed her massive tits up into impossible cleavage, panties that barely covered anything, garter belt holding up those stockings.

“Jesus,” Sophie breathed. “You dressed for this.”

“I wanted to look good.” Rachel’s composure was cracking, vulnerability showing through. “Compared to your body, I feel—”

“Incredible. You look incredible.” Sophie reached out, tentatively, and cupped one of Rachel’s breasts through the lace. “These are fucking amazing.”

Rachel gasped, her head falling back. “I—that feels—”

I came up behind her, mirroring what I’d done with Sophie. My hands on her hips, my lips on her neck.

“Take off her bra,” I murmured to Sophie. “I want to see them.”

Sophie obliged, reaching behind Rachel to undo the clasp. The bra fell away, and Rachel’s breasts spilled free—full and heavy, natural D-cups with dark nipples already pebbled tight.

“God,” Sophie said, and leaned in to take one nipple in her mouth.

Rachel moaned, loud and desperate, her hands clutching at Sophie’s head. I reached around to cup her other breast, rolling the nipple between my fingers.

“This is—” Rachel gasped. “I’ve never—two people at once—”

“First time for everything,” Sophie said against her skin.

They were both trembling now. Both lost in the sensation of being touched, of being wanted, of sharing this experience.

I guided them toward the couch, positioning Rachel sitting and Sophie standing. Then I stripped off my own clothes.

Both women stared. Even Rachel, who’d seen me naked before, seemed affected by the context—by Sophie’s presence, by the charged atmosphere.

“Who goes first?” Sophie asked, her voice hoarse.

“Both of you. Together.”

They exchanged glances. Some silent communication passed between them.

Then they both dropped to their knees in front of me.

The sight was something out of a fantasy—Sophie, the athletic college girl with her tanned skin and competitive fire, kneeling beside Rachel, the composed professor with her massive natural tits and professional demeanor. Both of them looking up at my hard cock with hungry eyes.

Rachel took me in her mouth first—experienced, confident, her technique polished from years of knowing exactly what men wanted. She took half my length on the first stroke, her tongue swirling around the head, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked. I groaned at the wet heat, at the sight of this composed professor on her knees for me, her dark eyes looking up through her lashes.

Then she pulled back, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my cock, and guided Sophie forward. “Your turn. Show me what you’ve got.”

Sophie’s approach was completely different—more enthusiastic, less refined, but equally overwhelming. Her competitive nature kicked in immediately as she tried to take me deeper than Rachel had, her throat working around my shaft, gagging slightly but refusing to quit. She pulled back, gasping, then dove back down, determined to prove she could match whatever Rachel had done.

“Competitive even in this,” Rachel murmured approvingly.

They started alternating. Rachel’s experienced mouth, then Sophie’s eager throat. Back and forth, each trying to outdo the other. Then Rachel did something that made my knees nearly buckle—she pressed her lips to my shaft from one side while Sophie mirrored her from the other, and they dragged their mouths up my length together, their tongues meeting at the tip in a wet, sloppy kiss around my cockhead.

“Fuck,” I groaned, my hands finding both their heads. “Both of you—that’s fucking incredible—”

“Good?” Rachel asked, pulling back to smile up at me, her lipstick smeared, her chin wet with saliva.

“Don’t stop.”

Sophie grinned, her competitive satisfaction evident. “Told you we make a good team.”

They continued their dual assault, alternating and combining, their lips and tongues working together with increasing coordination. Rachel sucking my balls while Sophie deepthroated me. Sophie licking my shaft while Rachel swallowed the head. Both of them working my cock at once, their mouths meeting again and again, drooling and sloppy and absolutely filthy.

My cock was slick with their combined saliva, throbbing, desperate for release. But I wasn’t ready to end this yet.

I pulled them both up by their hair.

“My turn,” I said, my voice rough.

I positioned Rachel on the couch, spreading her stockinged thighs wide, pulling her soaked panties aside to reveal her dripping pussy. The lace was drenched, dark with her arousal, and when I exposed her fully, I could see how swollen and ready she was—her lips glistening, her clit already peeking from its hood.

“Watch,” I told Sophie, who knelt beside the couch with wide eyes. “Watch how I make her come. Learn what she likes.”

Then I buried my face in Rachel’s soaking wet cunt.

She screamed.

Three thousand years had given me time to master oral technique. I used every trick I knew—broad flat strokes of my tongue along her slit, tight circles around her swollen clit, gentle suction that made her hips buck off the couch. I tongue-fucked her entrance while my nose pressed against her clit, then switched to relentless attention on that sensitive bud while two fingers pushed inside her dripping pussy.

“Oh god—Alex—” Rachel’s hands fisted in my hair, holding me against her, her hips grinding against my face. “Don’t stop—I’m going to—”

I felt her walls clench around my fingers, felt her thighs begin to tremble. I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked hard.

She came with a full-body shudder, her pussy clamping rhythmically around my fingers, her voice breaking on a scream that probably carried through the thin office walls. Her juices flooded my mouth and I swallowed every drop, working her through it, gentler now, bringing her down from the peak.

“Holy shit,” Sophie breathed. “That was…”

“Your turn.” I pulled back from Rachel, my face slick with her cum, and turned my attention to Sophie. “Get on the couch. Spread your legs.”

Sophie obeyed immediately, stretching out beside Rachel, her athletic body a striking contrast to Rachel’s soft curves. I stripped off her sports bra and underwear with urgent hands, revealing her completely—toned everywhere, bronzed from the sun, her tight pink pussy neat and trimmed and already glistening.

I dove between her thighs with the same intensity.

Sophie’s reactions were completely different—more active, more vocal. Her hips bucked against my face from the first touch of my tongue, her strong thighs wrapping around my head, her hands grabbing my hair and pulling me harder against her soaking cunt.

“Fuck yes—right there—don’t stop—harder—”

I slid two fingers inside her while my tongue attacked her clit. She was impossibly tight, athletic muscle gripping my fingers, her whole body straining toward release. I curled my fingers against her g-spot and felt her go rigid.

“I’m—fuck—I’m coming—”

She came with her thighs clenched around my head hard enough to hurt, her back arched, her voice sharp and triumphant. Her pussy flooded around my fingers and I felt her squirt against my chin—athlete’s release, full-body intensity, her abs rippling as orgasm tore through her.

When she finally released me, both women lay sprawled on the couch side by side—one flushed bronze, one flushed pale—both breathing hard, both dripping wet.

“Now,” I said, rising to my feet, my cock painfully hard and throbbing. “The main event.”

Rachel reached for me first, pulling me on top of her, spreading her stockinged thighs wide in invitation. I positioned my cock at her entrance and slid inside with one smooth stroke, burying myself to the hilt in her soaking wet pussy.

“Yes—finally—” She moaned as I filled her completely, her cunt stretching around my girth. “God, you feel so big—”

I fucked her with deep, measured strokes, savoring the sight of this composed professor taking my cock, her massive natural tits bouncing with every thrust. Sophie watched from beside us, one hand already sliding between her own thighs, fingers working her clit as she watched.

“She looks so good,” Sophie breathed, her voice husky. “The way you stretch her—the sounds she makes—fuck, that’s hot.”

“Want to join?”

I pulled out of Rachel’s gripping pussy and guided Sophie to position herself above Rachel’s face.

“Sit on her face,” I ordered. “Let her eat your pussy while I fuck her.”

Sophie hesitated for just a moment, then lowered herself. Rachel’s hands came up to grip her tanned thighs, pulling her down eagerly, and then Rachel’s tongue was buried in Sophie’s cunt while I thrust back into Rachel.

The sounds that followed were absolutely obscene. Wet, desperate, primal. Sophie riding Rachel’s face, grinding her soaking pussy down, her head thrown back in pleasure as she rode the professor’s tongue. Rachel moaning into Sophie’s cunt, the vibrations making Sophie gasp and buck, while I pounded into Rachel’s flooded pussy.

I watched the two of them—Sophie’s athletic body rolling above, Rachel’s massive tits bouncing below—and fucked Rachel harder, feeling her clench around my cock every time Sophie’s fingers found her dark nipples and pinched.

“I’m going to—” Sophie’s voice cracked, her thighs tightening around Rachel’s head. “She’s so fucking good at this—her tongue—I’m going to—”

She came with a wail, her pussy flooding Rachel’s face with her cum, her whole body shaking and convulsing. Rachel drank it down greedily, her own hips bucking up to meet my thrusts, desperate for her own release.

I felt Rachel start to come—the telltale tightening of her walls, the desperate sounds muffled by Sophie’s pussy, the way her body arched beneath me.

I pulled out at the last second.

“What—” Rachel gasped, her face dripping with Sophie’s cum, her eyes wild with frustrated need. “No—I was so close—”

“Not yet. Sophie first.”

I pulled Sophie off Rachel’s face and positioned her on her hands and knees beside Rachel. Then I gripped her hips and slid into her from behind, filling her tight athletic pussy in one hard thrust.

Sophie screamed into the couch cushion. “Fuck yes—finally—give it to me—”

I grabbed her ponytail and yanked her head back as I fucked her hard, the way her competitive nature demanded. She pushed back to meet every brutal thrust, her tight ass smacking against my hips with loud claps, her moans filling the office.

Rachel watched with hungry eyes, still trembling from her interrupted orgasm, her hand working furiously between her own thighs as she fingered herself.

“She looks so fucking hot,” Rachel breathed, watching my cock disappear into Sophie’s cunt over and over. “The way she takes you—the way her ass bounces—”

“Your turn soon,” I promised. “Keep yourself ready for me.”

I alternated between them, switching every few minutes, keeping them both teetering on the edge of release. Sophie’s tight athletic pussy gripped me like a fist, her cunt so wet my cock was coated with her juices. Then I’d pull out and push into Rachel’s welcoming heat, her mature pussy taking me deep, her massive tits swaying as I fucked her. Two completely different experiences—Sophie’s tight grip versus Rachel’s deep warmth—and both were absolutely incredible.

Finally, I repositioned them both—Sophie on her back, Rachel climbing on top of her in a reverse position, their legs scissored together so their dripping pussies pressed close. The sight of them intertwined like that—Sophie’s tanned athletic body beneath Rachel’s pale, curvy form—was almost enough to make me come on the spot.

“Together,” I said. “Both of you. Same time.”

I thrust into Sophie first, feeling her tight cunt grip me, then pulled out and pushed into Rachel’s welcoming pussy. Back and forth, sharing myself between them, watching their expressions shift from desperate to delirious. Each time I switched, the woman I’d just left whimpered with need.

“I’m so close,” Sophie gasped, her hands gripping Rachel’s hips. “Please don’t stop—”

“Me too,” Rachel whispered, grinding her pussy against Sophie’s, their swollen clits brushing together every time I thrust. “Please—let us come—I need it—”

“Together,” I repeated. “You’re going to come together. On my cock. For me.”

I increased my pace, alternating faster now, fucking hard into Sophie then immediately switching to Rachel. The wet sounds of two dripping pussies filled the office. Their hands found each other, fingers interlacing, gripping tight—two women who’d been rivals now sharing the same desperate climb toward release.

“Now,” I commanded, slamming deep into Rachel.

They shattered simultaneously.

Sophie screamed my name, her athletic body convulsing beneath Rachel, her pussy clenching even though I wasn’t inside her, her juices gushing against Rachel’s cunt. Rachel sobbed with the intensity, her massive tits bouncing as she came around my cock, her pussy spasming and milking me, her whole body shaking as wave after wave crashed through her.

The sight of them coming together—their bodies intertwined, their hands gripping, their voices crying out in unison—pushed me over the edge.

I pulled out of Rachel and stroked my throbbing cock twice before I exploded. Thick, hot ropes of cum splashed across both of them, marking them, connecting them. Sophie’s toned stomach. Rachel’s heaving tits. Their intertwined thighs. I groaned as I kept coming, pumping load after load, painting both women with evidence of what we’d shared until my cum was dripping down their bodies, pooling where their pussies pressed together.

“Fuck,” Sophie breathed. “That was…”

They lay tangled together, breathing hard, my cum cooling on their flushed skin. Two women from completely different worlds, united by the same man, connected by ribbons of white that marked them both as mine.

[BOND UPDATE: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Previous: 820/1000 (Love)
Current: 1000/1000 (SOULBOUND)
+250 Bond XP gained

THRESHOLD ACHIEVED: SOULBOUND
Status: MAXIMUM BOND - PERMANENT
Shared Ability Unlocked: [Soulbound Resonance]
Effect: Sophie can sense Alex's location and emotional state at any distance

Note: First Soulbound connection in persistent timeline

[BOND UPDATE: DR. RACHEL SHAW]
Previous: 780/1000 (Devotion)
Current: 1000/1000 (SOULBOUND)
+220 Bond XP gained

THRESHOLD ACHIEVED: SOULBOUND
Status: MAXIMUM BOND - PERMANENT
Shared Ability Unlocked: [Soulbound Resonance]
Effect: Rachel can sense Alex's location and emotional state at any distance

Note: Second Soulbound connection in persistent timeline

Soulbound. Both of them. The intensity of sharing had pushed them both to the maximum threshold, unlocking abilities I hadn’t known were possible.

I collapsed beside them, exhausted, satisfied, overwhelmed by what had just happened.

“That was…” Rachel started, then laughed weakly. “I don’t have words. And I’m a professor.”

“Incredible,” Sophie finished. “That was fucking incredible.”

They were still holding hands, I noticed. Still connected, even in the aftermath.

“Something happened,” Sophie said suddenly. She sat up, looking around with wide eyes. “I can feel—is that you? In my head?”

“The System updated,” I explained. “Both of you reached Soulbound. Maximum bond. You can sense my location now. And my emotional state.”

Rachel’s eyes widened. “I feel it too. It’s like… a warmth. A presence. Pointing toward you.”

“That’s the shared ability. It works both ways—you can sense me, and I can sense you more clearly now. Our bonds are permanent.”

They absorbed this, processing the implications.

“So we’re really in this,” Sophie said quietly. “Forever. No take-backs.”

“Scared?”

“No.” She smiled, tired but genuine. “Just making sure I understood the terms.”

We cleaned up slowly, using the supplies Rachel kept in her office for post-encounter emergencies. The wine had gone warm, but we drank it anyway, sitting together on the couch in comfortable silence.

“So,” Sophie said eventually, “Emma next?”

Rachel laughed. “Always planning ahead.”

“Someone has to.”

I looked at both of them—Sophie’s athletic confidence, Rachel’s composed warmth—and felt something settle in my chest.

Two Soulbound connections. Two women who would sense me anywhere, feel what I felt, share in whatever came next.

Phase Two was approaching. New threats, new complications.

But I had this. This foundation. These women.

And that had to count for something.

“Emma,” I agreed. “When she’s ready.”

Sophie nodded, already planning. Rachel smiled, content for now to simply be.

The harem was solidifying.

And whatever came next, we would face it together.


Chapter 21: The Warning

Joseph found me on Wednesday evening, as the sun was setting behind the campus bell tower.

I’d been walking toward the dining hall, mind wandering through the events of the past few days. The threesome with Sophie and Rachel. The Soulbound connections pulsing gently in my awareness. The meeting with Jess scheduled for tomorrow. The looming countdown that I could feel even without the System’s explicit reminders.

Then my [Temporal Divergence] flared, and Joseph Summers fell into step beside me.

“You’ve been busy,” he said, as if we were old friends catching up.

“And you’ve been watching.”

“That’s my job.” He gestured toward a bench near the edge of the quad, away from the usual foot traffic. “Walk with me. We need to talk.”

We settled onto the bench as the last students hurried toward dinner. The campus was beautiful in the fading light—old brick buildings, ancient trees, the kind of academic setting that made you believe in things like knowledge and progress and human potential.

It seemed wrong that cosmic conspiracies should happen here.

“Two days,” Joseph said without preamble. “That’s what’s left.”

“I know. The countdown’s been running in my head.”

“Good. You’re paying attention.” He leaned back, eyes scanning the quad with professional thoroughness. “I’ve been authorized to give you more information. Not everything—I still have constraints—but more than before.”

“Why now?”

“Because the entity believes you’re ready to hear it. And because what’s coming requires you to understand the stakes.” He pulled a folded paper from his pocket and handed it to me. “Read this.”

It was a list of names. Sixteen of them.

“The Phase One survivors,” Joseph explained. “Everyone who passed the loop test, worldwide. You’re number fourteen.”

I scanned the names. Different nationalities, different ages, scattered across continents. Some had notes beside them—“Cairo zone,” “Seoul territory,” “Rural Montana expansion.”

“What do the notes mean?”

“Territory assignments. Where each subject is building their foundation.” Joseph pointed to one entry near the bottom. “You’re listed as ‘Ridgemont University, Texas. College environment. Harem-focused bond strategy.’”

“They’re tracking my approach?”

“They’re tracking everything. The entity doesn’t miss details.” He took the paper back, folding it carefully. “You should know that your strategy is somewhat unique. Most survivors focus on different types of bonds—family, professional networks, community integration. Full romantic harems are less common.”

“Does that matter?”

“It matters that the entity is paying close attention. Your approach is… efficient. High emotional investment per bond, rapid progression, significant power gains in a short time.” His dark eyes met mine. “The entity finds it interesting.”

“Should I be worried about that?”

“You should be aware of it. Interesting can be good or bad, depending on what the entity decides to do with its interest.”

I absorbed this, feeling the weight of invisible observation. Someone—something—was watching my every move, evaluating my choices, making notes about my “harem-focused bond strategy.”

“What happens when Phase Two activates?” I asked.

“Territory expansion protocols. New subjects entering your zone.” Joseph’s voice was flat, clinical. “In your case, based on your geographic positioning and the entity’s current roster, you’ll likely see two to three new arrivals in the first wave.”

“Arrivals of what? Other loop survivors?”

“Possibly. Or subjects from other programs—different tests, different abilities, different goals. The entity likes variety.” He paused. “Some will be potential allies. Some will be direct competitors. All of them will be evaluating you the same way you’ll be evaluating them.”

“And if we clash?”

“Then the entity gets to observe conflict resolution among enhanced subjects. Data is data, Alex. The entity doesn’t prefer any particular outcome—it just wants to see what happens.”

The detachment in his voice was chilling. This entity, whatever it was, had engineered tests that killed eighty-eight percent of participants. Had watched me die nearly a quarter million times without intervention. Now it was setting up conflicts between survivors like a child arranging toy soldiers.

“There has to be a point,” I said. “An end goal. Nobody runs experiments this elaborate without wanting something.”

“If there is, it’s above my clearance level.” Joseph stood, brushing off his pants. “But I can tell you what I’ve observed. The entity seems to value subjects who build rather than destroy. Who create connections rather than isolate. Who choose cooperation over pure competition.”

“Is that why the bond system rewards genuine relationships?”

“Possibly. Or the bonds are just a convenient measurement tool, and the entity has no preference at all.” He shrugged. “I’m not privy to its internal logic. I just deliver messages and observe outcomes.”

“That sounds lonely.”

Joseph’s expression flickered—something almost human showing through his careful mask.

“It has its compensations.” He started to walk away, then paused. “One more thing, Alex. The loops weren’t random. You weren’t selected by accident. Something about you—your psychology, your history, your potential—caught the entity’s attention before you ever saw your first loop.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’re not just a test subject. You’re something the entity invested in. And the entity doesn’t make investments without expecting returns.”

“Returns of what?”

Joseph smiled—the first genuine expression I’d seen from him.

“That’s what Phase Two is designed to discover.”

He walked away, disappearing into the gathering dusk with that unsettling ease. I watched him go, his words echoing in my mind.

The entity doesn’t make investments without expecting returns.

What did it expect from me? What was I supposed to produce, achieve, become? And what happened to investments that didn’t pay off?

[PHASE TWO COUNTDOWN: 2 DAYS]
Status: IMMINENT
Territory: Ridgemont University, Texas
Incoming Subjects: 2-3 (estimated)

Current Bonds: 5 Active
- Sophie Martinez: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
- Rachel Shaw: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
- Emma Walsh: 750/1000 (Devotion)
- Jess Moran: 520/1000 (Trust)
- Becca Hayes: 650/1000 (Devotion)

Harem Foundation: 5/5 (Complete)
Preparation Assessment: MODERATE-HIGH

Entity Observation: INTENSIFYING
Note: Subject strategy has attracted interest
Note: Returns expected

Two days. New subjects arriving. An entity watching with unknown expectations.

I sat on the bench as night fell around me, trying to process everything Joseph had revealed.



When I finally made it back to my dorm, I knew immediately that something was wrong.

The door was unlocked. Light spilled from under it. And I could hear voices inside—familiar voices.

I pushed through to find Sophie, Rachel, and Emma sprawled across my tiny room, surrounded by takeout containers and concerned expressions.

“There he is,” Sophie said, jumping up. “We’ve been waiting for an hour.”

“How did you—”

“I can sense you now, remember?” She tapped her temple. “Soulbound perks. I knew you were on campus, but you felt… wrong. Worried. So I rounded up the troops.”

Rachel stood more slowly, her dark eyes assessing. “You met with Joseph again.”

“I felt it too,” Emma added quietly from her perch on my bed. “I’m not Soulbound yet, but there was something… a sense of heaviness. Like something bad was happening.”

They’d come. Without being asked, without knowing the details. They’d sensed that I was troubled and showed up with food and support.

After three thousand years of facing everything alone, I had people who came looking for me when I needed them.

“Sit down,” Sophie ordered, pushing me toward the desk chair. “Eat something. Then tell us everything.”

I sat. I ate. And I told them.

Joseph’s warnings. The list of survivors. The entity’s interest in my approach. The investments and expected returns. The two days remaining before everything changed.

They listened without interrupting. When I finished, Sophie was first to speak.

“So basically, we’re test subjects in a cosmic experiment, being watched by an all-powerful entity that invested in you for unknown reasons and expects unknown returns.”

“That’s… a fair summary.”

“Cool. Pass the lo mein.”

Rachel shot her a look. “You’re taking this remarkably well.”

“What choice do I have? Panic won’t help.” Sophie grabbed the container from Emma and started eating. “We know the timeline. We know approximately what’s coming. We know the entity values builders over destroyers. That’s actionable intelligence.”

“Actionable how?” Emma asked.

“It means we double down on what we’re already doing. Strengthen the bonds. Solidify the group. Make ourselves as strong as possible before the new players arrive.” Sophie pointed her chopsticks at me. “You said the entity finds your approach interesting. That’s either a warning or an opportunity. Maybe both.”

“An opportunity for what?”

“To prove that your way works. To show that harem-focused bonds can compete with whatever other strategies are out there.” Her competitive nature was fully engaged now. “Think about it—you’ve built more Soulbound connections in two weeks than most survivors probably have in months. That has to count for something.”

“Unless it makes us targets,” Rachel countered. “If we’re visibly successful, the incoming subjects might prioritize taking us down.”

“Then we need to be strong enough to defend ourselves.” Sophie looked around the room. “All of us. Not just Alex, but the whole group.”

“How?” Emma’s voice was small. “I’m not—I can’t fight. I’m not athletic like Sophie or smart like Rachel. What am I supposed to do against enhanced subjects?”

“You’re smart in your own way.” I reached over and took her hand. “And you’re part of the bond network. Your presence makes me stronger. The System tracks your connection and provides bonuses. You’re not deadweight—you’re infrastructure.”

“Infrastructure.” She laughed weakly. “That’s romantic.”

“It’s true.” I squeezed her fingers. “Each of you matters. Not just as relationships, but as power sources. The entity designed bonds to reward genuine connection, remember? Every real relationship we have makes the whole group stronger.”

“Speaking of which,” Sophie said, “we need to talk about Jess and Becca. They’re part of this too, but they’re not integrated yet.”

“Jess is meeting us tomorrow.” I’d already confirmed that via text. “She’s processing a lot, but she’s committed.”

“And Becca?”

“She’s… complicated.”

“She’s Becca.” Sophie’s tone was flat. “But if she’s part of the foundation, she needs to actually be part of the group. Not just showing up for hate-sex and disappearing.”

“I’ll talk to her.”

“Good. Because if we’re facing cosmic competition in two days, I want everyone on the same page.” Sophie finished her lo mein and set down the container. “Okay. New plan. Tomorrow, we all meet—everyone in the harem. Jess included. We explain exactly what’s happening and make sure everyone understands the stakes.”

“Everyone?” Rachel asked. “Including the details about the entity and Phase Two?”

“Everything. No more compartmentalizing. If we’re going to face this together, we need to know what we’re facing.”

I looked at my women—Sophie with her competitive fire, Rachel with her calm analysis, Emma with her quiet determination. Three of five, gathered in my tiny dorm room, eating takeout and planning for cosmic invasion.

“You’re handling this better than I expected,” I admitted.

“What did you expect?” Sophie asked. “Panic? Screaming? Running away?”

“Maybe.”

“After everything you’ve told us—the loops, the System, the impossible things you survived—this is just the next chapter.” She moved to sit beside me, her hand finding mine. “We’re in this. All of us. Whatever comes next, we face it together.”

Rachel nodded, moving to my other side. “She’s right. We’ve already committed to something unprecedented. Cosmic entities are just… additional context.”

Emma uncurled from the bed and came to kneel in front of me, joining the circle. “I’ve spent my whole life writing about impossible things. Now I’m living in one. It’s terrifying, but it’s also…” She searched for the word. “Meaningful. Like my life finally has a plot.”

“Your life always had a plot,” I told her. “You just couldn’t see it yet.”

She smiled, that transformative expression that lit up her whole face.

We sat together as the night deepened, talking through contingencies and possibilities. Sophie organized potential responses to various scenarios. Rachel analyzed the psychological implications of facing other enhanced subjects. Emma took notes, her natural inclination toward documentation proving useful.

It was domestic and absurd and somehow exactly right.

Three women who’d chosen me. Three women who would remember me tomorrow. Three women who were willing to face the unknown because we faced it together.

And in two days, we’d find out if that was enough.



Later, after Rachel and Emma had left and Sophie was drowsing against my shoulder, I felt the Soulbound connection pulse in my awareness.

“I can feel you thinking,” she murmured. “It’s loud.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Just share.”

“I’m thinking about what Joseph said. About expectations. Returns on investment.” I stared at the ceiling. “What if we’re not enough? What if whatever the entity wants, we can’t provide?”

“Then we figure out what it does want and adapt.” She turned to face me, her brown eyes serious despite her drowsiness. “That’s what athletes do. You don’t win every game—but you learn from the losses and come back stronger.”

“This isn’t a game.”

“No. But the principles are the same. Prepare, perform, adapt.” She pressed a kiss to my jaw. “You survived three thousand years of loops. You accumulated knowledge and skills that would make anyone dangerous. And now you have us—a team that believes in you, supports you, makes you stronger just by existing.”

“When did you get so wise?”

“Team captain, remember? Pep talks are part of the job.” She smiled. “Now stop worrying and let me sleep. We have a big day tomorrow.”

She settled against me, her breathing slowing within minutes. The Soulbound connection carried her peace into my awareness—a calm warmth that pushed back against my anxiety.

Two days until Phase Two.

New subjects coming. Unknown challenges approaching. An entity watching with expectations I didn’t understand.

But I wasn’t alone anymore.

That had to count for something.

I held Sophie close and let myself drift toward sleep, the countdown ticking in my mind.

Tomorrow, the harem would meet in full.

Tomorrow, we’d make our final preparations.

And in two days, we’d find out what the entity really wanted.

Whatever it was, we’d face it together.

That was the only plan I had.


Chapter 22: Emma + Sophie

Thursday started with an unexpected alliance.

Sophie texted me at noon: “Taking Emma out for coffee. Girl talk. Don’t wait up.”

I stared at the message, trying to imagine Sophie Martinez and Emma Walsh at the same table, making conversation. The athlete and the bookworm. Confidence incarnate and barely-contained shyness.

What could they possibly talk about?



Earlier that morning

Emma was startled when Sophie slid into the seat across from her at the campus coffee shop. She’d been nursing a latte, laptop open to her writing files, trying to process everything she’d learned the night before.

“Hey,” Sophie said, signaling the barista. “Can we talk?”

“About… what?”

“About everything. About the group. About Phase Two.” Sophie leaned forward. “About you and Alex.”

Emma’s cheeks flushed. “What about me and Alex?”

“Look, I know we’re different. Like, really different.” Sophie gestured between them. “I’m the jock. You’re the quiet one. But we’re both in this, and after last night’s meeting, I realized something.”

“What?”

“I don’t actually know you. Not really. I know your role in the group—the heart, the emotional awareness, the writing thing. But I don’t know you-you. The person underneath.”

Emma bit her lip, a nervous habit. “There’s not much to know. I’m boring.”

“Bullshit.” Sophie’s directness made Emma flinch. “You write erotica. You’ve been dreaming about sex your whole adult life. You trusted Alex enough to be your first.” She smiled, softening the bluntness. “That’s not boring. That’s brave.”

“It doesn’t feel brave. It feels terrifying.”

“Same thing.” Sophie took her coffee from the barista and wrapped her hands around the cup. “I was terrified when I first confronted Alex about what I saw. When I decided to share instead of fight. When I suggested the threesome with Rachel.”

“You suggested that?”

“Yeah. Rachel wanted it, but she would never have asked. Too much professional dignity.” Sophie grinned. “Someone had to take point.”

Emma was quiet for a moment, processing this. “Is that what you’re doing now? Taking point?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’m just trying to understand the people I’m sharing my boyfriend with.” Sophie’s expression grew serious. “Look—Phase Two is coming. Tonight we’re meeting as a full group for the first time. And I need to know that when things get hard, we can trust each other. Not just Alex, but each other.”

“I trust Alex.”

“That’s not the same thing.” Sophie reached across the table, covering Emma’s hand. “I’m asking if you trust me. If you’d have my back if everything went sideways. If you’d fight for this group, not just for your place in it.”

Emma stared at the athlete’s hand on hers. Sophie’s grip was warm, confident, demanding an answer.

“I’ve never been part of a group before,” Emma said quietly. “I don’t know how to do this.”

“Neither do I. But I’m figuring it out as I go.” Sophie squeezed her fingers. “We can figure it out together.”

“Why do you care? About me specifically?”

“Because you’re important to him. And because…” Sophie hesitated, something vulnerable flickering in her confident expression. “Because you see things the rest of us miss. The way you watch people, notice emotions, put feelings into words. That’s a skill. One we’re going to need.”

“I’m just observant.”

“You’re more than that. You’re the one who’ll notice when someone’s lying. When someone’s hurting. When the group dynamics are going wrong.” Sophie leaned back. “In any team, you need different positions. I’m the captain—I organize, I push, I make things happen. Rachel’s the wise one—she thinks through implications, provides perspective. You’re the heart. You feel what the rest of us miss.”

“And Jess? Becca?”

“Jess is the wild card. The mystery. She brings something we don’t understand yet. Becca is the edge—she keeps us honest, won’t let us get too soft.” Sophie smiled. “Everyone has a role. Everyone matters. That’s what teams are.”

Emma absorbed this, something shifting in her expression. “You really think about this like sports.”

“Because it is. Just with higher stakes and more… intimate dynamics.”

They sat in silence for a while, drinking coffee, letting the conversation settle.

“Can I ask you something?” Emma finally said.

“Anything.”

“What was it like? The threesome with Rachel?”

Sophie’s eyes widened. “That’s… not what I expected.”

“I’ve been thinking about it since last night. When you mentioned the Soulbound connection happening during…” Emma’s blush deepened. “I’ve written about group encounters. Fantasized about them. But I don’t know how it actually works. How people coordinate, how it feels, whether it’s awkward or natural or—”

“All of the above.” Sophie laughed. “It was terrifying and amazing and weird and the best sex of my life. Rachel and I kept bumping into each other at first, trying to figure out positions, who does what. But once we got in sync…”

“What?”

“It was like playing on a really good team. When everyone knows their position, when you’re moving together without having to think about it. That flow state.” Sophie’s expression grew distant. “I didn’t expect to feel connected to Rachel through it. I thought I’d just be focused on Alex. But sharing that experience with someone else—it created something between us too. Not romantic, just… trust.”

“You trust her now? More than before?”

“Yeah. Weird, right? We were naked and vulnerable together, and now we’re closer.” Sophie shrugged. “Maybe that’s the point. Maybe that’s what the entity designed the system to reward.”

Emma was quiet, turning her coffee cup in her hands.

“I want that,” she said finally. “The trust. The connection. The sense of being part of something.”

“Then we’ll get you there.” Sophie’s grin returned. “Tonight’s the full group meeting. After that, once everyone’s on the same page…”

“You have an idea.”

“I have lots of ideas. But let’s start with tonight.” Sophie stood, offering her hand. “Come on. I want to show you something.”



They ended up at the athletics building, in a quiet corner of the weight room. Sophie demonstrated stretches and simple exercises while Emma followed along, awkward but willing.

“You don’t have to be athletic to be strong,” Sophie explained. “Strength comes from lots of places. Flexibility. Balance. Endurance.” She guided Emma through a yoga pose. “Your body is an instrument. Learning to use it better just gives you more options.”

“For what?”

Sophie’s smile turned wicked. “For everything.”

By the end of the session, Emma was sweaty and sore—but also laughing, more relaxed than Sophie had ever seen her.

“Thank you,” Emma said as they walked out. “For taking time with me.”

“Thank you for letting me. I know I can be… intense.”

“You’re passionate. That’s different.” Emma adjusted her glasses. “I like it. You’re direct. No games, no hidden meanings. After spending my whole life trying to decode what people really mean, it’s refreshing.”

“Direct is definitely my thing.” Sophie bumped Emma’s shoulder. “Hey. Tonight’s meeting—don’t hide in the corner. Speak up. Let the others see what I saw today.”

“What did you see?”

“Someone braver than she knows.” Sophie headed toward the locker rooms, then paused. “Oh, and Emma?”

“Yeah?”

“I wasn’t kidding about understanding each other better. At some point, when you’re ready, I want to experience what you and Alex have. With you.” Her expression was serious. “Not just because of the bond mechanics. Because I think we could be good together. All three of us.”

Emma’s face flamed crimson. “You mean…”

“I mean I’m interested. If you are.” Sophie winked. “Think about it.”

She disappeared into the locker room, leaving Emma standing in the hallway, heart pounding, mind racing.



The full group meeting happened at 7 PM in a conference room Sophie had reserved through athletic department connections. “Team strategy session,” she’d told them. Close enough.

I arrived to find Sophie, Rachel, and Emma already there. Jess showed up five minutes later, teal hair freshly touched up, leather jacket over a band tee. She scanned the room like she was checking for exits.

Becca was last, appearing in the doorway with her usual perfect composure.

“This had better be worth my time,” she said, settling into a chair as far from Sophie as possible. “I have studying to do.”

“It’s worth your time.” Sophie stood at the head of the table, projecting the team-captain energy that came so naturally to her. “We’re here because Phase Two arrives tomorrow. Because cosmic entities are watching us. And because if we’re going to survive what’s coming, we need to stop being five separate relationships and start being one group.”

She laid it all out—the warnings from Joseph, the entity’s expectations, the incoming subjects. Everything I’d told her, filtered through her organizational mind into actionable intelligence.

The reactions were varied. Rachel absorbed the information with academic calm. Emma took furious notes. Jess sat back with an unreadable expression. Becca’s ice-queen facade cracked just enough to show genuine concern underneath.

“So we’re targets,” Becca said when Sophie finished. “Other subjects are coming, and they might try to take what we’ve built.”

“Potentially. We don’t know their intentions.”

“Then we need contingency plans. Defense strategies.” Becca’s business instincts were engaging. “What resources do we have?”

“Each other.” I spoke for the first time. “The bond system rewards genuine connection. Every real relationship makes us stronger. Three of us are Soulbound—Sophie, Rachel, and I can sense each other now. Emma and Becca are at Devotion level. Jess is building fast.”

“So our advantage is… love?” Becca sounded skeptical.

“Our advantage is that we’re not faking it. The entity designed the system to reward authenticity. Whatever strategies the incoming subjects try, if they’re based on manipulation or coercion, the bonds won’t hold.”

“And ours will?”

I looked around the table—at Sophie’s fierce loyalty, Rachel’s measured wisdom, Emma’s quiet devotion, Jess’s wild-card intensity, Becca’s grudging acceptance.

“Ours are real,” I said. “That’s not a strategy. It’s just the truth.”

The meeting continued for another hour, hammering out practical details. Communication protocols. Emergency contacts. Rally points if things went wrong. By the time we finished, even Becca seemed invested.

“I still think this is insane,” she announced as people gathered their things. “But if we’re doing insane, at least we’re doing it organized.”

“High praise from you,” Sophie said dryly.

“Don’t get used to it.” But there was something almost like warmth in Becca’s expression. “Tomorrow, when everything goes crazy—I’ve got your backs. All of you.”

She left before anyone could respond, her heels clicking sharply down the hallway.

“She’s growing on me,” Emma admitted quietly.

“She’s still a bitch,” Sophie said. “But she’s our bitch now.”



Later that night, I was in my dorm room when two soft knocks sounded at the door.

I opened it to find Sophie and Emma standing together, expressions that mixed nervousness with determination.

“Can we come in?” Sophie asked.

“Always.”

They entered, and Emma closed the door behind them. Locked it, I noticed.

“We’ve been talking,” Sophie said. “Emma and I. About the group. About Phase Two. About… us.”

“Us?”

“The three of us.” Emma’s voice was barely above a whisper, but she didn’t look away. “Sophie suggested—and I’ve been thinking—if the bond system rewards sharing—”

“What Emma is trying to say,” Sophie cut in, “is that we want tonight. Together. The three of us.”

My heart rate spiked. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” Sophie’s confidence was unwavering. “Emma?”

“I’m terrified.” Emma laughed shakily. “But I want this. I’ve written about it—fantasized about it—and after everything we talked about today, I want to experience it for real. With you. With both of you.”

I looked between them. Sophie in her casual athletic clothes, Emma in her oversized cardigan hiding curves I knew intimately now. Two women from completely different worlds, united by their connection to me.

“If either of you wants to stop at any point—”

“We know.” Sophie was already moving toward me. “But we won’t.”

She kissed me first, aggressive and claiming. Then she pulled back and gently pushed Emma forward.

“Your turn. Show him you want this.”

Emma’s kiss was softer, more tentative—but beneath the nervousness was real desire. Her hands trembled as they found my chest, but she didn’t pull away.

“Good girl,” Sophie murmured, and Emma shivered at the praise.

“How do we…” Emma started, uncertainty creeping in.

“Follow my lead.” Sophie took charge, guiding us toward the narrow bed. “Alex, sit. Emma, help me undress him.”

They worked together, Sophie confident and Emma hesitant but willing. My shirt came off, then my jeans. I was left in boxers, straining with obvious arousal.

“He wants this too,” Sophie observed, running a finger along my covered length. “See? Nothing to be scared of.”

“I’m not scared.” Emma’s voice was stronger now. “I’m… ready.”

Sophie grinned. “Then let’s get you out of those clothes.”

She helped Emma shed her cardigan, revealing the soft t-shirt underneath. Then the t-shirt came off, and I caught my breath at the sight of Emma’s body—full, heavy breasts barely contained by a simple cotton bra, soft curves that her oversized clothes had been criminally hiding this whole time.

“See?” Sophie said to Emma, noting my obvious reaction—my cock was already straining against my boxers. “He loves what he sees. Look how hard he is for you.”

“So do I.” Sophie was looking at Emma with genuine appreciation, her eyes traveling over those generous curves. “Holy shit, Emma. You’ve been hiding all this? Those tits are incredible.”

Emma blushed from face to chest, the color spreading gorgeously across her pale skin, making her look even more fuckable.

Sophie stripped off her own clothes with athletic efficiency—sports bra and compression shorts disappearing to reveal her toned, tanned body. Her perky breasts were smaller than Emma’s but perfectly shaped, her stomach ridged with muscle, her pussy neat and trimmed.

The contrast between them was striking and incredibly arousing: Sophie’s lean athletic muscle and bronzed skin versus Emma’s soft, voluptuous curves and porcelain paleness. One a fitness fantasy, the other a pinup wet dream.

“Both of you,” I said. “On the bed. Now.”

They obeyed, settling on either side of me. Emma curled against my left, Sophie stretched out on my right.

“We’re going to take this slow,” Sophie said, her hand resting on my chest. “For Emma. But that doesn’t mean gentle.”

“I don’t need gentle,” Emma whispered. “I need real.”

“Then real is what you’ll get.”

Sophie leaned over me to kiss Emma.

It wasn’t romantic—there was nothing between them beyond shared devotion to me. But it was intimate, mouths meeting above my body, hands finding each other across my chest. When they pulled apart, both were breathing hard.

“That was…” Emma touched her lips. “I’ve never kissed a woman before.”

“First time for everything.” Sophie grinned. “Now let’s give Alex a show.”

She guided Emma to position herself above me, straddling my hips. My rock-hard cock pressed against her covered pussy through her simple cotton underwear—already soaked through, the fabric dark and clinging to her swollen lips.

“Grind on him,” Sophie instructed, her voice low and commanding. “Let him feel how wet you are. Show him how badly you want his cock.”

Emma obeyed, her hips rolling experimentally, dragging her soaked panties along my shaft. The sensation made me groan, and she gained confidence from the sound, grinding harder, her wetness seeping through to coat my cock.

Sophie moved behind her, unclasping Emma’s bra and letting it fall away. Those gorgeous heavy breasts spilled free—full C-cups, maybe D’s, with pale pink nipples already hard and puckered. Sophie’s hands came up to cup them from behind, weighing them, squeezing them.

“Holy fuck, these are incredible,” Sophie murmured in Emma’s ear, kneading Emma’s tits while Emma ground on me. “So soft. So full. Why did you hide them under those baggy sweaters?”

“I didn’t—I was embarrassed—they’re too big—”

“Too big?” Sophie laughed. “There’s no such thing. They’re perfect.” Sophie’s fingers found Emma’s pink nipples, pinching and rolling them, making Emma moan and grind harder against my throbbing cock.

“Can I taste her?” I asked, my eyes locked on those perfect tits swaying above me.

“Of course. She’s yours too.”

I sat up, my face level with Emma’s chest, and took one stiff nipple in my mouth while Sophie played with the other. I sucked hard, swirling my tongue around the sensitive bud, and Emma’s moans grew louder, her body responding to stimulation from two directions at once.

“More,” she gasped. “I need more. Please.”

Sophie’s hand slid down Emma’s soft stomach, beneath the waistband of her soaked underwear. Emma bucked and cried out when Sophie’s fingers found her swollen clit.

“She’s fucking drenched,” Sophie observed, her fingers squelching as she rubbed Emma’s pussy. “You really do want this, don’t you? You want his cock inside you?”

“I’ve wanted—I’ve written about—please—I need it—”

Sophie looked at me over Emma’s shoulder, her fingers still working Emma’s clit. “She’s ready. More than ready. Should we give her what she’s been fantasizing about?”

In answer, I lifted Emma off my lap and positioned her on her back. Sophie helped strip off her soaked underwear, revealing her completely—pale and flushed, her pussy glistening with arousal, her pink lips swollen and parted, her clit peeking out like a little pearl begging to be licked.

“You first,” Sophie told me, spreading Emma’s thick pale thighs wide. “Fuck her. I’ll help.”

I positioned myself between Emma’s legs while Sophie settled beside her, one hand kneading Emma’s breast, the other finding Emma’s hand and interlacing their fingers.

“Squeeze when you need to,” Sophie told her. “I’m right here. And I’m going to watch him fuck you.”

I positioned my cock at her dripping entrance and pushed inside.

Emma cried out—not pain, but overwhelming sensation as my thick cock stretched her still-tight pussy. She was still so snug from inexperience, her walls gripping me like they never wanted to let go. But she was wet enough to take me easily, her arousal easing my way as I sank deeper and deeper into her welcoming cunt.

“Oh god,” she gasped, her eyes going wide. “Oh god, that feels—you’re so deep—”

“I know.” Sophie’s voice was soothing even as her fingers found Emma’s nipple and pinched. “Let it build. He knows how to make you feel good. Just relax and take his cock.”

I started moving, slow and deep, watching Emma’s face transform with every thrust. The shyness melted away as pleasure took over, her mouth falling open in continuous soft moans. Her hips began to match my rhythm instinctively, rising to meet me, her hands gripping Sophie’s tightly as I fucked her.

“Faster,” she breathed, her voice cracking with need. “Please—I want it harder—”

I gave her faster, gave her harder. Sophie’s hand slid down Emma’s soft stomach to her clit, rubbing in tight circles perfectly timed to my thrusts. The double stimulation—my cock filling her pussy, Sophie’s fingers working her clit—pushed Emma toward the edge at dizzying speed.

“I’m going to—already—I can’t hold it—”

“Then don’t.” Sophie’s voice was firm, commanding. “Come for him. Come on his cock. Show him what he does to you.”

Emma shattered with a scream, her pussy clamping down around me so hard I had to stop moving, her whole body convulsing as the orgasm tore through her. Her juices gushed around my cock, and Sophie held her through it, murmuring encouragement, while I fought to maintain control and not come right then from the incredible sensation of her virgin-tight cunt spasming around me.

Before Emma had fully recovered, Sophie was positioning herself.

“My turn. Emma, watch how a pro does it.”

She pushed me onto my back and straddled me, gripping my slick cock—still coated with Emma’s cum—and sinking down onto it in one smooth, athletic motion. Her tight pussy swallowed me to the hilt, and she moaned at the stretch.

Emma watched with wide, fascinated eyes as Sophie started to ride, her athletic body rising and falling, her perky tits bouncing with each stroke.

“See how it’s done,” Sophie said, her voice strained with pleasure as she rode me hard. “Don’t just watch—participate. Touch me.”

Sophie guided Emma’s trembling hand to her bouncing breast. Emma cupped it tentatively, marveling at the firmness compared to her own softness, then squeezed more firmly when Sophie moaned in approval.

“Pinch my nipple—yeah, just like that—fuck, that’s good—”

I grabbed Sophie’s hips and thrust up hard to meet her, watching her athletic body work above me. Her small tits bounced, her toned stomach flexed with each rise and fall, her muscular thighs clenched as she slammed down on my cock.

“Emma,” I said, “come sit on my face. I want to taste that sweet pussy while Sophie rides my cock.”

Emma hesitated only a moment before moving toward my face. I pulled her thick thighs down and she lowered herself onto my waiting mouth. Sophie reached forward to steady her, their hands gripping each other’s shoulders.

“Oh god—” Emma gasped as my tongue found her still-sensitive clit. “I just came—it’s too much—”

“Let him eat you while I ride him,” Sophie commanded, bouncing harder on my cock. “Just feel it.”

Emma gave in, lowering herself fully onto my face, her soaked pussy grinding against my mouth. I tongue-fucked her dripping hole while my nose pressed against her clit, and she whimpered and bucked above me.

The three of us moved together in perfect rhythm—Sophie riding my cock with athletic intensity, Emma grinding her pussy on my face, their hands gripping each other for balance. The sounds filling my small dorm room were absolutely obscene: wet flesh squelching, desperate feminine moans, the rhythmic slap of Sophie’s ass against my thighs.

“I’m close,” Sophie gasped, her pussy clenching around my cock. “Fuck—he’s so good—his cock is so deep—”

“Me too,” Emma managed, her thighs trembling around my head. “Again—already—oh god—”

“Together,” I said against Emma’s flooding pussy. “Both of you. Come together. Right now.”

They did.

Sophie screamed as her orgasm hit, her tight athletic pussy clenching around my cock so hard it triggered my own release. I groaned into Emma’s cunt as I came, pumping rope after rope of hot cum deep inside Sophie’s spasming pussy. At the same time, Emma shattered against my mouth, her juices flooding my face, her cries joining Sophie’s in a chorus of overwhelming pleasure.

I kept coming, kept pumping, filling Sophie with everything I had while my tongue worked Emma through her second orgasm. Two women coming together, connected by me, their voices harmonizing in ecstasy.

We collapsed together in a tangle of sweaty limbs, breathing hard. My cum was already leaking from Sophie’s pussy, dripping down to mix with the mess we’d made on my sheets.

“Holy shit,” Sophie finally said.

“Language,” Emma murmured, but she was smiling.

“You earned it.” Sophie stretched, looking satisfied. “That was… good. Really good.”

“Better than fantasy,” Emma agreed. “I’ve written this scene a hundred times. Reality is better.”
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Soulbound. Emma had reached the maximum.

I felt the connection snap into place—her presence now distinct in my awareness, a warm glow beside Sophie’s fierce energy and Rachel’s composed wisdom.

“Something happened,” Emma said, her eyes widening. “I can feel… is that you? In my head?”

“Soulbound,” I explained. “You’re at maximum bond now. The System unlocked a shared ability.”

“What ability?”

“Prophetic writing. You can sense my emotional state, and apparently your writing might become… predictive somehow.”

Emma stared at me, then at Sophie, then down at her own hands.

“My stories,” she whispered. “They might actually come true?”

“In some form. I don’t know the exact mechanics.”

“Oh god.” She started laughing—a surprised, overwhelmed sound. “I spent years imagining impossible things. And now I’m part of something impossible. And my writing might become real.”

Sophie wrapped an arm around her. “You okay with that?”

“I don’t know.” But Emma was smiling. “Ask me tomorrow.”

We lay together, three bodies intertwined, bonds humming with new strength. Outside, the night was quiet. Tomorrow, Phase Two would arrive.

But for now, we had this. Connection. Intimacy. The certainty that whatever came next, we faced it together.

Sophie pressed a kiss to Emma’s forehead. “You should write about us sometime. The group. What we’re building.”

Emma’s blush was visible even in the dim light. “Maybe I will.”

“Don’t be shy about it. Include the good parts.” Sophie grinned wickedly. “I want to see how you describe my ass.”

“Your ass is… very athletic.”

“That’s not erotic at all. We’ll work on it.”

I pulled them both closer, feeling their warmth, their presence, the new connections singing in my awareness.

Three Soulbound. Two more to go.

And one day until everything changed.


Chapter 23: Jess Joins

The knock came at midnight.

I wasn’t asleep—hadn’t been able to sleep since the full group meeting. Too many thoughts circling, too many connections humming in my awareness. Sophie and Rachel and Emma, their presences warm and distinct through the Soulbound links. The approaching countdown like a drumbeat in my skull.

I opened the door to find Jess.

She looked different tonight. The usual armor of eyeliner and attitude was still there, but something had shifted underneath. Her teal-streaked hair hung loose around her shoulders, tangled from restless fingers. Her hazel eyes were dark, intense, carrying the weight of things she’d finally decided to say.

She wore a thin black band tee—some metal logo I didn’t recognize—that did nothing to hide her curves. No bra, as usual. Her nipples were visible through the fabric, pierced and prominent. Ripped black jeans hugged her wide hips, and her combat boots were scuffed from the walk across campus.

“Can I come in?”

“Always.”

She pushed past me, her arm brushing mine, and stood in the center of my small room. Looking around. Taking in the details like she was memorizing them.

“The dreams are getting clearer,” she said without preamble. “Since we talked. Since you told me the truth.”

“Clearer how?”

“More specific. More… coherent.” She turned to face me. “I used to get fragments. Impressions. Feelings without context. Now I’m getting actual memories. Things that happened between us, during the loops.”

“What kind of things?”

“Conversations. Arguments. Moments where you tried to break through my walls and I pushed you away.” She laughed, bitter and soft. “Three thousand years of you trying to understand me, and I kept shutting you out. Even in dreams, I couldn’t let anyone in.”

“You let me in now.”

“I’m trying.” She closed the distance between us, her body a hairsbreadth from mine. “That’s why I’m here. I’ve processed the fragments. I’ve thought about what you told me. About the entity, the phases, the bonds. About what it means to be connected to you.”

“And?”

“And I want in.” Her hazel eyes burned with intensity. “Not just the relationship—though I want that too. I want the mystery. I want to know why I remember things I shouldn’t. I want to understand what made me special enough to carry pieces of a timeline that should have erased itself.”

“You were always special. Even before the loops ended.”

“Bullshit. I was just some tattoo artist with weird dreams.” She grabbed my shirt, pulling me closer. “But now I’m something else. Connected to you, to this—this cosmic thing you’re part of. And I’m tired of standing on the outside looking in.”

“What are you asking for?”

“Everything.” She kissed me.

There was nothing tentative about it. This was Jess—wild, unpredictable, demanding. She kissed like she was staking a claim, her tongue invading my mouth, her hands fisting in my shirt.

I kissed her back with equal intensity. My hands found her waist, her hips, pulling her flush against me. She was warm and soft and fierce, every inch of her body pressed to mine.

“I’ve dreamed about this,” she gasped between kisses. “For years. Waking up aching for someone I couldn’t remember.”

“You remember now.”

“I remember everything.” She stepped back and grabbed the hem of her shirt, pulling it over her head in one fierce motion.

My breath caught. My cock throbbed painfully in my sweatpants.

Jess Moran’s body was a canvas of art and raw sexuality. Full natural breasts—heavy D-cups that sat high and firm on her chest, defying gravity with the confidence of youth—topped with dark nipples each pierced by small silver barbells. The metal glinted in the dim light of my room, winking at me like an invitation. Her tits were incredible—the kind you could bury your face in, lose yourself in, worship for hours.

Tattoos covered her arms in intricate sleeves that told stories I wanted to read with my tongue. The designs flowed from her wrists to her shoulders in perfect lines—flowers blooming from skulls, geometric patterns merging with organic swirls, all of it executed with the precision of a true artist. More ink curved around her ribs in a piece that made her look like some kind of punk goddess, the design disappearing tantalizingly into the waistband of her low-slung jeans.

“See something you like?” Her voice was challenging, her hazel eyes daring me to look away.

“Everything.” I stepped forward and traced a finger along one of her sleeve tattoos, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath the art. “You’re fucking gorgeous. And these…” I followed the ink up her arm to her shoulder. “Tell me about these.”

“Later.” She grabbed my wrist and pressed my hand against her breast. “Right now, I want you to touch me. Really touch me. I’ve been waiting eight years for this.”

I cupped her heavy breast, feeling its weight fill my palm, and she hissed at the contact. When my thumb brushed her pierced nipple, flicking the silver barbell, she actually moaned—a raw, desperate sound that went straight to my cock.

“Sensitive?”

“Fuck yes. The piercings make everything more intense—” She broke off with a gasp as I tugged gently on the barbell. “God, that’s—don’t stop—”

“I know exactly what these do to you.”

I lowered my mouth to her other nipple and sucked hard, using my tongue to toy with the metal piercing—flicking it, rolling it, tugging it gently with my teeth. She arched into me with a moan that was half-growl, half-plea, her hands fisting in my hair, her heavy tits pressing against my face.

“More. Fuck—I need more.”

I obliged. Worked both her pierced nipples with tongue and fingers, exploring exactly how the metal enhanced her sensitivity. Every tug on the barbells made her gasp. Every flick of my tongue made her moan. She was trembling within minutes, her wide hips grinding against nothing, desperate for friction, her tattooed body writhing with need.

“Please—”

“Please what?”

“Don’t make me beg.” But she was already begging, her voice breaking. “I’ve spent eight years wanting something I couldn’t have. I can’t wait anymore.”

I kissed her again, steering us toward the bed. She fell back onto the mattress, and I followed her down, settling between her spread thighs. My cock pressed against her through our remaining clothes—her jeans, my sweatpants—and she ground up against me with desperate urgency.

“Off,” she demanded, clawing at my shirt. “I want to feel you.”

I stripped, revealing myself to her for the first time. Her eyes tracked down my body, widening when she saw how hard I was.

“The dreams didn’t do you justice,” she breathed.

“Neither did they for you.” I reached for her jeans, undoing the button with eager fingers, working the zipper down. She lifted her wide hips to help me peel the tight, ripped denim down her thick, tattooed thighs.

No underwear. Of course not. Jess Moran wasn’t the underwear type.

She was completely bare beneath the ripped fabric, and I groaned at the sight. Her pussy was neatly trimmed into a strip of dark hair, her lips already glistening with arousal, swollen and parted with need. More tattoos decorated her thick thighs—smaller, more intimate pieces: a rose on one inner thigh, a skull on the other, designed to be seen only by lovers in exactly this position.

“Like what you see?” That challenging tone again, even as she spread her legs wider to show me everything.

“I want to taste this beautiful pussy.”

“Then fucking do it.”

I lowered myself between her thick thighs and buried my face in her dripping cunt.

She screamed.

Not a moan—an actual scream, loud enough that my neighbors definitely heard. Her hands fisted in my hair, her tattooed fingers gripping hard enough to hurt, holding me in place as I devoured her. She tasted like want and wildness and eight years of desperate need, her arousal flooding my mouth and coating my chin within seconds.

“Fuck—fuck—” Her hips bucked against my face, grinding her pussy against me. “That’s so fucking good—don’t stop—eat my pussy—”

I had no intention of stopping. I worked her with my tongue, circling her swollen clit, dipping inside her hole, alternating pressure and speed like I was playing an instrument. She responded to every change, her tattooed body moving in waves beneath me, her heavy tits heaving with every gasping breath.

“Inside—” She was gasping now, her voice breaking. “Fingers—I need your fingers inside me—”

I slid two fingers into her soaking wet pussy while my tongue kept attacking her clit. She was tight—god, she was tight—her cunt clenching around my fingers like a fist as I curled them hard against her g-spot.

“Yes—right there—fuck yes—I’m going to—”

She came with another scream, her whole tattooed body convulsing beneath me. I felt her pussy spasm around my fingers in rhythmic pulses, felt her thick thighs clamp around my head hard enough to hurt, felt her flood my face with her release until I was dripping with her cum.

Before she finished coming down, she was pulling at my shoulders with desperate strength.

“Up. Now. I need your cock inside me. I’ve waited eight fucking years.”

I moved up her tattooed body, my cock leaving a trail of pre-cum across her stomach, positioning myself at her dripping entrance. She wrapped her legs around my waist—those thick, inked thighs gripping me like she’d never let go—and pulled me forward with her heels digging into my ass.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said, her hazel eyes blazing. “I don’t want gentle. I want you to fuck me like you mean it.”

I thrust into her in one brutal stroke.

She took all of me at once, her soaking wet pussy stretching around my thick cock, swallowing me to the hilt. The sound she made was pure satisfaction—a moan that seemed pulled from her very soul—finally, finally, finally.

“God yes.” Her nails raked down my back hard enough to draw blood. “That’s it. That’s what I needed. Now fuck me. Fuck me like you’ve been wanting to for three thousand years.”

I did.

There was nothing tender about this—this was raw, desperate, primal need. I pounded into her without mercy, my cock slamming deep into her tight cunt with every thrust, and she matched me perfectly, her wide hips snapping up to meet mine. The bed shook beneath us. The headboard slammed against the wall. The obscene sounds of flesh slapping against flesh filled the room, mixed with her screaming moans.

“Harder—” She was clawing at my back now, her nails leaving bloody trails. “Harder—I can fucking take it—don’t hold back—”

I grabbed both her tattooed wrists in one hand and pinned them above her head, using the leverage to drive even deeper into her gripping cunt. Her eyes went wide, then dark with savage pleasure.

“You like that?” I growled against her ear. “Being held down? Being taken?”

“I like you,” she shot back, bucking against my hold even as she moaned. “I like that you’re not afraid of me.”

“Why would I be afraid?”

“Everyone’s afraid of me.” She arched beneath my grip, her heavy pierced tits pressing against my chest, testing my hold on her wrists. “They see the tattoos, the piercings, the attitude, and they decide I’m too much. Too intense. Too unpredictable. Too fucked up.”

“I spent three thousand years watching you. I know exactly how intense you are.” I thrust particularly hard, burying myself to the hilt, and she gasped. “And I want all of it. Every fucking inch of your wild heart.”

Something shifted in her expression. The wildness was still there, but underneath it, vulnerability flickered.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

I kissed her—slower now, deeper—and when I pulled back, her eyes were wet.

“Don’t—” She blinked rapidly. “Don’t make me cry. I don’t cry during sex.”

“Then don’t hold back.” I released her wrists and cupped her face instead. “Let me see you, Jess. All of you. Not just the armor.”

For a long moment, she stared at me. Then, slowly, the defiance in her expression softened.

“You really did watch me for three thousand years.”

“I did.”

“And you still wanted this? Even after seeing everything?”

“Because of seeing everything.” I brushed a tear from her cheek. “You’re the one mystery I never solved. And now I get to spend a lifetime trying.”

She pulled me down for another kiss—softer this time, almost tender. When she spoke again, her voice had changed.

“Make love to me. Not just fucking. I want—I need—”

“I know.”

I started moving again, but differently now. Slower. Deeper. Each stroke deliberate, each movement designed to connect rather than conquer.

Jess wrapped herself around me—arms around my neck, legs around my waist—and held on like I was the only solid thing in her universe.

“I can feel you,” she whispered. “Not just physically. In here.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “Like there’s a thread connecting us.”

“The bond.”

“Is that what this is? All those years of dreams, all those fragments—it was building to this?”

“It was building to us.”

She kissed me again, deep and desperate, and I felt her pussy clench around my cock—pleasure mixed with emotion, overwhelming in its intensity. Her pierced nipples rubbed against my chest with every movement, and her tattooed arms wrapped around me like she never wanted to let go.

“I’m close,” she breathed against my mouth. “I want to come with you. I want to feel you fill me up. Can you—”

“I’m right there with you.” The sensation was building at the base of my spine, my balls tightening, impossible to hold back much longer. “Together?”

“Together.”

I drove deep, finding that spot inside her that made her gasp and clench. Her whole tattooed body tensed beneath me, poised on the edge of release, her pussy gripping my cock like a velvet fist.

“Now,” I commanded. “Come for me, Jess. Come on my cock.”

We shattered together.

Her orgasm triggered mine, her pussy clamping down so hard around my cock it was almost painful as I started to come. I groaned her name as I emptied myself inside her, pumping rope after rope of hot cum deep into her spasming cunt. We came in waves, each pulse of my cock extending her pleasure, each clench of her pussy milking more cum from me, locked together in an endless loop of sensation.

“I can feel you coming inside me,” she gasped, her hazel eyes wide with wonder. “So warm—so much—”

I kept pumping until I was completely empty, until my cum was overflowing from her pussy and leaking down between her thick thighs. Only then did the waves finally subside, leaving us tangled in sweaty sheets, breathing hard, my softening cock still buried inside her flooded cunt.

“That was…” Jess laughed weakly, her voice hoarse from screaming. “I don’t have words. And I usually have so many fucking words.”

“Best sex of your life?”

“Best everything of my life.” She curled against me, her head on my chest, her heavy pierced tits pressing warm against my side. “I’ve been alone so long. Even surrounded by people—even with clients at the shop, friends at bars—I felt alone. Like there was a wall between me and everyone else.”

“And now?”

“Now the wall’s gone.” She traced patterns on my skin with her tattooed fingers, following paths like the ones she’d inked on so many others. “I can feel you. Really feel you. Not just physically—something deeper. Like you’re already part of me.”
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Love threshold. And a special ability—her fragments weren’t just memories anymore. They were becoming something more.

“Something happened,” I said. “The System updated.”

“What does it say?”

“You’re at Love threshold. And your fragment ability activated—you can sense future events now, not just past ones.”

She went still against me. “I can what?”

“The dreams, the fragments—they’re not just echoes of the loops anymore. They’re becoming prophetic.”

Jess was quiet for a long time. I felt her processing, her mind working through implications.

“Tonight,” she said finally. “Before I came here. I had another dream.”

“What was it?”

“I saw you standing somewhere dark. There were people around you—your women, I think—but you couldn’t reach them. Something was blocking you.” Her voice dropped. “And there was someone else. Someone new. Looking at you like you were prey.”

My blood chilled. “The incoming subjects.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” She propped herself up to look at me, hazel eyes dark with concern. “But Alex—the dreams are getting clearer. More specific. And what I’m seeing…”

“What?”

She traced her finger across my chest, over my heart.

“I don’t think the loops were a test. I think they were TRAINING.” Her voice was distant, seeing something beyond the room.

“Training me for what?”

“I don’t know yet. But whatever it is—” She shivered despite our shared warmth. “Whatever it is, it’s coming. And it’s bigger than Phase Two. Bigger than competing subjects or territory expansion.”

I pulled her closer, feeling her heart beat against my skin.

“Then we face it together. All of us. Whatever comes.”

“Even if what comes is the entity itself?”

The question hung in the darkness. I didn’t have an answer.

But I had Jess. I had Sophie and Rachel and Emma. And tomorrow, maybe, I would have Becca too.

Five women who’d chosen me. Five bonds that made me stronger.

And one day until Phase Two changed everything.

“Get some sleep,” I murmured against her hair. “Tomorrow’s going to be complicated.”

“Tomorrow’s going to be insane.” But she settled against me, her breathing slowing. “Promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“Promise me you won’t die. I spent eight years dreaming about a man I couldn’t find. I’m not losing you now that I’ve finally got you.”

“I promise.”

It was a promise I had no idea if I could keep.

But for her—for all of them—I would try.

I held Jess as she drifted off, her body warm and soft against mine, her breath tickling my chest.

Four bonds complete. One pending.

And tomorrow, the real game would begin.


Chapter 24: Becca’s Choice

Friday morning came too fast.

I woke to find Jess gone, a note on my pillow in her sharp, artistic handwriting: “Went to open the shop. Tonight you buy me dinner. Non-negotiable.”

I smiled despite everything. Typical Jess—making demands even in love notes.

The day ahead loomed with the weight of what was coming. One day until Phase Two. One day until new subjects arrived. One day to finalize the foundation I’d been building.

Which meant dealing with Becca.

She found me before I found her.

I was crossing the quad, coffee in hand, when she stepped into my path. Immaculate as always—designer jeans, silk blouse, hair and makeup perfect despite the early hour. But something in her ice-blue eyes was different. Less hostile. More… uncertain.

“We need to talk,” she said.

“Good morning to you too.”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand. “I’m not here for banter. I’m here because something’s happening and I need to understand it.”

“Something?”

“You. The professor. The volleyball player. The library mouse. The tattoo freak.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “I’ve been watching, Alex. Gathering information. And what I see doesn’t make sense.”

“What do you see?”

“I see a man who shouldn’t exist. Who knows things he couldn’t know, speaks languages no one taught him, wins debates he shouldn’t even enter.” She stepped closer, voice dropping. “I see women who should hate each other treating each other like family. I see a group forming around you like you’re the center of gravity and everyone else is just orbiting.”

“And that bothers you?”

“It terrifies me.” The admission seemed to cost her something. “Because I feel it too. This pull. This inexplicable draw toward you that I can’t logic my way out of. I’ve tried hating you—I still do, most of the time—but underneath the hate is something else.”

“What?”

“I don’t know.” Her perfect composure cracked, just for a moment. “And I hate not knowing. I hate feeling out of control. I hate that you make me feel things I don’t want to feel.”

“Becca—”

“No. Don’t comfort me. Don’t be kind.” She squared her shoulders. “Just tell me the truth. All of it. Whatever secret is at the center of this—I need to know. Even if it’s insane. Even if it makes me question everything I understand about reality.”

I looked at her—this woman who’d been my nemesis in the loops, who’d hated me on instinct before we ever spoke, who’d slept with me out of spite and woken up confused by how much it meant.

“Not here,” I said. “Come with me.”



We ended up at Rachel’s off-campus apartment. It was the only place I could think of that was private enough for what I needed to say, and Rachel had given me a key after our first time together.

Becca looked around the space with barely concealed judgment. “This is the professor’s place?”

“Her name is Rachel. And yes.”

“It’s… surprisingly normal.”

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. Leather and whips? Shrine to inappropriate student relationships?” She sat on the edge of Rachel’s couch, tension in every line of her body. “So. Tell me.”

So I told her.

Everything.

The time loop. The 3,247 years. The million cycles, the quarter million deaths. The day it broke and Sophie saw. The System and its bonds and abilities. Joseph Summers and Phase Two. The entity watching, measuring, expecting.

Becca listened without interrupting. Her expression shifted as I spoke—skepticism to confusion to something that might have been wonder. By the time I finished, she was pale beneath her perfect makeup.

“That’s insane,” she said.

“I know.”

“You’re either a brilliant liar or completely delusional.”

“Or I’m telling the truth.”

“Or you’re telling the truth.” She stood, pacing Rachel’s small living room. “But that’s impossible. Time loops don’t exist. Cosmic entities don’t run experiments on college students. People don’t accumulate three thousand years of experience and still look twenty-two.”

“And yet.”

“And yet.” She stopped, facing me. “I believe you.”

“You do?”

“I don’t know why. Every rational part of my brain says this is bullshit, that you’re playing some elaborate game, that I should walk out and never look back.” She laughed bitterly. “But there’s this voice—this stupid, irrational voice—that says every word is true. That you really did spend three millennia trapped in a single day. That you really did learn everything about everyone on campus. That you really did die almost a quarter million times trying to escape.”

“Does it help that the System confirms my story?”

“The System?”

I pulled up my mental interface and read her the Bond data.

“Becca Hayes. Current level: 650. Devotion threshold. Passive ability: +5 Charisma when in proximity.” I met her eyes. “The System tracks us, Becca. It measures our connection. It knows how we feel about each other—sometimes before we do.”

“And you can see this… System?”

“Since the loop broke. It was always there, apparently. Watching. Recording. Now it’s active.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then she sat back down, heavily, like her legs wouldn’t support her anymore.

“I’ve been fighting something I didn’t understand,” she said quietly. “For weeks. Since the moment we met—really met, not in the loops—I’ve felt this… pull. Like something in me recognized something in you.”

“The bond.”

“Is that what you call it?” She shook her head. “I thought I was going crazy. Having feelings for someone I was supposed to hate. Wanting things I shouldn’t want.”

“What do you want, Becca?”

The question hung between us. She looked at me—really looked, for maybe the first time without the armor of perfection between us.

“I want to belong somewhere,” she said finally. “I’ve spent my whole life curating an image. Being the prettiest, the smartest, the most put-together. And it’s exhausting. There’s nobody under the image anymore—just more image, all the way down.”

“There’s someone under there. I’ve seen her.”

“When?”

“In the loops. There were versions of you—variations where the hostility never took hold. Where we actually talked. Where you let the mask slip.” I moved to sit beside her. “The real Becca Hayes is smart and driven and terrified of being ordinary. She pushes people away before they can reject her. She picks fights because conflict is easier than vulnerability.”

“You knew me for three thousand years.”

“In fragments. Pieces. I never fully understood you—you were always too complicated, too contradictory. But I knew enough to know that the ice queen act is exactly that. An act.”

Tears were sliding down her perfect cheeks now, cutting tracks through concealer.

“I don’t cry,” she said, even as she cried.

“I know.”

“I don’t show weakness. It gets used against you.”

“Not here. Not with me. Not with any of us.”

She swiped at her eyes, smearing mascara. “If I believe you—if I accept that all of this is real—what does that mean?”

“It means you’re part of something. The bonds I’m building, the women who’ve chosen to be with me—they’re not just relationships. They’re a foundation. A defense against whatever Phase Two brings.”

“The other loop survivors.”

“And whatever else the entity decides to throw at us.” I took her hand—tentatively, ready to pull back if she flinched. She didn’t. “I’m not asking you to be friends with Sophie. I’m not asking you to change who you are. I’m asking you to be part of this. To have our backs when things get hard. To let us have yours.”

“What do I get out of it?”

“People who actually know you. Who’ve seen past the image to the person underneath and still want you around.” I squeezed her fingers. “I know that’s terrifying. Letting people in, risking rejection. But Becca—the alternative is being alone forever. And I’ve done alone. For three thousand years. I don’t recommend it.”

She was quiet, processing. Her hand stayed in mine, trembling slightly.

“The others,” she said finally. “They know about me? About what happened between us?”

“They know.”

“And they’re okay with it?”

“Sophie’s not thrilled. But she’s accepted that this is bigger than personal preferences. Rachel sees the psychological value in redemption arcs. Emma just wants everyone to be included. Jess…” I smiled. “Jess doesn’t care about social hierarchies. She’ll judge you on your actions, not your reputation.”

“And you?”

“I want you here. Not because the System says so, not because I need another bond for power. Because I believe there’s someone worth knowing underneath all that armor. And I think she deserves a chance to exist.”

Becca stared at me for a long moment. Then, slowly, she nodded.

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Okay, I’m in. I’ll be part of your weird cosmic harem. I’ll play nice with the volleyball bitch and the professor and the rest of them.” She pulled her hand free and stood, squaring her shoulders. “But I have conditions.”

“Name them.”

“One: I’m not submitting. Not like the others. If I’m part of this, I’m a partner, not a follower. I make my own decisions.”

“Fair.”

“Two: You don’t expect me to be soft. I’m not Emma. I’m not going to cry on your shoulder and write poetry about my feelings. That’s not who I am.”

“Also fair.”

“Three: When Phase Two comes, you don’t protect me. You let me fight. I’m not a damsel. I’m not going to sit on the sidelines while everyone else takes risks.”

“I can work with that.”

She studied me, apparently surprised by my easy agreement. “You’re not going to argue?”

“Why would I? You know yourself. You know what you need to feel respected. I’m not going to force you into a mold that doesn’t fit.” I stood, facing her. “The harem isn’t about making everyone the same. It’s about bringing together different strengths. Sophie’s competitive fire. Rachel’s analytical mind. Emma’s emotional insight. Jess’s wild-card intuition. And you—”

“What am I?”

“You’re the edge. The one who keeps everyone honest. The one who calls bullshit when the rest of us are too polite to do it.” I smiled. “We need that. I need that.”

For the first time, something like genuine warmth flickered in her expression.

“You’re not what I expected,” she said.

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. Some kind of cult leader? Master manipulator collecting women like trophies?” She laughed, rueful. “You’re just… a guy. A weird, ancient, impossibly experienced guy, but still. Just trying to build something that matters.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Take it as one. They’re rare from me.”
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Five of five. Complete.

The notification pulsed in my awareness, carrying a weight of significance. I’d done it. Built the foundation Joseph had warned me to build. Gathered the women who could help me face whatever came next.

“Something happened,” Becca observed, watching my face. “The System?”

“Foundation complete. All five positions filled.”

“Positions.” She rolled her eyes. “Very romantic.”

“The System isn’t about romance. It’s about connection. Power through genuine bonds.” I met her gaze. “You just became part of that, Becca. For better or worse.”

“Worse, probably. I don’t do well in groups.”

“Then you’ll learn. We all are.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then, unexpectedly, she stepped forward and kissed me.

It wasn’t like before—no anger, no competition, no hate fueling the heat. This was softer. Almost tender. The Becca underneath the armor, showing herself for just a moment.

“That’s all you get,” she said when she pulled back. “For now. I’m not ready for more.”

“I can wait.”

“You’d better.” But she was almost smiling. “So. What now? Group meeting? Awkward introductions? Trust falls?”

“Tonight. Everyone together, at Sophie’s. We finalize preparations before Phase Two hits.”

“And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, we find out what we’re made of.”



The meeting that night was as awkward as expected.

Sophie’s dorm room was crowded with too many people—Sophie and Rachel on the bed, Emma in the desk chair, Jess leaning against the wall, and Becca hovering near the door like she might bolt at any moment.

“So,” Sophie said, breaking the silence. “We’re all here. The full team.”

“Don’t call us a team.” Becca’s ice-queen mask was firmly in place. “We’re not friends.”

“No. We’re something else.” Rachel’s voice was measured, professional. “Allies of necessity. Bound by shared circumstances and mutual interest.”

“That sounds clinical.”

“I’m a psychologist. Clinical is what I do.”

Emma raised her hand tentatively. “Can I just say something?”

All eyes turned to her. She shrank slightly, then straightened.

“I know this is weird. I know some of us don’t like each other. But we’re all here because we chose to be. Because whatever Alex is—whatever this is—it matters more than our personal conflicts.” She looked at Becca directly. “I was invisible my whole life. Now I’m part of something. I’m not going to let petty rivalries ruin that.”

“Petty.” Becca’s eyes narrowed. “I’m petty now?”

“If the shoe fits.”

Sophie snorted. “She’s got you there.”

“Shut up, Martinez.”

“Make me, Hayes.”

“Enough.” Jess pushed off the wall, her presence filling the small room. “We don’t have time for this. Phase Two hits tomorrow. Whatever drama exists between you two can wait until we know we’re surviving.”

“She’s right.” I stepped into the center of the group. “Tomorrow, new subjects arrive. We don’t know who they are, what abilities they have, or what they want. We need to be united, or we’re vulnerable.”

“United how?” Rachel asked. “We can’t force cohesion.”

“We don’t need cohesion. We need trust. Basic, functional trust that we’ll have each other’s backs when things get dangerous.” I looked at each of them in turn. “Sophie, you’re the organizer. You keep us coordinated. Rachel, you analyze and strategize. Emma, you read emotions and warn us when something’s wrong. Jess, you provide insights from your fragments. Becca, you keep us honest and call out weaknesses.”

“Five different roles,” Becca observed. “Five different functions.”

“Exactly. You’re not supposed to be the same. You’re supposed to complement each other.”

They exchanged glances—wary, uncertain, but considering.

“Fine.” Becca broke first, surprising everyone. “I’ll play along. But I’m not pretending to like any of you.”

“Wouldn’t expect it.” Sophie’s smile was sharp. “Just do your job and we’ll do ours.”

“And if your job involves criticizing my performance?”

“Then I’ll thank you for the feedback and tell you to fuck off.”

Becca stared at her. Then, unexpectedly, she laughed.

“Okay. That I can work with.”

The tension in the room shifted—not disappearing, but transforming. These weren’t friends. They might never be friends. But they were starting to understand each other.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “We face whatever comes together. Agreed?”

Nods around the room. Even Becca.

“Then let’s talk strategy.”

We talked until midnight—contingencies and signals and rally points. Emma took notes. Rachel suggested psychological approaches to potential confrontations. Jess shared fragments from her dreams, trying to parse meaning from symbolism. Sophie organized everything into actionable plans.

And Becca—Becca poked holes in every suggestion, demanded clarifications, and generally made herself useful by refusing to let anyone get complacent.

By the time we finished, something had formed. Not friendship. Not family. But something.

A foundation.

Built from bonds and trust and shared purpose.

As the group dispersed, Becca caught Sophie at the door.

“I’m not going to be your friend,” she said bluntly.

Sophie shrugged. “Fine.”

“But I’ll have his back. And by extension…” Becca’s jaw tightened like the words cost her. “Yours.”

Sophie studied her for a long moment. Then she nodded, once.

“Same to you, Hayes. We’ll get through this.”

“We’d better.”

Becca left without another word.

Sophie turned to me, eyebrows raised. “That’s the closest to warmth I’ve ever seen from her.”

“Give it time.”

“I’ll give it exactly as much time as the cosmic entity allows.” She grinned. “Now get out. I need sleep before the apocalypse starts.”

I kissed her—my first, my anchor, my team captain—and headed back to my own room.

One more night.

Then everything would change.

The System hummed in my awareness, counting down the final hours.

Phase Two was coming.

And ready or not, we would face it together.


Chapter 25: Phase Two

Friday. Six days post-loop.

Six days since I woke to a clock that read Sunday. Six days since the world started moving forward again. Six days of building, connecting, creating something that mattered.

Thursday had passed in a blur of preparation—strategy sessions, contingency planning, the kind of intense focus that left no room for doubt. Now it was Friday.

And now it was time to see if any of it would survive.

The afternoon light slanted through Sophie’s windows as we gathered for what might be our last peaceful moment together. All five of them this time—Sophie on the bed, Rachel beside her, Emma cross-legged on the floor, Jess leaning against the desk, and Becca perched on the windowsill like she was ready to fly at any moment.

My women. My foundation. My team.

“So this is it,” Sophie said. “The calm before the storm.”

“We don’t know it’s a storm,” Rachel offered. “Phase Two could be anything. The incoming subjects might be friendly.”

“When has anything in Alex’s life been friendly?” Becca’s voice was dry. “He spent three thousand years dying. I don’t think the universe is going to suddenly start playing nice.”

“She’s not wrong.” Jess was staring at the wall, eyes unfocused. “I had another fragment last night. Couldn’t make out details, but the feeling was… hostile. Something’s coming that doesn’t want to play nice.”

Emma hugged her knees. “What do we do?”

“We do what we’ve been doing.” I moved to the center of the room, where I could see all of them. “We stay together. We trust each other. We use the bonds we’ve built to face whatever comes.”

“Pretty words.” Becca’s ice-blue gaze fixed on me. “But bonds don’t stop bullets. Or whatever enhanced subjects might throw at us.”

“No. But they give us strength. Literally.” I pulled up the System interface in my mind. “Each of you adds to my capabilities. Sophie gives me agility. Rachel gives intelligence. Emma gives perception. Jess gives willpower. You give charisma. Together, I’m stronger than I could ever be alone.”

“And what do we get?” Becca pressed.

“You get me. Fighting for you. Protecting you. Using everything I learned in three thousand years to keep you safe.” I met each of their eyes in turn. “You get someone who will never forget you. Never take you for granted. Never stop appreciating what you’ve given me.”

The room was quiet for a moment. Then Sophie laughed, breaking the tension.

“God, that was cheesy.”

“But accurate.” Rachel smiled despite herself. “Very rom-com.”

“I liked it,” Emma said quietly. “It felt… honest.”

“It was meant to.” I sat on the edge of the bed, pulling Sophie against my side. “Look—I know this isn’t normal. I know I’m asking you to trust someone who’s essentially an alien in human skin. But everything I’ve told you is true. Everything I feel for you is real. And if Phase Two is coming to test that, I want to face it without regrets.”

“Without regrets,” Rachel repeated. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means—” I hesitated, trying to find the right words. “It means this might be our last moment of peace for a while. And I want to spend it… together. Really together. All of us.”

Understanding dawned in their expressions. Sophie’s grip on my arm tightened. Rachel’s eyes darkened. Emma blushed furiously. Jess pushed off the wall, something predatory in her stance. Even Becca’s composure flickered.

“You’re suggesting—” Rachel started.

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m saying that whatever happens next, I want you to know how much you all mean to me. How much each of you has changed my life.” I looked around the room. “But if that expression takes a… physical form… I wouldn’t object.”

“Always so diplomatic.” Sophie was grinning now. “What he’s really saying is he wants to fool around with all of us before the cosmic invasion starts.”

“That’s… an oversimplification.”

“Is it wrong though?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “No. Not really.”

The women exchanged glances—some silent communication passing between them that I couldn’t read. Then Sophie stood, pulling her shirt over her head in one smooth motion.

“Well then. Let’s make this count.”



What followed was nothing like the threesomes I’d experienced before.

This wasn’t about passion or competition or even physical pleasure, though all of those were present. This was about connection. About showing, through touch and intimacy, what we meant to each other.

Sophie kissed me first, her athletic body pressing against mine, tasting of competition and devotion. Then she pulled back and gently pushed me toward Rachel.

Rachel’s kiss was different—slower, more deliberate. The kiss of someone who’d spent years controlling her desires and was finally letting go. Her full breasts pressed against my chest, her hands found my hair, and when she pulled away, her dark eyes were shining.

Emma came next, trembling but determined. Her kiss was soft, almost reverent—the kiss of someone still amazed that this was her life now. I felt her heart racing against my chest, felt the trust she was placing in me with every moment.

Then Jess. Her kiss was wild, unpredictable—demanding one moment, yielding the next. I tasted metal from her lip ring, felt her piercings press against me, sensed the mystery that still surrounded her even now.

And finally, Becca.

She hesitated at the edge of the group, watching. I extended my hand.

“You don’t have to,” I said.

“I know.” But she took my hand anyway and let me pull her close.

Her kiss was different from before—no anger, no competition. Just… acknowledgment. A meeting of equals, agreeing to face whatever came together.

We ended up on the bed, a tangle of bodies and warmth. Clothes came off slowly, touched passed between us, boundaries blurred. Sophie’s athletic form pressed against Emma’s softness. Rachel’s curves contrasted with Becca’s maintained perfection. Jess’s tattoos traced patterns across my vision wherever I looked.

It wasn’t sex—not exactly. It was something else. Something I didn’t have a word for.

Sophie’s hand found mine. Rachel’s head rested on my shoulder. Emma curled against my side. Jess traced patterns on my chest. And Becca, surprisingly, let herself be held—let herself be vulnerable—for maybe the first time in her life.

“This is insane,” Becca murmured.

“Absolutely insane,” Rachel agreed.

“Best kind of insane.” Sophie’s voice was drowsy, satisfied. “We’re going to remember this. Whatever happens next.”

“That’s the point.” I looked at the ceiling of Sophie’s room, feeling the weight of five women around me. “After three thousand years, I finally have something worth remembering.”

“You’re going to make me cry.” Emma’s voice was thick. “I’m already emotional.”

“You’re always emotional. That’s your thing.” But Sophie’s voice was gentle. “It’s okay. We’re all feeling it.”

Jess stirred against me. “Something’s happening.”

“What?”

“The System. I can feel it… shifting.” Her hazel eyes focused on something I couldn’t see. “It’s like… waves, building toward shore. Something’s about to break.”

I checked my own interface, and my blood went cold.

[PHASE TWO COUNTDOWN: 0 DAYS]
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Territory: Ridgemont University, Texas

Incoming Subjects: 3
Distance: 0.5 miles and closing
ETA: 15 minutes

Entity Message Pending...

“They’re here,” I said.

The effect was immediate. Bodies disentangled. Clothes were grabbed and pulled on. The warmth of the moment gave way to sharp focus.

“How many?” Sophie was already in command mode.

“Three. Half a mile out, heading this way.”

“Abilities?”

“Unknown.”

“Fantastic.” Becca was dressed first, her perfect composure back in place. “So we’re going in blind against unknown enemies with unknown powers.”

“Not blind.” Jess was staring at the wall again, that distant look in her eyes. “I see them. In fragments. Two men, one woman. Different… different kinds of dangerous.”

“Different how?”

“One of them feels like you.” Her gaze found me. “Loop experience. The stillness of someone who’s seen too much. Another is… newer. Raw. Powerful but unstable. And the third…” She shuddered. “The third feels wrong. Like the entity itself is looking through her.”

The System chose that moment to pulse with new information.
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- ASSESS: Gather information before engagement
- CONFRONT: Assert territorial dominance

Note: Subject strategies unknown
Note: Entity observation intensifying

Three subjects. Three different types. And one of them was like me—a loop survivor, with centuries of accumulated experience.

“I need to see them,” I said.

“We’ll come with you.” Sophie was already at the door.

“All of us.” Rachel’s voice brooked no argument. “We’re a unit now. We face this together.”

They filed out—Sophie in the lead, Rachel and Becca flanking, Emma and Jess bringing up the rear. A formation that happened naturally, each person in their right place.

We moved through the dorm and out into the evening light.

The campus was quiet for a Friday—most students done with classes or heading to dinner. Normal life, continuing on, oblivious to the cosmic chess game happening in their midst.

I felt them before I saw them.

My [Temporal Divergence] screamed, sharper and more urgent than ever before. Three signatures, approaching from the east. Two felt like anomalies—people who shouldn’t exist in my memories. The third was something else entirely. Something that made my skin crawl with wrongness.

“There,” Sophie said, pointing.

They emerged from between buildings—three figures walking toward us with the unhurried confidence of predators.

The first was a man in his thirties, Asian features, dressed simply in dark clothes. He moved with that same stillness I saw in myself—the calm of someone who’d faced every possible situation and feared nothing. His eyes found mine across the distance, and I saw recognition there. Understanding. He’d been through what I’d been through.

The second was younger—maybe twenty, African American, built like a heavyweight boxer. He radiated raw power, energy barely contained beneath the surface. Every step he took seemed to crack the air around him. Enhancement subject, the System had said. Whatever they’d done to him, it was overwhelming.

And the third…

The third was a woman. Pale, dark-haired, dressed in a simple white dress that seemed out of place on a college campus. She looked ordinary—until you met her eyes. They were wrong. Too still. Too knowing. Like the entity itself was staring out through borrowed sockets.

They stopped thirty feet away. The older man spoke first.

“Alex Reid.” His voice was calm, measured. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“You have me at a disadvantage.”

“Victor Chen. 847 years in a loop. Tokyo, 1977.” He smiled faintly. “You’re quite the legend among survivors. The one who lasted longest. The one who built a harem in a week.”

“News travels fast.”

“The entity doesn’t keep secrets from its subjects. Not anymore.” His gaze moved to the women behind me. “Impressive. Five bonds in seven days. That’s efficient.”

“Efficiency wasn’t the goal.”

“No. I can see that.” Something like respect flickered in his expression. “Genuine connections. That’s rarer than you might think.”

The enhanced subject—Beta, I was already thinking of him—cracked his knuckles. “We done with the small talk? I came here to fight, not gossip.”

“Patience, Marcus.” Victor’s voice was sharp. “We’re not here to fight. Not yet.”

“Then why are we here?”

“To assess. To understand.” Victor’s eyes returned to mine. “The entity is testing something new. Putting survivors together. Seeing what happens when territories overlap.”

“And what do you want?”

“What I’ve always wanted. To survive. To thrive. To understand why we were chosen and what we’re meant to do with the gifts we’ve been given.” He spread his hands. “I’m not your enemy, Alex. Not unless you make me one.”

“And them?” I nodded toward his companions.

“Marcus is… learning. He didn’t have the benefit of loop experience. His power is raw, unstable. The entity thought proximity to survivors might help him mature.”

“And her?”

The woman in white stepped forward, and my [Temporal Divergence] screamed so loud I nearly staggered.

“I am the entity’s representative in this territory,” she said. Her voice was calm, empty, utterly inhuman. “I am here to observe. To report. To ensure the rules are followed.”

“What rules?”

“The rules of Phase Two.” She tilted her head, studying me with those terrible eyes. “You have built well, Alex Reid. Five bonds. Complete foundation. The entity is pleased with your progress.”

“The entity can go fuck itself.”

The words came out before I could stop them. Behind me, I felt Sophie stiffen.

The woman smiled—a cold, mechanical expression that never reached her eyes.

“The entity understands your hostility. It was expected. Three thousand years of isolation would breed resentment.” She stepped closer, and I had to fight the urge to retreat. “But understand this: the loops were not punishment. They were preparation. You have been shaped, Alex Reid. Forged. Made ready for something larger.”

“Ready for what?”

“That remains to be seen.” She turned away, dismissing me. “Phase Two will reveal what the loops created. You will compete, collaborate, or conflict with other subjects. You will grow stronger or be eliminated. And at the end…”

“At the end?”

“At the end, you will understand why you were chosen.” She began walking away, Marcus falling into step beside her. “Or you will die trying.”

Victor lingered a moment longer.

“She’s always like that,” he said quietly. “The observers. They’re not really people anymore. Just… mouthpieces.” He met my eyes one final time. “I meant what I said. I’m not your enemy. But Phase Two is coming, whether we want it or not. Be ready.”

Then he followed his companions, disappearing between buildings.

We stood in silence, the five women clustered around me, watching them go.

“Well,” Becca said finally. “That was ominous as fuck.”

“She said ‘compete, collaborate, or conflict,’” Rachel murmured. “Multiple options. Maybe this doesn’t have to be war.”

“Did you see that guy’s eyes?” Sophie shook her head. “Marcus. He wanted to fight. It’s coming whether we want it or not.”

“Then we’ll be ready.” I turned to face my women. “That’s what we’ve been building for. That’s why the bonds matter. Whatever they throw at us, we face it together.”

“Together,” Sophie agreed.

“Together,” Rachel echoed.

“Together,” Emma whispered.

“Together,” Jess murmured, her eyes still tracking something invisible.

“Fine. Together.” Becca rolled her eyes, but she was almost smiling. “But if I die fighting cosmic entities, I’m going to be very annoyed.”

The sun was setting over campus, painting the sky in shades of orange and red. A beautiful evening for the end of everything I’d known.

I felt the Soulbound connections pulsing in my awareness—Sophie and Rachel and Emma, warm and present and real. Felt the bonds with Jess and Becca, strong and growing. Felt the strength they gave me, the power that genuine connection provided.

The System hummed with new data.

[ALEX REID — STATUS]
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS (with active bonuses):
Strength: 78/100
Agility: 87/100 (+5 Sophie)
Intelligence: 95/100 (+5 Rachel)
Charisma: 94/100 (+5 Becca)
Perception: 96/100 (+5 Emma)
Willpower: 104/100 (+5 Jess)

SKILLS (Selected — 847 total):
Combat Mastery: 94/100
Social Reading: 98/100
Languages: 47 fluent
Instruments: 23 mastered
Academic Knowledge: 96/100

ACTIVE ABILITIES:
[Temporal Divergence] — Lv 2
[Bond Resonance] — Active
[Muscle Memory Recall] — Ready

BONDS: 5 Established
- Sophie Martinez: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
- Dr. Rachel Shaw: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
- Emma Walsh: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
- Jess Moran: 800/1000 (Love)
- Becca Hayes: 800/1000 (Love)

HAREM FOUNDATION: COMPLETE (5/5)
PHASE: Two Active
ENTITY OBSERVATION: MAXIMUM

Note: First week of freedom complete
Note: Multiple subjects now active in territory
Note: Competition protocols engaging

Entity Message: "Congratulations, Alex. You built a foundation. Now defend it."

I looked out across the campus—my territory now, apparently. Somewhere out there, Victor Chen was planning his next move. Marcus was probably breaking things. And the entity’s observer was watching, recording, reporting back to whatever cosmic intelligence had shaped my existence for three millennia.

But I wasn’t alone anymore.

I had Sophie’s fierce loyalty. Rachel’s analytical wisdom. Emma’s emotional insight. Jess’s wild intuition. Becca’s sharp edge.

Five women who’d chosen me. Five bonds that made me stronger. Five reasons to fight for what I’d built.

“What now?” Sophie asked, her hand finding mine.

“Now we go back inside. We plan. We prepare.” I squeezed her fingers. “And tomorrow, we start showing them what three thousand years of preparation really looks like.”

“That’s the most badass thing you’ve ever said.”

“I’ve been practicing.”

We walked back toward the dorm, my women around me, the setting sun at our backs.

Phase Two was here.

The loops were just the beginning.

And whatever came next, we would face it together.



Later that night, I stood alone at my window, looking out over the darkened campus.

Sophie was asleep in my bed, exhausted from the day’s revelations. The others had returned to their own spaces, processing, preparing. We’d agreed to meet tomorrow, to start building strategies for whatever Phase Two would bring.

But for now, I had this moment. This quiet breath before the storm.

The entity’s words echoed in my mind: “Congratulations, Alex. You built a foundation. Now defend it.”

Three thousand years in a loop. A quarter million deaths. And at the end of it all, this: a world that finally moved forward. Women who would remember me tomorrow. A future that wasn’t prewritten.

I’d fought so long for this. Endured so much.

Now came the hard part: keeping it.

Movement caught my eye. Across the quad, near the old science building. Three figures walking in the darkness.

Victor. Marcus. The observer.

Still here. Still watching. Not leaving campus anytime soon.

My [Temporal Divergence] hummed with their presence—a constant reminder that my territory was no longer mine alone.

They looked up, almost as one, and found my window. Found me.

Victor raised a hand in what might have been a wave or a warning. Marcus cracked his knuckles. And the observer just stared with those terrible, empty eyes.

I held their gaze across the distance. Let them see that I wasn’t afraid.

Phase Two had begun.

And I was ready.

The game was just starting.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Cole Cross. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few simple ways you can keep the energy going:

	Leave a rating or review
Even a few words, or just tapping a star rating, makes a big difference. Reviews help other readers discover the book, and ratings are completely anonymous. Both are deeply appreciated.

	Follow on Amazon
By following Cole Cross on Amazon, you’ll get notified whenever a new book is published. No emails, no spam, just a quiet alert for the next release.

	Explore more stories
If you’re curious what else might be waiting, more books from Cole Cross are just a search away. Kindle Unlimited reader? Every page you read helps support more wild ideas becoming real stories.



Thanks again for spending your time in this world. It means more than you know.

Cole Cross
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